
FY21 Collections Ordering Plan 
In August, the Library proposed a series of temporary one-year adjustments to the procedures for 

selecting and ordering materials system-wide in light of COVID-19, branch operating capacity, and 

continued uncertainty about public health guidance, while also taking account of the need to review 

procedures and activities considering racial equity, diversity and inclusionary principles.  Any changes 

must continue to ensure that the collection as a whole maintains its interest in local specialization and 

takes additional steps towards diversification, representation, inclusiveness and accessibility of 

materials.  

Collection Development lead an extensive staff feedback process, including large staff meetings, small 

group discussions, feedback forms and documents, Teams channel messages, and individual emails and 

conversations from staff across the system.  We heard several concerns about how the process will 

work, staff involvement in collection building, and potential effects on public service.  We modified the 

plan to incorporate suggestions from staff and address some of the concerns that we heard.  Adapting 

collection ordering in response to the challenges we currently face, and the changing needs of our 

patrons is an ongoing process and will continue to iterate.  Collection Development commits to regular 

dialog with staff about collection practices and improvement thereof.  Adjustments to ordering 

procedures will be made throughout the year as problems are identified and then solutions are 

developed. 

Challenges to Ordering Physical Materials 
The process for selecting physical materials is changing in response to COVID-19 and the related 

modifications to library operations. In response, the Library must take a different approach to building 

collections.  There are several new factors that need to be considered when determining the plan for 

collections ordering, including: 

Changes in patron access – restrictions on patrons entering buildings and thus physically browsing 

collections in-person have in part changed how people access and use the collection, for at least the 

duration of this public health emergency.  With BPL To Go as our primary method of delivering 

collections to the public right now, the way people discover and access collections has thus changed. 

Increase in digital demand – in FY20, the Library saw a dramatic increase in the use of digital content as 

a result of the COVID-19 crisis.  This was in addition to the several years of increasing digital usage and 

decreasing physical usage.  In FY21, we expect the increased demand to continue as the public continues 

to stay at home as much as possible.  The library will need to adjust the collections budget to meet 

changing demand for both physical and digital materials.  The library has also seen a significant increase 

in the usage of children’s materials (up 187% from last year) and will be working with schools to support 

remote learning as much as possible. Usage growth across the state remains largely proportionate.  

Ability to process new materials – The Library is also working through significant workflow challenges 

caused by the number of staff working in buildings at any one time.  These changes put a strain on 

normal operations, such as receiving and processing new materials, and the plan for ordering materials 

must consider the capacity of staff to process the materials and get them out to the public. 

Challenges with vendors – as COVID-19 affects businesses across the country, we are seeing challenges 

that affect our vendors and their ability to deliver materials, such as disruptions to supply chains and 



shipping, vendors’ staffing and ability to maintain warehouse and processing functions, and changes to 

publication release schedules. 

In order to be responsive to the public, the Library needs the flexibility to change ordering workflows 

and frequency as well as adjust budgets to shifting demand for digital and physical items.  We need to 

be more critical about the number of copies purchased and how they are distributed throughout the 

system – something that can happen better with staff ordering with a perspective of the entire system 

rather than an individual location alone. Additionally, with more staff working remotely at least some of 

the time, greater efficiency and optimized procedures are both needed and are now more possible.  The 

previous model of sending carts to selectors on specific intervals and allowing weeks for selection from 

upwards of 30 staff at a time before an order was sent to the vendor created a long delay for patrons.  

That delay on top of the challenges listed above significantly hinders our ability to serve our patrons. 

Remote work should facilitate greater collaboration and faster turnaround times among selectors. 

 FY21 Collections Ordering 

The focus of the FY21 collections ordering plan will be on building an integrated collection that is 

responsive to the current needs of Bostonians all over the city, while still addressing and incorporating 

the different needs of local communities. Throughout the year, Collection Development will work with 

staff system-wide to assess how the plan is working, how well we were able to respond to the 

challenges outlined above, and any new issues that may come up throughout the year.  We will also take 

stock of the situation with COVID-19, the budget, and other changes that may have affected the library 

and the community over the last year as we consider future changes to collection plans. In FY21, we will 

change the structure of the selection process.  Instead of having the majority of selectors choosing titles 

from the same set of carts, we will shift staff involvement to earlier in the process.  To do this, selection 

teams will be expanded to provide more opportunities for selectors across the system to create carts 

and be involved in the development of the BPL collection. Through this model, more staff will be 

involved earlier and on a more meaningful level to address the needs of patrons across the city.  

The Collection Development team will take on more item level selections, and also finalize decisions 

about the quantity of items that are purchased and the initial locations to which they will be assigned.  

Selectors will still have opportunities to choose materials, but not in the standard monthly cart format 

that has been used for the past several years.  Consolidating the final steps of ordering to fewer staff will 

allow the Library to be more flexible when navigating our current challenges, place orders more 

efficiently, get materials on the shelves sooner, and be more responsive to our patrons’ needs. These 

changes will also give us the opportunity for a broader, more diverse group of people to create the pool 

of titles to select from and bring more perspectives to building the library’s collection. 

Collection Development’s role in selection will also be informed by holds lists, patron requests, and titles 

and subjects with high interest and demand.  Collection Development will select and assign material 

system-wide based on factors including open locations, available shelf space, usage patterns, and local 

interest.   They will support staff selection in targeted areas throughout the year to meet the most 

pressing needs, such as workforce development, youth engagement, literacy, addiction and recovery, 

antiracism, social justice, diversity, and schools’ curriculum support. Selection team responsibilities will 

be expanded; team members will be asked to identify and focus on specific subject areas. Collection 

Development will work with all staff members to ensure our collections are diverse and reflective of our 



unique communities, and that any changes continue to balance responding to current demand with 

investing in the collection as a whole and locally.  Collection Development will also work with staff to 

support outreach efforts by creating a new selection team focused on this work and attend regular 

meetings to discuss how collections can support outreach initiatives, expected to be both system-wide 

and driven by local need. 

Examples of Collection Development Work: 

 Maintain open request carts and a form or spreadsheet in Teams for staff to easily identify titles 

for immediate ordering 

 Monitoring ratio of copies to holds, reordering copies based on system-wide need; adjusting 

holds ratios as needed 

 Respond to suggestions and requests for purchase from staff through email/suggest for 

purchase form 

 Review ILL/Comcat requests, purchase suggestions, and circulation data to identify gaps in 

collection and emerging trends 

 Supply/run/monitor collection use statistics monthly or quarterly; provide quarterly updates on 

usage and trends 

 Select new and forthcoming titles for system based on anticipated demand. Sources to 

determine demand include reviews from professional sources, pre-pub demand and social 

media reach, usage of past titles by author and topics in similar subject 

 Establishing new/smaller/independent vendors to supply material to supplement collection 

 Maintaining compliance with collections goals that span current priority areas: workforce 

development, youth engagement, literacy, addiction and recovery, antiracism, social justice, 

diversity, and schools’ curriculum support 

System-wide Staff Involvement with Collections 

Selectors across the system will continue to have opportunities to select individual titles, regardless of 

their participation on any teams or committees.  Selectors will continue to have regular opportunities to 

either recommend titles for the library’s collection or select specific materials for their location. 

Important collection work will continue by selectors and staff across the system.  In some cases, this 

work will be even more important as librarians are the gateway to the collections for people who cannot 

come in and browse the shelves, or who are not currently or not yet regular users of the branch.  Front 

line staff are integral in sharing books with patrons and keeping an eye on the condition of physical 

collections. With some of these changes, staff should have more capacity to focus on how better to do 

that part of the collection work. Collection Development and Reader Services can assist by facilitating 

readers advisory training, sharing relevant collection statistics, continuing to work with the collection 

advisory committees to discuss procedures and initiatives, etc.  

General Selection Work for all Librarians 

 Provide title or subject recommendations for the library to purchase.  All recommendations will 

be reviewed to determine how many specific locations may benefit from a potential purchase. 

 Select material for individual locations through regular suggestion/replacement carts. 



 Select material for individual locations through carts around key themes (estimated 4-6 carts per 

year for each age level). 

 Assisting in the development of the priority areas, with localized interest as needed: workforce 

development, youth engagement, literacy, addiction and recovery, antiracism/social justice, 

diversity, and schools’ curriculum support. 

 Opportunities to submit proposals for collection-based projects.   

Selection Team Work 

Under this plan the number of Selection Teams increased initially from 9 to 16 and team member slots 

grew from 37 to 62-94 (depending on staff participation), providing many more opportunities for staff to 

be involved in the identification and selection of materials for the entire collection.  Several new 

selection teams were added based on staff feedback.  Two of the new teams, Outreach Support and 

Book Club & Program Support, are in response to feedback from staff about the distinct needs and 

collection support that make these programs successful.  The process for joining a selection team, 

including how members are selected and the expectations of members on the different teams can be 

found in the Selection Team Charter. 

Selection Team Charter 

A new benefit of the expanded selection teams will be the ability to obtain material from a wider variety 

of vendors to increase the diversity of our collections.  Selection Teams will work with Collection 

Development to identify new vendors and select materials for the benefit of the whole system. 

Members of selection teams provide a variety of functions, sometimes depending on the nature or 

format of the collection the team is focused on.  Work includes: 

 Build topical carts for subject enhancement 

 Maintain knowledge of publishing trends, explore avenues for acquiring new and diverse titles, 

and identify gaps in our collection. 

 Recommend quantities to meet system-wide demand  

 Regularly update series lists and identify missing titles within popular series 

 Identifying titles and areas in need of replacement and replenishment 

 Monitoring blogs, websites, niche publisher catalogs, and professional development resources 

for new titles 

 Assist with diversity purchasing audits, or help plan and implement audits of existing collections 

 Collaborate on a core collection/subjects list 

 Regularly update Standing Order Profiles 

 

In addition to Selection Teams, Collection Development will be developing committees or groups to 

address some of the critical aspects of collection work.  These groups will begin on a rolling timeline to 

match the capacity needed to implement them successfully. 

 Diversity, equity, and inclusion principles in collections maintenance and development 

 Holdings in languages other than US English and the reading needs of ESL communities and 

readers 



 Collection Maintenance Standards, including weeding standards, effective data metrics for 

success, etc. 

 Core collections 

Diversity and Equity 

Recognizing that the library does not yet have operative definitions, goals or principles with respect to 

how the values of diversity, equity and inclusion, articulated in the BPL statement on Racial Equity    

should inform all collections maintenance and development strategies, two of the most common 

concerns expressed by staff related to diversity and equity.  Staff raised many questions about how the 

plan addresses diversity, both of the staff participating in collections development work and the 

materials in the collection.  Increasing the diversity of staff involved in collections work is inextricably 

linked to the library’s hiring of a more diverse workforce.  Outside of changing the workforce, this 

collections plan seeks to address diversity of staff by creating opportunities for more staff to be involved 

in collections work that serve patrons across the city.  Increasing the number of selection teams 

specifically allows more staff to be involved in determining the titles available for selection.  Expanding 

the work done by selection team members creates additional opportunities to bring a greater diversity 

of titles into the collection.  Creating teams or groups to address system-wide needs, such as collection 

diversity, weeding, and core collections, allows more staff to have voices in the development of the 

BPL’s broader collection goals. The library also remains open to exploring roles for external advisors with 

specific readers or collections expertise. 

These changes also help to address inequity by strengthening standards for collections at all locations.  

Staff time spent on collections work will be distributed in different ways.  Instead of everyone reviewing 

the same lists and making local selection choices, staff are focusing their efforts in different ways to 

build more diverse collections, analyze data to better understand how patrons are using collections, and 

review trends and changes over time to maximize spending and space allocation.  Staff will bring to this 

work their individual expertise and interest and those of their local communities. 

The success of the current, albeit limited, BPL to go system, currently the primary method of getting 

materials into the hands of our patrons, requires staff to act as intermediaries for many patrons to 

ensure their interests are met and that technology is not a barrier to accessing collections and use of the 

library. It is more important than ever that staff are reaching out locally, communicating with patrons, 

and engaging with communities to help them to best utilize the methods that are currently available to 

them when it comes to getting the books they need.  Whether that be explaining to them how the holds 

system works, taking on that role for patrons who do not have the technology to do it themselves, or 

even preparing interest-based bundles in advance. Branch staff are best suited with their close 

community ties for this vital work. 

Communication and Feedback 
As we heard from staff through the discussion of the draft proposal so far, communication and feedback 

opportunities are critical for the success of any collections ordering plan.  Here is a list of ways that 

Collection Development will continue to work with staff around the system to both share information 

and hear from staff about how our collections are meeting the needs of patrons, and what might be 

improved to better serve the public.  We continue to welcome suggestions for other ways that might 

serve communication needs. 



 Yearly branch visits (virtual or in person) with staff to discuss branch needs 

 Regular ‘coffee’ hours for staff to drop in to discuss collection questions, concerns, or 

needs 

 Regular posting of circulation data and usage statistics in teams for transparency 

 Regular communication with Selection Team members in Microsoft Teams channels 

 Feedback forms for title and purchase suggestions 

 At least two scheduled check in meetings before next spring to discuss effectiveness of 

plan/implementation (schedule TBD) 

Collection Development will work with staff to identify training and professional development 

opportunities related to collection work.  Examples of potential training could include EDI Principles, 

Data and statistical analysis tools, Reader’s Advisory resources, etc.   Staff are encouraged to take 

advantage of the communication opportunities provided and suggest ways to make this plan successful 

and better serve our patrons. 

 

 

 

 


