
INCOMING LIBRARY COLLECTIONS
A UNIFIED APPROACH TO NEWLY ACQUIRED MATERIAL

CARLI presentation
Tonia Grafakos

Marie A. Quinlan Director of Preservation
April 20, 2021

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Good morning everyone. Today’s webinar will focus on incoming collections.  For the purposes of today’s presentation, I am not going to differentiate between types of collections.  They could be gifts, donations, acquisitions, or purchases.  These collections all share the same challenges.



Presenter
Presentation Notes
This may be a familiar sight to many of you.  This is a recent collection received by Northwestern.  The collection was seen by the curator prior to packing and was packed by the donor.  These photos show how the collection arrived at the loading dock.  Boxes were previously used.  Items were wrapped in paper and sealed with packing tape.  
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Presentation Notes
Typical of many collections this one had signs of mold and insect activity.  

In my experience this collection is average.  Some collections come in better condition, some are worse, but many collections are a mystery.   

Collections come into libraries from a variety of sources.  They are stored in homes, garages, basements, attics, barns, storage units, and other libraries or archives.  It is not safe to assume much about the condition of a collection based on where it was previously stored.  We all know the dangers of garages, basement, and attic, however, collections in a private residence also comes with risks.  The homeowner may have had a flood.  There may have been undiscovered leak that seeped into boxes.  There could be issues with fluctuating humidity.  These same issues can also occur in other libraries or archives.  Each library has its own history of leaks and fluctuating humidify.  We all have stories.  Collections in storage units are not immune to these issues either.  Conditions vary widely.  Storage units can have environmental control or not, they can also be impacted by material and conditions in adjoining units.  

So – How do you prepare to take-in collections from a variety of storage locations and varying physical conditions?




OUTLINE

 Identify stakeholders

 Identify how materials enters the collection

 Map out workflow

 Each stakeholder identifies key issues

 Preservation review of prospective collections (Prospective Collections Assessments)

Presenter
Presentation Notes
I’m going to go over how Northwestern approached this challenge in the hopes that it may help you develop procedures for your institutions.

Any system you create will only be successful if there is buy-in from all the stakeholders involved. To that end, the first step is to identify who is involved in the entire process---from the time a collection is identified for acquisition---all the way through to how a patron access the collection.  Once those stakeholders are identified, they can work together to flush out the next three steps; identifying how material enters the collection, map out the workflow, and identify key issues.  Every stakeholder/department has a particular set of concerns that need to be addressed during this process.

Lastly, as part of this presentation, I will go through the preservation review in more detail.

For Northwestern, our key stakeholders were identified as curators & liaisons, facilities, print collection management, archives, digital collections and preservation.  Each of those departments chose a staff member to represent their interests and work on a committee that would map out the workflow identify key issues.  We included additional staff for input, as needed, along the way.




Presenter
Presentation Notes
As you can see getting a collection into the building and on the shelf relies on the cooperation of many staff.  With all the stakeholder in the room, we were able to map out a workflow with input from everyone.

Review the chart.

It all begins with the curator’s conversations with the donor. At this stage, the curator gathers information from the donor about the collection.  If there any of the following issues emerge --- preservation, space, logistic or if the donation requires the involvement of multiple departments, then that triggers another set of information gathering.

The next stage includes information sharing and coordination with multiple departments like preservation, archival processing, print collections management, and even marketing and communication.

Once all the departments are in the loop, then shipping is arranged.  
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Presentation Notes
Once the collection arrives at the library it goes into one of two locations—either the staging room or the quarantine room.

The collection is reviewed, then goes to one of the processing units – archival processing, curators, or acquisitions





Presenter
Presentation Notes
Records are created and the collection is placed in its storage location.
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Presentation Notes
I’m going to take a moment to focus on the pre-custodial portion of the workflow.  We use three forms to help us identify key issues and communicate with each other.

At the beginning of the process, the curator and donor begin their conversations.  Part of that conversation involves filling out this questionnaire.  The questionnaire provides us more information about the state of the collection. 

When we developed this document, each stakeholder identified key issues for their department.  This isn’t meant to be a comprehensive list but a means for the curator to have a guided conversation with the donor.

A few highlighted parts:

Curators were interested in if the donor would require ongoing access, any ownership claims, and any stories around the collection.
Archival processing was interested in inventory lists, if the collection is already in boxes and folders.
Preservation was interested in the types of material in the collection (books, paper, paintings, frames, textiles) and storage locations.

and

Since many collections now come with digital components, our digital archivist wrote a set of questions that were important for her to know.  Is there encrypted material?  Do you have cables for all the devices?  Approximately how much data are you gifting?  Even digital requires storage considerations.
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And, of course, the last question deals with copyright.
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Presentation Notes
The second document I am going to review is the Review of Incoming Collections document which is filled out by the curator prior to the collection coming into the building.  It’s solely an internal document that is submitted to the person that coordinated incoming archival collections.  

This documents allows the staff member accepting the collection to know the size, format, and basic condition of the collection, the intended final storage location, and shipping information.



PRESERVATION ASSESSMENT OF PROSPECTIVE COLLECTIONS

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The final form I’m going to review is the preservation assessment.  The preservation assessment is most effective if it's done at the pre-custodial stage.  A good time to do this assessment is after a curator has expressed a strong interest in the collection but hasn’t yet committed to acquiring it.  It builds on the information that has already been gathered by the curator.

The preservation assessment is designed to be completed by any member of the staff who has physical access to the collection.  Up until now, these have been done by preservation staff at Northwestern.  

It’s divided into 5 sections.

Identifying information
Description of the collection
Storage information
Environmental issues
Summary of collection conditions and recommendations





PRESERVATION ASSESSMENT OF PROSPECTIVE COLLECTIONS

 Identifying Information

 Date of inspection

 Current storage location

 Donor/owner

 Curator

 Preservation Assessor

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The first section focuses on basic information about the collection.



PRESERVATION ASSESSMENT OF PROSPECTIVE COLLECTIONS

 Description of the Collection

 Describe the content of the collection.

 What type of material is in the collection?  List all material include condition and number.

 Are there AV materials?  Are these candidate for digitization?

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The description section asks for more detailed information than what was found in the description and donor’s form.  This is another area where types of material and numbers can be noted.  I also include a short summary about the collections that usually comes from the curator, something that speaks to the significance of the collection.
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You may be asking yourself why is that important after all this information is already noted in other area?

Today’s collection contain more than just books.  They can contain trophies, as seen in the image on the left or framed material as in the image on the right.  Oftentimes the books are the most straightforward part of the collection to process.   With 3-dimensional objects there are housing considerations.  How will these be stored?  Who will box them?  There can be an added cost to storing this material.  It’s important to make a note of the variety of material found within a collection and make note of additional resources that are needed to properly store them.
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Just a couple more examples.

You can see VHS tapes, film, oversized rolled items, loose papers, photographs and unknown things wrapped in butcher paper.

It’s important to have as complete an inventory as possible so that staff can make the appropriate storage decisions.

Noting AV material is important in order to identify obsolete media and/or possible digitization projects.



PRESERVATION ASSESSMENT OF PROSPECTIVE COLLECTIONS

 Storage Information

 Describe the current storage location.  How long was it stored in this location?

 Describe the previous storage location(s).  How long was material stored in this/these location(s)?

Presenter
Presentation Notes
A description of the current storage location is an important indicator of the current state of the collection; however, collections get moved.  It’s important to consider the entire history of the collection and not just its current location.



PROSPECTIVE COLLECTIONS

Presenter
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These are just some of the recent collections that I’ve reviewed.  As you can see, storage conditions vary.  

On the left, the collection was packed and stored in a residential garage that was detached from the house.  It did not have any environmental controls and opened to an alley.  

The center image is of a collection stored in a commercial storage facility.  The building did have heating and air conditioning and opened to an internal corridor.  

The image of the right is of a collection coming to us from another archive.  It had been in this location for over 25 years.  The archival space was in the basement and the temperature and humidity were the same as the rest of the building.  What is interesting about this collection is that after speaking with the archivist, I found out that some of the material was still in the packing material when it arrived at this archive from the previous archive at the Tribute tower.  Information on the conditions in at the Tribute tower were scare but there was a story that solvents had dripped onto the filing cabinets during some repair work on overhead pipes.  I’ll talk more about that in a later slide.

I should mention that all of these were in the Chicago area.





PRESERVATION ASSESSMENT OF PROSPECTIVE COLLECTIONS

 Environmental Issues

 Does the current storage location have temperature / humidity controls?

 Are the items stored on the floor / pallets / shelves?

 Are their visible signs of mold or pests?

 Does it smell moldy or musty?

 Are the storage boxes intact?

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Review the slides environmental prompts.
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If you are inspecting a collection, you are also inspecting the storage area.  I would recommend inspecting the periphery of the space.  In this instance there is a gap between the storage units towards the back.  This allowed for rodents to travel between the units.  This would indicate to me that the all boxes should be inspected to see if any critter has worked its way in.  

The last thing you want is to bring pests into your storage areas.
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Some of the material may be difficult to inspect.  

Under the pallets were signs of mouse droppings.




Presenter
Presentation Notes
If you can inspect the interior of the boxes, that is ideal.  Even in boxes that are intact on the outside there could still be issues internally.

Image on the right:  This is from the collection that had an unknown solvent drip on the papers in a previous storage location.  The solvent stained the papers but also caused them to become brittle.  The damage was noted in the report so that processing staff would know the origin of the damage.  This was also noted as a possible digitization project.  

Image on the left:  The boxes are in good shape.  The boxes also give us a clue that this collection was moved.  There are tidelines on the top box but there is no exterior signs of water damage on the lower boxes.  Boxes with tidelines need to be closely inspected for mold or pest damage.  This section of the collection will need additional resources, either a vendor, or staff to inspect and remediate, as necessary.  Depending on the severity of the damage other options may need to be considered.  Is this a digitization candidate?  Is it a loss?
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The crushed and open boxes are areas where pests can enter.  This is also a sign that material stored inside the boxes may be damaged.  These boxes will need to be replaced.
Seeds and droppings are indications of mouse activity.  A collection such as this will have additional inspection and remediation needs.



PRESERVATION ASSESSMENT OF PROSPECTIVE COLLECTIONS

 Summary of collection condition and recommendations

 Include: vendor recommendations, any conservation work, digitization candidates, and photos

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The summary is a great place to include what is in a collection, it’s general state, recommendation of digitization or conservation work.  If you can estimate the costs of supplies, labor, and vendor work, this is a good place to include that information.  I would also highly recommend adding photographs with detailed annotations.  

It’s not unusual for me to look at a prospective collection and then have a couple of years pass by before contracts are signed and the collection arrives at the library.  These reports help refresh everyone memory.  Photos also give people a chance to see the collection before it arrives at the building.  No everyone involved in processing a collection will have a chance to see it while it’s in the pre-acquisitions stage.



PRESERVATION ASSESSMENT OF PROSPECTIVE COLLECTIONS

Presenter
Presentation Notes
You can leave the preservation assessment as a questionnaire or a written report.

At this point I should also state that of the examples that I showed you were of collections that Northwestern has accepted or intends to accept. 

This process has allowed the staff to plan for the necessary resources to process a collection.  It is an information sharing tool.  

Depending on the resources that are available, a collection with evidence of rodent activity can still be accepted.  In one instance we inspected, vacuumed, and repacked the collection at the donor’s storage site.  When it arrived at the library, we knew that it could go into temporary storage without worrying about introducing pests to our storage area.  If you have a quarantine room and you’ve identified a collection with issues, it could go straight into the quarantine room.  You can also send a collection directly to a vendor for remediation before it gets shipped to your library.  Depending on the collection, it may have high digitization needs.  This is to say, that going through this exercise gives everyone in the library an indication of what is needed.  It lessens the possibility of having surprises arrive at your loading dock.

One of the biggest benefits that have happened since we’ve begun this process is that I’m brought in at a much earlier in the acquisitions process, usually at the consideration stage.
It has also significantly improved communications between departments.  The preservation assessment is shared widely with staff.  I normally send this out to someone in the curatorial department, print collection management, facilities, digital collections and to anyone else who would benefit from a heads-up.

The reports are not formulaic.  They allow for a variety of solutions.
It’s really matter is resources…money, space, and people.
These all fluctuate from year to year.  If resources are not available to properly process and store a collection, then those discussions need to occur too.  What’s important is to keep communication channels open so that informed decisions can be made.




PRESERVATION ASSESSMENT OF PROSPECTIVE COLLECTIONS

 Sample report

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Not available to post.  



THANK YOU

Presenter
Presentation Notes
I’d like to thank the CARLI staff especially Nicole and Elizabeth for putting this together and to Meghan for serving as the moderator.  I’d also like to thank my colleagues at Northwestern.  Although I’m the one presenting today there were a lot of people who worked on this project and it’s their hard work that I presented today.  



Questions?



CONTACT INFORMATION

Tonia Grafakos

Marie A. Quinlan Director of Preservation

Northwestern University Libraries

t-grafakos@northwestern.edu

487-491-3837

mailto:t-grafakos@northwestern.edu
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