
Instructional Guide

What to Withdraw: Print Collections Decision-Support Tool 
for JSTOR-Digitized Journals
This tool has been developed to help libraries apply the logic of Ithaka S+R’s report “What to Withdraw: 

Print Collections Management in the Wake of Digitization” to the journals made available in electronic form 

through JSTOR and determine which JSTOR-digitized journals may be responsibly deaccessioned in print form 

by any library. Download full report and tool at www.ithaka.org/ithaka-s-r/research/what-to-withdraw

Frequently Asked Questions 
Who should use this tool?
This tool can be used by any library to supplement 
collections management decisions regarding print 
versions of journals digitized by JSTOR. A research 
library for which preservation is a core role may be 
trying to identify titles that can be responsibly with-
drawn locally without affecting system-wide preser-
vation of these materials. A different type of library 
may be looking for a framework to help prioritize 
de-accessions. For many libraries, the preserva-
tion status of journals is one important criterion in a 
broader decision-making process about print collec-
tions management.

How should I use this tool?
The tool is designed to help libraries evaluate the 
potential impact on system-wide preservation if they 
were to choose to withdraw the print version of a 
given journal title. It allows even preservation-orient-
ed research libraries to identify titles that they can 
responsibly withdraw from local collections because 
they meet adequate system-wide preservation thresh-
olds and are held securely in sufficient quantities in 
print repositories. At the same time, this tool should 
not serve as a deterministic guide for deaccessioning 
but as one element of the collections management 
decision-making process. For example, numerous 
factors may lead a library to retain, either on-site 
or off-site, some or all of the print titles covered by 
the decision-support tool. Some materials may have 
unique continuing value to local users, faculty in 
different departments may have differing desires to 
retain print access, and some libraries have regional 
or consortial responsibilities. Based on the outputs of 
this tool, a library may identify a set of journal titles 
that can be responsibly deaccessioned without im-
pacting system-wide preservation considerations, but 
evaluations of local needs are also required as part of 
a comprehensive decision-making process.

How can I apply the logic of this report to 
journals outside of JSTOR?  
Many other print journals can likely be deaccessioned 

responsibly beyond those contained in the present 
version of this decision-support tool, but the data and 
accompanying analysis needed to confirm the pres-
ervation status of these journals are not yet widely 
available. Working with partners in the coming years, 
Ithaka S+R hopes to expand libraries’ collections 
management options by analyzing the withdrawal 
potential of a far larger number of journals from a 
variety of sources beyond JSTOR. As additional data 
and analysis become available, we envision releasing 
subsequent versions of this tool. 

What can I do with the materials that I 
determine can be safely deaccessioned?  
In deaccessioning these materials, libraries should 
consider how they might be better used elsewhere. 
For example, the deaccessioning library should en-
gage with system-level efforts to collect journal back-
files. JSTOR provides a list of “missing issues” that 
it is seeking to digitize to fill in gaps in its electronic 
collections (www.jstor.org/page/info/about/archives/
missingIssues/needed/index.jsp), and the UC reposi-
tory of print materials available electronically though 
JSTOR also solicits donations of items (www.srlf.ucla.
edu/Jstor/Default.aspx) that they do not have yet. 
And other programs like Better World Books (www.
betterworldbooks.com) may be able to use deacces-
sioned materials for other purposes.

Will this tool be updated when new titles 
are added?
Yes. The data in this tool will be updated on a quar-
terly basis. Please sign up to be alerted of updates 
at www.ithaka.org/ithaka-s-r/research/what-to-with-
draw/print-collections-decision-support-tool. We will 
also alert you of any new developments.

What if I have questions about the tool?  
Who can I contact?
Please contact research@ithaka.org with any ques-
tions. You can also check www.ithaka.org/ithaka-s-r.
research/what-to-withdraw/print collections-deci-
sion-support-tool for scheduled webinars. 
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Step 1: Set Completeness JSTOR relies on a 
number of sources to support its goal of providing 
online access to a complete back run of every partici-
pating journal. However, in some instances there are 
still issues missing from the Harvard and UC print 
repositories as copies of each issue have not yet been 
page-validated to match JSTOR’s quality thresholds. 
For this reason, the first variable defines a threshold 
for “completeness.” An archive’s holdings of a title 
are measured against this threshold to determine if a 
sufficiently complete set of a title to meet withdrawal 
thresholds has been verified. For example, if this 
threshold is set at 90%, an archive that has 95% 
of the issues of that title will be considered to have 
a sufficiently complete set (recognizing that gaps 
will be filled in over time), while an archive that has 
85% of the issues will be considered to not have a 
complete set. A threshold of around 90% will identify 
only titles that are held nearly completely. Efforts to 
fill in the gaps at these print repositories are ongoing, 
and a carefully managed deaccessioning process can 
assist in doing so.

Step 2: Set Number of Copies The “What to 
Withdraw” report suggests that items that meet other 
preservation criteria that are at minimum held in two 
page-verified dark archives are adequately preserved 
to meet community preservation needs for access 
and re-digitization. As such, we suggest setting the 
target number of copies to “2.” A title will pass a 

threshold of two if both print archives have over the 
target threshold for “completeness” in Step 1. For 
example, if the completeness threshold is 90%, both 
the Harvard and UC archives must have over 90% of 
the total number of issues to meet the target number 
of copies; but, if one archive has 95% and another 
has 85% of a title, this title will fail this test, as only 
one “complete” set will be identified. The holdings of 
two print repositories that are incorporated into this 
tool are page-verified. 

Step 3: Set Image-to-Page Ratio (Image 
Density) The “What to Withdraw” report empha-
sizes that images digitized even with high quality 
standards may not serve as an adequate substitute 
for preservation purposes, and so concludes that it is 
not yet appropriate to widely deaccession journals in 
which images play an important role. For this reason, 
this tool calculates the image-to-page ratio for each 
journal title as a rough proxy for the centrality of 
images to the journal.1 A relatively low threshold for 
this variable, such as 5% (meaning that the journal 
averages less than one image per twenty pages) will 
separate journals that use few images from those that 
use them more heavily. As a result, many art history, 
architecture, and certain scientific journals in which 

1	 In this proof of concept tool, “images” are defined 
as images, charts, or tables that use features such as color, 
shade, and tone in a manner that cannot be replicated in a 
bitonal full-page image.

How to Use the What to Withdraw: Print-Collections Decision-Support Tool 
for JSTOR-Digitized Journals
Users must set three major variables (completeness, number of copies, image-to-page ratio) to make use of 
this tool, as well as indicate the JSTOR collections in which their library participates.  Download the most 
recent version of the tool (updated quarterly) and follow this step-by-step guide.
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images are especially important will be excluded.  
Figure 1 below provides a breakdown of image densi-
ties across the JSTOR-digitized titles that may be 
helpful in setting this variable appropriately.

Step 4: Set JSTOR Participation Some titles 
may be sufficiently preserved in print form to enable 
widespread deaccessioning, but if a library does not 
have digital access to these titles, it may remain im-
portant to maintain local print holdings to serve user 
needs. For this reason, as a convenience, the tool 
allows libraries to specify the JSTOR collections in 
which they participate, using this information to iden-
tify titles that meet withdrawal criteria and to which 
the library provides access in digitized form. To see 
a list of collections you license, visit www.jstor.org/
action/collectionsAvailable from a computer at your 
institution (the generated list is IP based).2  Please 
note, some collections have no titles that currently 
meet withdrawal potential (notably, Arts & Sciences 
VIII and the Ireland Collection), and other recently 
released collections may only have a few.  

As these variables are set, the total number of titles 
will populate in the green boxes after a slight delay.

2	 This list for your institution may contain additional 
data that is not directly relevant to the tool settings, such 
as additional information about individual journal titles 
(Journal of Military History, Public Health Reports) and 
primary source collections that do not contain journal titles 
(British Pamphlets).

Step 5: Click “Title” tab to see list Please 
note that this list contains information about each in-
dividual title digitized by JSTOR, and so journals that 
have merged over time, changed names, etc, will be 
listed separately.

Step 6 (optional) To view only “Actionable” titles 
(which could be considered for withdrawal), set the 
filter variable at the top of the “Actionable” column to 
“yes”. This will show only the actionable titles. You 
can also use filters in other columns (such as ISSN or 
Title) to sort and organize this list.

Although the list of “actionable” titles may provide 
a valuable source of information in local print col-
lections management decision-making, many other 
considerations should apply. In addition to consider-
ing local needs, priorities, and commitments, libraries 
should check a title’s JSTOR page to see if there are 
any issues missing from JSTOR that may be more ap-
propriate to retain locally or share with JSTOR to fill 
in gaps, and should consider whether the title is best 
considered a monographic series that may be subject 
to different considerations. 

Note: The other tabs present contain the data about 
paper archive holdings. You can use this data for 
other purposes, but editing it will break the tool. 

Ithaka S+R (www.ithaka.org/ithaka-s-r) is the strategy and research arm of ITHAKA, a not-for-profit orga-
nization dedicated to helping the academic community use digital technologies to preserve the scholarly 
record and to advance research and teaching in sustainable ways. The Ithaka S+R team supports in-
novation in higher education by working with initiatives and organizations to develop sustainable business 
models and by conducting research and analysis on the impact of digital media on the academic com-
munity as a whole. Insights from these efforts are shared broadly, with more than a dozen reports freely 
available online. JSTOR, an accessible archive of more than 1,000 scholarly journals and other content, 
and Portico, a service that preserves scholarly content published in electronic form for future generations, 
are also part of ITHAKA.
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