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What is scarcity checking? 
 
Scarcity checking is the process of establishing whether holdings being offered for 
de-duplication by a UKRR member are available elsewhere within the UKRR 
community, and if so at which member libraries.  

UKRR’s primary objective is the establishment of a national research collection 
retaining three copies of every item offered. The first copy is held at the BL and is 
the access copy, whilst the other two copies held within the UKRR community act as 
preservation copies within the distributed national research reserve. Consequently 
holdings offered by libraries are marked for addition to the retained collection unless 
it can be demonstrated that the material is available elsewhere. The data gained 
from scarcity checking informs these critical decisions underpinning the research 
reserve, which is whether the offered material is safe to dispose of, or whether it 
should continue to be retained.  

 

Terminology 
 

Within UKRR a number of different terms are used to differentiate between the 
various forms of journal material being referred to. The distinction between these is 
paramount to understanding scarcity checking and UKRR processes as a whole. 

Title is the top level term and is used to refer to the journal as an entity.  

Holding relates to a specific collection of volumes/parts/issues published under the 
same title which together form an identifiable set. Multiple holdings of one title can 
be independent of each other if the individual issues within the holdings do not 
overlap. Consequently a number of holdings may be required to ensure one 
complete published run of a journal title.  

Offered holding is the collection of journal issues which a member library is offering 
to UKRR.  

Matching holdings are holdings which contain all the material present in the 
offered holding. Note that the words “matching copy” or “matching copies” are 
sometimes used to refer to matched holdings.  

 

The current scarcity checking process 
 

From UKRR cycle 3 onwards EDINA and the British Library have provided the 
resources to collect scarcity data for lists of offered holdings submitted by UKRR 
members. A list of ISSNs and titles for the offered holdings is checked by EDINA 
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against the holdings in SUNCAT which belong to UKRR members, and are known to 
be suitable for inclusion in scarcity data. The ISSN of the offered holding is checked 
against any ISSN within subfield a of MARC 022 (ISSN) tag. The other subfields 
within the 022 tag are excluded from the search as they are for ISSNs specifically 
known to be cancelled or incorrect. If an ISSN is not provided, then the exact title is 
checked for in the MARC 245 and 246 tags (Title Statement and Varying Form of 
Title). Only those locations which have been confirmed as acceptable for UKRR 
scarcity checking by the member are included in the results. For those UKRR 
members who are not SUNCAT contributors, EDINA uses a z.39.50 target to extract 
holdings information directly from their catalogue, and adds this data to the holdings 
found in SUNCAT.  

The results of this process, which is scarcity data at a title level, are then passed to 
the British Library where the UKRR team check the offered holding against the 
search results and identify any complete matches. Any holdings from the offering 
institution are automatically discounted, regardless of whether they appear to be 
distinct from the holding being offered. The data from this process, in the form of 
codes denoting the libraries with a matching holding, is then passed to UKRR to be 
used to determine the retention status. 

Centralising the scarcity checking process in this manner has a number of 
significant benefits. Manually scarcity checking, as was done by members in cycles 
1 and 2 was very time consuming, and meant the UKRR process took a long time to 
complete. The quality of the data provided by members also varied greatly, with 
error rates sometimes approaching 30% of the titles tested. By utilising EDINA’s 
expertise in searching SUNCAT, and processing the results in a standardised 
manner, the error rate for the EDINA/BL scarcity data is known to be less than 2%.     

However the current process does not allow for any errors in the ISSN, title, or 
holdings data provided by the member library. Consequently actual matches may be 
missed if not found by the search process used by EDINA, or not identified if the 
holdings being searched for by the BL are incorrect. Nor will the process identify any 
holdings which collectively match the offered holding. As a result members have the 
option of conducting their own scarcity checking once the list has been finalised and 
the retention values made available, if they think there may be matches which have 
not been identified.    

 

How to scarcity check 
 

Scarcity checking is a manual process, whereby titles are searched for on union or 
individual library catalogues, and matching holdings are identified. The challenge is 
the level of granularity required to ensure that holdings are matched at the issue 
level, rather than at the title level.   
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Using a union catalogue such as SUNCAT or COPAC, which gives details of serials 
holdings within the UK is a good way of searching for titles within UKRR member 
libraries. Searching by ISSN is the most effective way of narrowing the search to a 
particular title, as it provides the greatest specificity in the search query. Exact Title 
and Title Keyword using the ‘words as a phrase’ option offer progressively less 
specificity, but are good alternatives if an ISSN is absent. Note that in all cases 
searching takes place on a title level, and results are presented on a title level. 
Manual matching needs to take place to interpret the search results and translate 
them into holdings level data which is relevant to the de-duplication processes.  

The example below shows how the holdings retrieved at a title level need to be 
interpreted to translate them into matched holdings data. Note that this is just an 
example of what a match is, and you do not need to detail the overlapping holdings 
like this when sending the scarcity data to UKRR; you only need to provide details of 
which libraries have a matching holding using the UKRR member codes and the 
date you performed the check (this is explained in full in the next section). 

 

Member library Holdings Overlap with Library A Count? 

Library A – offered 
holding v.12 (1982) – v.25 (1995) n/a 

No – don’t 
count the 
holding being 
offered 

Library 1 v.1 (1971) – v.31 (2001) v.12 (1982) – v.25 (1995) 
Yes – all the 
offered holding is 
present  

Library 2 v.1 (1971) – v.20 (1990) v.12 (1982) – v.20 (1990) No – holding is 
missing v.21-25 

Library 3 v.10 (1980) -  v.12 (1982) – v.25 (1995) 
Yes – all the 
offered holding 
is present 

Library 4 v.3 (1973) – v. 26 (1996) v.12 (1982) – v.25 (1995) 
Yes – all the 
offered holding 
is present 

Library 5 v.13 (1983) – v.25 (1995) v.13 (1982) – v.25 (1995) No – holding is 
missing v.12 

 

 

Recording and submitting the scarcity data 

Before you start scarcity checking you’ll need to ask UKRR to reopen the list so that 
you can add the data you find to LARCH. Details on how to add scarcity data to 
LARCH are in the ‘Adding scarcity data to offered holdings’ section of the LARCH 
user guide. As mentioned in the guide it is much easier to add the data to LARCH 
manually by using the ‘Edit Scarcity’ screen and functionality. However there is also 
the option of uploading the scarcity data in a special template which you can get 
from UKRR. Instructions on how to prepare and upload the template are part of the 
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LARCH guide, the remainder of this section is intended to help you record the data 
in the template in the correct format. 
Any suitable matching holdings are recorded in the appropriate column in ‘Section E 
Scarcity data’ of the UKRR scarcity template.  

Holding libraries: In this column detail the libraries who have holdings that are a 
complete match for those which you are offering. Use the member library codes 
provided in the document ‘UKRR holdings applicable to scarcity checking’, which is 
available from http://www.ukrr.ac.uk/members/default.aspx.  

Date of check: This is the date you performed the holdings check. Including it is 
very important as its presence prompts LARCH to look in the other columns for any 
library codes. 

Overlapping UKRR holdings: This column is for the codes of any members who 
collectively have a match for the holding you are offering. See the section on 
‘Overlapping UKRR holdings’ for more information. 

The table below shows how to enter the data in the fields. Holding library codes 
must be entered with a comma and a space between them, or LARCH will not be 
able to distinguish between them and the data upload will fail.  If no holdings are 
found then the ‘Holding libraries’ and Overlapping UKRR holdings’ should be left 
blank. Recording a date in the ‘Date of check’ column when you haven’t found any 
matching holdings is optional, however it can be useful for keeping track of the items 
that have already been scarcity checked. 

 

Holding libraries Date of check Overlapping 
UKRR holdings 

ABD, BHM, LDS, OXF, RDG 14/01/2011 
 

 

What to count and what to exclude 
 
Only holdings within UKRR member libraries should be counted when compiling 
scarcity data. Any holdings that are missing issues which are present in the offered 
holding should not be counted. Wider HE sector holdings, national library holdings, 
or collections belonging to professional organisations or charities should be 
excluded.  
 
Within UKRR member institutions there are libraries and collections which cannot be 
counted, such as college, departmental, and research centre libraries; as the 
member library service does not manage these collections. The document ‘UKRR 
holdings applicable to scarcity checking’, which is available from the UKRR website, 
details all the collections and libraries we are aware of which should and should not 

http://www.ukrr.ac.uk/members/default.aspx�
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be counted. If you come across any collections or libraries at a UKRR member 
institution which are not detailed on this document, please alert UKRR so that we 
can query it with the member concerned and update the document accordingly.    
 
UKRR is concerned only with print runs of research journals, consequently only 
paper copies of journals count in scarcity checking. E-journals do not count as 
parallel copies and caution must be exercised not to include them in the scarcity 
data by mistake, as many libraries have combined their print and e-journal holdings 
on one bibliographic record. 

To ensure that the preservation copies within the research reserve are distributed, 
only one matching holding at each institution can be counted. There is an exception 
to this if the member offering the holding has duplicate holdings within their own 
collection, which is detailed below. However the holding being offered for de-
duplication should always be excluded from the count of matching holdings. 

 

Parallel holdings within your own collection 
 

As noted above only one holding in each member’s collection can be counted when 
scarcity checking, to ensure the research reserve is distributed. However it is 
acceptable for members to use UKRR to de-duplicate their own collections, so if a 
member has parallel holdings of a title and is seeking to de-duplicate them, a 
holding which has not been offered to UKRR can be counted in the scarcity figure. 
To ensure that the research reserve remains distributed, parallel holding are limited 
to one per offered holding, with other identified matches having to come from other 
UKRR members.    

 

Overlapping UKRR holdings  
 

Combining overlapping holdings are permitted in some cases, in order to not 
disadvantage those libraries with significant holdings which may not have two exact 
matches elsewhere in the UKRR membership. However there are restrictions on 
how many holdings can be counted, which relate to the number of years worth of 
material on offer. These restrictions are to prevent the holdings in the research 
reserve being scattered across too many locations.  
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Size of offering (in 
years) 

Minimum number of years in 
combined holding (proportion 

of number of years being 
offered) 

Maximum number of 
libraries per matched 

holding 

<15 100% 1 

15≤29 33% 2 

30≤ 33%  3 
 

 In practice this means that overlapping matched holdings are not acceptable for 
offered holdings that span less than 15 years. Up to two overlapping holdings can 
be identified for offerings of between 15 and 29 years worth of material, although no 
individual library can hold less than 5 years worth of material, with the number of 
years worth of material rising in proportion to the offered holding. For offered 
holdings of 30 years worth of material or more, up to three overlapping holdings can 
be combined to form one complete holding; however no single library should hold 
less than ten years worth of material. Again the number of years worth of material 
rises in proportion to the offered holding.  

Note that the limits regarding the proportion of years in the matched holdings relate 
to the number of years being offered, but the holdings themselves are not restricted 
to those years. This means that a matched holding containing only a few volumes 
from those offered can form part of an overlapping holding, if it is at least one-third 
the size of the offered holding. Example 1 below shows how this works, with Library 
2 eligible to be a holding library even though it holds less than 33% of the material 
being offered. This does of course mean that the other overlapping holdings need to 
cover the remainder of the offered material.  

 The easiest was to work out if a holding is acceptable is to divide the number of 
years in the part-matched holding by the number of years in the offered holding, and 
multiply it by one-hundred. This gives you the years covered by the part-matched 
holding as a percentage of the years in the offered holding. If the result is more than 
33% and you can cover all the material in the offered holding without exceeding the 
maximum number of libraries, then the overlapping holdings are acceptable 

Example 1 – Offered holding of 20 years (max. holding libraries = 2) 

Member library Holdings 
Holdings as a 

proportion of the years 
being offered 

Count? 

Library A – offered 
holding 

v.12 (1972) – v.31 (1991) 100%   (20 years) No 

 
Library 1 

v.9 (1969) – v.21 (1981) 65%   (13 years) Yes – with Lib 
3 

Library 2 
v.9 (1969) – v.17 (1977) 45%   (9 years) Yes – with Lib 

3 
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Library 3 v.18 (1978) – v.37 (1997) 100%   (20 years) Yes – with Lib 
1 or Lib 2 

 
Note that although Library 2 only holds 30% of the offered holding, their total holding for 
this title as a proportion of the number of years being offered is 45%. This means it is 
suitable to be counted as an overlapping holding.  Consequently there are 2 possible 
combinations to create a matching holding: Library 1 + Library 3, and Library 2 + Library 
3, however only one can be counted as Library 3 can only be included once. 
 

Example 2 – Offered holding of 60 years (max. holding libraries = 3) 

Member library Holdings 
Holdings as a 

proportion of the years 
being offered 

Count? 

Library B – 
offered 
holding 

v.1 (1930) – v. 60 
(1989) 

100% (60 years) No 

 
Library 4 

v.1 (1930) – v. 20 
(1949) 

33% (20 years) Yes 

Library 5 
v.1 (1930) – v.15 
(1944) 

25% (15 years) No 

Library 6 
v.11 (1940) – v. 
20 (1949) 

17% (10 years) No 

Library 7 
v.15 (1944) – 
v.34 (1963) 

33% (20 years) Yes 

Library 8 
v.25 (1954) – 
v.68 (1997) 

72% (43 years) Yes 

 
There are 2 potential combinations to create a matching holding: Library 4 + Library 7 + 
Library 8; or Library 5 + Library 7 + Library 8. However library 5 cannot be a holding 
library in this case as it has less than 33% of the material in the offered holding. 
Consequently only the combination of 4+7+8 is a suitable matching holding. 



 Version 4 (Jun 2013)  Page 9 

 

We’re aware that the way overlapping holdings are identified is quite complex, so 
please get in touch if you are confused, ideally with some specific examples which 
we can work through with you. 

Scarcity data for overlapping holdings should be entered in the table in the format 
given below. As with the Holding libraries column, the library codes should be 
entered with a comma and space to separate them. 

If no complete matches are identified then the ‘holding libraries’ column should be 
left blank as in the second row of the example, and any holding from combining 
multiple locations  detailed in the ‘overlapping UKRR holdings’ section. Each 
overlapping holding is detailed on a separate line so it is clear what combination of 
holdings is being counted. To add a new line within a cell in Excel hold down the Alt 
button and press the Enter button. 

 

Holding libraries Date of check Overlapping UKRR 
holdings 

ABD 14/01/2011 BHM, NOT,SHF 

 
14/01/2011 

CUL, LIV 

EDU, NTH, NEW  

 

 

Problems likely to be encountered when scarcity checking 
 

After using SUNCAT for a short time it will become apparent that as a result of 
variations in local cataloguing practice, even a search using a specific query such as 
an ISSN may retrieve a large set of results. This can complicate the process of 
identifying holdings which match those being offered, as the results set is larger than 
can reasonably be assessed. In such cases experience suggests that individual 
records with only one holding institution often relate to e-journals, so it is often more 
efficient to skip through the results until records with multiple holding libraries are 
found. In most cases these records will be for the print copy, although the holdings 
still need to be checked as some contributors add both electronic access and print 
holdings to the same record to assist their users in accessing both collections. If you 
can’t find enough matching holdings within a record which has multiple holdings 
attached, you may then wish to go back and look in the single holdings records to 
see if there are any print copies hidden amongst them.      

Not all UKRR members are SUNCAT contributors and there is no filter available to 
limit the search results to those of UKRR members.  
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Non-SUNCAT contributors (as of June 2013): 

• Northumbria University 
• Royal Holloway, University of London 

 
The suggested method for simplifying the scarcity process in light of this is to 
conduct your checking on SUNCAT, and then recheck any offerings which have 
fewer than 2 matching holdings on the individual catalogues of the members listed 
above. The process for identifying matching holdings on individual catalogues is the 
same as when scarcity checking on SUNCAT. 
 
For some items such as annual reports or serials which may have been catalogued 
as monographs, COPAC may be a more appropriate means of searching for 
matching holdings.  
 

Quality assurance 
UKRR conducts quality assurance (QA) checks on any scarcity data provided by 
members, in order to ensure that decisions being made about retention and disposal 
are done so using accurate information. When conducting QA checks UKRR 
employs the methods of searching for holdings outlined above.  

If you are not familiar with the scarcity checking process and are approaching the 
process for the first time, we are happy to perform some QA checks on a sample of 
your scarcity data early on in the process, or answer any questions, so that you can 
be sure you are doing it correctly.  
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Workflow diagram: The scarcity checking process 
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