Content of the Catalog

It used to be easy to define the appropriate content of the library catalog.  Selectors built research collections, largely by making title-by-title purchases of worthy content, and had items delivered to processing units that made them accessible to users.  The catalog was the primary finding tool of the library, allowing users to find from within the library’s holdings a known item or to discover something, or just the right thing, or everything by a particular author or about a particular subject.  It also served as an inventory device for tangible collections.

The principles of local selection and ownership with full cataloging have been severely compromised by ad hoc decision-making in response to the quickly evolving circumstances of an electronic environment.  This leaves staff and users in an ill-defined world:

· Records for electronic journals are in the catalog (including thousands that we did not select) because a vendor supplies good MARC records

· Records for many electronic books are not in the catalog because some vendors supply skeletal records or none at all

· Records for publisher collections such as IEEE are in the catalog only if they are issued serially

· Several “hidden” print collections, including those of highest strategic priority, await cataloging, as do thousands of backlogged items

· New electronic collections, whether purchased or created locally, have almost no hope of being represented in the catalog if they are not delivered with MARC records of good quality

· Electronic materials may evaporate without notice, leaving dead links in the catalog

· Selectors don’t routinely consider open access materials for acquisition, even if they are worthy to be included in the collection and the catalog.

Assuming that there are no simple immediate solutions to these problems -- such as adding back to technical services the 19 positions given up in the last 10 years, making everyone a skilled cataloger in their spare time, or finding a commercial product that combines MARC and non-MARC records from dozens of sources into a single search result that replicates the functions of the catalog or improves upon them – good user service requires that we consider whether to redefine the content of our catalog.

The three primary options seem to be:

1. Continue on our current path (of only adding electronic resources if good MARC records are provided) until we have more staff, better records from vendors, or better search options

2. Return to the old definition of the catalog as the record of our locally-held print resources, focus on strategic priorities, and expect users to find licensed and open access electronic resources in other ways

3. Abandon many of the standards that make the catalog a unique tool and accept any vendor records that provide at least a title

At its meeting on Wednesday, March 5, the Steering Committee will consider these issues and options.  Please be prepared to share your opinions.
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