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1	 Background and Methodology

The study’s� authors, Michael Astor, George 

Klose, Susanne Heinzelmann and Daniel Rie-

senberg of Prognos AG, employed different 

methods to answer the questions raised. In a 

first step, they analysed the objectives and fea-

tures of the programme on the basis of pro-

gramme documents. The second step consisted 

of an ex-post assessment of funding practices 

to date. Following an analysis of DFG proposal-

processing data, intensive interviews were con-

ducted with officials from 15 selected libraries. 

The selection reflected the essential structural 

characteristics of the system at large. It covered 

�	 Cf. Eckpunkte der SSG-Evaluierung http://www.dfg.de/en/dfg_pro-
file/evaluation_statistics/programme_evaluation/studies/studie_spe-
cial_subject_collections/index.html

�	 http://www.dfg.de/en/dfg_profile/evaluation_statistics/programme_
evaluation/studies/studie_special_subject_collections/index.html

77 out of 86 funded SSGs and over 95 percent 

of total DFG funding under this programme. 

In addition, interviews were conducted with a 

comparison group of employees from libraries 

without SSG. Based on the interviews, a writ-

ten questionnaire was designed for the special 

subject librarians and the directors of all SSG 

libraries, to enable statements based on com-

plete and comparable information.

In order to obtain an ex-ante perspective 

on the current and future library service needs 

of researchers, the 594 members of the DFG 

review boards, which are divided into 48 spe-

cialties, were invited to an online survey. DFG 

review board members are elected by quali-

fied German scientists and academics from 

their midst.� They monitor the quality of the 

�	 http://www.dfg.de/en/dfg_profile/statutory_bodies/review_boards/
index.html
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reviews and prepare the decisions of the DFG 

Joint Committee. The survey group is there-

fore not a representative cross-section of all 

researchers in Germany; rather, it is made up 

of more established researchers who are very 

familiar with the DFG’s funding programmes. 

This target group thus makes it possible to in-

vestigate SSG-specific aspects while covering 

the entire disciplinary spectrum.

The results of these different analytical  

approaches were finally brought together and 

developed into recommendations for action. 

The external evaluation was accompanied by 

a DFG-appointed expert commission.

2	 Performance of the System from 
the Perspective of Libraries

To investigate the functioning and perfor-

mance of the existing SSG system, a qualitative 

survey was conducted among the participa- 

ting libraries according to the basic parame-

ters for the evaluation that had been previ-

ously determined. The objective was to review 

the principles and characteristics of funding by  

answering the following key questions: What 

are the requirements for the libraries, and how 

are they implemented? What are key factors 

in the acquisition of scientific literature? What 

are the perceptions regarding division of la-

bour, cooperation and quality assurance within 

the system? And finally: What is the benefit  

for libraries and what effort is required of 

them?

Out of all the insights gained into the wor-

kings of the system, the assessments regarding 

requirement feasibility, quality assurance, 

possible improvements and expected develop-

ments are of particular interest. This applies 

especially in terms of the growing importance 

of digital scientific publications and commu-

nications. 

The foremost requirement of the existing 

system is to acquire, as completely as possible, 

all research literature relevant to the respec-

tive collection focus, the so-called “peak de-

mand”. The survey paints a very mixed pic-

ture of how these criteria are perceived and 

how the requirements are implemented in 

practice. While the representatives of the SSG 

 
The DFG System of Special Subject Collections  

Special Subject Collections (Sondersammelgebiete, SSG) in Germany’s research libraries were established in 

1949 to ensure nationwide availability of specialised literature for science and academia. This system of natio-

nally distributed media acquisition has since served as a “virtual national library”, holding domestic and foreign 

research publications from all disciplines. The purpose of cooperative acquisition is to provide in Germany at 

least one copy of each scientifically relevant work, catalogue it, and make it accessible nationwide for the long 

term. In addition to acquiring as many unique print publications as possible, the provision of digital media has 

become increasingly significant. Since the late 1990s, specialised information portals have been developed as 

“virtual subject libraries”.

The SSG system now includes a total of 110 scientifically and regionally defined collection specialties, which are 

maintained by 36 libraries (http://webis.sub.uni-hamburg.de). The DFG continually funds 27 libraries (with 86 

SSGs) under its Nationwide Library Services Programme (approximately 12.8 million euros in 2011). These grants 

cover 75 percent of spending on foreign publications. All other costs – including the acquisition of German pu-

blications on the respective subjects and personnel expenses – are born by the libraries themselves.
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libraries agree that completeness is an impor-

tant quality criterion, far more than half of 

all respondents believe that forward-looking 

collection development – i.e. building repo-

sitories – is possible without full acquisition  

coverage, and that acquisition in practice al-

ways requires choices. Applying the same cri-

teria to the procurement of digital publications 

is also seen critically (see Figure 1). Accor-

dingly, opinions vary widely on the key factors 

influencing acquisition practice. As many as  

40 percent of respondents believe that limi-

ted internal financial and human resources, as 

well as limited external funding, make it dif-

ficult to meet the requirements. The study‘s 

authors also note that on digital media it is  

often unclear whether and to what extent  

systematic acquisition is necessary and possib-

le. Complete acquisition of digital media does 

not occur, for several reasons. These uncertain-

ties are often caused by licensing problems in 

the nationwide provision of digital media, or 

by the as-yet largely unresolved issue of long-

term archiving of electronic resources. Fur-

thermore, in some special subject collections 

– especially in the humanities – the availability 

and importance of digital publications are still 

considered to be rather low.

Opinions on division of labour and pos- 

sible adjustments to cooperation within the 

SSG system clearly reflect the individual inte-

rests of the participating libraries. Depending 

on the size of the institution, distinct views 

are evident on the distribution and merging of 

collection priorities. But a large majority is in 

favour of maintaining current responsibilities. 

It is striking that new forms of organisation 

are welcomed especially in the field of digital 

Figure 1
SSG library representatives‘ opinions on key requirements of the SSG system 
Source: Astor et al. 2011
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Mit den Anforderungen der digitalen Medien beschäftige ich mich  
erst, wenn übergreifend verbindliche Standards entwickelt wurden. 

Hinsichtl. der Anforderung einer nachhalt. Sicherung von Medien sollte 
„Halbwertzeit“ des Wissens in einzelnen Fächern berücksichtigt werden. 

Übergreifende Anforderungen an das SSG-System sind im  
Hinblick auf die Heterogenität der Fächer nicht sinnvoll. 

„Reservoir“ bedeutet immer auch „Vollständigkeit“. 

Wie Anforderungen an SSG-Betreuung ausgelegt werden, hängt eng mit 
der Leistungsfähigkeit der einzelnen betreuenden Bibliothek zusammen. 

„Spitzenbedarf“ zeichnet sich für mich insb. dadurch aus, dass dieser 
sich nur auf einen hochspezialisierten Wissenschaftlerkreis bezieht. 

„Spitzenbedarf“ bedeutet für mich immer auch qualitativ besonders 
hochwertige, wissenschaftlich relevante Medien. 

Der Vollständigkeitsanspruch kann nicht erfüllt werden.  
Es muss immer eine Auswahl getroffen werden. 

Anforderungen an das SSG-System sind mit Bezug auf Printbereich 
definiert worden. Für die digitale Welt sind diese nicht mehr zeitgemäß. 

Die Reservoirfunktion ist auch ohne das Erreichen von  
„Vollständigkeit“ zu erfüllen. 

Für Bestandserhalt und Sicherung der Nachhaltigkeit sollte es 
übergreifende Standards für die SSG-Bestände geben. 

Der Anspruch der Vollständigkeit stellt ein wesentliches  
Qualitätsmerkmal des SSG-Systems dar. 
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Bitte nehmen Sie zu folgenden Aussagen Stellung und bewerten Sie auf einer Skala von 
„stimme voll zu“ bis „stimme nicht zu“ (Mittlere Kategorie wird nicht dargestellt). 
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I concern myself with digital-media requirements only after   
mandatory universal standards have been developed. 

Regarding the requirement to safeguard media for the long term,  
the “half-life” of knowledge in a given subject should be considered. 

Universal requirements for the SSG system are not appropriate given
the heterogeneity of subjects areas.

“Repository” always implies completeness. 

How SSG responsibilities are interpreted is closely linked with the  
capabilities of the respective host library. 

“Peak demand” in my mind refers especially to highest-quality, 
scientifically relevant media. 
“Peak demand” in my mind is characterised especially by relevance to a  
highly specialised subset of researchers. 

Completeness is unattainable. Choices are always necessary.

Requirements for the SSG system were defined with print media in mind. They are  
no longer adequate in the digital world. 

The repository function can be fulfilled even without achieving completeness. 

There should be universal standards for SSG holdings on preservation and sustainability.  

Completeness is an essential quality criterion for the SSG system.

somewhat disagree 
disagree
agree 
fully agree 

Please give your opinion on the following statements by rating them on a scale from 
“fully agree” to “disagree” (neutral category not shown).

agree disagree 
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publications. A large majority (60 to 75 per-

cent) of SSG libraries believe that certain insti-

tutions should focus on licensing negotiations 

and long-term archiving.  However, they un-

animously reject the notion that digital-media 

responsibilities should be separate from the 

subject and regional structure.

Key criteria of service quality, according to 

the SSG library representatives, are holdings 

records, search options, and speed of provisi-

on. No significance is attributed to frequency 

of use and holdings exclusivity. Over 80 per-

cent of respondents see a direct relationship 

between the structure and general perfor-

mance of individual libraries and how well 

they handle their collection focus. Close and 

continuous exchange with the respective sub-

ject community is also viewed as an essential 

prerequisite for good performance, but consi-

deration of the demand situation is not.

In the overall assessment of the burdens 

and benefits, all respondents agree that ac-

tive participation in the SSG system not only  

increases the prestige of a library but actually 

improves its quality in various ways. Responsi-

bility within the SSG system, according to the 

written survey responses, is associated with 

engagement in developing innovative services 

and with building employee skills. At the same 

time, the representatives of the SSG libraries 

lament that the requirements and additional 

tasks placed on the SSG system have grown 

steadily in recent years, while DFG funding 

has not increased correspondingly. Despite this 

critical view of the financial and organisational 

feasibility of the requirements, a clear majori-

ty of respondents believe that the future SSG  

system should include not only scientific da-

tabases but also more diverse forms of digital 

publications and media, such as audiovisual 

media and primary research data.

3	 Researchers’ Expectations of 
Information Services

One key area of the evaluation was the need 

of scientists and scholars to be provided with 

literature. What expectations do researchers 

have for library services, and to what extent do 

they see them met? What forms of literature 

and media are especially important today and 

in the future, and how do they differ across sci-

entific disciplines? What is the role of SSGs and 

other library services for researchers, and how 

they evaluate their ability to perform?

Of the 594 DFG review board members 

who were invited to answer these questions in 

an online survey, 327 responded (55 percent). 

Nine out of ten respondents consider the ac-

quisition of scientific literature fundamental 

to their research; another 8 percent believe it 

is at least sometimes important, depending on 

the project. It is thus a very small group of re-

searchers for whom the acquisition of litera-

ture plays only a minor role. The survey shows 

that research habits are dominated by the use 

of Internet search engines (e.g. Google) and 

specialised databases. This plays a much larger 

role today than traditional access via local or 

national library catalogues.

Disciplinary differences are evident in  

the type of scholarly literature that is most 

important for review board members (see  

Figure 2). The greatest contrast exists between 

the humanities / social sciences and the life 

sciences. While the former assign the grea-

test importance to printed works (journals, 

monographs and edited volumes), the latter 

are primarily interested in electronic journals 

and databases. Printed monographs and edited  

volumes play virtually no role in the life  

sciences. Researchers in the natural sciences 

also use mainly electronic publications; printed 

media for them are only of “some” or “medi-

um” importance. In the engineering sciences, 

however, databases play a smaller and prin-

ted works a somewhat larger role. The sur-
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vey makes clear that – with all the differences 

between disciplinary cultures – a change has 

occurred and continues to occur: Electronic 

media are now important even in the traditio-

nal “book disciplines”, and they complement, 

if not necessarily substitute, the printed me-

dia.

Overall, the vast majority of researchers  

are satisfied with their access to literature. Ap-

proximately 60 percent see only small gaps in 

the current access to literature. Twenty percent 

see their literature needs as fully met. However, 

with the increasing diversity of access modes 

(print, electronic) and the growing number 

of publications, new challenges arise when it 

comes to cataloguing and finding informati-

on. Especially life scientists complain about in-

formation overload. At the same time, howe-

ver, they consider the available search tools to  

be generally clear and user-friendly enough 

that relevant literature can be found with them. 

Scholars in the humanities and social sciences, 

who are more inclined to believe that they can 

maintain an overview of relevant information, 

are rather more critical of the search options, 

as are the engineering scientists.

So how does the SSG system fit into the 

overall system of library services in Germany? 

The Special Subject Collections themselves are 

relatively unknown. Nearly two-thirds of the 

review board members – representing, as men-

tioned, a special selection, as they are more fa-

miliar than other researchers with DFG pro-

grammes outside their own specialties – had 

never even heard about them before the sur-

vey. Only 14 percent know the SSG system as 

such; another 9 percent are aware of the SSG 

in their specialty (but not the overall system). 

For 41 percent of those review boards mem-

bers who are familiar with the system, it plays 

a moderate or major role for their own work; 

for 31 percent of it is of little or no importance. 

Figure 2 
Review Board Members‘ opinions on the importance of different types of media for research, by discipline
N = 315-323, Source: Astor et al. 2011

no
importance

Humanities, social sciences Life sciences
Natural sciences Engineering sciences Total

Question: What kind of scientific literature is especially important for your research?
Please rate the types of media on a scale from “great importance” to “no importance”.

great
importance

little
importance

some
importance

  medium

Electronic journals / articles 

Print journals / articles 

Databases

Printed monographs

Edited print volumes

E-books

CD-ROMs

Microforms (microfiche, microfilm, etc.)

 Free Internet sources (e.g. online encyclopaedia
working papers on homepages, blogs, etc.)

Type of media:
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This may be related to two factors: First, the 

SSG system provides only certain specific ser-

vices within the larger context of library ser-

vices. Second, these services do not depend on 

users’ awareness of the system.

But that the objectives of the SSG system 

(completeness, repository function, availabi-

lity of highly specialised research literature, 

etc.) are considered to be current and relevant 

is evidenced by the fact that an overwhelming 

majority of polled review board members say 

they need a wide range of international re-

search literature, at least at one German libra-

ry, as well as older research publications (repo-

sitory function).

Asked about the significance of the SSG 

objectives for their own subject area, review 

board members again differ across disciplines 

(see Figure 3). That said, their responses trend 

in the same direction: The humanities and so-

cial sciences, more than the other disciplines, 

expect a wide range of foreign research lite-

rature at least at one German library, want 

holdings that include also older literature, 

and continue to insist on a complete range of  

literature. The other disciplines neither affirm  

nor deny that completism has become obsole-

te in the current era of information overload. 

They are much less of the opinion that their 

literature needs are so specific that only one 

or two libraries in Germany are able to satisfy 

them.

Is this a sign that the system serves espe-

cially the humanities and social sciences? In 

some ways, yes. The traditional strength of 

the system are printed publications, which  

are still very important in these disciplines. 

In all disciplines, however, great future im-

portance is assigned to electronic publications. 

This holds especially in the life sciences, but 

the humanities and social sciences are not far 

behind. Open-access publications, provided 

free of charge to users over the Internet, are 

another trend in library services across discip-

lines. Direct access to data and content is gai-

ning in importance as well. The SSG system 

will have to respond to these trends.

Figure 3
Review Board Members‘ opinions on expectations for information services, by discipline 
N = 309-321, Source: Astor et al. 2011

Question: Are the following statements true regarding your subject area?
Please rate them on a scale from “very true” to “not true”.

very true                  true      neutral                hardly true         not true

Humanities, social sciences 

Life sciences 

Natural sciences 

Engineering sciences

Total

Availability of a wide range of 
foreign research literature in my 

subject area in at least one German 
library is very important to me. 

Older research papers remain 
relevant for many years after their 

publication for the majority of 
current research in my subject area. 

Completeness as a goal for 
collections of literature has 

 become obsolete in this erea 
of information abundance. 

The literature for my research 
 is so specialised that it is 

 available in only one or two 
 libraries in Germany. 



�Information Services of the Future: What is the Contribution of Special Subject Collections in German Libraries?

4	 Trends and Options for Action 

In addition to the aforementioned trends in in-

formation acquisition and provision – especial-

ly increasing digitisation – there are also other 

developments presenting new challenges to 

SSGs. They include restructuring in the libra-

ry field, often associated with budget cuts, as 

well as increased concentration and commer-

cialisation in the publishing sector. Similarly, 

new areas of science and research are taking 

shape outside of traditional disciplinary ap-

proaches. These changes have a direct impact 

on the funding practices and funded projects. 

DFG programmes must adjust to this new en-

vironment.

The evaluation report provides some sug-

gestions as to how the SSG system can respond 

to the user interests of researchers and the  

demands of the trends identified. The authors 

emphasise four areas of action: First, they re-

commend a more coordinated approach to  

the handling of digital media. So far, the re-

sponse to changing media-use habits due to 

increasing digitalisation has been limited to 

isolated and mostly unrelated measures. An 

area that, according to the authors, could be-

nefit from a joint approach and common stan-

dards is the licensing of electronic publica-

tions. Second, the authors advocate a clearer 

definition of the requirements for SSGs. Alt-

hough the objectives of the system are clear in 

theory, there is often uncertainty and incon-

sistency in practice because requirements such 

as “completeness” and “peak demand” are de-

fined only vaguely. Third, the only quality as-

surance for the system has been the review of 

grant proposals. Lacking in particular are subs-

tantive standards by which to measure and en-

sure the performance of the system also from a 

specialist point of view. Benchmarking within 

the system and comparison with literature 

holdings of foreign institutions could remedy 

this, the authors believe. As a fourth and last 

point, the authors recommend a redefinition 

of boundaries and the inclusion of new forms 

of media and communication, such as open-

access documents, preprints, blogs and such, 

as well as primary research data. The SSGs 

can and should contribute their experience in 

structuring and cataloguing this information.

5	 Conclusion and Outlook

The most important finding of the researcher 

survey is that the DFG-funded system of Spe-

cial Subject Collections is part of a generally 

well-rated system of library services in Ger-

many. At the same time, it is evident that its 

performance can be meaningfully evaluated 

only in conjunction with other parts of the in-

formation infrastructure. Despite this complex 

situation, which does not allow a simple cost-

benefit analysis, the strengths and weaknesses 

of the SSG system are indicated by the expec-

tations and needs which the survey has iden-

tified.

What stands out is how different the needs 

of the individual scientific disciplines are: on 

the one hand, the humanities and social sci-

ences, where special collections, including 

prints, that are as complete as possible and 

available for the long term are still considered 

very relevant; on the other hand, the life, na-

tural and engineering sciences, which rely  

almost exclusively on electronic journals. Re-

presentatives from all subject areas, however, 

emphasise the growing importance of digital 

publications and information services. This 

is probably the greatest deficiency today: Di-

rect access to electronic media needs impro-

ving, according to the respondents. The lib-

raries that maintain the SSG system come to 

a self-critical conclusion: Existing structures 

will reach their financial and organisational  

limits if digital media must be integrated to a  

far greater extent.
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Based on the study, the DFG-appointed ex-

pert commission accompanying the evaluation 

has formulated recommendations for the futu-

re development of the SSG system,� which are 

currently under discussion in the bodies of the 

DFG. The proposed changes are designed to 

set the course for a globally unique and pow-

erful system of library services that can meet 

science’s future challenges in the digital age. 

It is obvious that a new structure and a new 

funding model can be successful only in close 

coordination with other national efforts in in-

formation infrastructure development. 
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