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This study applies content analysis to compare assessments of 153
titles in American history, each reviewed in Choice, American Historical
Review (AHR), and Journal of American History (JAH) between 1988
and 1995. A numerical rating system is used to quantify reviewers’ over-
all opinions and their use of specific evaluative criteria. Study findings
include: most books were praised in all three journals; the mean overall
rating was highest in Choice and lowest in JAH; little agreement existed
in identifying either outstanding titles or inferior titles; reviews in Choice
contained the fewest evaluative criteria, but appeared 8.5 to 10.6 months

prior to reviews of the same titles in JAH and AHR.
TR) ook reviews have repeatedly (AHR), are two of the most important
5 &2 been identified as major deter journals for specialists in U. S. histoihe
%g% )] minants in the library acquisi- authors set out to determine the degree

tions proces$.However despite to which book reviews iAHR, JAH, and
the widely acknowledged importance of Choice provide collection development
book reviewing, researchers have indicategpecialists with qualitative assessments
the need for more critical evaluations of re-on which to base their acquisition choices.
views? The authors examined this subject byTo achieve this, the contents of 459 book
conducting a comparative analysisfoheri-  reviews (of 153American history books
can history book reviews in three highly reviewed in each of the three journals)
regarded journalsAmong them,Choice were analyzed. In addition to the overall
is identified as the primary review me- opinion expressed in each revigthe
dium for academic libraries. The otherauthors’analysis considered the ways in
publications,Journal of American History which each of seven evaluative criteria
(JAH) and AmericanHistorical Review was employed in these reviews.
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Review of Literature they review''® The typicalChoicereview
Some studies of the general characterisof 175 to 200 words is briefer than a re-
tics of American history book reviews al- view in either of the history journals. In
ready have been conducted. In particu-this limited space, reviewers are expected
lar, Bilhartz analyzed book reviews to consider a book’value to an under
published over a thirty-year period in graduate collection, analyze qualifica-
JAH to determine changing perceptionstions of the author(s), compare a book to
of what constitutes “good histafy Casey similar titles, and assess its strengths and
examined multiple reviews of one hun- weaknesse%.Choice publishes reviews of
dred titles inAmerican history and found more than 6,000 books annuallyr 28 to
that 82 percent of the reviews were favor 29 percent of all books receivétdAp-
able or enthusiastic, and 18 percent wergroximately 350 of these reviews appear
unfavorable or harshly negative. in Choicés categories of NortAmerican
history, geographyand area studies.

AHR, the oficial journal of theAmerican
Historical Association, has been in existence
since 1895. It is published five times a year
and has a circulation of 23,060Although

To the authorsknowledge, however AHR contains scholarly articles in all fields
the issue of reviewer consensus regardef history “more than half of this important
ing the same titles in history has not beerbibliographic source is taken up by reviews.”
sufficiently explored. Although some AHR publishes more reviews than any other
studies have been conducted in other disscholarly journal, more than 1,000 a year from
ciplines, they have led to divgent con- about 4,000 books received by its editdrs.
clusions?® In pursuit of this issue, the According toWilliam Bishel, AHRs Assistant
present study explores the degree tcEditor for Book Reviews, “most historians
which book selectors can expect to findwould admit that theAHR is the ‘journal of
reviewer consensus for the same booksecord’in our discipline.?® AHR reviewers
in three important academic publications.are required (in most cases) to have published
As Fisher has remarked: “Readers haveat least one original book-length monograph.
the right to know what to expect from the Reviews range from 500 to 1,000 words in

Choice publishes reviews of more
than 6,000 books annually

review section in dferent journals.? length (though typically fall between 600 and
650 words)’ The journal provides no spe-
Characteristics of the Three Journals cific guidelines for review content other than

With a circulation of 4,000Choiceis pub- that the reviewer “should give a clear assess-
lished eleven times a year under the ausment of the book’s content and a critical as-
pices ofACRL.” Since its inception in 1964, sessment of its contribution to knowledge in
its primary purpose has been “to fill an the field.”®

informational need for college libraries. . JAH appears four times a year and is
. ."8 It has been identified as “the most published under the auspices of theg®r
influential review ogan for academic nization of American Historians, which is
publications” and “is a basic selection tool the primary scholarly @anization for
for academic librarians?”Unlike subject- American history specialists.From its
specific journals (such a&HR andJAH), inception in 1914 until 1964, it was known
Choice publishes reviews of titles in the as theMississippi ¥lley Historical Review
humanities, science and technologp- Unlike AHR which covers all areas of his-
cial and behavioral sciences, as well agory, JAH concentrates oAmerican his-
reference works. Its reviewers include tory. Like AHR its primary readers are aca-
“college and university faculty who are demicians.With a circulation of about
actively teaching in the subject areas thatl2,000, it has been described as a “substan-
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tive bibliographic source and a basic jour five-month intervals, between September
nal for any library collecting in the field” 1988 and September 1993. Of these, 153
Similar to AHR, reviewers are expected to titles also were reviewed iAHR (be-
have major publications in the area(s) theytween June 1989 and December 1994) and
are reviewing.JAH publishes fewer re- JAH (between December 1988 and March
views per year thadHR—600 as opposed 1995).

to 1,000—but because all of them are in At this point in the process of execut-
American historyits coverage in this area ing a content analysis, researchers define
is more thorough thaAHRS. The typical their categories. Most of the categories
review is 500 words in length, although adopted for use in this study were se-
some are 400 words long and others ar¢ected from those employed in compa-
longer* Like AHR, JAH offers reviewers rable projectsThe authors drew upon the

no specific guidelines. following categories from Bilhartz: com-
pleteness ofeseach, objectivity of author
Methodology quality of analysis and unity ofthesis

According to Krippendoff “Content analy- Bilhartz's categories of enjoyability of the
sis is a research technique for making replinarrative, literary style, and literary clar
cable and valid inferences from data in theility are bundled as the single criterion of
context.” Allen and Reser point out that con- readability in this study His separate cri-
tent analysis has been applied to a variety oferia of overall rating and value to the
library and information science questions,field are combined here awerall opinion
and conclude that this methodology has contn addition, the authors have adopted
siderable potential for resear€hlt was se- quality of editing which first appeared in
lected by the authors as an appropriate todllacleods study and created a new cat-
for quantifying data in order to determine egory placement of events or subject in
how frequently certain characteristics or cat-historical contexg®
egories appear in book reviews. Howewks- Coding the content of the data is the
spite its successful application in a wide vari-next stage in the process of content analy-
ety of research topicBusha and Harter have sis. All the books in this study received
advised that in order for content analysis taan overall opinion, or rating, according
function efectively as a system of measure-to the following scalé®
ment, categories must be defined clearly and 1 = highly unfavorable
accuratelyand the classification and measure- 2 = moderately unfavorable
ment of data must be undertaken with objec- 3 = inconclusive (reviewer equivocated
tivity, exactness, and rigtr® or merely summarized content)
A number of book-length monographs 4 = favorable
provide detailed descriptions of content 5 = outstanding or significant contri-
analysis methodolog3f The following bution to the field
discussion of the process derives from the
work of Budd, Thorp, and Donohew Determination of the overall opinion
Effective content analysis begins bywas influenced by the general tone of a
accurately formulating the research quesreview as well a reviewés opening or
tion. This study asks: What is the com-concluding comments (e.g., not recom-
parative value of the content of reviewsmended = 1; superlative or major work =
published inChoice AHR, andJAH for  5). The overall opinion did not necessar
purposes of book selection? ily reflect an accumulation of references
Selecting a sample is the next step ino particular evaluative criteria. Re-
content analysis. This study initially views also were scrutinized for the pres-
sampled a total of 375 reviews Aferi- ence or absence of the following criteria
can history titles published i€hoiceat (mentioned earlier):
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Comparative Distribution of Overall Opinion (by number and percentage)*

FIGURE 1

*Rated on a scale of 1 (lowest) to 5 (highest)
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1 quality or originality of analysis; At the opposite end of the ratings spec-
1 quality of narrative, or readability trum, highly unfavorable reviews of
(including style, clarity lucidity, interest, books (overall opinion= 1) rarely ap-

etc.); peared, comprising less than 7 percent of
1 unity of thesis; reviews in any one of the journals. Incon-
1 quality of editing; clusive reviews, which were equivocal or
1 completeness of research (includ-merely summarized book content (over
ing factual accuracy); all opinion = 3), amounted to less than 9
1 placement of events or subject inpercent of reviews in any one of the jour
historical context; nals. Hence, the data reveal a pattern com-
1 objectivity of author (including the mon to all three journals: books assessed
absence or presence of bias). favorably followed by those considered

outstanding, comprised the overwhelm-
These criteria were coded according toing majority of titles; unfavorably as-

the following staggered scale: sessed books constituted a distinct minor
0 = criterion not mentioned ity.
1 = negative comments Certain contrasting reviewing patterns
3 = neutral or equivocal comments also emeged from the dataJAH review-
5 = positive comments ers were least likely to characterize books

as outstanding (12% of titles, as opposed
The authors applied the criteria to ato 18% inChoiceand 20% inAHR). Mod-
sample of reviews, then compared resulterately unfavorable (overall opinion 2)
in order to standardize and refine the useeviews showed up 5 percent of the time
of these evaluative categories. Once defi-
nitions and guidelines were agreed upon, ]
the authors coded the data and concurredavorably as_sessed and outstanding
: books comprised 74 percent of all
as to their accuracy X ; .
Th t step i tent sis is t reviews in JAH, 77 percent inAHR,
€ next step in content analysis IS 10 54 g1 percent inChoice
scale itemsThis process is discussed in
the following section of this studyrhe
final stage, interpretation, appears in then Choice 12 percent of the time iBAH,

study’s concluding section. and 17 percent of the time lhHR When
percentages of highly unfavorable and
Findings and Result s moderately unfavorable reviews (overall

How do the distributions for overall opinions = 1 and 2) are combined, a no-
opinion compare among the thee jour- ticeable diference emeages.Although
nals for the 153 titles reviewed in com- these reviews comprise only 10 percent
mon? of Choicereviews, they account for 21 and

Favorably assessed books (overall20 percent ofAHR and JAH reviews, re-
opinion = 4) comprised a majority of titles, spectively Thus, it appears that books are
ranging from 57 to 63 percent across allless likely to be reviewed negatively in
the journals (see figure 1). Books deemedChoice than in the two history journals.
outstanding or significant contributions On the other handChoicereviewers were
to the field (overall opinion = 5) were a slightly more likely to equivocate or merely
distant second in frequencglaiming be- summarize a book’s contents (overall opin-
tween 12 and 20 percent of the assesdon = 3) than wereAHR reviewers (9% as
ments.Together favorably assessed and opposed to 2%, respectively).
outstanding books comprised 74 percent The highest mean for overall opinion,
of all reviews inJAH, 77 percent irAHR,  calculated on a scale of 1 (lowest) to 5
and 81 percent iilChoice (highest), was found i€hoice (3.84). The
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TABLE 1
Degree of Consensus foBooks Deemed Outstanding

Number and percentage of these outstanding books . . .

Number of also deemed outstanding in: deemed outstanding or
books favorably assessed by:
deemed both of the at least one| neither of

outstanding | other two | of the othef the other | CHOICE JAH AHR

journals | two journalg two journals
CHOICE 28 | 4* (14%) | 8 (29%) |20 (71%) X 23 (82%) |23 (82%)
JAH 19 | 4* (21%) | 11 (58%) | 8 (42%) |15 (79%) X 17 (89%)
AHR 31| 4* (13%) | 13 (42%) |18 (58%) |27 (87%)|26 (84%) X

*Only 4 titles were deemed outstanding in all three journals.

lowest mean was found idAH (3.60), ingly, that twenty of the twenty-eight
whereas the mean fékHR (3.73) lay be- titles (71%) considered outstanding in

tween those of the other journals. Choicedid not receive the same high rat-
Statistical analysis found no significanting in eitherJAH or AHR
difference in the mean f&hoiceas com- JAH identified nineteen titles as out-

pared toAHR, nor was there any signifi- standing. Only four (21%) received the
cant diference in the mean fé&kHR as com- same assessment in bd@hoice and AHR
pared toJAH. However there was a statis- Of the nineteen titles, a total of eleven
tically significant diference beyond the .05 (58%) were awarded an outstanding
level in the mean overall opinion f@hoice evaluation in at least one of the other two
when compared tdAH (p = .034). journals; the remaining eight outstanding
titles (42%) were not granted an outstand-
Are the same titles reviewed similarly ing ranking in eitheiChoice or AHR
in all three journals? Of the thirty-one book#\HR identified
As demonstrated above, similar per as outstanding, merely four (13%) were
centages of books were given favorablealso considered outstanding by review-
or outstanding overall evaluations by allers n bothChoiceandJAH A total of thirteen
three journals. Of the 153 titles, sixty re-(42%) of the outstanding titles froMHR re-
ceived an outstanding evaluation in atceived the same rating in one of the other two
least one of the three journalBhe data journals. Correspondinglgigtteen (58%) of
were examined further to determine if thethe thirty-one titles received a lower rat-
same titles received similar overall evalu-ing in both Choice and JAH. Clearly the
ations in all three journals. designation of books as outstanding is not
Table 1 indicates the degree of consenunanimous when reviews published in
sus among the three journals for booksthe three journals are compared.
deemed outstanding \(erall opinion = 5). However this lack of unanimity in
Choice reviewers considered twenty- identifying titles as outstanding does not
eight titles (of the original 153) to be out- necessarily mean that reviewer opinions
standing. Of the twenty-eight, only four were dramatically opposed to each other
(14%) were also identified as outstandingMost of the books deemed outstanding
in both AHR and JAH. A total of merely in one of the journals were very likely to
eight (29%) of the outstanding titles from be either deemed outstanding favor-
Choicereceived the same rating in one ofably assessed in the others (overall opin-
the other two journals. It follows, surpris- ion =5 or 4).
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TABLE 2
Degree of Consensus foBooks That Were Deemed
Outstanding or Assessed Favorably

Number of books | Number and percentage of those books deemed
deemed outstanding outstanding or assessed favorably that were also deemied
or favorably assesseautstanding or assessed favorably by:

CHOICE JAH AHR
CHOICE 124 X 88 (71%) | 101 (81%)
JAH 113 89 (79%) X 92 (81%)
AHR 118 101 (86%) 92 (78%) X

For example, of the twenty-eight titles evaluated inJAH and AHR, respectively
considered outstanding @hoice twenty- JAH reviewers considered a total of3
three (82%) were deemed outstanding obooks to be outstanding or favorably as-
favorably assessed in bo#f\H andAHR.  sessed. Eighty-nine (79%hoice review-
Among the nineteen books awarded arers and ninety-two (81%AHR reviewers
outstanding evaluation idAH, fifteen concurred with theJAH assessments. Of
from Choice (79%) and seventeen from the 118 booksAHR reviewers labeled out-
AHR (89%) were categorized as outstand-standing or assessed favoralhoice re-
ing or favorably assessed. Of the thirty-viewers had the same opinion of 101
one titles identified as outstanding AHR ~ (86%) andJAH reviewers of ninety-two
twenty-seven fromChoice (87%) and (78%). In view of this, a book selector who
twenty-six fromJAH (84%) were catego- encounters a favorable or outstanding
rized as outstanding or favorably assessedissessment of a book ®hoice JAH, or

These data indicate the absence of &AHR can be fairly confident that it will
common definition by reviewers of what receive a favorable or outstanding assess-
constitutes an outstandimgmerican his- ment in the other two journals.
tory book. Evidently what reviewers con- However despite this degree of re-
sider outstanding scholarship is highly sub-viewer consensus on titles considered
jective and not universally understood. outstanding or favorably assessed, a sig-
Apparently if one reviewer believes a nificant minority of books did not fall into
book is outstanding, it is improbable thateither of these categories. Indeed, re-
another reviewer will concurOn the viewer opinions at times were diametri-
other hand, it is extremely likely that if a cally opposed. For example, 29 percent of
book has been called outstanding in onehe books identified by hoiceas outstand-
of the journals, it will be called either out- ing or favorably assessed were not
standing or favorably assessed in each ofleemed likewise byJAH. The highest
the remaining two journals in an over degree of consensus was found between
whelming majority of cases (79 to 89%). AHR andChoice In this case, only 14 per

Table 2 indicates the degree of reviewercent of the 18 titles deemed outstanding
consensus among titles that were eitheor favorably assessed WWHR were not
deemed outstanding or favorably as-evaluated similarly inChoice
sessed in all three journals (overall opin- Table 3 indicates the degree of consen-
ion =5 or 4). sus for books assessed highly unfavorable

Choicereviewers considered a total of or moderately unfavorable (overall opin-
124 books to be either outstanding or fadion = 1 or 2).
vorably assessed. Of these titles, eighty- Choicereviewers assessed only fifteen
eight (71%) and 101 (81%) were similarly titles in highly unfavorabler moderately
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TABLE 3
Degree of Consensus foBooksAssessed Highly Unfavorable
or Moderately Unfavorable

Number of books
assessed highly Number and percentage of those books assessed highly|

unfavorable or unfavorable or moderately unfavorable by:
moderately
unfavorable

CHOICE JAH AHR
CHOICE 15 X 3 (20%) 5 (33%)
JAH 30 3 (10%) X 13 (43%)
AHR 32 5 (16%) 13 (41%) X

unfavorable terms. Of thes@AH review- consensus for poor anmiediocre works
ers had similar opinions of merely threecontrasts with the aforementioned dar
(20%) andAHR reviewers of merely five degree of consensus on titles considered
(33%). JAH reviewers gave highly or mod- to be outstanding or favorably assessed.
erately unfavorable evaluations to thirty
books, among whiclChoice reviewers Which of the seven evaluative ele-
concurred in only three cases (10%) andnents are book selectors most likely to
AHR reviewers in thirteen (43%). Of the encounter in reviews in each of the three
thirty-two books AHR reviewers de- journals?
scribed in highly or moderately unfavor All three journals referred to quality
able terms, just five (16%) and thirteenof analysis more frequently than any of
(41%) were similarly described i@hoice the other criteria (see figure 2AHR re-
and JAH, respectively viewers mentioned analysis in 80 percent
None of the 153 titles was reviewed inof the reviews, followed byJAH with 67
highly unfavorable terms by all three percent andChoicewith 62 percent.
journals. Moreoveronly three titles re- Unity of thesis was the second most
ceived either a highly unfavorable orfrequently mentioned element iAHR
moderately unfavorable evaluation in alland inJAH, appearing in 67 and 62 per
three journalsThe remaining 150 titles cent of the reviews, respectivelyn strik-
all received at least one favorable or outing contrast,Choice reviewers commented
standing evaluation. about unity of thesis in only 17 percent of
the examined reviews, making it sixth in
order of ranking (see table 4).

Only three titles received either a Quality of research was the third
highly unfavorable or moderately most likely element to appear in reviews
unfavorable evaluation in all three in both of the history journals. Refer

journals.

ences were found in 54 percent AHR
reviews and in 57 percent afAH re-
Thus, just as a lack of consensus hasiews.At 61 percent of the total (slightly
emeged among reviewers on what char higher than the percentages for the his-
acteizes an outstanding book imeri- tory journals), it was the second most
can history a similar lack of consensus likely element to appear i€hoice re-
was evident on titles that received ei-views. Although Choice reviews are
ther highly unfavorable or moderately briefer than those ilAHR and JAH, a
unfavorable evaluations. This lack of book selector will be equally likely to




FIGURE 2
Number and Percentage of 153 Book Reviews Which Evaluative ElementsWere Found
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TABLE 4 cate consistency in the way reviewers in

Comparative Ranking for Mention the history journals regard the impor

of the Evaluative Elements tanc<_e of certain cn@ena.
With the exception of two elements,

AHR JAH CHOICE unity of thesis and objectivitythe remain-
ing five elements were mentioned in simi-

GnilyS'fSth . ; ; é lar numbers and percentages across all

nity oTthesis three journalsThesis and objectivity were
Research 3 3 2 Lo .

R referred to significantly less often in
Objectivity 4 4 5 . : . .

I Choicethan in the two history journals.

Readability 5 5 3 . L ! :

Co The explanation may lie i€hoicés edi-
Historical context 6 6 4 torial policy of publishing relatively brief
Editing 7 7 7 policy of p 9 Y

reviews.Those reviews inJAH and AHR

discussing unity of thesis required at least

find comments about quality of researcha paragraph to elaborate on this element.

in Choicereviews. Similarly, when reviewers evaluated ob-
References to an autHerobjectivity jectivity, additional space typically was re-

were found in 52 percent &fHR reviews quired to support their assessments.

and 45 percent aJAH reviews, making it

fourth in ranking of mention for both his-  How frequently did reviewers in each

tory journals.Choicereviewers, however of the three journals apply these evalu-

mentioned objectivity in only 22 percent ative elements in their reviews?

of their reviews; hence, it ranks fifth for Only two reviews inAHR and one re-

this journal. view in JAH contained all seven elements;
Reviewers in bothPAHR and JAH men- none of theChoicereviews did. Eighteen

tioned readability fifth in frequency—in percent of theChoicereviews contained

43 and 41 percent of the reviews, respecfour or more of the evaluative elements,

tively. Choicereviewers referred to this as compared to 33 percent fbhH and 41

quality in a similar percentage of reviews, percent forAHR On averageChoicere-

46 percent, making it third in order of fre- views mentioned 2.49 of the seven ele-

guency ments,JAH mentioned 3.05, andHR
Both AHR and JAH reviewers men- mentioned 3.33% Hence, of the three jour

tioned historical context with neaqual nals, the typicalAHR review contained

frequency 27 and 24 percent, respectively more of the evaluative criteria than either

ranking it sixth.This element appeared JAH or Choice

in a similar percentage @hoice reviews,

25 percent, but was fourth in frequency Are the evaluative elements of analy-

of mention. sis, research, and readability employed
All three journals referred to quality similarly in all three journals?

of editing less frequently than to any of In addition to noting whether the

the other criteria. Reviewers in the twoevaluative elements were mentioned in

history journals deemed it even less im-the reviews, they were coded according

portant than didChoice reviewers, as it to the following scale:

appeared in only 10 percent of the reviews 0 = element not mentioned

in AHR and inJAH, and in 16 percent of 1 = negative comments

the Choicereviews. 3 = neutral or equivocal comments
Remarkably the two history journals 5 = positive comments

had precisely the same order in frequency

of mention for all seven of the evaluative Analysis, research, and readability

elements (see table 4). This seems to indiwere the only elements mentioned in suf-




332 College & Research Libraries July 1997

TABLE 5 However they made pre-
Comparative Mean Ratings forAnalysis, C'Selyfthe iar:ne percentt'
Reseach, and Readability* age ot neutral comments
as reviewers in the two
Analysis Research  Readibility h'_SthW journ?ls. The dis-
CHOICE 3.78* 4.66 4.61 :]”eul::';lns o ”Z%asti't‘i’fé
*% il
AHR 320 4.28 4.56 comments inAHR and
JAH 3.62 4.23 4.66
AHR 3.49 4.02 4.35 How do the three
JAH 3.45 3.98 4.46 journals compare with
* Mean ratings are based on reviews of the same titles in whigh gegard_ to the timeliness
particular evaluative element was mentioned. of their assessments?
** A statistically significant dference exists in the mean for The time lag for publi-
analysis inChoiceas compared to the mean for analysiSHR | cation of reviews inJAH

as compared taChoice
ficient numbers to allow determination of ranged from one case of one month prior
significant diferences in reviewer usage to Choiceto one case of thirty months later
patterns.As table 5 indicatesAHR re- thanChoice For AHR, the publication time
viewers were significantly less likely to span varied from one instance of five
praise a book’s quality of analysis thanmonths prior toChoiceto one instance of
were reviewers of the same titles@hoice  thirty-seven months afte€Choice On av-
Reviewers in all three journals were moreerage,JAH reviews appeared 8.5 months
likely to praise a book' research or read- after reviews of the same titles @hoice
ability than its quality of analysis. More- and AHR reviews appeared 10.6 months
over, when reviewers chose to commentafter reviews of the same titles @hoice3*
on a books quality of research or read- Clearly, Choiceis the most timely of the
ability, their remarks were positive in 75 journals in its publication of reviews; of
percent of the cases. Hence, there appeatke two history journalsJAH is slightly
to be a reviewer tendency in all three jour more timely thanAHR
nals to praise rather than criticize an
authors research or readability Conclusions
This study compared the qualitative as-
To what degree did reviewers apply sessments provided by reviews published
the evaluative elements to praise, in American Historical Reviewdournal of
equivocate, or criticize? American Histoy, and Choice.One hun-
Of a total of 381 references to the evalu-dred fifty-three books irAmerican his-
ative elements irChoice reviews, 216 tory were selected on the basis of being
(57%) were positive, 122 (32%) neutral orreviewed in all three journald.he con-
equivocal, and 43 (Pb6) negative. Of 509 tents of the 459 reviews were then ana-
references to the evaluative elements ifyzed, and the analysis revealed the ever
AHR, 258 (51%) were positive, 164 (32%) all opinion expressed in each revieas
neutral, and 87 (17%) negativAs to the well as the extent of reviewer use of seven
467 references idJAH, 238 (51%) were evaluative elements. Striking similarities,
positive, 150 (32%) neutral, and 79 (17%)as well as dierences, were identified as
negative. In light of these data, it appearsharacteristic of typical reviews appear
that Choicereviewers made the lowest ing in the three journals.
percentage of negative comments and the With regard to similarities, it was ob-
highest percentage of positive commentsserved that the preponderance of praised
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titles in all three journals make each jour  With regard to dissimilarities, it was
nal a valuable source for a wide array ofnoted that reviewers of the same books
recommended books. Howeveonly a rarely agreed on outstanding titles, indi-
fraction of those titles were identified as cating that selectors should not assume
outstanding, which suggests a certaimany title will commonly receive an out-
selectivity among reviewers. Book selec-standing evaluation in all three journals.
tors may confidently assume that if oneThis lack of unanimity suggests the
of these journals praises a book (awardhighly subjective nature of what défr-
ing it either a favorable or outstanding ent individuals will consider “outstand-
evaluation), the others will do likewise. ing.” Likewise, the total absence of re-
Moreover the overwhelming majority of viewer unanimity in identifying inferior
reviews provide book selectors with titles (overall opinion = 1 or 2) demon-
clearly discernable overall assessments.strates how subjective the negative assess-
ments also can be and warns book selec-
tors not to expect to find negative reviews
The overwhelming majority of of the same title in all three journals. For
reviews provide book selectors the most partAHR reviewers were most
with clearly discernable overall likely to label a book “outstanding,”
assessments. . .
whereasJAH reviewers were least likely
to do so.Choicereviewers tended to give
If frequency of mention reflects the fewer negative reviews than eithAHR
importance of each of the evaluative cri-or JAH reviewers did; fewer evaluative
teria, clearly quality of analysis is most elements appeared i@hoice than in ei-
important for reviewers in these threether of the other two journals.
journals. Converselybecause quality of With regard to dissimilarities in assess-
editing was the least-mentioned evalua-ing individual evaluative criteria, book
tive element, it appears to be the review-selectors should know th#HR review-
ers’ least important assessment toblvo  ers considered quality of analysis more
additional features may be discerned.often than did reviewers in the other jour
First, selectors will find quality of re- nals, and were more likely to criticize
search mentioned an almost-equal numbooks for poor quality of analysis. Book
ber of times in reviews in each of the threeselectors also will find significantly fewer
journals. Likewise, readability is men- references to unity of thesis and objectiv-
tioned in similar numbers regardless ofity in Choicereviews than in reviews ap-
the journal; the same holds true for his-pearing in either of the other journals.
torical context. Second, selectors are more The data also point out that because
likely to find titles praised by all three Choicereviews appearon average, 8.5
journals for their research or readabilityto 10.6 months sooner than those in
more than for their quality of analysis. JAH or AHR, respectively Choicere-
Finally, the data indicate that review- views enable book selectors to make time-
ers in all three journals were more likely lier decisions.
to praise books for their overall quality = Awareness of variables in reviewing
than to praise the quality of individual journals should enable book selectors to
characteristics. Consequentlyook selec- make bettetinformed acquisition deci-
tors should not expect positively re-sions for their respective institutions.
viewed titles to be praiseworthy in every Hopefully, the findings of this study will
respect. facilitate that proces¥.
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