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Strategies to keep the wolf
from the door
Collection development when the budget is tight
by Dennis D illo n

ith public institutions facing reductions in
state budgets and endowment income suf
fering from a weakened stock market, libraries
everywhere are taking a hard look at the funds
available for acquisitions. Any kind of change pre
sents both an opportunity and a danger. Below are
some thoughts that may help your library develop
its plans to weather the stonn.

W

• You can not set foot into the same
river twice. Just as rivers are continually flow
ing and changing, so is information. One of the
key tenets of collection development is the recog
nition that the needs of library users do not re
main the same. Budget difficulties provide an im
petus for the re-evaluation of current collecting
efforts, as well as an opportunity to discuss re
freshing the collection with library constituents.
The next time a user sets foot in your library, it
will not be the same library as the last time he or
she visited. The librarian’s goal is to keep this everchanging library focused on meeting the needs of
its users.
• Stop the bleeding. When either a person
or library has a serious injury, the principles of
first aid apply. Those on the scene need to locate
the biggest wounds and apply a tourniquet. For
most libraries, the biggest source of potential red
ink is serials and continuations. What to do? Li
braries can take a page from the book used by
financial experts. When reviewing a client’s in
vestments they always ask, “Would you make this

same investment today?”This same principle ap
plies to the library collection. Given your current
budget and your current user group and your cur
rent use patterns, would you purchase this serial
today? If the answer is no, then cancel it.
• Bite the bullet When a wounded soldier’s
leg or arm had to be amputated in the days before
anesthesia, they were asked to “bite the bullet” to
deaden the pain. Sometimes budget realities are so
stark that gentle compromises and soothing words
are insufficient to meet the crisis at hand. When it is
time for hard decisions, make them and move on.

• The road to ruin is paved with good
intentions. All libraries are the beneficiaries of
publisher deals, vendor deals, consortia deals, a
multitude of deals of various kinds, all of which
supposedly save the library money while increas
ing the amount of material in the collection. How
ever, what is true in times of plenty is not neces
sarily true in times of famine. If a deal is only
sustainable by sacrificing a higher priority item,
then it is not in the best long-term interest of the
library. Remember the advice of the financial plan
ners: if you wouldn’t sign onto the deal today,
then cut your losses and get out of the deal. Ulti
mately, neither the library nor the publisher is
served by the continuance of agreements that defy
basic economics and common sense.
• The library is for the living. This is
obvious. But to put it another way, when funds
are limited, it is brought home to library adminis

A bout the auth or
Dennis D illon is assistant director fo r collections and inform a tio n resources a t the University o f Texas-Austin, e-mail:
dillon@mail.utexas.edu

536 / C&RL News ■ September 2003

trators in the starkest possible way, that the unbom do not fund our collections or pay our sala
ries, only the living do. While libraries are a trust
that is passed from generation to generation, each
library’s first obligation is to meet the needs of its
current users. Sometimes preservation and
long-term goals have to take a back seat to current
realities. To put it bluntly, a library that doesn’t
meet current needs, doesn’t get funded.
• The w ise an t an d th e irresp on sib le
grasshopper. While the observations above em
phasize the importance of meeting immediate,
practical, short-term needs, collection develop
ment would not be such an engrossing art if one
weren’t also required to think ahead to meet the
needs of the immediate future. In Aesop’s fable,
the ant planned ahead and laid in a store of food
for the winter, while the grasshopper thought only
of today and was unprepared for the inevitable.
While it is difficult to predict what our libraries
will be like ten years from today, it is fairly easy to
predict what our users will expect from the li
brary a year from now. Recognizing and preparing
for the known inevitabilities of next season, just
as the ant did in Aesop’s fable, is one of the under
lying tenets of collection development.
• Get o ff th e b eaten p ath. New books,
periodicals, and databases appear daily. Some of the
new resources may be more valuable than the
library’s existing resources. When funds are limited,
it is critical to chum existing monies and provide
opportunities for new resources to gain a foothold
with the library’s users. This churning of funds and
resources helps to ensure that the library remains a
relevant, lively, and innovative institution.
• Partnering is good. Partnering with foun
dations, grant agencies, corporations, and other
institutions can be a source of new funds, re
sources, and content. Partnership projects can aid
the collection and build new skills and relation
ships that assist the library’s collecting efforts.
• Everybody is som ebody. A library is a
collection of personal and special interests. Just as
all politics are local, all libraries exist to meet the
needs of individuals. The librarian’s job is to bal
ance the desires of these individuals against what
is best for the whole. This is not always easy, but
most needs can be met one way or another. In
other words, every collection request needs to be
taken seriously. These requests, taken one by one,
are what makes up the collection and what keeps
the library relevant to its users.
• T echnology can be y o u r friend . Tech
nology can increase user interest, be used to add

new content at a low cost, and increase user con
venience. When funds are tight, technology can
be a highly effective and visible way to reach out
to your users and make a difference in their daily
lives by putting library resources directly at their
fingertips. Technological innovations, such as in
stitutional repositories, digitization efforts, open
archives, e-reserves, and alternative journals, also
provide the means by which the library can en
large the collection, partner with the faculty, and
strengthen the library’s role on campus, even if
collection funds are scarce.
• You ca n ’t go hom e again (b u t you
can m ove to a new house dow n th e b lock).
Some reductions in collecting activity are tempo
rary, such as slowing down the rate at which the
library is purchasing books, while other reduc
tions permanently change the nature of the col
lection. While making these changes to the collec
tion, it is useful to remember that both libraries
and users are part of a larger world that is teem
ing with information options. In other words,
there are many strategies that can be employed to
meet your user’s information needs, and they don’t
all require the library to make an expensive pur
chase.
• The co re is n o t all it’s crack ed up to
b e. With every budget cut, with every rise in
inflation, it becomes easier to acknowledge that
the mysterious collection core is an ever-moving
target. In reality there is no core. There is only a
budget, a set of changing needs, and librarians
using the budget to meet those needs.
• K eep yo u r eye on th e ball. All librarians
are aware that every library user is both a poten
tial friend and a potential critic. In other words,
politics and human relationships are all impor
tant. Whatever you purchase for the collection
will please someone, and whatever you fail to
collect will make someone unhappy. The impor
tant thing is to stick to the library’s mission, try to
maintain the friends the library already has, and to
make as many new friends as possible. When it
comes to building a library collection, everyone is
a potential friend, and every relationship is an
opportunity.
This general advice won’t solve your library’s
budget problems, but it may provide a frame
work that can help structure discussions about
what your library’s priorities are and what it
can do to meet its budgetary targets. The only
other advice I can provide is to, as they say in
Texas, “Brace your backbone and forget your
wishbone.” ■
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