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Collection Development Revisited  
by Melissa Mannon  

In my opinion, the linchpin of any 

repository housing archival  

records is the collection develop-

ment policy.  Of course, it is impor-

tant to have a well-written mission 

statement and goals.  A long-

range plan is also a must for steer-

ing an organization.  But the col-

lection development policy is the 

backbone of what we do.  The pol-

icy defines who we are in great 

detail.  Our writing of the policy 

allows us to take an in-depth look 

at our role and the direction we 

want to take our institution.  Peo-

ple looking at our collection devel-

opment policy can understand our 

sense of purpose.  Researchers 

know if we are the right repository 

for their search.  Donors know if 

we are the right place to deposit 
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their records.  The policy formal-

izes our sense of being and de-

velopment, so there are fewer 

misunderstandings.  With a pol-

icy, everyone within an institution 

works with a shared sense of pur-

pose and a realistic sense of 

identity. 

 

Ideally, an organization will write 

its policy with a thorough under-

standing of their own institution 

and with a good understanding of 

the collecting roles of “sister insti-

tutions.”  As a consultant, I al-

ways emphasize the importance 

of collaboration.  The collection 

development policy is no excep-

tion, and indeed, forming collabo-

rative collection development 

plans can be the impetus for further 

collaborative projects. 

 

In short, the goal of cooperative  

collection development is to enable 

an institution to establish a specific 

focus that does not compete with 

others, and to eliminate competitive-

ness among collecting institutions.  

Cooperation enables institutions to 

fill a specific documentation gap so 

that the history of a particular sub-

ject is adequately preserved.  

 

Many managers of repositories be-

lieve that just having a vague idea of 

what their repository should be col-

lecting is good enough to move 

ahead with acquisitions. They feel 

When writing your collection development policy, consider the following: 

 

If you are starting with a collection, develop a thorough understanding of your holdings.  Perform a survey 

of your collections seeking to understand your strengths and weaknesses.  If you do not have a collection, 

fully define (on paper!) what you would like to collect and why. 

Using your survey or outline as a guide, list what collections you have, where your gaps are, what you 

would like to have and why. 

Do research and ask questions to determine what other local collectors have.  Identify institutions that are 

similar to yours and set out to understand their collecting goals. 

Define a niche for your self in the collecting community.  Be sure to specify how your collection is similar 

to others and how it differs.  Identify your strengths and weakness AND make this information available to 

others. 

When writing your collection development policy, make it specific enough so that you understand what 

you are all about, but broad enough to make room for unexpected treasures. 

Your policy should include: mission statement, collection scope, collecting goals and objectives with ac-

quisition priorities, likely audience, statement of authority (who approves collections,) “sister institutions”  
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“You [the record keepers] contribute value to your communities by listen-
ing well to people’s concerns, assuring that adequate records are kept of 
history-making events and of the acts spoken by history-makers, and 
doing that in a way that allows you to be effective partners for history-
makers as they re-member the past and invent the future.” 

- Chauncey Bell.  Organizational Change and the Role of the Archivist.  Keynote Speech at Cali-

fornia Society of Archivists meeting.  Pasadena California: 1998.  

that their focus is obvious enough 

that a general idea of their col-

lecting strategy is all that is re-

quired.  However, committing 

specific strategies to paper en-

sures that the obvious is obvious 

to everyone.  It also helps us real-

ize what may not be so apparent 

and what needs to be more 

clearly defined. 

 

One well-known way of 

“collecting” documents in many 

institutions is when they are 

dropped on the front stoop of the 

repository (literally and figura-

tively.)  Without planning, organi-

zations often accept any material 

offered to them.  Fearful that if 

they turn away potential materials 

the documents will be destroyed, 

organizations sometimes accept 

inappropriate items.  Sometimes 

organizations are equally fearful 

that they will not get further dona-

tions if they turn away any.  Other 

times, without knowing the extent of 

available materials, institutions re-

quest items from those in their cir-

cle or from well-known characters 

in town, taking whatever is given by 

them and not looking beyond that 

which is offered. A working collec-

tion development policy should 

eliminate these problems and fears. 

 

To develop valuable collections that 
do not leave gaps in the historical 
record, an archivist must be an  
active participant in collecting  
resources that are interpretive of 
society rather than just a passive 
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Archives and Information Consult-

ant Melissa Mannon is owner of  

ArchivesInfo.   

 

Please send  

questions and comments to 

melissa@mannon.org. 

 

For more information about her 

work and for access to past issues of 

this newsletter  see 

www.archivesinfo.com 

Begin your collaboration by forming a solid historical foundation in your 

community.  The initial tangible steps for a successful archives collabo-

rative should focus first on collecting.  These steps include: 

Create a team to create an historic timeline of your town’s history. 

Make first steps to decide what should be documented about your 

town’s history based on this document. 

Figure out who has what through archival surveys. Determine what 

documentation about your history is missing from repositories.  

Create Collection Development Policies. Determine who should be 

collecting what. 

Reach out to those outside of repositories who may hold desirable 

records.  Seek to garner new materials from citizens, local associa-

tions, and other record creators.  Aim to fill documentation gaps. 

collector of any documents offered.  
The collection development policy 
will kick your institution into high 
gear, refining your focus and in-
creasing your efficiency. 

 

 

 

For more on collection  

development, see our Winter 

2001-2002 issue online at: 

http://www.archivesinfo.com/new

sletter/Winter2001.pdf 

 

Need some tools to help you get 

started?  See my Forms Manual 

for Archives Management avail-

able through Amazon.com 

 


