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Three speakers from St. Joseph County Public Library. 
 
Mary Ann Moran, Cataloging Department Head, gave some background on their 
situation – 1969 was the last date they could verify that there had been even a partial 
inventory.  When she attended IUG sessions about inventory, they were presented by 
places with the luxury to recall all items and close for inventory.  That just doesn’t 
happen in a public library. 
 
This is a multi-branch system with 3 consortium libraries.  There are about 1 million 
items in the catalog, about 620,000 belonging to St. Joseph County Public Library. 
 
She reviewed several inventory methods they have tried over the years.  One constant is 
that they have always concentrated on inventorying one part of the collection (Children’s 
section was one complete project, AV was another), rather than a general inventory. 
 
Laurel Cochrane, Chief Cataloger, stressed that inventory is an absolutely essential 
component of quality database maintenance.  A database is a fluid, dynamic thing, and a 
certain percentage of error is unavoidable.  But the more patrons are led astray by the 
library catalog, the less they will trust it.  A 1% error rate is excellent quality – but, 
compounded over weeks and years, this aggregates into an ultimately big problem. 
 
When she heard a staff member tell a patron “yes, it says the item is on the shelf, but that 
doesn’t mean anything” she realized the enormity of the problem.  If the local catalog 
can’t keep up with local real-time activities, what is our credibility on being able to make 
other resources available? 
 
Inventory CheckList 

• Define your target area and survey the site to make a strategy 
• Create an item masterfile in create lists (for example, loc=exp, icode1=231, will 

give you a list of all the videos in Central Express). 
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• Examine the file contents, and decide your next step. 
• Decide, also, what will happen to items that are pulled off the shelf during your 

inventory process – so you don’t end up with something on a missing list that is 
reshelved after lying on a table for a couple hours. 

 
What resources? 

• Staff Hours = # of items in target area / 400 (can scan about 400 items an hour). 
• Resources are needed before and after the physical scanning of items to set up and 

deal with the results. 
• Appoint one inventory coordinator. 

 
 
Sue Hostetler, Assistant Head of Automated Services, found the inventory solution that 
finally worked best for them was a laptop on a cart, connected to a wireless network.  A 
laser scanner was connected to the PC.   People worked best when assigned to the task for 
one or two hours at a time. 
 
The audience had questions for our speakers: 
Q.  Do you shelf read regularly: 
A.  Yes.  We need to so that inventory isn’t a total pain. 
 
Q.  Why did you select “check-in patron not present” rather than backdating?  
A.   Yes, that’s a good idea – we will consider it. 
 
Q.  Why not use the Percon product and upload from it? 
A.   Staff was not really interested in Percon.  On the laptop, there are more options 
(having two applications open & toggling back & forth.  Another audience member noted 
that Percon is a battery hog. 
 
Q.  Jerry Russell, Brooklyn PL noted that, at 6 million items, they are certainly interested 
in inventory.  They have been considering purchase of inventory control. 
A.  Another audience member seconded the idea of wireless laptops being best because 
they give you more flexibility. 
 
Q.  How does the status change on the items? 
A.   The master list is all the items in an area.  Sublists show those things that should be 
on the shelf.  Rapid update that sublist to change the status to inventory.  Check in all the 
items – each will ask you to clear the status, then, on clicking yes, it will change the 
status back to your default and give a “not checked out” message. 
Sort the sublist by status, remove those with default status, and what’s left are your 
problems. 
 
Q.  We don’t have the financial resources to buy those kinds of devices. 
A.   The same procedures can work at a regular circulation station.  What you miss is the 
convenience of working from the stacks, but the procedures themselves require no special 
equipment. 



  
Q.  What about the checked-out items? 
A.  Checked-out items are considered to be accounted for.  The inventory process is run 
off a sublist from the master list, so the checked-out items are not affected by the process. 
 
Q.  Do you do weeding and inventory at the same time? 
A.  No, except for condition.  Also, a very high percentage (80%?) of not on file items 
(they’re on the shelf but not in the catalog) are NOT later added to the system. 
 
Q.  Does that check-in count in your statistics (even though it’s not checked out?) 
A.  No!  This method does NOT increment any of your circulation statistics. 
 
 

 
 
Reporter:  Carolyn Rokke, Sacramento Public Library 
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