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The Vanishing Acquisitions Librarian  
 
By Norman Desmarais and Diane Kachmar 
 
Report of the ALCTS AS Acquisitions Administrators Discussion Group held 
Saturday, January 19, 2002 10:30-12:30 at the Wyndham Canal Place Hotel 
Magnolia III in New Orleans, Louisiana. 
 
Norman Desmarais, chair of the ALCTS AS Acquisitions Administrators 
Discussion Group, introduced the other officers, made a few announcements, 
and requested anyone interested in being vice-chair for the next year contact 
him.  
 
The group then discussed ideas for topics for the annual meeting in Atlanta.  
The topic for this mid-winter meeting derived from a thread on the COLLIB-L 
listserv in the spring of 2001. That discussion focused on the current difficulty of 
filling library director positions with qualified applicants.  It soon became apparent 
this problem affected every area of the library profession. 

Is There A Shortage Of Librarians? 
 
We explored whether or not there was a shortage of librarians.  Is a matter of 
perception?  Most agreed that there was a shortage of acquisitions librarians, but 
some are finding a large enough pool of applicants for their open positions. The 
problem faced by the latter group was enough qualified applicants.  
 
Some job seekers will not apply because they don’t have any knowledge of or 
interest in the areas of acquisitions. Others find our job ads and job descriptions 
intimidating with their long lists of required skills.  Our emphasis on written 
applications in the screening process causes us to reject potential candidates, 
who otherwise might stay in the profession, due to poorly written cover letters 
and vitae.  
 
We then discussed what library schools are doing in their curriculums to prepare 
acquisitions librarians for the job that awaits them. Several participants stated 
library schools don’t do enough education of students in the vital issues and 
ethics of acquisitions librarianship.  Others people thought the matter was a 
training issue.  The comment was: library schools don’t train, they educate. 
 
Other members of the group described the need to establish the principles of 
cataloging and acquisitions that underpin these specialties.  The role of 
acquisitions librarians is to spend money wisely.  Current Acquisitions librarians 
are not born with these skills.  Acquisitions Librarians serve an important function 
as a support for public services that isn’t always recognized. 
 



We need to do a better job communicating with peer educators about the value 
and the role of acquisitions librarianship.  We must communicate the 
opportunities for professional advancement within our field of specialty.  
Referring to acquisitions librarians as professional buyers or shoppers could add 
glamour to attract prospective candidates. 
 
We need to be aware of customer service issues.  One way is to do a customer 
service survey to learn what our constituents think about our service. We should 
be up front about what we do and what services we can offer. If our constituents 
have realistic expectations, they will be more satisfied with the services they 
receive.  
 
A vendor representative commented that acquisitions librarians get most of their 
training on the job.  He also stated they can get some valuable help from 
vendors.  Two methods outlined included having vendors speak at library schools 
or sending paraprofessionals or new acquisitions librarians to visit vendors to see 
their operations.   (No one sentence paragraphs) 
 
Several of the participants attended a session at the 2001 Charleston 
Conference on the same topic.  One of the speakers there, a dean of a library 
school, commented that the number of library school graduates cannot keep 
pace with the number of vacancies created by mass retirements in the next 
fifteen years and people leaving the profession for other positions.  This shortage 
will need to be addressed before it becomes a crisis.  
 
The Invisible Librarian 
 
Another factor in trying to fill acquisitions librarian positions is that technical 
services is not very visible – certainly not as much as public services.  
Consequently, the perception is it’s not glamorous or attractive work.  The 
Twin challenges acquisitions and licensing of electronic resources is impacting 
the Traditional role of acquisitions librarianship and may be the catalyst we need 
to both increase our visibility within the profession and gain some much-needed 
respect for the work that we do. 
 
We should promote the idea that acquisitions and catalog librarians are all-
purpose librarians and that their qualifications and skills can serve all 
departments of a library.  Laura Bush’s proposed $10 million initiative to recruit a 
new generation of librarians could be used as a promotional tool to interest 
prospective library candidates to consider acquisitions librarianship as a career. 
 
To that end, we should communicate with the ALA committees focusing on 
education.  We should try to raise awareness of the various specialties in our 
jobs.  Other marketing suggestions included offering to speak at library schools if 
we are not already invited to do so, communicating with and becoming more 



visible within our library schools and our administrations and volunteering to 
serve on speakers’ bureaus.  We could also attend programs given by The New 
Member Round Table for their Library School Student Chapter Association. 
 
Salaries 
 
Low salaries are one of the major obstacles in the recruitment of qualified 
librarians. Librarianship has generally been a female-dominated profession with 
historically low salaries. Many still perceive the women as earning a second 
income for their families. While that may be true for some librarians, many more 
have become the primary wage earners. Yet this perception persists. 
 
While there was concern about low salaries for support staff, the flip side that one 
participant related was that her colleague started as a paraprofessional and 
studied for a Masters Degree in librarianship. When this woman graduated, she 
took a $7,000 pay cut to assume the professional position.  
 
Salary compression is another issue. New hires can often negotiate higher 
salaries than incumbents in similar positions. The very small Cost of living 
increases don’t keep pace with inflation.  Nor is this a problem limited to libraries. 
It is university-wide, affecting all faculty and departments. Some think 
compression and inversion is an even greater problem with support staff salaries.  
 
There has been some devaluation of acquisitions librarians. In some institutions, 
the position is classified as clerical.  These positions don’t require an advanced 
degree, but most incumbents realize their need for further education. Yet, when 
they obtain an MLS, they don’t receive additional compensation.  
 
This situation is not going to change as long as people accept this as status quo 
and are willing to continue to do a paraprofessional job with an advanced degree.  
The difficulties of re-classifying positions can be daunting or insurmountable in 
most institutions.  Doing the same job for thirty years is still doing the same job; 
so the person in it should not necessarily get more pay for enhanced experience. 
The use of a computer doesn’t mean a job is more complex. We need to bring 
our decision-making responsibilities to the fore and match them to comparable 
duties of our University peers in order to make our case for pay equity. If we are 
doing managerial jobs, we should get paid for what we do. 
 
Rob Withers article, “A Decade of Change – A Study of Acquisitions Positions in 
Libraries” (Against the Grain 13:6 Dec. 2001-Jan. 2002 pp. 73-74) was cited. 
The author studied job ads in College and Research Libraries News during the 
period 1988-2000.  His article identified job duties that have changed and others 
that remained the same over the period. While acquisitions departments are 
getting smaller, there is more emphasis on department head status and 
supervisory responsibilities.  
 



Could this newer emphasis lead people to think that the problems of 
administration are not worth the low salary offered?  Money is power and 
acquisitions librarian positions should be marketed to make the most of the fact 
that practitioners have some control over budgets and spending. 
 
Presumably, institutions in urban settings and those relatively near library 
schools find it easier to fill positions.  Most people enter librarianship as a second 
career. They may become less mobile as family ties and commitments may 
restrict their career options.  
 
We plan to continue this discussion at the annual meeting in Atlanta under the 
topic of “The Changing Face of Acquisitions Librarianship.”  We will discuss 
library reorganization; merging acquisitions, cataloging, and periodicals into one 
technical services unit; the relationship of acquisitions with collection 
development within technical services; and the outsourcing of acquisitions and 
the transfer of traditional duties to publishers and e-book aggregators.  
 
We will also discuss the role of acquisitions librarians in the purchase of large 
microform sets/e-book collections and rare books as well as whether or not gifts 
and exchanges belong in acquisitions or collection development.  We will explore 
training for the many-changing responsibilities of acquisitions librarianship, such 
as licensing electronic resources, EDI, etc. and how we market ourselves. 
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