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1.0  An examination of  preference formation among 
U.S.-based academic library employees 

 
Dewey Decimal Classification has been on the decline in U.S.-
based academic libraries for over six decades. In 1955, 
Thelma Eaton found that 80% of  academic libraries used 
Dewey Decimal Classification; by 1975 this had dropped to 
41% (Comaromi, Michael and Bloom 1975), and in 1995 
was only 25% (Dewey 1996). A recent study by the re-
searchers on the present study examined the schemes at 
3,793 two-year and four-year institutions in the United 
States and found that only 13.5% of  academic libraries in 
the U.S. use Dewey Decimal Classification. There has been a 
tremendous decline in the use of  Dewey—roughly 1.5% 

year-over-year—but does the movement away from this 
scheme correlate with the preferences of  academic library 
employees and, if  so, why? What do “we” prefer? An em-
pirical examination of  the preference of  library employees 
may put evidence to what many catalogers already believe, 
or present counter-indications that might have influence 
on classification decision-making. 
 
2.0 Literature review 
 
2.1 Preference for library classification 
 
There are several key differences between Dewey Decimal 
and Library of  Congress Classification schemes that may in- 
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fluence preferences among academic library employees. 
The most obvious difference between Dewey and Library 
of  Congress Classification is the notation of  the systems. 
LCC uses alphanumeric notation, which provides greater 
flexibility than Dewey’s numeric-only scheme. The alphanu-
meric combination of  LCC lends to a much broader offer-
ing of  classes (twenty-six options for a letter versus only 
ten for a number). Dewey has far fewer classes (fewer than 
one-fifth of  the classes of  LCC) (Joudrey, Taylor and Mil-
ler 2015). Thus, simply by the design it would seem more 
intuitive to use LCC for larger collections that need more 
detail and Dewey Decimal Classification for smaller collections 
that are less concerned with breadth. 

Dewey Decimal Classification and Library of  Congress Clas-
sification can also be analyzed from a historical context to 
ascertain their intended uses. For instance, there is a strong 
argument to be made that Dewey Decimal Classification was 
never designed to be used with large collections. As dis-
cussed in the prior paragraph, Dewey has a limited number 
of  classes that often do not capture all the categories of  a 
modern, large-scale library collection. Melvil Dewey, when 
developing the system nearly 150 years ago, had likely not 
encountered a library with a collection of  more than one 
million volumes. According to the 1904 World Almanac 
(published three decades after the Dewey Decimal System of  
Classification was first published), only five libraries in the 
world had collections exceeding one million volumes and 
only one of  which, the Library of  Congress with one mil-
lion volumes, was in the United States (The Press Publish-
ing 1903). The largest academic library in the United States 
was Harvard University’s, with just over 500,000 volumes. 
The New York State Library and Columbia University Li-
brary, the two institutions where Dewey spent most of  his 
career, both had far fewer than 500,000 volumes (423,000 
and 295,000 respectively). In fact, only eighty-nine univer-
sities in the United States (9% of  all universities at the time) 
even had a dedicated library for their students. 

Contrast this with today, when there are nearly 3,800 
academic libraries in the United States and even smaller 
universities often amass collections exceeding one million 
volumes. Dewey’s institution, Columbia University, now 
has a collection of  over eleven million volumes (American 
Library Association 2018b). The Library of  Congress has 
nearly thirty-five million volumes and over 100 libraries 
have more than three million volumes. The world of  li-
brary science in which Dewey developed his system was 
vastly different from that of  today. Is it possible that library 
employees recognize that the system was not devised for 
large academic libraries and this informs their preferences? 

Another prevalent consideration is bias in the classifi-
cation schemes. Several recent articles discuss a bias within 
Dewey Decimal Classification that is less prevalent in Library 
of  Congress Classification (Mai 2013; Mai 2016; Higgins 

2016; Fox 2015). Dewey was developed in the 1870s and 
at the center of  a Christian and Eurocentric world in New 
York, United States. Resultantly, the scheme lacks the 
breadth of  classification particularly for non-Christian re-
ligions and non-white cultures. This has led to several au-
thors having a negative opinion of  the system regardless 
of  the actual intricacies of  DDC. 

Preferences could be shaped by several practical factors, 
including cost, size of  collection, specialties of  staff, and 
standards among libraries and consortia. Libraries are reli-
ant on the abilities of  their employees and, given library 
and information education in the United States, many of  
the potential employees are leaving schools with an em-
phasis in one scheme more so than the other (Turvey and 
Letarte 2002). This is often Library of  Congress Classifica-
tion, due to the relationship with library schools to aca-
demic libraries on campus and the prevalence of  LCC in 
these libraries. As such, the early-career employee pool fa-
vors LCC, and, thus, it is easier to find a cataloger with 
expertise in this system than in DDC. 

Libraries may also consider what system is most acces-
sible to them. Many books in the United States come with 
preassigned classmarks/call numbers, particularly in Li-
brary of  Congress Classification as each book that institu-
tion receives is automatically assigned an LCC call number 
(Library of  Congress [2018]). This assists the cataloger in 
streamlining the classification process and getting the 
book on the shelf. Thus, the materials selected may dictate 
the classification scheme used as well as the factors im-
posed by the library itself. 
 
2.2  Theories of  preference formation from outside 

library and information science 
 
While practical factors may partly or completely describe 
the preferences for classification schemes, several psycho-
logical and sociological theories also attempt to describe 
preferences and how they form. This study will examine 
these theories to determine whether any evidence of  the 
phenomena can be extrapolated from the findings. 

Stigler and Becker, in their seminal 1977 article “De 
Gustibus Non Est Disputandum,” argued that preferences 
are relatively stable and only change to maximize utility. 
Their economic view of  preferences is widely debated 
even four decades after its publication (Gimper 2007). 
Based on this conceptualization of  preference develop-
ment, preferences towards classification would be strongly 
influenced by perceived greater utility of  a scheme (i.e., 
rating a scheme higher should be correlated with a much 
greater likelihood of  preferring that scheme). 

Another potential explanation of  preference formation 
is the extensiveness theory. This type of  theory (which has 
many variations) emphasizes both quantity and quality of  
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experiences in influencing preference (Hoeffler et al. 
2013). This theory applied to library classification prefer-
ences might manifest in not just the system used but the 
position held, the size of  the library, and its geographic 
region, all of  which may influence how or to what extent 
the scheme is used. In the mere exposure effect, the re-
searchers expect the strongest correlation of  preferences 
to be the system currently used, with much weaker corre-
lations for other variables. Certainly, the two theories are 
related, but the extensiveness theory is more of  a proactive 
phenomenon versus mere exposure, which is passive. The 
researchers in this study hypothesize that that the prefer-
ences of  academic library employees will lend more cre-
dence to mere exposure than extensiveness. 

The mere exposure effect was first described by Zajonc 
(1965). According to Zajonc, the mere exposure effect is a 
psychological principle that suggests that (3), “mere re-
peated exposure of  the individual to a stimulus is a suffi-
cient condition for the enhancement of  his attitude toward 
it.” According to Zajonc, this effect is largely independent 
to the type of  stimulus (and what is receiving the stimu-
lus—e.g., the phenomenon has been found across the an-
imal kingdom) and has little to do with whether the stim-
ulus is pleasurable, neutral, or even detrimental. It suggests 
that preferences form largely without an objective evalua-
tion of  what is better, rather favoring what is familiar. 

Some evidence of  these theories may be found in the 
results of  the present study. For instance, if  the scheme 
used by library employees correlates with the scheme pre-
ferred, this might lend some support for the mere expo-
sure effect in the formation of  classification preference. If  
respondents prefer the system that they rate highly on both 
ease of  use and effectiveness of  organization, this might 
lend some support to the extensiveness theory of  per-
ceived quality. Ultimately, what this study will do best, 
however, is give a more complete picture of  what library 
employee preferences are currently. In this respect, the re-
searchers hypothesize that trends from Dewey Decimal Clas-
sification to Library of  Congress Classification correlate to a 
trend in preference that will be reflected in the results as a 
strong preference for Library of  Congress Classification. 
 
3.0 Methodology 
 
To explore academic library employee preferences toward 
classification schemes the following research questions 
were developed:  
 
1)  What are academic library employee preferences toward 

Dewey Decimal Classification and Library of  Congress 
Classification? 

2)  Are academic library employees’ classification prefer-
ences correlated with the system they currently use? 

To assist in addressing these questions, the researchers also 
developed four subquestions: 
 
1)  Do academic library employee preferences have a 

strong correlation with the type of  institution which the 
employees work (community college vs. four-year insti-
tution)? 

2)  Do academic library employee preferences have a 
strong correlation with employment status (faculty/ 
staff  vs. dean/director)? 

3)  Do academic library employee preferences have a 
strong correlation with the number of  years’ experience 
an employee has achieved? 

4)  Do academic library employee preferences have a 
strong correlation with the size of  the college or uni-
versity in which the employee is currently working? 

 
To investigate these research questions, the researchers uti-
lized a mixed-methods survey. This survey consisted of  
seven demographic questions, seven quantitative evaluative 
questions, and two qualitative evaluative questions. The de-
mographic questions asked for basic (non-identifying infor-
mation) about the survey respondents: system currently 
used in your library, educational attainment (MLS vs. non-
MLS), position status (faculty/staff/director/dean), amount 
of  experience working in libraries, type of  the college/uni-
versity employed (two-year vs. four-year). The seven quanti-
tative questions were divided into four Likert scale items that 
ask respondents to rate Dewey and Library of  Congress Clas-
sification schemes on “ease of  use” and “effectiveness of  or-
ganization” as well as three multiple choice questions that 
ask respondents to select their preferred scheme (Dewey Dec-
imal Classification, Library of  Congress Classification, no pref-
erence) in general, as an academic library user1 and as an ac-
ademic library employee. If  an individual had no experience 
with a classification scheme, they were asked to select zero 
on the Likert Scale items, and this response was then re-
moved from the data during analysis. 

The two qualitative questions ask respondents to pro-
vide a text response for the following questions: 
 
1)  In reference to the previous question (“Please indicate 

which of  the following systems of  classification you 
prefer AS AN ACADEMIC LIBRARY FACULTY/ 
STAFF MEMBER”), please provide any additional in-
formation about why you prefer one classification 
scheme over the other 

2)  If  your library considered, is considering, or made the 
switch from one classification scheme to another scheme 
during your tenure at the library, please describe what fac-
tors you believe contributed to the decision whether or 
not to make the switch (e.g. “We switched from x classi-
fication system to y classification system because ....) 
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The survey was distributed via email to 1,855 academic li-
brary employees across the United States. These individu-
als were selected using a list of  academic libraries derived 
from the American Library Directory (Torpie at al. 2018) 
using definitions of  two-year and four-year public and pri-
vate institutions supplied by Carnegie Classifications (In-
diana University 2017). Libraries that met this criterion 
(n=3,793) were assigned a number. These numbers were 
entered into a random number generator that then selected 
200 initial survey colleges. 

Email addresses were collected for all employees at the 
200 colleges using publicly available information on their 
websites. An email was sent to everyone on this list, asking 
them to complete the survey and encourage their col-
leagues to do the same. The survey was also distributed, 
via the CJCLS Listserv) to community and junior college 
librarians to increase the response number for this demo-
graphic and improve the quality of  comparisons. 

The survey was created using the Qualtrics online sur-
vey tool. This tool helped significantly with the data anal-
ysis process. Quantitative data were compiled and sorted 
based on demographic categories as well as stored as part 
of  the total calculations. To analyze the qualitative data, the 
team followed a seven-step integrated, analytic-inductive 
approach adapted from the work of  Marshall and 
Rossman (2006). Both team members read all the survey 
responses to get a sense of  the responses. Then both team 
members reread the data marking all direct responses to 
the question. Looking for patterns in the data, direct re-
sponses were organized into categories that emerged. Each 
response was sorted into the appropriate category using 
the respondents’ actual words. The results were reviewed, 
looking for overlap and redundancy and to refine and re-
vise the category titles. From the survey, instances of  ver-
batim narrative were selected to illustrate categories. These 
findings are displayed in the results section below. 

With the data compiled based on demographic factors, 
measures of  statistical significance were calculated. These 
measures enabled the researchers to determine relation-
ships between demographics factor and preferences, thus 
testing the hypothesis of  the mere exposure effect. Addi-
tionally, correlation coefficients were found to further 
demonstrate relationships. 
 
4.0 Results 
 
The survey received responses from 814 respondents (re-
sponse rate = 44%). According to American Library As-
sociation statistics, this represents approximately 1% of  
the total academic library employees in the United States 
(American Library Association 2018a). Of  the respond-
ents, 12.4% work at an academic library that uses Dewey 
Decimal Classification, 81% work at a library that uses Li- 

brary of  Congress Classification, and 6.7% use another or 
both schemes. This proportion of  library classification use 
compares favorably to recent statistics found by the re-
searchers in this study, which visited the websites of  3,793 
academic libraries and found that 13.5% currently use 
Dewey Decimal Classification to classify new acquisitions. The 
rate of  13.5% would fit comfortably within the margin of  
error of  the present study and thus demonstrates the rep-
resentative distribution of  survey respondents. 

The respondents were not required to answer any ques-
tion on the survey. While the quantitative questions were 
marked as “required,” respondents who lacked experience 
with one of  the schemes were asked to select “0” on the 
Likert scale, and all zero scores were removed from the 
final results. The qualitative questions are experiential 
(meaning that many respondents may not have the experi-
ences necessary to properly answer the questions), yet still 
received a sizeable response rate. Question one (what fac-
tors do you believe contributed to your preferences) re-
ceived 570 responses, which translates to 70% of  the total 
respondents. Question two (what factors influenced a re-
classification decision) received 352 responses, or 43% of  
the total respondents.  

Tables 1 and 2 below display the complete statistics of  
the quantitative questions for all 814 respondents. The 
general survey respondents preferred Library of  Congress 
Classification to Dewey Decimal Classification at a nearly 13:1 
ratio. On a five-point Likert scale, the respondents favored 
LCC by nearly one point on ease of  use and over one point 
on effectiveness of  organization. Even with a fairly large 
survey group, it is notable that the standard deviation of  
the Likert data sets is quite dramatic (1.37, 1.45 for DDC 
ratings; 0.91, 1.0 for LCC). The researchers believe these 
large standard deviations may be attributable to the polar-
ization of  opinions toward library classification schemes. 
Those who strongly preferred one scheme not only gave it 
a high rating (4.5-5.0/5.0) but gave the other scheme a very 
low rating (1.0-1.5/5.0). This interpretation is supported 
by the qualitative data, which demonstrates the polarity of  
opinions toward the two major library classification 
schemes. 

Tables 3 and 4 below display the full qualitative findings 
from the survey. The first qualitative question asks re-
spondents to provide more information about why they 
believe they prefer one classification scheme over the 
other. The categories that emerged from the data were typ-
ically associated strongly with one of  the two schemes. For 
instance, those who stated that granularity effects their 
preference typically preferred Library of  Congress Classifi-
cation, whereas those who named “ease to learn/use” typi-
cally preferred Dewey Decimal Classification.  
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Likert Scale 1 and 2: Rate these schemes according to 
ease of  use 
Scheme Mean Standard 

Deviation 
Variance 

Dewey Decimal Sys-
tem of  Classification 

2.92 1.34 1.8 

Library of  Congress 
System of  Classifica-
tion 

3.86 0.91 0.83 

Likert Scale 3 and 4: Rate these schemes according to 
effectiveness of  organization 
Field Mean Standard 

Deviation 
Variance 

Dewey Decimal Sys-
tem of  Classification 

2.66 1.45 2.11 

Library of  Congress 
System of  Classifica-
tion 

3.88 1 1.01 

Table 1. Likert data for complete survey. 
 

Scheme You Prefer in General 
Scheme Percent 

Prefer 
Number 

Prefer 
Dewey Decimal System of  
Classification 

5.93% 48 

Library of  Congress System 
of  Classification 

82.84% 671 

No Preference 11.23% 91 

   

Scheme You Prefer as An Academic Library User 
Scheme Percent 

Prefer 
Number 

Prefer 
Dewey Decimal System of  
Classification 

9.38% 76 

Library of  Congress System 
of  Classification 

78.40% 635 

No Preference 12.22% 99 

   

Scheme You Prefer as An Academic Library Employee 
Scheme Percent 

Prefer 
Number 

Prefer 
Dewey Decimal System of  
Classification 

8.89% 72 

Library of  Congress System 
of  Classification 

80.99% 656 

No Preference 10.12% 82 

Table 2. Non-Likert quantitative data for complete survey. 

 
 Question 12: In reference to the previous question 

(“Please indicate which of  the following systems of  
classification you prefer as an ACADEMIC LIBRARY 
FACULTY/STAFF MEMBER”), please provide any 

additional about why you prefer one classification 
scheme over the other. 

 Number of  Question Respondents = 570 (70%); Total 
Number Response Items = 605;  

 Number Who Accepted the Survey = 810; Number 
Who Declined Survey = 4; 

 Number of  Respondents Who Skipped Question 12 = 
240 

 
 Question 13: If  your library considered, is considering, 

or made the switch from one classification scheme to 
another scheme during your tenure at the library, please 
describe what factors you believe contributed to the de-
cision whether or not to make the switch (e.g. “we 
switched from x classification system to y classification 
system because…).  

 Number of  Question Respondents = 352 (43%); Total 
Number Response Items = 135;  

 Number Who Accepted the Survey = 810; Number 
Who Declined Survey = 4; 

 Number of  Respondents Who Skipped Question 13 = 
458 

 
These qualitative data show the manifestation of  a prefer-
ence but do not necessarily show the etiology of  said pref-
erence. In other words, we cannot say based on this infor-
mation whether granularity informed a preference for Li-
brary of  Congress Classification or whether a preference for 
Library of  Congress Classification informed a concern 
about granularity. Preferences may incite a confirmation 
bias, which causes the individual to notice faults in the 
other classification scheme while not recognizing faults in 
the system they prefer. 

The second set of  qualitative data displays reasons why 
libraries do or do not reclassify. Cost is listed as the top 
reason, both the argument that it is too expensive to re-
classify and the argument that it is cheaper to switch 
schemes because—for instance—many materials now 
come with Library of  Congress Classification call numbers 
already assigned. A common report is that academic librar-
ies are reclassifying in phases. This is demonstrated in the 
dual classification to single category. Libraries will, for a 
time, have a certain portion of  the collection in DDC and 
the rest in LCC and slowly reclassify the entire collection 
over the period of  several years. 

Given the demographic factors, the researchers were 
able to perform a series of  statistical analyses to determine 
the relationship between demographics and preferences. 
The first of  these analyses is the relationship between the 
system currently used and the system preferred, shown in 
Table 5 below. Respondents that currently use Dewey Deci-
mal Classification prefer Dewey to Library of  Congress Clas-
sification for ease of  use 3.68 to 3.23, while those who use 
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LCC prefer it 3.98 versus 2.8 for Dewey. People who use 
Dewey prefer it 31% more on average for ease of  use, while  
those who use Library of  Congress Classification prefer it 
23% more than those who use Dewey. Those who use 
Dewey prefer it for effectiveness of  organization 35% more 
than those who use LCC, while those who use LCC prefer 
it 21% more. Though more people who use DDC prefer 
LCC than the system they currently use, the percentage 
who prefer Dewey (29%) is much higher than those using 
Library of  Congress Classification who prefer Dewey Decimal 
Classification (5%). The opposite is also true, with those us-
ing Library of  Congress Classification preferring it 87% of  
the time versus only 47% for those who currently use 
Dewey. On all thirteen statistical measures, significance was 
found. 

Statistics for the demographic of  educational attain-
ment (MLS vs. non-MLS) are displayed in Table 6 below. 
The Likert scale ratings of  preference show very little dif-
ference based on degree attained. There are, however, five 
of  nine multiple choice options where statistical signifi-
cance is found. This might mean that while perception of  
quality is the same for both groups, the scheme ultimately 
preferred is somewhat influenced by educational attain-
ment. Specifically, non-MLS employees tend to prefer 
DDC more than those who have an MLS degree. 

Table 7 displays the findings based on employee status 
of  director versus employee. None of  the thirteen 
measures showed any statistical significance, suggesting 
that the employee’s position has negligible correlation with 
preferences. 

Category (9) Number Illustrative Quotes 
   
Granularity 134 “LC has more divisions, able to more easily understand the groupings;”  

“LC provides a level of  granularity for each subject.”  

Familiarity 122 “Because it is the only one I know;” “I grew up doing summer reading programs 
in the public library, and high school library where I volunteer was also Dewey;” 
“I am more aware of  Dewey since I use it every day, and it just seems more intui-
tive.”  

Length of  Call Numbers 83 “The length of  the decimal in calling out topical minutia is ridiculous;” “It is too 
easy to make mistakes with lengthy numeration;” “Even foreign students have an 
easier time with Dewey. Numbers are a universal language.”  

Ease to Learn/Use 77 “The Dewey Decimal System applies a concise scale, from the general to the spe-
cific, toward any given book’s subject, simply by extending its chain of  numbers 
from the general to the specific. It is a marvelously intelligent telescope whose fo-
cus be extended easily and brilliantly. In contrast, using the Library of  Congress 
system is like asking a mathematician to abandon math’s superb 1-10 number sys-
tem, and perform all mathematical executions using Roman Numerals;”  
“I like DDC better because we have a lot of  issues with students associating let-
ters from LC with the first letter of  a topic… they look for literature in “L.” be-
cause it makes more sense in their brain. It’s a harder system to teach.”  

Compatibility with subjects taught 52 “DDC does not function as well for music;” “My concern with DDC at an aca-
demic institution is the cumbersome nature of  a system that originally left so little 
space for science and technology.”  

Popularity 37 “It is the most widely used system among academic libraries. When our students 
transfer to complete their degrees, they will be familiar with the system already 
(Community College);” 
“LC is the standard, consistently used in academic libraries.”  

Collection Size 37 “In very large libraries, the LC system facilitates more specific categories;”  
“In a large research library, I think the use of  Dewey classification would be in-
sufficient to managing the complexity of  the collections.” 

Colocation 36 “I like having literature works shelved alongside works of  criticism for them;”  
“I feel that the LC system gives a better location and more options for classifica-
tion.”  

Bias 27 “Both classifications have limitations in that they were created by educated, white, 
Christian men in English-speaking countries, thus both systems have biases and 
reflect white privilege;” 
“Dewey is frankly a mess when it comes to adequately representing cultures and 
communities outside of  the white, Eurocentric, Christian, ‘norm.’”  

Table 3. Data analysis for qualitative survey question 12. 
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Category (7) Number Illustrative Quotes 
Cost 42 “We switched some branch libraries from Dewey to LC because our Technical Services staff  said it 

was more cost effective in terms of  processing and cataloging;” 
“The librarians would like to switch but it’s a big undertaking. We are supposed to get a new build-
ing in the next decade and have talked about making the switch at that time;” 
“With smaller and smaller book budgets and a move towards eBooks, our print collection keeps 
getting smaller, which makes it not worth the effort.”  

Ease to Learn/Use 35 “Switched from Dewey to LC to get more exact classifications;”  
“Switch was made five years ago, and it was done to receive shelf-ready materials.” 

Popularity 25 “We made the switch because LC would better prepare our students for using other libraries. The 
DDC system is rarely used;”  
“Major academic libraries such as Harvard and Yale use it. We want to be in their company;” 
“Most other community colleges in our state were LC and we were joining the consortium and 
sharing a catalog, so we switched.”  

Dual Classification 
Scheme to Single 

17 “Right now we use both LC and Dewey. (Dewey for our children’s literature collection.) We are 
considering switching over to all LC for easier access;” 
“We did have a small number of  left-over DDC items in the library several years ago. Those were 
converted to LC… having two classification systems was confusing for patrons and staff  alike, and 
once resources were secured to do the work, conversion was done to alleviate that confusion and 
integrate the materials with other collections.”  

Familiarity 6 “Because many users were already familiar with LC;” 
“We switched from an in-house scheme to LC… because many users were already familiar with LC.” 

Higher Authority 6 “At a previous institution, the academic dean suggested changing from Dewey to LC because ‘all 
good academic libraries use LC;’” 
“We did have requests from faculty over the years to make the switch.”  

Technology 4 “At my previous library, when I got a bachelor’s degree in business, they started cataloging the new 
business books in LC. Years later, when we automated the catalog and moved to a new building, we 
decided to reclassify the whole collection from Dewey to LC.”  

Table 4. Data analysis for qualitative survey question 13. 

 
Preference Categories (currently using) Statistical Significance? 

DDC LCC Other 
Question 1: Ease of  Use 
DDC 3.68/5 2.8/5 3.04/5 yes 

LCC 3.23/5 3.98/5 3.61/5 yes 

Question 2: Effectiveness of  Organization 
DDC 3.38/5 2.51/5 3.08/5 yes 

LCC 3.29/5 3.98/5 3.64/5 yes 

Question 3: Prefer in General 
DDC 21/100 23/655 4/54 yes 

LCC 51/100 582/655 37/54 yes 

No preference 28/100 50/655 13/54 yes 

Question 4: Prefer as User 
DDC 32/100 37/655 7/54 yes 

LCC 45/100 555/655 34/54 yes 

No preference 23/100 63/655 13/54 yes 

Question 5: Prefer as Employee 
DDC 34/100 31/655 7/54 yes 

LCC 46/100 574/655 35/54 yes 

No preference 20/100 50/655 12/54 yes 

Total    13/13 

Table 5. Statistical analysis of  quantitative survey results based on demographic of  system currently used. 
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Preference Categories Statistical Significance? 
MLS Non-MLS 

Question 1: Ease of  Use 
DDC 2.92/5 2.91/5 no 

LCC 3.86/5 3.93/5 no 

Question 2: Effectiveness of  Organization 
DDC 2.66/5 2.7/5 no 

LCC 3.89/5 3.9/5 no 

Question 3: Prefer in General 
DDC 33/677 10/108 no 

LCC 573/677 80/108 yes 

No preference 71/677 18/108 no 

Question 4: Prefer as User 
DDC 55/677 16/108 yes 

LCC 541/677 76/108 yes 

No preference 81/677 16/108 no 

Question 5: Prefer as Employee 
DDC 50/677 17/108 yes 

LCC 561/677 78/108 yes 

No preference 66/677 13/108 no 

Total   5/13 

Table 6. Statistical analysis of  quantitative survey results based on demographic of  educational attainment. 

 
Preference Categories Statistical Significance? 

Director Employee 
Question 1: Ease of  Use 
DDC 3.04/5.0 2.88/5.0 no 

LCC 3.94/5.0 3.86/5.0 no 

Question 2: Effectiveness of  Organization 
DDC 2.72/5.0 2.62/5.0 no 

LCC 3.99/5.0 3.87/5.0 no 

Question 3: Prefer in General 
DDC 5/119 38/659 no 

LCC 100/119 550/659 no 

No preference 14/119 71/659 no 

Question 4: Prefer as User 
DDC 11/119 59/659 no 

LCC 96/119 519/659 no 

No preference 12/119 81/659 no 

Question 5: Prefer as Employee 
DDC 9/119 55/659 no 

LCC 98/119 539/659 no 

No preference 12/119 65/659 no 

Total   0/13 

Table 7. Statistical analysis of  quantitative survey results based on demographic of  type of  position held (director vs. faculty/staff). 
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The findings based on the number of  years’ experience an 
employee has attained is shown in Table 8 below. In gen-
eral, it appears that as employees gain more experience 
their satisfaction with both platforms grows. In the multi-
ple-choice measures of  preference, preference towards Li-
brary of  Congress Classification grows with experience, 
while preference toward Dewey Decimal Classification or no 
preference declines slightly. Six of  the thirteen measures 
overall show statistical significance, suggesting a weak but 
positive relationship between experience and preference 
for Library of  Congress Classification. 

Table 9 displays findings based on the type of  library in 
which employees work (two-year versus four-year). While 
both employees at two-year and at four-year institutions 
prefer Library of  Congress Classification to Dewey Decimal 
Classification, the divide in preferences is much more pro-
nounced among four-year employees (1.1 points) than 
among two-year employees (0.25 points) on ease of  use 
and on effectiveness of  organization (1.36 points for four-
year versus 0.55 points for two-year). There is also a sig-
nificantly greater proportion of  two-year library employ-
ees that prefer DDC (19%) than four-year library employ-
ees that prefer DDC (6%). Furthermore, ten of  thirteen 
measures show statistical significance. This suggests that 
the type of  library in which the employee works is strongly 
related to preference: two-year library employees prefer 
Dewey Decimal Classification more than four-year employees. 

This relationship, however, might also be described by 
the composition of  library classification usage in two- and 
four-year schools. Thirty-four-and-a-half  percent of  sur-
vey respondents from two-year colleges report using Dewey 
Decimal Classification, versus only 7.4% of  those who work 
at a four-year institution. This is statistically consistent with 
the actual statistics (approximately 8% and 31% as found 
in the before-mentioned study of  3,793 academic libraries 
in the United States). This means that the preference that 
might initially be seen as correlated to library type may very 
well be associated instead with the scheme currently used 
by the library (indeed this is supported when the two-year 
college findings are broken up into scheme currently used).  
 
5.0 Discussion 
 
The results of  this study indicate that academic library em-
ployees, in general, prefer Library of  Congress Classification 
over Dewey Decimal Classification by a significant margin. 
This finding is consistent among most demographic vari-
ables, including education, experience, type of  position 
held, and type of  library employed (two-year/four-year). 
The only demographic category where DDC was rated 
more favorable on ease of  use and effectiveness of  organ-
ization is among those who currently use DDC in their li-
braries. This suggests that the scheme a library currently 

uses has a big impact on its employees’ preferences. This 
effect is more pronounced with increased experience. 
Those who use DDC and have worked in libraries for ten 
or more years rate DDC significantly higher than those 
who use DDC and have worked in libraries for under ten 
years. These individuals, in turn, rate DDC higher than any 
group of  individuals that use DDC. 

The qualitative findings indicate clearly some of  the rea-
sons why the preference for Library of  Congress Classifi-
cation is so high among academic library employees in the 
United States. It’s more granular, which is beneficial to 
large collections that with DDC may have to be squished 
into a very small range of  less specific call numbers; it’s 
familiar as a standard among U.S.-based academic libraries; 
and it’s more suitable for modern subjects than DDC. All 
these items suggest practical reasons, on the surface, for 
preferring Library of  Congress Classification. 

Whether respondents preferred Dewey Decimal Classifica-
tion or Library of  Congress Classification, their preferences 
were quite strong. Very few respondents rated both 
schemes as average (defined here as within 1/3 of  a point 
of  2.5/5) and less than 11%, on average, had no preference 
of  library classification schemes on the multiple-choice 
measures. This indicates developments in library classifica-
tion preferences and library classification in general. First, 
it indicates that library classification schemes do still matter 
to academic library employees. This aligns with the findings 
of  Steele and Foote in their 2011 article “Reclassification in 
Academic Research Libraries: Is It Still Relevant in an E-
book World?” where the authors found that 1/3 of  libraries 
belonging to the Association of  Research Libraries are in 
the process of  reclassifying materials. Classification and re-
classification do still matter even in a mobile world. 

It is possible that a more neutral segment of  the popu-
lation did not respond to the survey. The researchers, 
though, do believe it appurtenant to recognize that this 
survey was distributed to all employees at the 200 selected 
academic libraries, including many student employees and 
emerita employees as well as employees who have very lit-
tle interaction with classification schemes (e.g., financial 
managers, IT, etc.). These types of  employees represented 
nearly half  of  non-respondents. Furthermore, approxi-
mately fifty respondents for each quantitative question se-
lected “0” or non-response, meaning that people who had 
no experience with one or both schemes still responded to 
the survey and were captured to some extent. 
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Preference Categories Statistical Significance? 
Under 5 5 to 20 20+ 

Question 1: Ease of  Use 
DDC 2.65/5 2.95/5 2.97/5 yes 

LCC 3.77/5 3.78/5 3.97/5 no 

Question 2: Effectiveness of  Organization 
DDC 2.4/5 2.68/5 2.71/5 yes 

LCC 3.73/5 3.78/5 4.02/5 yes 

Question 3: Prefer in General 
DDC 9/92 22/374 17/343 no 

LCC 70/92 302/374 298/343 yes 

No preference 13/92 50/374 28/343 no 

Question 4: Prefer as User 
DDC 10/92 39/374 27/343 no 

LCC 67/92 281/374 286/343 yes 

No preference 15/92 54/374 30/343 no 

Question 5: Prefer as Employee 
DDC 9/92 38/374 25/343 no 

LCC 70/92 290/374 295/343 yes 

No preference 13/92 46/374 23/343 no 

Total    6/13 

Table 8. Statistical analysis of  quantitative survey results based on demographic of  years’ experience. 

 
Preference Categories Statistical Significance? 

2-year 4-year 
Question 1: Ease of  Use 
DDC 3.4/5 2.81/5 yes 

LCC 3.65/5 3.91/5 yes 

Question 2: Effectiveness of  Organization 
DDC 3.18/5 2.55/5 yes 

LCC 3.73/5 3.91/5 yes 

Question 3: Prefer in General 
DDC 22/148 26/662 yes 

LCC 108/148 563/662 yes 

No preference 18/148 81/662 no 

Question 4: Prefer as User 
DDC 30/148 46/662 yes 

LCC 100/148 535/662 yes 

No preference 18/148 81/662 no 

Question 5: Prefer as Employee 
DDC 32/148 40/662 yes 

LCC 100/148 556/662 yes 

No preference 16/148 66/662 no 

Total   10/13 

Table 9. Statistical analysis of  quantitative survey results based on demographic on library type (two-year vs. four-year).
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5.1  Comparing preference-formation theories to the 
findings 

 
5.1.1 Mere exposure effect 
 
The findings of  this study provide evidence of  the mere 
exposure effect in academic libraries. On average, aca-
demic library employees prefer the system they currently 
use by a significant margin. This margin of  statistical sig-
nificance is not evident with any other demographic factor 
except two-year versus four-year academic libraries, which 
themselves are likely influenced by the 31% distribution of  
Dewey Decimal Classification among two-year libraries versus 
7.4% for four-year. Further substantiation comes from the 
qualitative findings, where familiarity is the second most-
represented category. This demonstrates a self-recognition 
among survey respondents that their preferences are 
largely influenced by exposure, not an objective evaluation 
of  the library classification schemes.  

The strongest evidence for the mere exposure effect, 
however, would come from those who do not rate a 
scheme highly yet prefer it, because it is what they use. Of  
the 100 respondents to the study who indicated they used 
DDC for classification, twelve rated LCC higher than 
Dewey but preferred DDC anyways. One hundred-eighty-
two of  the 655 respondents who use Library of  Congress 
Classification rated Dewey higher for ease of  use but pre-
ferred LCC. This means that nearly 26% of  respondents 
rated one scheme higher but preferred instead the scheme 
that they currently use. While it is unlikely that the mere 
exposure effect alone is influencing preferences toward li-
brary classification schemes, the correlations described in 
the data seem to indicate some influence of  this effect. 
 
5.1.2 Stigler and Becker 
 
According to Stigler and Becker’s theory, preferences to-
ward a classification scheme would likely be informed by 
the perception of  quality. In the context of  this study, it 
should mean that the ratings assigned to classification 
schemes in the four Likert scale items match the scheme 
preferred in the multiple-choice questions. This, however, 
is not consistent with the data obtained in this study. 
Among library employees that use DDC, for instance, they 
rate DDC much higher than LCC on ease of  use and ef-
fectiveness of  organization, yet prefer LCC in general, as 
academic library users, and as academic library employees. 
For the mere exposure effect this is not an issue, because 
the theory merely stipulates that preferences will be “influ-
enced” through exposure, not entirely shaped by it. Stigler 
and Becker’s theory necessitates a strong positive correla-
tion between scheme ratings and scheme preferences, i.e., 
the higher a respondent rates a scheme the more likely 

s/he is to prefer that scheme (perceived quality = change 
in preference). This phenomenon does not exist in the 
findings from this study.  
 
5.1.3 Extensiveness theory 
 
The extensiveness theory of  Hoeffler et al. argues that in-
creased exposure to a preferred stimulus will influence 
preference. In the present study, there is some evidence 
that exposure (via years’ experience, increased education, 
greater professional responsibility) increase how library 
employees rate classification schemes on ease of  use and 
effectiveness of  organization, though this is not specific to 
a particular classification scheme. Ratings of  both Dewey 
and Library of  Congress Classification increase with experi-
ence. As for the level of  educational attainment and type 
of  position held, both appear to show a slight increase in 
preference for LCC as exposure increases. As the distribu-
tion of  Dewey and Library of  Congress Classification among 
these demographics is well-aligned with that of  the general 
pool of  respondents, mere exposure does not appear to 
influence these results. Thus, extensive theory may very 
well have a small impact on preference of  library classifi-
cation schemes. 
 
5.2 Limitations of  the study 
 
One previously mentioned limitation of  this study is the 
response rate and polarity of  respondents. While the re-
searchers believe the respondent pool is representative, a 
higher response rate would better affirm the results of  this 
study. Additionally, the researchers feel that they did not 
adequately provide options for libraries that currently use 
both Dewey and Library of  Congress Classification. For 
those who fell under this category, we requested that they 
either select “other” if  the split is about fifty-fifty or select 
the scheme that comprises most of  the collection. Simi-
larly, we neglected to include an option for National Library 
of  Medicine Classification, which is widely utilized by medical 
school libraries. Instead they were asked to select “other.” 
Including a demographic question about collection size 
may likely provide more detail to the results. 

We did not consider those library employees that might 
have recently changed jobs and consequently changed clas-
sification schemes, nor did we adequately consider those 
libraries that have recently completed reclassification and 
what impact this might have on perceptions. Finally, we did 
not include a demographic question about specific job ti-
tles. While respondents were asked to select whether they 
were a tenured/non-tenured faculty or staff  member, the 
position (cataloger, reference librarian, systems librarian) 
was not specified. While the researchers believed it im-
portant to survey the preferences of  all library employees, 
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it would have been useful to be able to make this distinc-
tion with individuals specifically tasked with working with 
these systems. 
 
6.0 Conclusion 
 
With trends in reclassification over the past century, a log-
ical conjecture would be that the preferences of  academic 
library employees would strongly favor Library of  Con-
gress Classification. This study provides empirical backing 
to that belief, showing that academic library employees 
prefer Library of  Congress Classification to Dewey Decimal 
Classification at a 13:1 ratio. This preference is particularly 
true among individuals who work at libraries currently us-
ing Library of  Congress Classification, those working at 
four-year institutions, and those with less than five years 
of  professional experience in libraries. Those who have 
been long-exposed to Dewey Decimal Classification and cur-
rently use it to classify tend to prefer it more so than Li-
brary of  Congress Classification. This, along with the quali-
tative data collected from the study, suggests that many 
factors influence library classification preferences. These 
range from the size of  collection and regional standards, 
to familiarity with schemes and cost of  use. Classification 
preferences are the result of  complex decision-making—
whether conscious, subconscious, or both—which makes 
it even more surprising that the respondents of  this study 
so strongly preferred one scheme to its competitor. This 
may suggest a continued trend of  preference and reclassi-
fication that continue in the decades to come.  
 
Note 
 
1.  The inclusion of  preference as an academic library user 

is intended to provide insight into whether preferences 
are related to work demands or to the scheme in general 
(e.g., if  an individual thinks it’s easier to find materials 
using Dewey and thus prefers it as a user, but dislikes 
classifying in Dewey because materials are easier to pro-
cess with the preassigned LC numbers). This may 
demonstrate the extent to which preferences are 
formed based on certain factors, such as biases in the 
systems. 
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