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Background 
 
If history repeats itself, a question that has engaged historians and philosophers for 
centuries may well be arising today in the field of materials acquisitions in academic 
libraries. In October 1969 over one hundred academic librarians met at the Second 
International Seminar on Approval and Gathering Plans in Large and Medium Size 
Academic Libraries held at Western Michigan University, in the United States. The 
papers from this seminal meeting2 identified four prevailing conditions in the world of 
materials acquisitions: i) the rising costs of personnel; ii) the decreasing costs of 
machines; iii) the increased selection difficulty as academic librarians faced an explosion 
in publishing; and, iv) a retrenchment among the faculty who were becoming too busy 
with their teaching and research to dedicate valuable time to determine which books 
should be selected for the university's library. One could argue, with Gallic nonchalance, 
plus ça change, plus c’est la même chose, that those four conditions are again prevalent 
in our academic libraries today. This seems especially true if one heeds the lachrymose 
complaints of library administrators who appear keen on replacing every human and 
every function in the library with an apparently cheaper inanimate substitute, an 
argument belied by the Gargantuan appetite of systems budgets. Parallel to these 
developments, the publishing world has expanded even more, not only in the number of 
titles published, but also in the complexity of new formats that are bringing into question 
the very survival of print publishing. As for faculty, the pressures on their pedagogical, 
research and publication responsibilities make it even more unlikely that they would be 
eager to accept an increased role in the selection of material for the library. 
 
An inherent flaw of the faculty-selection approach is that many such collections tend to 
develop marked inconsistencies, strengths that reflect the faculty’s own areas of research 
and interest, and weaknesses created by the absence of active selection or a more relaxed 
approach by other faculty. The collection development-based model, on the other hand, 
aims at a more even coverage in the selection and acquisition of materials, one in which 
input from the faculty is still a very important component. 
 
The mandate of most academic libraries is to acquire, organise, provide access to, and 
preserve relevant collections, as well as to support the teaching, research and scholarship 
of the universities, institutions and faculty they serve. In the past, faculty would pore over 
endless bibliographies, publisher catalogues and all manner of sources that provided 
information on the books currently available, to make selections that were then ordered 
by library acquisitions staff. Publishers and distributors received the orders from the 



libraries and delivered the books for a fee, a model that worked for decades without a 
major change in procedure.  Axford3 notes that “the phenomenal growth of Higher 
Education in America” in the aftermath of  World War II brought a “proliferation of 
graduate programs and the concentration on research as the primary interest of the faculty 
which resulted in unprecedented book budgets for academic libraries, accompanied by 
unprecedented problems.” Faced with these problems and conditions, North American 
libraries in the 1960s worked out a new acquisitions model, one that to a certain extent 
was aimed at transferring responsibility for the selection of materials to the vendors who 
had been supplying the books under the old system. Since these libraries could no longer 
afford to spend the time and resources required to maintain the existing model, they 
began to make the selection itself part of the product, a move that was not well received 
by some book vendors, as Marcel Blancheteau, of Aux Amateurs de Livres in Paris, 
pointed out: “I have been a bookseller for over forty years […] My personal preference is 
still the old way when the Librarians were making their own selection and taking their 
responsibilities about titles ordered.”4  By contrast, Otto Harrassowitz, provider of 
German books, expressed a more placating and optimistic view5 when he stated that “the 
approval orders are well established now”, and offered to continue working with the 
libraries to improve the new system. The approval plan was here to stay.6 
 
 
The Approval Plan 
 
Born from the awkward Zusammenfluss of the pressing conditions that had developed in 
North American academic libraries and the reluctant acquiescence of the book dealers 
who supplied this market, the approval plan established itself very quickly as the most 
viable means of materials acquisitions in academic libraries.7 
 
An approval plan, also known as a blanket order or a dealer-selection order, is 
essentially a contractual agreement between two parties, the library and the book vendor. 
It is also an acquisitions method that allows libraries to receive current materials from a 
vendor who selects them on the basis of a previously-agreed profile that specifies terms 
what should be included and excluded from the plan. These profiles can be very brief and 
simple, or extremely lengthy and complex, depending on the comprehensiveness of the 
target collection and the financial extent of the coverage.  The contracts governing the 
plans are time specific, often of one-year duration although five-year terms are not 
uncommon, and these can be renewed by both parties with or without changes as needed. 
These changes can arise for a number of reasons, including the availability of funds and 
changes in publication patterns; but once a plan begins to work well, it often needs only 
fine tuning to maintain optimum performance. 
 
There are several components in an approval plan profile. A part of the profile guides the 
selection with a series of subject-related parameters detailing the types of material to be 
selected following a major classification system. Another part of the profile will deal with 
non-subject issues that range from shipping and invoicing instructions, to restrictions and 
exclusions. The latter should indicate publication date(s) to be included, price-per-item 
limitations, paperback versus hardcover preferences, etc. 



 
Plans may cover geographical and language areas, defined subjects and specific 
publishers, depending on the extent of the plan and the needs of the collection. An 
example of a simple plan would be a request from a medium-sized library to purchase the 
critically-acclaimed current poetry written in Italian. The library’s aim would be to 
support the teaching of modern Italian poetry, and the vendor would supply a 
representative collection of those poets whose works have been well-received by the 
reviewing media and specialised sources. The clauses in such an approval plan would 
deal more with the complexities of payment and the instructions for shipping rather than 
with the selection criteria. By contrast a major academic library of a large university 
offering a multitude of undergraduate and graduate programmes across the sciences, 
social sciences and the humanities, may sign a contract with a large book supplier 
involving hundreds of thousands of dollars or euros. Such a contract will involve an 
extremely detailed plan that could be broken down into many sections following the 
classification sub-classes of the Dewey or Library of Congress schedules, and is likely to 
include hundreds of clauses pertaining to the nature of the materials selected, the kind of 
publisher responsible for the item (trade versus scholarly), the level of content (popular, 
low undergraduate, high undergraduate, graduate), the presence of a scholarly support 
apparatus (footnotes, illustrations, references, etc.), and other factors the library may 
consider pertinent to the selection process. 
 
Besides addressing the conditions noted above, the main strength of an approval plan is 
the creation of a core and up-to-date collection within the framework of a controlled 
budget. An approval plan is not, however, an appliance that once turned on will run by 
itself, nor is it a replacement for the active selection on the part of the library, as some 
library administrators would conceive. It is, rather, a helpful tool in the hands of the 
acquisitions and collection development librarians. 
 
 
The Approval plan and the Collection Development Librarian 
 
From the early planning stages of an approval plan the active involvement of the 
collection development/acquisitions librarian is a must. A careful analysis and assessment 
of collection needs is the preparatory grounds for the drawing up of a plan, and no one is 
better qualified to carry it out than the subject specialist in charge of the area of the 
collection, since the continuing assessment of the library’s collections is this person's 
responsibility. The professional must also be involved in the preparation of the profile 
that will serve as the guide for the vendor’s selections to be included in the plan. The 
library may already receive certain types of materials through donations, exchanges or 
other means, and those ought to be excluded from the plan. The library may not collect in 
particular areas of a discipline, and the profile should clearly note all exclusions as well 
as the inclusions. There is a hybrid variation of the approval plan worth noting, one that 
asks the vendor to provide the librarian with lists of the selected items to be sent. The 
librarian receives the lists and has a chance to add or delete titles before the shipment is 
sent. This variation of the approval plan is often used during the initial implementation of 



a plan, though it is more cumbersome and slower than the more common approach of 
letting the vendor do the selection without this added step.8 
 
At the start of a plan careful consideration should be given to the overlap that tends to 
occur between direct selection by the librarian and the selection done through an approval 
plan. Usually the most effective boundary is to set the year of publication as the dateline 
for the commencement of selection by the vendor. Such a clear boundary should 
eliminate costly duplication and returns. Returns are indeed one of the drawbacks of 
approval plans, and every effort should be made to avoid them, as they are expensive to 
both the library and the vendor.9 An acceptable margin of error should be built into the 
plan, as well as a means of dealing with returns, as the savings from returning certain 
items may be considerably less than the staff and postage costs of shipping books back. 
There is, however, a different aspect of returns that should be considered, that is, the 
reinforcement of the message sent to the vendor not to select that type of material in 
future, though it is debatable how valid a pedagogical tool returns can be. 
 
Returns are just one aspect of the larger world of plan management. An approval plan is 
not a replacement for the active selection on the part of the library, but a complement to it. 
Approval plans need constant monitoring and tracking if they are to succeed, and it is 
indeed the collection development librarian, preferably a subject specialist, who should 
be responsible for the day-to-day management of the plan. The ideal plan is one in which 
the vendor’s selectors and the collection development staff are perfectly matched in their 
criteria. Since this is an uncommon happening, traditional approval plans include the 
provision of slips of non-selected items that fall within the library's areas of interest. 
These slips may take the form of lists, actual slips of paper or, more recently, electronic 
equivalents, either sent by e-mail or posted on the vendor’s web site. Plans that are based 
on a country that issues a national bibliography or a similar publication can rely on the 
vendor marking the entries selected and letting the library make changes, both additions 
and deletions, before preparing the plan shipment. A more personalised version is also 
used, involving the implementation of a regular system of communication between the 
two parties. A brief message sent by the vendor to the librarian and a quick reply by the 
latter can be a very effective way of dealing with grey-area items. This reverts the 
responsibility for the decision to the librarian, which is where it belongs, and at the same 
time eliminates costly returns.10 The confirmation by the librarian turns the selection into 
a de facto firm order, which is much appreciated by the vendor. 
 
As vendors develop and make available to libraries their own databases mounted on web 
sites (e.g. Casalini, Coutts, etc.), the interaction between the librarian and the plan can 
become much more effective. The librarian is given access to the vendor’s database 
where all items on offer are listed. Here collection development librarians can see what 
has been selected by the vendor according to the plan, what has been received as firm or 
standing orders, and all the other items that are available for purchase. The librarians can 
then tag any additional selections and, if the database is sophisticated enough, even 
determine the fund to which the item is to be charged. The obvious drawback of this 
approach is the same one that has affected libraries in the area of system incompatibility 
and the lack of uniformity and standards in systems design. Each vendor develops or 



purchases and implements its own software and front-end to best suit its needs, with 
some thought given to user needs. Libraries, on the other hand, purchase and implement 
costly data management systems which are often incapable of communicating effectively 
with the vendors’ databases. Collection development librarians, working with several 
plans, need to become familiar with each vendor’s database and its idiosyncrasies, and 
master their own library’s management system; but they may also have to accept the fact 
the two systems might not work together as an integrated whole.11 Added to that is the 
likelihood that the academic institution’s own financial system may be independent of the 
library’s data system, and the librarian may well feel like Virgil reading the warning 
posted at the gates of Hell.12 
 
Tracking the performance of an approval plan should be an integral part of its 
management. Different criteria have been used in the evaluation of the approval plan, 
including book circulation, a much debated index since research libraries cannot measure 
the suitability of an item for its collections on how often it is used. Some administrators 
favour the idea of patron-driven selection, that is, selection based on user demand, a 
method that may well work for an undergraduate library, for instance, but not one that 
can be applied to a research library supporting many graduate and post-doctoral levels of 
research. In the final analysis the appropriateness of items acquired via an approval plan 
should be judged on the basis of whether they reinforce the strengths of that particular 
collection or help fill in gaps. The percentage of plan-selected versus librarian-initiated 
orders has been used also in the evaluation of a plan. Depending on the characteristics of 
a plan, the balance between the vendor’s own selections and the complementary selection 
by the librarians (firm orders, standing orders, etc.) can oscillate up and down the 
percentage scale, with additional selection falling somewhere between 10% and 60%. 
This, however, can be a misleading criterion, as institutions develop new areas of 
research and teaching, and libraries and publishers undertake -or not- to open up to new 
areas of selection and publication respectively. The onus of responsibility falls again on 
the collection development librarians, whose decisions should take into account the 
institutional will and need as a whole. When a decision is made, the plan should be 
modified, or a new plan started, to accommodate the changes in the collection. 
 
The management of approval plans requires a close monitoring of the plans’ performance, 
suitability to the collection needs and adaptability to the changes that may take place at 
all levels of its reach. New developments in the publishing world and major changes in 
materials processing at the library end threaten again the plan balance reached after many 
years of hard work on both parts. 
 
 
A Brave New World: A Future for the Approval Plan? 
 
The introduction of the digital format into the world of academic publishing might not 
have had such a huge and worrisome impact on library collections if it had not been 
accompanied by parallel changes in the channels, modes and means of distribution and 
licensing. After all, any book, whether printed or electronic can be purchased either by 
firm order or by approval plan, and, once bought, the printed book and e-book belong to 



the library. Or do they? What is throwing off the balance are the new approaches of 
distribution and ownership brought about with the new format, especially as some 
publishers and distributors apply new and creative ways of handling the materials. 
Academic presses who had been supplying their titles in print individually started to 
bundle their e-books into enticing packages containing multiple e-books, offering the 
libraries deals that looked suspiciously similar to those offered by car dealers, a 
comparison that may not be totally inappropriate since the marketing spirit and 
techniques appear to be transferable these days. The effects of bundling on libraries and 
collections are rather less beneficial than aggressive marketing claims. It forces librarians 
to accept content that would have otherwise been left out of their selection. Due to the 
nature and cost of these e-book packages, their acquisition tends to be handled by library 
administrators, with little or no input from the library’s subject and language specialists 
who are responsible for the collections and their contents. When these bundles are offered 
to consortia made up of groups of libraries, a frequent occurrence, the locus of decision is 
shifted again from the hands of the collection development librarians, and the interests 
and priorities of the individual libraries may surrender to larger goals and interests of the 
consortium. Furthermore, as these bundled packages are acquired by more and more 
consortia of academic libraries, their collections begin to reflect the nature of the bundle 
contents and to become more and more alike, reducing thus the distinctive elements and 
emphases that had been built through the more careful and targeted librarian-based 
selection and the variation built into the profiles of their approval plans.  
 
 Parallel with this bundling of products, some academic publishers of e-books began to 
apply varying rates of differential pricing to libraries based on the size of the user 
population of each institution. The argument used by the publishers in the 
implementation of these unfair pricing schemes is that, whereas in the days of print books 
a library would purchase multiple copies to cover the needs of its users, an e-book could 
be given access to simultaneously to many users from the library server. Publishers 
further argue that there is added value to the use of e-books now that their dissemination 
can be done at any time of day and night, whether the library building is open or closed, 
and that the book content can be delivered to the user’s own computer at home. Although 
the basic tenets of this argument may not be totally false, the effect of these pricing 
schemes can be crippling to already strained library budgets. 
 
 A further worrying trend is one which some publishers are taking to changing the one-
time only (OTO) pricing of some reference works to annual subscription. An 
encyclopaedia, for instance, that was bought as an OTO purchase may now be offered to 
the library in e-book format only on a subscription model, which would multiply the cost 
of housing the item (since ownership by the library is actually not possible anymore) as 
long as regular payments continue to be made. The unacceptable aspect of this latter 
payment mode is that the library is left with no trace of the item or its content once 
payment stops. This is just another example, but one that clearly puts the whole world of 
the approval plan in question, as one of its main tenets, the control of expenditure, is thus 
removed. Such practices impact directly on the issues of access to, and ownership of the 
resources, and need therefore to be resolved in a way acceptable to the academic library. 
 



On the library side, and here we return to my opening remark about history repeating 
itself, the four conditions that were prevalent in the 1960s are again with us at the dawn 
of the 21st century: i) the same rising costs of personnel, ii) the continued decreasing costs 
of machines - with the same questionable argument about the veracity of this -, iii) the 
increased difficulty for the libraries to cope with the demands of, in this case, the 
processing of the materials purchased, and iv) the unavailability of faculty as agents of 
selection. Just as they did in the 1960s, academic libraries have again turned to the 
vendors and induced them to take responsibility for the cataloguing, classification and 
shelf-readiness of their acquisitions. Vendors, again, have accepted the mandate, some 
more reluctantly than others, as they face the likely possibility that if they were to refuse 
taking the torch, there would be plenty of others waiting on the sidelines to jump at the 
opportunity.13 Increasingly our traditional vendors are now undertaking the supply of 
shelf-ready materials to the libraries, and the lines of approval plans are becoming more 
and more blurred as the cost of the item itself becomes mixed with the cost of cataloguing, 
classification, tattle-taping, stamping, labelling… Are we witnessing the beginning of the 
end of the approval plan? Are academic libraries driving themselves down a no exit road? 
 
Libraries and publishers exist now in a hybrid environment in which the printed and the 
electronic book share a common existence. We have not seen the end of print, even 
though some argue that it is just around the corner. Whereas some areas and instances of 
scholarship and readership may switch entirely to the electronic format, others will 
continue to be based on the printed word. Furthermore, the future of the electronic 
resource is far from being as carved in stone as some would claim. The recent news that 
“the Bibliography of the History of Art is being withdrawn from distribution, and will no 
longer be available after 31st March 2010”14 has shocked librarians and art historians all 
over the world, as they see the access to their “most comprehensive art bibliography 
available worldwide, covering European and American visual arts from late antiquity to 
the present” disappear in cyberspace. Many academic collections, in their need to cut 
costs, had stopped collecting the printed volumes and were totally reliant on the on-line 
access to the BHA. What now? This event may turn out to be nothing more than a hiccup 
in the life of the library e-resources, but it is at the same time a warning to all of us that 
the electronic format may suffer from ailments that its print equivalent does not. Many of 
the world’s bibliographic resources are being moved to the ethereal electronic format, the 
nature of which makes it more prone to complete extinction, than the dangers of fire and 
water ever did to the printed word. The last word has not yey been said.  
 
It was remarked above that the format of materials need not be a major issue for its 
inclusion or exclusion from an approval plan, though probably more complex than the 
choice of a paperback over a hardcover. There are troublesome factors that accompany 
this format, such as the bundling and pricing schemes being applied to the e-book format, 
that may affect whether or not the approval plan can survive the challenge, but they are 
not intrinsic to the format itself, being instead the result of creative marketing practices at 
the hands of some publishers and distributors. If those practices are limited in their reach, 
and if libraries succeed in controlling their resources through wise and engaged collection 
development, the role of the approval plan may continue to be as important in the future 
as it was in the 1960s. 
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