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In the early 1970s, the average price of a hard bound U.S. book was higher than the average subscription price of a U.S. periodical. By the end of the decade, the positions were reversed. At the beginning of the 21st century, the average price of a hard bound U.S. book was more than $50 and the average U.S. subscription was around $200. 

Many books and general periodicals cost less than $50 and individual consumers help contain steep and continuous increases because they have psychological limits and will simply not spend more than a certain amount for anything. Libraries, too, have psychological limits to what they will pay, in addition to actual budget restrictions, although they should purchase what they need to meet their missions regardless of price, but in the 21st century, it has become commonplace to let the cost of certain materials dictate what will be purchased, and in addition, the high cost of journals and electronic services (indexes, abstracts, full-text periodicals) take so much from library budgets that fewer and fewer books are being bought by individual libraries, even as expenditures increase annually.

Techniques and strategies developed during the last 25 years, more or less, of the 20th century, however, are beginning to pay off in the early days of the 21st century and allow them to more easily adapt to the constant changes and atmosphere of change that we have all learned to live and work with.

I. Library Automation - Information Technology

From the days of the very first commercially available computers, librarians saw the potential for automating repetitive procedures and for accurate counting and record keeping. Acquisitions and circulation processes represent some of the earliest and most successful library automation projects, several done as early as the 1950s. But it wasn't until the late 1960s and early 1970s that libraries and commercial companies seriously began to build large library systems. It was also during this time that the MARC record was developed (by Henriette Avram at the Library of Congress) and the idea of sharing cataloging records using computers (Fred Kilgour at Ohio State University).

The only point I want to make here is that these and other early pioneers thought that they were doing important work, but they had no way of knowing that in the next century, librarians would still be building on the foundation established by them. May we long remember them and never forget their achievements.

II. Methodical Approaches to Collection Development

Again, in the early 1970s, following the lead from some trend-setting libraries like those at Stanford University, libraries began documenting their acquisitions policies. This documentation took place towards the end of unprecedented growth in the collection size of American university libraries and in scholarly publishing.

Later, a period of austerity followed those prosperous times. It occurred to those early adapters of collection development policies that it would also be useful to measure or assess the strengths of those collections built when budgets were generous and when acquisition from gifts and exchange programs were also high.

The development of these techniques, most notably the RLG (Research Libraries Group) Conspectus, is serving libraries in ways that could not have been foreseen even ten years ago but that will be invaluable as we move forward into the 21st century. As new, expensive, and challenging formats join the traditional print formats, we can plan for and adapt to them using these collection management tools to ensure that we are building modern collections as wisely as we build our traditional collections.

III. Resource Sharing

American libraries have always shared their resources with each other through both formal and informal arrangements. It wasn't until the 1980s, however, when budgets became tight, that we began to recognize  interlibrary loan and document delivery as essential components of a library's collection development policy and acquisitions process. Up until then, libraries bought and otherwise acquired materials that were not necessarily needed right away. In other words, materials were acquired "just in case" they might be needed. When money became scarcer, wise librarians asked, shouldn't we be finding better ways to acquire library materials "just in time?" In other words, let us rely on our collection development policies to concentrate on materials we know we need and then develop and refine the ways in which we borrow from other libraries, both books and journal articles, especially journal articles. 

IV. Current and Future Developments

Now, in these early days of the 21st century, libraries are faced with what could be called the usual suspects not enough money, rising costs, insufficient staff.

But I think the difference today is that librarians are now responding to these problems and challenges with more confidence in the past and with greater resolve. We are more mature in our approach to technology and change and more realistic about what technology alone can do. We are now fully recognizing that technology can be a useful tool but it can also bring its own set of problems, not the least of which is cost. But it also brings us problems like electronic resources that we can use 24 hours a day, 7 days a week, 52 weeks a year but that disappear completely when we cease subscribing to them. When that happens, our users have nothing 24 hours a day, 7 days a week, 52 weeks a year and on and on. 

This is a serious problem but th e foundation built during the last century is holding up. We are applying our collection management principles, including the need to preserve. We are also building on our library automation experience and expertise, calling it information technology now, and we are expanding our resource sharing to include people. We are revitalizing old alliances and creating new ones and we are calling them consortia. We have learned that by acting alone, we fall short of meeting our many new challenges but by working together, we are achieving great things collection building in the 21st century or the era of library consortia. Together we stand, divided we fall.

