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Preface

v

Our decision to write a book about library physical delivery developed out of the 

confluence of three factors. In Denver in September 2006 more than 125 people 

involved in library delivery from the United States and Canada met to share their 

successes and frustrations. This conference was the first time that any group had 

met solely to discuss physical delivery. Those who attended learned there was a 

wealth of information to be shared concerning the topic.

The second factor was our discovery that there is nearly no professional lit-

erature related to the field. On occasion a book or article on electronic delivery 

mentions physical delivery, but only in passing. The bibliography in this book 

contains several unpublished documents and press releases that make up the bulk 

of current physical delivery information in the professional literature.

The final factor was the staggering realization of the sheer number of items 

libraries are picking up, sorting, and delivering. Speaker after speaker at the 2006 

conference spoke about the millions of items they were shipping each year. Large 

public libraries with numerous branches are moving ten, twelve, or even twenty 

million items a year. Many libraries are running out of funds for mailing inter-

library loan transactions because of the growth in requests. OCLC reports that it 

will pass ten million transactions a year, growing at a staggering rate of 100,000 

transactions a year.

In Wisconsin, the delivery ser vice Bruce Smith runs is shipping eleven mil-

lion items annually. The wear and tear on his delivery equipment, personnel, and 

library materials is a constant problem. Smith’s shop runs a fleet of twenty-four 

trucks that provide direct delivery to 194 libraries and 119 outreach locations, 

logging in 750,000 miles a year. With a staff of twenty-four full-time employees 

and twenty part-time drivers, Smith has firsthand experience in dealing with all 

the issues related to managing an in-house delivery system.

In 2004, Valerie Horton took over the management of the Colorado Library 

Courier, a delivery system that had been in place since the late 1980s. Horton’s 
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first year was spent consolidating the state’s delivery under one pricing model 

and a single delivery vendor. Horton’s second year was spent recovering from that 

vendor’s going out of business. Colorado’s library courier delivers five million 

items to four hundred libraries statewide.

In preparing for this book, we toured numerous delivery ser vices, talked to 

dozens of people at conferences and by phone, and participated in a national sur-

vey (discussed elsewhere in this book). We have accumulated a substantial amount 

of experience in dealing with physical delivery operations, but to make sure the 

book’s coverage is comprehensive and offers as many points of view as possible 

we have called on the expertise of nine other contributors. For their contribu-

tions, we thank Lori Ayre, Brenda Bailey-Hainer, Robin Dean, Ivan Gaetz, David 

Millikin, Jim Myers, Lisa Priebe, Greg Pronevitz, and Melissa Stockton. We also 

thank the three vendors who gave of their time to help us build an understanding 

of the logistics industry: Becky Atcheson (then of RR Donnelly Logistics), Ken 

Bartholomew (American Courier), and David Millikin (OCLC). We hope this 

book increases the dialogue and information available to managers who deal on 

a daily basis with the physical delivery of library materials.



Part One
T he Current Landscape 

of Physical Delivery
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1
Delivery:  

T he Forgotten Function
Valerie Horton

What has changed in library delivery since Jordan’s 1970 assessment? Quite a bit. 

Several public libraries have long-established home delivery ser vice, and most 

deliver to the homebound. Colleges now routinely deliver library materials to 

distance education students. But how many librarians stop for even a moment 

before building a new branch to consider that home delivery costs about the same 

as running a medium-sized branch? In the coming chapters we explore the cur-

rent state of library delivery, from home delivery through outsourcing with com-

mercial carriers.

Public libraries had become common in larger cities by the late 1800s, with 

branch libraries opening early in the twentieth century. Borrowing between libraries 

started early as well, with the ALA first publishing the U.S. Interlibrary Loan Code in 

1917 and adopting it in 1919. Throughout the twentieth century, resource sharing 

evolved and expanded to meet patron needs in a more cost-effective manner.

Resource sharing involves three elements: discovery, request, and delivery. 

Discovery is identifying where an item is located—usually through a citation 

from a print source, a standard interlibrary loan (ILL) transaction, a consor-

tium’s global catalog, or any number of Internet searches. Some states now offer 

statewide ILL systems, making it much easier to discover the contents of small 

It is difficult to think of a topic in current librarianship that is deader than the mail delivery of library 

books. Few librarians have given this subject even a moment’s thought. For many years, the literature 

on the subject has been nil.
Robert T. Jordan, 1970
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library collections which in the past where not part of OCLC WorldCat or other 

union catalogs.

The second piece in the resource-sharing process is the request for the item. 

Again, in a standard ILL transaction using a ser vice like OCLC or a statewide ILL 

system, the request function is part of the ser vice’s software design. With con-

sortium borrowing, either the software has a custom borrowing module such as 

Innovative Interfaces’ INN-Reach system or the consortium may turn on a hold 

function across all library collections in the global catalog. In either case, direct 

patron borrowing allows the patron rather than library staff to make the request 

for an item from another library.

The final piece of the transaction is the delivery. Traditionally, ILL has been 

through the U.S. Postal Ser vice, but with the advent of consortium borrowing 

numerous library delivery ser vices have developed across the country.

Despite this long history of resource sharing, the profession has spent little 

time studying, exploring, or writing about delivery, with the exception of elec-

tronic delivery. This lack of formal literature on physical delivery has required 

us to develop several categories of library delivery systems for use in this book. 

These categorizations are meant to provide a basis for analyzing the spectrum of 

delivery activities occurring in libraries and consortia today.

OrganizaTiOnaL MODELS OF DELiVEry

To understand library delivery, a manager needs to understand the orga nization 

and financing options available for various delivery methods and models. There 

are several ways of categorizing delivery ser vices. One is to look at who is provid-

ing the actual delivery, such as the post office, overnight commercial carriers like 

FedEx, regional commercial carriers, or in-house fleets. Another is to orga nize 

the systems by which regions are served. In this scheme, delivery can be divided 

by city or county borders, regional areas within a state, state boundaries, multi-

state systems, or national delivery.

The first and most traditional form of delivery between noninternal branch 

systems is the U.S. Postal Ser vice (USPS). The USPS has long been used to ship 

library materials between unassociated libraries across the country and the world. 

In some states, the USPS is the only delivery method available for sharing items 

between libraries.

Internal branch delivery is long established and is probably the best known 

method of delivery by library patrons. In its most traditional application, internal 
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branch delivery is used between public library branches or within a university 

system. Typically in this model the public library owns a fleet of in-house trucks 

or vans and pays drivers to run regular routes between the branch buildings. For 

colleges and universities, the library shares space on an existing delivery ser vice 

run by the main institution.

As library consortia and regional library systems have grown and launched 

union catalogs, they have likewise created delivery systems to support resource 

sharing. These delivery ser vices expanded to include libraries at considerable dis-

tances from the originating source and also different types of libraries. Regional 

delivery serving libraries within a relatively close proximity is common, such as 

deliveries to all the libraries in an urban and related suburban areas. But many 

delivery ser vices have expanded to cover entire states and even to cross multiple 

state borders.

Commercial overnight carriers such as FedEx and UPS are used by many 

library systems and consortia to provide rapid delivery. Pennsylvania uses UPS 

to deliver half a million items statewide each year. Many academic consortia 

use overnight carriers because speed is important, particularly for medical and 

research-oriented institutions. Though commercial overnight carriers are expen-

sive, the ability to track an item anywhere during the process and the guarantee 

of overnight delivery make them a popular option.

Most libraries use multiple delivery systems. For instance, a large academic 

library might use the USPS for out-of-state and international ILL, a regional cou-

rier for a local consortium, and an overnight commercial ser vice to connect to 

other research institutions.

Delivery ser vices often use multiple methods as well. For example, MINITEX 

delivers directly to libraries and regional delivery hubs in Minnesota and North 

and South Dakota. This region includes some libraries physically isolated from 

major population centers and freeways and with very low ILL borrowing rates. 

Direct delivery to these small libraries is not cost-effective, so MINITEX uses 

a combination of UPS and USPS for a small percentage of its overall delivery. 

MINITEX also links with the Wisconsin delivery ser vice to share items, primarily 

OCLC ILL transactions across state borders.

One fact is clear: delivery decisions are always made on the basis of local 

conditions. For instance, having access to a garage and shipping space may well 

lead an orga nization to purchase a fleet of trucks; lack of that same garage space 

may lead an orga nization to an outsource solution. The delivery speed necessary 

to meet a researcher’s demand drives delivery to an expensive but rapid over-

night commercial carrier. The existence of several regional commercial carriers 
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influenced Colorado’s decision to use a vendor to provide statewide delivery; the 

absence of regional carriers despite similar terrain has made it difficult for Idaho 

to provide the same ser vice. Local circumstances directly affect the nature of a 

library’s delivery ser vices.

inTErnaLLy ManagED DELiVEry VErSuS OuTSOurCED 
COMMErCiaL PrOViDErS

What conditions make building an in-house delivery system desirable? Managing 

a fleet of trucks and drivers requires the upfront capital to purchase equipment 

and the ability to manage complex personnel, routing, and equipment mainte-

nance issues. The orga nization that chooses in-house delivery is making the com-

mitment to run numerous routes typically five days a week in all types of weather 

and road conditions.

What makes a library system choose this option? Two main factors influence 

this decision. First, the expanded ser vice often builds from a structure already in 

place to delivery within a large municipal branch system. This branch delivery 

infrastructure can easily be expanded to include nearby suburban libraries with 

minimal additional costs and problems. From there it can expand across larger 

regions or an entire state.

The second reason in-house managed delivery is chosen is that the delivery 

system has complete control over routes and the frequency and timing of internal 

deliveries. A large central library may need two or three deliveries a day to man-

age volume, and those items must arrive at specific times when staff are available. 

For many larger library systems in particular, which deal with millions of transac-

tions, having internal control is crucial for efficient operations.

An alternative to in-house delivery is outsourcing to a commercial carrier. 

Knowledge of the logistics industry is needed to select a vendor and maintain a 

productive relationship. Employees of the carrier companies often have a differ-

ent worldview and culture from that of library employees. So why do libraries 

choose outsourcing? Many orga nizations are either not equipped to manage an 

internal fleet or do not want the responsibility. Also, external vendor solutions 

can be cost-effective because the cost of library delivery may be shared, for exam-

ple, with film, banking record, office supply, and pharmaceutical deliveries. The 

trade-off for shared delivery is less control of routes and delivery times.

The decision of which type of delivery to choose (USPS, commercial over-

night ser vice, in-house delivery, or outsourcing to regional carriers) is complex. 
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Many factors go into making the right choice. This book looks in depth at the 

pros and cons of each solution to guide the manager in making the choice that 

best fits their local circumstances.

grOwTH iSSuES anD TrEnDS

Anyone who works with library delivery is pursuing two contradictory goals. One 

goal is to improve patron access to materials by making more and faster deliver-

ies. But each delivery transaction has a cost and adds to wear and tear on library 

materials, so managers also want to reduce or eliminate deliveries. The manager 

is caught in a catch-22. The tension between these two conflicting goals, which 

can influence how delivery develops in a local system, is explored in the latter half 

of this book.

Libraries are using many interesting techniques to reduce deliveries. Floating col-

lections have reduced delivery by nearly 70 percent in Hennepin County, Minnesota. 

In a floating collection, a library item does not have permanent shelf space at the 

originating building but remains at whatever library a patron returns it to. Floating 

collections are gaining popularity with public libraries, and recently academic 

libraries have started looking at incorporating the concept into their operations.

Another way of improving delivery efficiency is to reduce the time items 

stay in a hold queue. By delivering to the closest hold owner, rather than to the 

one first in line, the hold queue overall is reduced much faster than in the tradi-

tional first-in, first-out model. But this raises the question, is it ethical to bypass 

a patron first in line in a hold queue? Library managers are making decisions like 

this on a daily basis.

Another way of minimizing delivery is through shared collection devel-

opment that attempts to place a given item at the academic institution where 

it is most likely to be used. So, for instance, if one university in a consortium 

specializes in astrophysics, that institution’s library would by agreement build 

a comprehensive collection in that subject discipline for the entire consortium. 

Cooperative collection development has the interesting effect of reducing deliv-

eries by concentrating materials where they are most likely to be used while 

simultaneously increasing the potential for more deliveries because this wise use 

of financial resources has increased the resource pool available to every patron in 

the consortium.

The larger systems are sorting ten, twenty, even thirty thousand items a day. 

These operations are labor intensive and expensive and have created a need for 
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highly efficient manual sorting or automated material handling systems. New 

technology is available, for hefty price tags, which can sort and deliver to the cor-

rect location up to two thousand items an hour.

Technology also affects delivery in several ways. Libraries have long used 

electronic delivery for journal articles and short reports. New technologies, such 

as print-on-demand, downloadable e-books, and digitized books are beginning 

to affect physical delivery. Digitized books are another paradox for the deliv-

ery manager. An online book both increases and decreases the likelihood of an 

item needing delivery. If the item is available in electronic form, in principle it 

does not require delivery, since the patron can read it online. On the other hand, 

with digitized publications the actual contents of a monograph are searchable, 

revealing much more information about any given book. So it is likely that more 

researchers will find information of interest in that book and may want to see the 

entire monograph, thereby increasing delivery. A delivery manager often is jug- 

gling competing demands and interests, all of which add tension and complex ity 

to the job.

Managing THE COuriEr SErViCE

Whether an orga nization outsources its delivery system or maintains a fleet of 

trucks, it must build and maintain communications and relationships with par-

ticipating libraries. Managing a delivery system is much like managing a library; 

there are issues related to contracts, personnel, budgets, and operations that 

require specialized knowledge. Communication technology is critical to the suc-

cess of a complex delivery ser vice. In addition to communication, a manager 

must deal with staffing, training, manuals, websites, contracts, conflicts, and 

other management issues.

It cannot be overstressed how critical communication is in managing a deliv-

ery ser vice. Because of the complex nature of physical delivery ser vices with mul-

tiple participants and often millions of items in transit, the potential for prob-

lems and misunderstandings is huge. Communication is hampered by the fact 

that most delivery ser vices are not part of the library’s internal communication 

network. Information about weather delays, route changes, pricing changes, code 

changes, and other key issues must be communicated to the proper person within 

the participating library. Without a robust communication network, problems 

can multiply and clog an entire system, reducing efficiency and increasing errors. 

In this book we go into detail on some of the best ways of keeping participating 
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libraries informed, such as user committees, websites, manuals, and electronic 

information ser vices.

A courier ser vice must follow all the normal business practices. Mission 

statements, orga nizational goals, employee evaluations, and ser vice evaluations 

are all must-do standard practices. When direct billing is required of participant 

libraries, best accounting practices must be followed. Courier managers often 

forget that marketing and public relations materials need to be developed and 

distributed even if there is a perception that participating libraries are a captive 

audience. Basically, if the courier manager does not tell the story of the courier 

ser vice, someone else will define it in ways perhaps not in the best interest of 

the ser vice. In times of financial cutback, a long-established, proactive marketing 

approach may pay huge dividends to the courier manager.

nEw TrEnDS anD TECHnOLOgiES in THE inDuSTry

As mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, home delivery has always been a 

difficult subject for libraries. The difficulty has become exacerbated by changes in 

our culture related to social networking and Web 2.0 applications and by a new 

generation of patrons who are placing new ser vice demands on libraries. Patrons 

want to find library materials quickly and on their own, and they want access now, 

not tomorrow. Librarians are often asked, why can’t the library deliver books like 

Netflix and other Web 2.0 book and film exchange ser vices?

The answer is that libraries can deliver to homes, and several public library 

systems and universities are doing just that. There are issues with cost, equip-

ment, and policies that must be addressed in running a successful operation. 

These issues are all covered in this book. The problem is not in the application 

but in the mindset of today’s librarian.

In public library systems that have home delivery, patron evaluations always 

place home delivery at the top of patron ser vice preferences. Additionally, the 

overall cost of home delivery is typically equal to the cost of running a medium-

sized branch library. So why aren’t more libraries doing home delivery and build-

ing fewer brick-and-mortar branches? Why are there still only a few library sys-

tems doing home delivery when it so popular with patrons? This is an issue that 

the library community must confront in the next few years if we are to remain a 

viable ser vice entity in our ever-changing communities.

Overall, library delivery managers have developed solid fundamentals for 

managing physical delivery ser vices. New trends and techniques are revolutionizing  
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delivery in parts of the country. These trends need to be shared to gained national 

attention. For instance, the final chapter in this book, on linking courier ser vices, 

raises an interesting question about how libraries choose to spend their funds.

OCLC provides roughly ten million ILL transactions a year. For the sake of 

argument, let’s make a few assumptions. Let’s err on the conservative side and say 

that 50 percent of all ILL transactions are being sent by USPS between libraries. A 

13-ounce book ships via USPS Media Mail with packaging and labor for around 

$3.50 one way or $7.00 round-trip. That means libraries are spending $35 million 

to ship OCLC ILL items through the USPS each year, estimated conservatively. 

Surely there must be less-expensive alternatives.
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As mentioned in chapter 1, there are a variety of ways to categorize physical deliv-

ery. In this chapter we focus on how cost and speed of delivery affect the decisions 

to choose one of the four main delivery methods: USPS, commercial overnight 

carriers, in-house operations, and regional carriers. In chapter 3 we examine 

delivery systems orga nized from a library system or consortium focus—that is, 

whether the system is focusing on branch, regional, state, or multistate delivery.

a LiBrary DELiVEry SurVEy

Libraries have long been dedicated to the concept of resource sharing, generously 

loaning their materials to other libraries. Over the years, many improvements 

have been made to resource sharing, making it faster and easier to borrow and 

lend materials. Some of the improvements have been to the requesting process 

itself. Unlike early resource-sharing efforts, now through library technology and 

the Internet the locations of millions of items are known and the requesting pro-

cess has been simplified and made directly available to patrons.

2
Factors Influencing 

Delivery Options
Valerie Horton and Brenda Bailey-Hainer
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Other improvements have been made in the automation of the request-

ing process, particularly by consortia. Circulation-based automated resource-

sharing systems allow end users to place their own requests as circulation holds, 

called direct consortium borrowing. These systems have been a major factor in 

the skyrocketing ILL numbers. According to the National Center for Educational 

Statistics, academic libraries in 2006 loaned more than ten million items to other 

institutions.1 Public libraries in 2005 borrowed around 36,000,000 items.2

Two systems illustrate the rapid rate of interlibrary growth that can be found 

throughout the country. MINITEX manages a statewide ILL system, MnLink, for 

Minnesota and the Dakotas. MnLink had an increase in ILL transactions from 

100,000 in 2004 to more than 500,000 in 2007. Colorado supports several con-

sortia and a statewide ILL system. Colorado had 282,672 ILL requests in 2003. 

By 2008, that number had risen to more than 700,000. Go to any consortium or 

statewide system in the country and you will find similar increases, particularly if 

patron direct borrowing is enabled.

Most consortium-based borrowing systems automatically perform load lev-

eling, ensuring that all libraries share an even number of borrows and loans. The 

hold for the patron is placed only where the material shows as being available on 

the shelf at the owning institution, and the task of pulling the material is then 

delegated to circulation pages. These types of systems have shortened the time 

from request to fulfillment while significantly reducing costs.

Resources are becoming increasingly available electronically through such 

projects as Google Book Search and the Internet Archive. Because of copyright 

restrictions, only materials published prior to 1923 are widely available in digi-

tized format. However, not all end users are ready to receive materials in electronic 

fashion. Although electronic resource delivery is expanding, it will still likely be 

five to ten years before a critical mass of materials is available in electronic form 

and before the majority of the public is ready to receive everything they want in 

electronic form.

In the meantime, the primary method for sharing many library materials is 

still to ship the item physically from point A to point B. Often this is done via a 

dedicated delivery network, which we refer to as a library courier throughout this 

book. These systems are pervasive throughout the country, and it is difficult to 

name all of them definitively. What we do know is that they are numerous and all 

share some basic characteristics.

To place the delivery models in context, it helps to understand the current 

state of delivery in the United States. In the remainder of this section we focus 

on the first major library physical delivery survey ever conducted, in April and 
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May 2008 by Brenda Bailey-Hainer, Valerie Horton, Greg Pronevitz, and Melissa 

Stockton. Delivery managers from around the country responded to a lengthy 

questionnaire covering a wide range of issues from pricing to delivery schedules 

to vendor relations. The survey was designed to provide a snapshot into the cur-

rent landscape of physical delivery for U.S. libraries.

Unlike an on-demand, commercial delivery ser vice such as that offered by 

UPS or FedEx, which make pickups and deliveries on an as-needed basis, library 

couriers tend to have a set route with scheduled stops at specific times at specific 

libraries on specific days of the week. The courier automatically stops at each 

scheduled location regardless of whether there is material to pick up or drop 

off. Totes, bins, canvas or plastic bags, cardboard mailers, boxes, and even plastic 

milk-type cartons are used to move items between scheduled stops.

Library courier delivery ser vices are often managed by consortia, such as 

independent 501(c)(3) orga nizations, regional library systems or cooperatives 

of libraries, state library agencies, public libraries with multiple branches, or 

academic institutions with multiple campuses. In many instances, these orga-

nizations contract with a commercial carrier to provide the ser vice. In those 

cases, the carrier is usually handling multiple contracts on the same route. For 

example, the courier may stop not only at libraries but also at other locations 

to drop off or pick up pharmaceuticals, cancelled checks, or developed film. In 

other cases, the managing orga nization may own its own fleet of delivery vehicles 

and hire its own drivers, essentially running the operation in-house. Several use a 

combination of both a commercial carrier and an in-house fleet.

Consortia running delivery ser vices may represent a single type (e.g., aca-

demic) or be multitype, with any combination of public, academic, school, or 

special libraries participating. Statewide implementations that cover all types of 

libraries tend to be the largest and most heavily used among library couriers, 

with some serving more than 1,100 libraries and delivering more than ten million 

items annually. In this survey, however, most library delivery ser vices tended to be 

smaller and regional based.

Responses to the survey came from thirty states: Alabama, Arizona, California, 

Colorado, Connecticut, Delaware, Florida, Georgia, Illinois, Indiana, Kansas, 

Louisiana, Massachusetts, Maryland, Maine, Michigan, Minnesota, Missouri, 

North Carolina, New Jersey, New York, Ohio, Oregon, Pennsylvania, Rhode 

Island, South Dakota, Texas, Virginia, Washington, and Wisconsin. Additionally, 

anecdotal evidence suggests that almost all of the lower forty-eight states have 

one or more library couriers in operation within their state boundaries delivering 

to a least a few major libraries.
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The survey found that fees libraries pay for courier ser vice are determined in 

different ways. Some couriers are partially subsidized with either state (more than 

70 percent) or federal funding (more than 13 percent); others benefit from local 

support such as county or library district tax revenue. In some cases, the overall 

cost of the courier is shared by participating libraries. This annual cost per library 

may be calculated through a per-stop cost, the volume of materials moved, indi-

rectly paid for as part of an overall membership fee in an orga nization, or some 

combination of these methods. Often there is a flat fee for the year, but it may be 

based on some type of hierarchical pricing structure.

As the price of fuel has risen dramatically in recent years, a provision for a 

gasoline surcharge tied to the relevant average state price for gasoline is increas-

ingly prevalent in contracts between libraries and commercial carriers. If the cost 

of gas increases above a specified price during the contract year, this cost may be 

passed on to libraries. According to survey, the total cost for operating the courier 

ranges from $1,100 to $2.25 million annually, reflecting both the smallest and 

largest operations.

Delivery is still for the most part restricted to Monday through Friday, though 

at least eleven couriers in the United States have Saturday delivery and one cou-

rier also offers delivery on Sunday. Twelve of the couriers responding to the sur-

vey reported that they support deliveries more than once per day; typically these 

are public library systems that deliver to their own branches and then deliver to 

other unaffiliated libraries in the area.

For orga nizations that outsource their delivery, most report that they have 

had an ongoing relationship with their commercial carrier. Only 9 percent 

reported that they had been with their courier less than one year, 50 percent one 

to three years, and 42 percent three or more years. This confirms many anecdotes 

that suggest how uneven commercial carrier distribution is across the country. 

Indeed, in some states, like Idaho, despite putting together a “dating” profile to 

attract couriers to their state, there is no single courier that can serve the entire 

state in a cost-effective manner. Other sparsely populated Western states with 

huge geographic areas have found it more affordable and convenient to use the 

USPS instead of a dedicated library courier.

The delivery sector has instituted many improvements to keep costs low. For 

instance, some couriers use automated sorting systems and preprinted delivery 

labels, which have helped reduce the number of erroneously delivered packages 

and other errors. Surprisingly, at least seven courier systems still use entirely 

handwritten routing labels, and very few have incorporated bar codes or RFID 

tags into the sorting process. In many ways, physical delivery has continued to be 
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a primarily manual process. Sorting is handled most frequently on the route by 

the driver, at a single sorting facility, or at regional sorting centers.

With many different delivery systems crisscrossing the country, it is not 

surprising that many of the couriers connect with other systems. Of the survey 

respondents, fifty-six couriers indicated that they connected to another library 

courier system; this might be connections between a multibranch public library 

system courier and a surrounding suburban library system or between a regional 

courier and a statewide courier.

Most orga nizations gather some type of statistics to help measure efficiency, 

reliability, and satisfaction level with their courier ser vice. The most commonly 

kept statistics are the volume of items delivered (59 percent), volume by bin or 

container (44 percent), and turnaround time for point-to-point delivery (21 per-

cent).

As the demand by participating libraries for convenience increases, courier 

ser vices have increased their special ser vices. Three couriers reported supporting 

home delivery, 8 percent reported special handling of archival or rare materials, 

and twenty-nine ser vices handled nonstandard materials such as AV equipment 

or library supplies. On-demand deliveries allow a cost-effective balance between 

regular ser vice for high-volume institutions and those that require infrequent 

delivery options.

Whatever the options offered by a local courier ser vice to its customers, it is 

clear that libraries will continue to take advantage of the cost-effective option of 

a library courier ser vice until universal electronic delivery of materials becomes 

a reality.

THE iMPaCT OF COSTS anD SPEED in CHOOSing  
a DELiVEry PrOViDEr

The just-mentioned survey found that the physical delivery of library materials 

is widespread, if unevenly distributed, throughout the country. The widespread 

use of library delivery ser vices demonstrates their importance to libraries. The 

survey also illustrates the different models used by library delivery ser vices. There 

are many different types of delivery ser vices available to a library or consortium, 

each developed in relative isolation and reflecting the unique character of the 

region it serves.

Every region has unique topography and political characteristics that influ-

ence the development of the library delivery ser vice. For instance, some states 
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have robust regional library systems, like Massachusetts or California, which 

chose to connect independent library delivery ser vices to create a statewide net-

work. In other states, like Maine and Louisiana, the state library provides delivery, 

though often only to public libraries. A common model is for an existing consor-

tium to create a physical delivery ser vice as an additional ser vice to its members 

in support of a global catalog function.

Geography also plays a role in delivery development. Driving distances per 

route in a relatively small, flat state like Rhode Island (1,545 square miles) is very 

different from those in Colorado, with its mountain passes and 100,000 square 

miles. The political situation also affects how courier ser vices are formed. Each 

state, region, or consortium has its own unique circumstance and membership. 

For instance, research-oriented academic institutions are often more interested 

in speed over cost and tend to favor using the commercial overnight ser vices like 

FedEx.

Given that physical delivery ser vices represent the unique character of their 

region and member needs, it is not surprising that there is a wide range of delivery 

ser vices. Among all the factors influencing delivery decisions, two have the most 

impact—cost and speed of delivery. ILL departments have become sophisticated 

at choosing the best delivery method for each transaction they handle. Usually, 

the least expensive option is the first choice, but for some consortia, particularly 

in high-end science or medical fields, time is more important than cost. The more 

delivery options available to a library, the better it can serve its patrons. A sample 

matrix might include the following options:

OCLC request—if in region use local courier; if out of state use USPS•	

consortium request—use local courier•	

medical research consortium—use consortium’s negotiated FedEx rate•	

international request—use FedEx or UPS•	

The costs for shipping ILL from several Colorado libraries illustrate the dif-

ference price makes. Large public libraries spend as little as 25 cents per in-state 

courier transaction, whereas those that ship fewer items pay more, up to a dol-

lar per transaction. One of the largest universities in Colorado reports spending 

$5,604 on USPS, $36,206 on FedEx, and $13,302 on UPS in one year. A large 

public library in Colorado reported spending more than $50,000 each year on 

USPS-shipped ILL. ILL shipping can be expensive, and library staff will choose 

the least expensive option that meets their delivery needs.

Below we review each of the four primary delivery options and how cost and 

speed influence the selection and development of delivery.
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united States Post Office

The longest-running and most widely used method of physical delivery of library 

materials has been the USPS. Traditional ILL ser vice and the USPS mail have 

long been linked together, and the mail is still commonly used for interstate and 

international interlibrary transactions. The history and volume of library items 

moved by the USPS make it the de facto standard from which all other delivery 

methods are compared.

There are several different rates used by USPS, for Media Mail, Parcel Post, 

First Class, and so forth. The least expensive rate for an item weighing less than 

13 ounces (about the size of a large paperback) is Media Mail. A regular-sized 

paperback ships for under $2.40 by Media Mail; USPS Priority Mail and Parcel 

Post are more expensive.

Media Mail is commonly used in libraries for books, film, manuscripts, 

printed music, sound recordings, play scripts, charts, binders, videotapes, and 

computer-recorded media such as CDs. The maximum size of a box shipped 

is 108 inches (length plus girth). Pricing is based on weight. Packages weighing 

more than one pound must be shipped directly from the post office. Costs are 

incurred in both shipping and returning the item.

Although the USPS claims that it delivers Media Mail in seven business days, 

ILL staff frequently tell borrowers that delivery can take as long as two weeks. 

Further, packing requirements are quite specific: “Choose a box with enough 

room for cushioning material around the contents. Sturdy paperboard or cor-

rugated fiberboard boxes are best for weights up to 10 pounds” or “Place the 

cushioning all around your item or items. You can use newspaper, foam peanuts, 

or shredded paper.”3

USPS packaging requirements add considerably to cost and labor. It can  

take three to five minutes to wrap a packing for mailing, depending on size. 

Packing time can become a major staff labor cost, particularly if numerous pack-

ages are mailed each day, and there are additional costs for packaging materials. 

Although the USPS is generally reliable, lost items are not reimbursed unless 

one of several confirmation or tracking features is purchased. These tracking 

ser vices add considerable time and cost to each delivery and so are seldom used 

by libraries.

The major strengths of USPS are that it is everywhere, it is trustworthy, and 

the prices are relatively inexpensive. Its two main disadvantages are slow delivery 

times and costly packaging and labor costs, which can be significant barriers to 

high-quality patron ser vices.



18 PaRT One: THe CuRRenT LanDSCaPe OF PHySICaL DeLIVeRy

Commercial Overnight Delivery

Nationwide commercial delivery from UPS and FedEx are also commonly used 

by libraries. These ser vices have several powerful advantages including speed, 

name recognition, reliability, and almost universal availability. Other advantages 

of overnight carriers include their professional, well-trained drivers and the fact 

that they visit many libraries routinely to deliver new acquisitions. Because they 

have individual package tracking, they are quick to reimburse for lost materials. 

On the negative side, delivery is not universal, since these commercial carriers 

do not go to every rural location or deliver to USPS addresses such as post office 

boxes.

Commercial carriers are used for all types of library delivery ser vices, but 

they are most commonly used when speed is critical. The most common applica-

tion is for medical, scientific, and legal consortia with a need for delivery over-

night. Researchers often need materials as fast as possible. Universities also have 

found that some of their more valuable materials are better safeguarded with the 

package tracking features built into the commercial carrier system.

The main problem with overnight carriers is cost. An informal study I (V.H.) 

conducted in 2008 of a dozen consortia that use commercial carriers found 

that pricing per package ranged from around $4.50 to $10.90. In 2007 a Library 

Research Ser vice (LRS) study was conducted of twenty-seven academic, public, 

school, and special libraries for one week’s worth of deliveries. Counts were taken 

of items delivered through a local courier ser vice, and those counts where com-

pared to shipments made via the USPS, UPS, and FedEx.4 The library courier cost 

for one week was $2,343, the USPS cost $10,341, the UPS cost $17,641, and the 

FedEx cost $18,269. This LRS study clearly demonstrates that commercial carri-

ers are far more expensive than either a library delivery ser vice or the USPS.

The LRS study used published pricing to make the comparisons. However, 

pricing for commercial carriers varies significantly by contract. One consortium 

revealed that it had been paying the same price for fifteen years with no price 

increases. Other overnight carrier contracts have built-in annual price increases. 

Since each delivery ser vice negotiates its own contracts with the national carriers, 

there is room for rather astonishing differences in ser vice and price.

Like the USPS, another negative associated with nationwide carriers can be 

packaging time and material costs. Even if the ser vice provides the mailing enve-

lopes, time is still required to pack the shipment and fill out paperwork. Most 

libraries do not have time to track an individual item once it is en route and use 

this part of the ser vice only when an item is missing. Further, the commercial 
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carrier pricing models include significant price increases as weight increases. The 

distance traveled also increases cost, particularly for items that cross one of the 

ser vice’s self-defined regions. All of this makes predicting delivery costs difficult 

for libraries using commercial overnight carriers.

Delivery managers have found that nationwide carriers often will not bid on 

a library delivery proposal request. The library market is not the primary market 

for commercial ser vices, though there are exceptions. In 2008, Brooklyn Public 

Library contracted with UPS to take over their internal branch delivery. This sug-

gests that members of the logistics industry are trying to be flexible in meeting 

delivery demands in a difficult market and may be more receptive to library con-

tracts in the future.

Given the cost a library pays for speedy delivery, commercial carriers are 

often limited to those systems that move relatively few items a year—in the low 

tens of thousands at best. Pennsylvania is using UPS to ship 500,000 items each 

year, and that is likely about as large as that ser vice could grow given the costs 

involved. No library courier ser vice that moves over a million items a year is using 

a nationwide commercial carrier as a primary ser vice system. High costs always 

limit the amount of delivery growth, and this is a major ser vice disadvantage to 

library patrons.

Contracting with regional and Local Carriers

The marketplace for regional and local carriers is both widespread and highly 

regionalized. In 2002, the U.S. Census Bureau identified 12,754 couriers and mes-

sengers ser vices.5 There are regional carriers that do business through most of the 

United States and some that operate only within a few city blocks. Some regional 

carriers have become large corporations, and others remain run by one person. 

Libraries have contracted with all types of regional carriers to meet unique local 

needs. What all regional carriers must be is faster and cheaper than the USPS.

An example of a larger regional carrier is Lanter Delivery Systems, which 

has contracts with numerous library systems and does business in all but about 

a dozen states. The Association of Southeastern Research Libraries uses Lanter to 

deliver to twelve universities in ten states. There are other regional carriers who 

also market directly to libraries, including R. R. Donnelly, Edge Logistics, and 

Velocity Express; all three cover large regions of the country.

There are also many regional carriers that serve a smaller set of states. 

American Courier delivers to Wyoming, South Dakota, Nebraska, Iowa, and 

Colorado. First Choice Courier delivers to Missouri, Illinois, and Kansas. The 
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advantage to libraries that sign up with the smaller regional carriers is that a more 

geographically centered carrier is more likely to understand local circumstances, 

such as which mountain passes are best avoided in winter. These regional carri-

ers tend to employee local drivers who can build relationships with participating 

libraries.

On the other side of the scale, there is a small delivery ser vice in Orange 

County, Florida, that has only one client—the Orange County library system. 

This company and the library have successfully operated a branch delivery and 

home delivery ser vice for more than twenty years (see chapter 11).

For libraries or consortia that do not want to run their own internal fleet 

or hire drivers, a regional carrier has advantages. Most regional carriers provide 

“conjunctive deliveries” (shared deliveries) with pharmacies, financial institu-

tions, film developers, office suppliers, and the like. This keeps prices low, since 

the library pays only for part of the material shipped in each truck or van.

The regional carrier market is volatile, with companies opening in good eco-

nomic times and going out of business in bad. This market volatility has left con-

sortia without delivery ser vice. In Kansas in the 1990s, the library’s delivery com-

pany went out of business quite suddenly and the state’s librarians were unable 

to find another company to provide delivery. In Colorado when the same thing 

occurred, the consortium that manages the state’s delivery ser vice was able to 

find another provider within a few days. Whether it is easy or hard to find a new 

regional carrier, the disruption of ser vice and changes required by joining a new 

ser vice are negatives for choosing regional carriers.

Regional carriers are usually less expensive per item delivered than the USPS. 

If a consortium has a set fee, the price for each item sent from a larger library 

system can be pennies on the dollar. Regional carriers are generally fast. Many 

typically provide overnight or two-day delivery. This timeliness is contingent on 

having delivery five days a week; if the courier picks up and delivers only two or 

three days a week, the speed of the entire ser vice is compromised. Regional car-

riers are a popular option among library delivery ser vices. Overall, they beat the 

USPS in speed and cost. More information on regional carriers can be found in 

chapters 5 and 6.

in-House Delivery Services

In-house delivery systems typically develop when a large public or regional 

library system decides to expand to include delivery to nearby suburban librar-

ies. From there it can be very cost-effective to continue to expand delivery to 
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ever-wider circles, until the entire state is receiving coverage. The South Central 

Library System of Madison, Wisconsin, is a statewide ser vice that started deliver-

ing to the libraries in a four-county region and now delivers more than one and 

a half million items statewide. If a library system is already maintaining a fleet of 

trucks and drivers, the overhead costs of having a repair shop in-house, negotiat-

ing fuel contracts, and driver salaries are all expandable at a much lower cost than 

with a start-up business.

The advantage of in-house delivery is the control over the routes run and 

the times of delivery. A larger central library can receive delivery several times a 

day, whereas the smaller libraries in rural areas need less delivery. There are also 

advantages to having drivers who are in-house employees rather than subcon-

tractors with a commercial ser vice. If the drivers are employees, they are more 

likely to be committed to the ser vice and understand the culture of libraries they 

regularly visit.

The disadvantage of in-house systems is that, since the library ser vice has 

control, it also has responsibility for delivery. If a driver does not show up, it is 

not uncommon for a library manager, or even a library director, to have to drive a 

route. It can also be difficult to determine the exact cost of delivery per piece, for 

much of the cost is tied into the main public library’s branch delivery network. 

How do you determine the cost of support for the larger city public library and 

for statewide delivery when all are sharing the same resources?

Overall, in-house delivery is much faster than USPS delivery. Like regional 

carrier delivery, most items are delivered in a day or less, and for larger libraries 

multiple daily deliveries are possible. Delivery is cheaper than with the USPS, 

though no studies have confirmed by exactly how much. In-house delivery is 

popular for regional delivery where costs and distance driven can be controlled. 

More information on in-house delivery can be found in chapter 4.

iSSuES wiTH DELiVEry TO LOw-VOLuME LiBrariES

How do you arrange cost-effective delivery to libraries that borrow or loan only 

a few items a month? This question plagues courier managers. Larger library sys-

tems that make up the bulk of a state’s interlibrary traffic want to put everything 

on the state’s courier. They do not want to deal with the labor associated with 

packaging for USPS delivery. In any delivery ser vice, where the goal is to reach all 

the libraries in a given region or state, the issue of small libraries must be solved. 

Different courier systems have developed different solutions.
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Colorado attempts to have delivery to every one of its libraries. In a recent 

study, the majority of the small libraries had no ILL activities during the period 

studied and those libraries that did borrow materials averaged only one or two 

items a month. More correspondence was shared with the smaller libraries than 

interlibrary materials. With so little activity, it cannot be cost-effective to send 

a driver to the remote parts of the ser vice regions where many of the smallest 

libraries are found.

A seemingly logical solution is to use the USPS in such cases, and many sys-

tems do just that. As noted earlier, the problem with the USPS is that Media Mail 

delivery can take seven to ten business days, and with packaging and labor the 

cost can mount up quickly. In Colorado, many of the large libraries mail only 

to in-state libraries. If a library is not on the courier, it does not get ILL requests 

fulfilled.

Colorado’s solution is to use a “community stop” model. In this model, one 

library serves as a hub for smaller libraries. For example, in a community of five 

thousand people, the public library may have delivery five days a week. The school 

and the museum library staff drive to the public library to pick up and drop off 

any ILL transactions they have. The library courier makes one stop, and so time 

is managed efficiently.

A more common solution is to use an overnight commercial carrier for the 

smallest libraries. MINITEX and several states use this option. For a handful of 

small library requests, the items are sent to a main sorting facility and packaged 

for UPS delivery. This has the advantage of keeping items moving through the 

system quickly, though with a hefty price per package. This solution does not 

work everywhere, for the commercial carriers do not deliver to every rural area 

in many states.

Unfortunately, in too many cases small libraries are simply out of luck. They 

cannot afford to be part of a courier system, and they may suffer because of large 

libraries that are overspending their mailing budgets and unwilling to ship to 

these locations. The delivery community continues to study the problem of small 

libraries, seeking a better alternative.
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Library physical delivery ser vice models come in all shapes and sizes. Many deliv-

ery ser vices have developed out of local library orga nizations and regional shar-

ing agreements. Statewide and interstate library delivery networks often were cre-

ated because they were the most cost-efficient and effective shipping option to 

support expanded resource sharing between libraries outside of their local library 

system or resource-sharing consortium. In this chapter we provide a broad expla-

nation of how libraries are typically connected to each other through delivery 

and which delivery models are frequently employed for the various ser vice areas. 

Our focus here is on courier-based models rather than more ubiquitous package 

delivery ser vices offered by the likes of the USPS, UPS, and FedEx.

We distinguish four main orga nizational models of library delivery ser vice—

local branch, intrastate regional system or consortium, statewide, and interstate 

or cross-border—but it is not uncommon for a given library to be served by 

many types of delivery ser vices working together behind the scene. At times, a 

resource-sharing item travels through all four models to reach its destination.

3
Physical Delivery  

Service  Organization
Bruce Smith
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BranCH LiBrary OrganizaTiOnS

Library-to-library delivery as we know it today had its beginnings in county or 

municipal branch public library systems and at larger universities with multiple 

campus libraries. Whether moving materials between branch locations to fill item 

requests or to shift floating bulk collections between branches, a regular delivery 

ser vice is required to provide similar ser vices to all patrons. Since the entire orga-

nization is under one budget, determining delivery ser vice levels and how the 

ser vice is managed and implemented is not dependent on agreements with other 

libraries, systems, or consortia.

The most common approach with this level of local branch ser vice is for the 

library orga nization to manage and operate in-house. Depending on the volume 

shipped between locations, the delivery ser vice may be dedicated, meaning vehi-

cles and drivers are employed specifically to handle only the delivery of library 

material between branches. Alternatively, it may delegate the ser vice as a duty to 

be performed by another department such as maintenance ser vices or a campus 

motor pool. Because of these orga nizations’ size, establishing delivery between 

branches as an in-house ser vice is typically feasible and most cost-effective.

Some orga nizations with branches do outsource either the delivery ser vice, 

the centralized sorting, or both. Recently, the Brooklyn Public Library system 

contracted with UPS to be their delivery ser vice between their branches. Library 

delivery managers are creative in finding partners and cost-effective delivery 

solutions. Decisions about whether to operate an in-house delivery ser vice or to 

contract with a private courier are frequently based on cost and the capabilities 

of an orga nization to operate a delivery ser vice in terms of staff and space avail-

able. See chapters 4 and 5 for a more thorough investigation of the pro and cons 

of in-house versus contractual delivery.

inTraSTaTE rEgiOnaL LiBrary SySTEMS anD COnSOrTia

Often independent libraries are a part of governmentally created regional library 

ser vice systems based on geographic boundaries or are members of a consor-

tium of libraries in a particular region. These systems and consortia may con-

sist of either a single type of library such as a public library system, or they can 

comprise multiple types of libraries. Although systems and consortia offer their 

members many ser vices, most offer libraries the ability to share materials among 

themselves easily via ILL requests or direct patron requests from a shared union 
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catalog. When this level of sharing is created, the system or consortium must also 

create a physical delivery ser vice to support regional borrowing and lending.

System or consortium delivery ser vice is typically funded in one of three 

ways: by the system or consortium, by fees from the member libraries, or by a 

combination of the two sources. Funding levels can be based on numerous fac-

tors, but they often take into account the frequency or volume of ser vice.

Delivery ser vices to libraries in a system or consortium can be operated in-

house or outsourced to a private courier. Any required centralized sorting can 

also be handled by either the system or a private courier. Sometimes there is a 

hybrid of delivery ser vices within a system or consortium. A system member may 

be a municipal or county branch library orga nization that receives delivery from 

the consortium at its main library location but handles all deliveries to its own 

branches with its own delivery ser vice. However, some systems serve all libraries 

and branches directly through the system delivery ser vice.

STaTEwiDE LiBrary DELiVEry nETwOrkS

Statewide library delivery networks can function as consolidated ser vices, con-

necting directly to all the libraries participating in the statewide delivery network. 

Alternatively, they can be orga nized as a hub-and-spoke orga nization with a main 

framework of delivery routes (spokes) connecting to the headquarters (hubs) of 

local regional delivery ser vices to exchange intersystem or consortium materials 

(see figure 3.1). Often the structure of a statewide delivery network is a combina-

tion of libraries being directly served by statewide routes and some libraries being 

connected to the statewide network through their regional system or consortium 

delivery ser vice hub.

Funding for statewide library delivery ser vices happens in many different 

fashions. Most are either fully or partially funded by the state. Some are subsi-

dized with available state library grant funding or through federal grants. Many 

statewide delivery ser vices are partially or fully funded by their participants, 

either by a system group, such as a university paying for ser vice to all its campus 

libraries, or by individual participating libraries.

The common practice is for statewide delivery ser vice to be contracted out to 

private carrier companies. This makes sense for several reasons, the main being 

cost. Because of driving distances and a lower level of volume transported on a 

statewide level, contracting with a private courier allows the ser vice to receive 

conjunctive route ser vice pricing. A private courier is more than likely to have 
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other delivery business in the same areas as the libraries in the delivery network, 

which allows cost sharing.

For example, Wisconsin operates a hybrid statewide delivery ser vice. One of 

Wisconsin’s public library regional systems provides an in-house delivery ser-

vice to the majority of the state. In the Madison area, where volume is high, an 

in-house operation is the most cost-effective. Since interstate volume is not at the 

same level, it is more cost-effective to serve these parts of the state by contracting 

out to a commercial carrier. Managing a hybrid ser vice, whether a combination 

of in-house and private courier or a combination of different private courier ven-

dors, has the advantage of providing ser vice stability should a particular vendor 

no longer be a viable option.

LiBrary DELiVEry aCrOSS STaTE BOrDErS

Interstate library delivery that crosses state borders comes in two forms: either it 

is the function of a library consortium with membership from multiple states, or 

it is the result of two or more statewide delivery networks or consortia making a 

delivery connection between their delivery hubs.

Several consortia around the country offer their ser vices to libraries across 

state borders. Like statewide delivery networks, the most cost-efficient and effec-

tive manner to provide the ser vice is typically contracting with a private courier  

Main delivery / 
sorting hub

Routes

Figure 3.1 Hub-and-spoke delivery model
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that operates in the states served. The delivery ser vice model could also be a 

hybrid model with a combination of an in-house delivery ser vice and private 

courier forming the delivery network or a combination of different private cou-

rier vendors. Ser vice funding is most commonly either included in the member-

ship fees of the consortium or paid for by separate delivery ser vice fees based on 

factors such as delivery frequency and volume.

An example of a multistate consortium managing library delivery ser vices 

is the Committee on Institutional Cooperation (CIC), a consortium of the Big 

Ten universities plus the University of Chicago. This consortium’s delivery ser vice 

logistics are managed by a third-party logistics company that subcontracts routes 

to various private couriers spanning from Minneapolis, Minnesota, to Happy 

Valley, Pennsylvania. Other examples are the Orbis Cascade Alliance, which man-

ages delivery ser vice to libraries in Oregon, Washington, and Idaho, and Amigos 

Library Ser vices, which has membership in Arkansas, Oklahoma, Texas, New 

Mexico, and Arizona.

An example of two or more separate statewide delivery networks connecting 

to each other is the partnership between MINITEX, based in Minneapolis, and 

the Wisconsin Libraries’ Delivery Network based in Madison. MINITEX coor-

dinates a multistate delivery network for the states of Minnesota, North Dakota, 

and South Dakota, and the Wisconsin network serves only that state. The delivery 

connection between the two delivery hubs is contracted with the private cou-

rier that provides the delivery connection for the CIC between the University of 

Minnesota and the University of Wisconsin. The contract cost is shared equally 

between MINITEX and the State of Wisconsin’s Reference and Loan Library. 

There is also a reciprocal borrowing agreement between the two to facilitate the 

exchange of materials.
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One of the questions many library orga nizations ask themselves when discuss-

ing library delivery is, should we be doing it ourselves? To determine whether 

running an in-house ser vice could be advantageous, a library system must know 

what level of volume it is handling in library-to-library delivery transfers within 

its system. The two main options for handling deliveries are dedicated routes and 

conjunctive routes.

A dedicated route makes sense when (1) the total volume handled at the 

various libraries served by a route maximizes the capacity of the vehicle accord-

ing to space or weight limitations, and (2) the libraries on the route are within a 

geographic region that allows the route to be driven within reasonable time and 

mileage limitations. One of the primary situations better served by outsourc-

ing delivery is when a library system has low volume to deliver over a longer 

distance. It is expensive to send a mostly empty vehicle and driver to make such 

an exchange. A private courier can handle such a stop as conjunctive business—

loading the library material onto a vehicle already making other deliveries such as 

film, banking records, or pharmaceuticals to the same destination area.

4
Creating an In-House 

Delivery System
Bruce Smith
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iS a DEDiCaTED rOuTE PraCTiCaL?

Whether a dedicated route is practical depends on the volume handled, route 

configurations, and the needed frequency of ser vice.

Determining Volume Handled

Material volume data for delivery planning must be summarized by each day of 

the week and by both the volume dropped off and the volume picked up at each 

library.

Using ILL statistics is one quick method to determine delivery volume, but 

these data do not accurately capture the true volume shipped between librar-

ies and can be difficult to break down by days of the week. Many items that are 

sent between libraries are not counted in ILL statistics, such as damaged item 

returns to owning libraries, courtesy returns, interdepartmental mail, and book 

sale materials, to name a few. ILL counts do, however, provide a figure sufficient 

for determining potential for a dedicated route ser vice.

To make that determination, ILL materials both sent and received by a loca-

tion must be counted. Added together, these two provide a ballpark figure of the 

number of items shipped and received by a library. If only loans sent are counted, 

that number needs to be doubled, since all items loaned must come home. But 

with this method the volume may be skewed, since the library may be a net lender 

or a net borrower.

A better counting method is to have each library count each item it sends out 

and receives each day of the week. This not only captures all types of materials 

shipped but also indicates volume by each day of the week. This information can 

be used to determine how much space a library’s delivery materials will occupy 

in a vehicle, which is needed for structuring potential routes.

To get a more accurate picture of delivery volume over the course of a year, 

it is best to perform hand counts at least three times per year: early spring, mid-

summer, and late fall. These periods coincide with school calendars. Performing 

this data collection over time provides growth patterns by library, which aids 

long-range planning for either an in-house dedicated route ser vice or a courier 

conjunctive route. This information also assists library staff with space and staff 

planning.
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route Configurations

After per-library delivery volume data are gathered, potential route planning can 

begin to determine if dedicated route ser vice is an option. This can be done in a 

variety of ways, but the easiest is to use simple mapping software (e.g., Microsoft 

Streets and Trips) or web-based trip planning (e.g., Google Maps or MapQuest). 

Use the route-planning function of the mapping program and begin adding stop 

locations to the route planner. As this is done, track which libraries are added to 

the planner along with each library’s delivery volume (both incoming and outgo-

ing) from the library’s highest volume day of the week.

Group libraries that are in the same region in order to begin configuring a 

route. As libraries are added, using the “get directions” function provides time 

and mileage estimates. Each area of the country has unique geography and traf-

fic, so there is no magic formula for deciding which length of route is reasonable 

in terms of time and mileage. Factors that must be considered include pre-route 

and post-route duties, elevation gains, rush hour traffic, material exchange time 

at libraries, and allotted break/lunch times.

Frequency of Service

The number of days per week ser vice is provided is chosen on the basis of two 

criteria: desired transit time and volume of materials. Keep in mind, though, that 

having a courier, especially a low-cost ser vice, can increase traffic over time as 

resource sharing proves itself to participating libraries. Increasing the number of 

delivery days improves the transit time of materials, ultimately improving ser vice 

to patrons.

The volume component is simple: if the materials dropped off and picked 

up on a route overload the vehicle serving the route, either the vehicle size or 

the number of delivery days must be increased. Increased frequency also benefits 

both the library and central sorting location by spreading the workflow load out 

over more days and reducing the space needed to store incoming and outgoing 

materials.

The alternative to either larger vehicles or increased frequency is to cre-

ate another delivery route to spread the volume over more routes. This option 

increases mileage and driver time expense and requires the purchase of an addi-

tional vehicle, but it does not improve patron ser vice or increase any of the deliv-

ery locations’ ability to handle incoming and outgoing volume, since each site 

still receives and sends the same daily volume. Typically, the cost of adding an 
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extra day of ser vice, in terms of time and mileage, is similar to that of adding a 

new route. The new route option does carry the additional capital expense of a 

new vehicle.

Once you determine your volume and find a reasonable route configuration, 

you can assess the practicality of dedicated ser vice. Typical cargo vehicle load 

capacities fall in the payload classes of 1,000–2,000 pounds (standard cargo van), 

4,000–5,000 pounds (14- to 16-foot cube/box truck), and 8,000–10,000 pounds 

(18- to 24-foot freight trucks). As a general rule of thumb, one item equals one 

pound.

aDVanTagE OF in-HOuSE SErViCE

Once delivery volume data are compiled, potential routes are configured, and 

dedicated route ser vice is determined to be feasible, the question remains, what 

are the advantages of running an in-house ser vice? It comes down to cost and 

control.

If the library volume is enough to fill a vehicle on its own, then the expense 

of managing delivery should be relatively similar for both a library-run ser vice 

and a private courier. This leaves two expense variables that determine whether a 

library-run or private courier is more cost-effective—operational overhead and 

operational efficiency. Direct control over the ser vice is the main factor in man-

aging these variables.

A well-managed library-run ser vice should be able to maintain operational 

administrative overhead costs as well as a private courier. Libraries already have 

much of the administrative business structure in place and, though the addi-

tional payroll and account management for a distribution ser vice does add time 

and expense, the total expense of the department(s) handling this operational 

administration is tied in with the administration of other library business and 

ser vices. The administration overhead for a courier that is not diversified in other 

businesses is a dedicated expense for a courier company.

Also, private couriers carry the additional overhead cost of salespeople. A 

salesperson’s income usually consists of a base salary, which is an operational 

expense that must be built into pricing, and additional compensation based on 

sales.

Another overhead consideration is profit. Private courier companies, under-

standably, are in the business to make money.
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The variable of operational efficiency is where control over the ser vice can 

have a dramatic impact on costs. Libraries have a greater understanding of the 

processes involved in the resource-sharing supply chain. There are three main 

areas where efficiencies can be gained by a library-managed ser vice.

1. Library delivery material processing and centralized sorting are best exempli-

fied in the cases of two library systems. The Northeast Regional Library System in 

Massachusetts sorts for seventy-five member library locations. It contracts with a 

private courier to handle all sorting and delivery for the system. As delivery mate-

rial volume has grown from patron use of their online shared catalog, the courier 

expense to sort the materials has grown.

As of 2007, the sending libraries do not separate materials going to the cen-

tral sorting location in any manner. Thus, the courier has the seventy-five sorting 

locations on shelving units arranged alphabetically in a large square. In this setup, 

each sorter sorts 200–250 items per hour. The courier is not aware of the libraries’ 

capabilities to separate outgoing materials, nor is it in its bottom line interest to 

determine what efficiencies are possible. A courier’s cost factor is increased rev-

enue, whereas the library system’s is an increased budget expense.

Conversely, the South Central Library System (SCLS) in Wisconsin manages 

its own delivery and central sorting operation and has sixty-three member library 

sorting locations. SCLS has libraries send materials presorted into three different 

totes, allowing it to split up its central sorting area into three smaller areas. With 

sorting in smaller areas and to fewer locations in those areas, the sorting rate per 

sorter is 550–600 items per hour. Serving the system’s interest first is possible 

through cooperative library and delivery planning.

Centralized sorting can also improve in-library handling of incoming delivery 

materials. At the central sorting location, materials can be separated to improve 

efficiency. One example is separating hold items from return items. Again, having 

a better understanding of internal library operations allows a library-managed 

ser vice to make adaptations to improve efficiency.

2. Handling more than ILL. Private couriers can have surcharges for addi-

tional volume or include volume caps as part of their contract. With an in-house 

ser vice, other types of delivery transfers can support the library, such as deliver-

ing different types of rotating collections (e.g., story kits, large-print materials, 

books on CD). Some ser vices handle moving computer equipment for repair or 

rotating wireless laptop training labs. If the miles are already being traveled and 

space can be coordinated in the vehicles to handle additional transfers, the only 

cost effect is the minimal extra handling time it takes the driver. The same goes 

for a private courier, in that handling the occasional extra item does not increase 
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time and mileage, but the courier business is based on selling cargo capacity in 

their vehicles.

3. Fleet planning. The appropriate vehicles, in terms of maximizing capacity 

to handle high volume, are not always used by a courier, which can result in more 

driver time and mileage and, thus, higher costs to a library. This is especially the 

case with courier companies that employ independent contractors to provide the 

actual delivery, since most independent contractors typically must own their own 

vehicle.

For example, if a large cube truck can handle 150 typical totes according 

to space and weight, and a standard cargo van can handle only 50 totes, three 

separate routes using three cargo vehicles and three drivers would be needed to 

handle what could be done on one route with one truck and one driver. Not only 

are the single-route total mileage and driver time less than having to run three 

routes, they allow for better library ser vice in terms of transit time. By having 

more libraries on a single route, more en route forwarding for same day delivery 

can occur. A larger vehicle is less fuel efficient, but this is more than offset by the 

additional driver time, mileage-related expenses, number of vehicles purchased, 

and insurance coverage of the three-route structure.

THE nuTS anD BOLTS OF an in-HOuSE DELiVEry SErViCE

The two main outlays of capital to begin a delivery ser vice are for facility and 

fleet. The funding needed to establish one’s own ser vice prevents many library 

systems from considering anything but the private courier industry. But if an 

orga nization wants to control ser vice, operational efficiencies, and ongoing costs, 

starting an in-house ser vice may be its best option.

A delivery ser vice must house both the fleet and central sorting. It must also 

have room to grow. Often a system may be able to provide space for central sorting 

within a current building and, if the system is smaller in size and does not need 

many vehicles, it may be able to handle parking easily in the same building or by 

renting nearby parking space. Ideally, whether large or small, vehicle parking and 

delivery sorting should be located in the same facility to limit labor expenses.

There are generally three options for vehicle purchasing: lease, buy new, or 

buy used. The advantage of leasing is that it spreads out the cost over time, but 

the overall cost of a leasing package ends up being higher than purchasing out-

right. Also, if the vehicle is to accumulate a high number of miles, there may be 

additional leasing costs.
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In regards to purchasing, whether new or used, an important consideration 

is model similarity of vehicles in the fleet. Vehicle models tend to have similar 

maintenance issues over their lifetime. Closely tracking the fleet’s maintenance 

history allows for preventative maintenance planning that can address potential 

problems that could occur at the most inopportune time—when a vehicle is on 

the road. Also, if vehicles are maintained according to manufacturer specifica-

tions and are kept until they are no longer safe to operate or their value is less 

than needed repairs, parts from a “dead” vehicle may be stripped for use on other 

similar models in the fleet. With a good preventative maintenance program, 

many commercial grade vehicles can have a life of 400,000 miles or more and ten 

or more years.

Purchasing a vehicle new is a good idea if the vehicle will be traveling a high 

number of miles per day. If, however, a vehicle will be used locally and not have 

a high number of miles, less than 25,000 miles per year, a used vehicle can save 

a great deal of up-front capital. Within the used truck market, the best option 

for finding a high-quality vehicle is purchasing from truck sales companies that 

deal in post-lease vehicles. Typically, leasing arrangements are set for three to five 

years and have maintenance plans built in. A three- to five-year-old vehicle will 

typically already have 90,000–120,000 miles on the odometer. The cost of a used 

14- to 16-foot cube/box truck ranges between $15,000 and $20,000, compared to 

$38,000–$42,000 for a new vehicle in the same class. A good used vehicle should 

last for six to eight years, or approximately 300,000 miles, with a good mainte-

nance program.

Because of extreme fuel market fluctuations, it is not feasible for us to advise 

on the different options. Gas, diesel, alternative fuel, electric, and fuel cell options 

all should be explored in depth as part of a purchasing decision.

STaFFing anD Training

The demands on library delivery ser vices have changed greatly in the past ten 

to twenty years. Online catalog access, patron direct borrowing, and increased 

patron knowledge of what is available have changed library delivery into a high-

demand, high-volume business. The constant change in volume and expectations 

requires efficient and cost-effective delivery planning and execution.

The delivery manager is the key to achieving and maintaining high-quality 

delivery ser vice. This person must be able to provide both detailed analysis and 

distribution solutions for ser vice planning and day-to-day leadership, direction, 
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and assistance to delivery staff and the libraries served. For this position, three or 

more years of supervisory experience in delivery systems or supply chain man-

agement should be required. Specific experience should be in capturing and ana-

lyzing material flow data, staff and ser vice development, and customer ser vice. 

For larger delivery systems, it is best to have assistant supervisors with similar 

qualifications. This is important for an orga nization’s continuity in ser vice and 

provides necessary supervisory backup.

Hiring driving staff is often a leap of faith. Drivers are trusted to operate 

vehicles safely. In addition, library materials are entrusted to drivers, and typically 

they also have keys and alarm access to libraries, which often are not open when 

the delivery is made. Because the liability and reputation of a library orga nization 

is at stake when hiring drivers, the hiring process of a driver should include much 

of the following: access to current driving record; criminal background search for 

bonding requirements; employment reference checks, especially for past driver 

jobs; road test in the vehicles the driver would be operating; and, depending on an 

orga nization’s policies and any collective bargaining agreements, drug testing.

Drivers should receive all initial ser vice orientation and route training by 

supervisory staff. This practice helps ensure that procedural information is pro-

vided to all new driving staff and improves the consistency in ser vice provided 

to libraries. Follow-up training should be provided by supervisors as needed. 

Drivers should receive ongoing annual training in the areas of customer ser vice, 

driving safety techniques, and proper material handling, especially related to lift-

ing. A delivery procedures manual should be developed by the delivery ser vice to 

provide a reference for staff throughout the year. This manual should be updated 

when changes are made and reviewed for needed revisions on a yearly basis.

Delivery management is responsible for determining the future needs of the 

delivery ser vice. To provide this sort of planning, coordinators, managers, and 

supervisors must have an understanding of the trends in library resource sharing. 

In addition, staff in these positions should stay up to date on the standards, best 

practices, and innovations in material handling and distribution systems—those 

utilized not only in library delivery but in the general package courier and mate-

rial handling industry. To do this, we recommend the following:

Attend resource-sharing workshops that are relevant to library delivery 

systems. Attend state and national library conferences when they offer 

applicable programming.

Access various trade associations and Internet and print resources that cover 

resource sharing and material handling:
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The Material Handling Industry of America typically covers the  •	

large warehousing industry but also provides information about 

material handling equipment for delivery and automated material 

handling.

The Messenger Courier Association of the Americas is a group •	

dedicated to the expedited package delivery industry. Members of 

this industry group most closely model library delivery systems and 

often provide delivery ser vice for libraries.

The Express Carriers Association is made up of regional carriers •	

which, like Messenger Courier Association of the Americas members, 

currently provide delivery ser vice for libraries.

Courier Magazine•	  is an online and print magazine dedicated to the 

courier industry.

Library publications, specifically •	 Library Journal and ALA’s American 

Libraries, frequently have articles on resource sharing.

The Moving Mountains Project and the Rethinking Resource Sharing •	

Project are groups looking at all types of delivery models to improve 

patron ser vice.

riSk ManagEMEnT anD LiaBiLiTy

Whether an orga nization operates its own ser vice or contracts with a private cou-

rier, there is a level of risk and liability associated with being in the delivery busi-

ness. An advantage to contracting with a courier is that the library is not the first 

line of defense in a liability case. However, even with indemnification clauses in a 

courier contract, lawsuits still include all parties related to the business at hand.

When operating a library-managed ser vice, additional insurance should be 

in place in case of a liability claim against a system’s ser vice. In addition to main-

taining typical general liability insurance with $1 million in coverage, it is in a 

system’s best interest to add umbrella liability coverage of $5 million or more. 

Also, since the delivery ser vice is responsible for materials in its possession, an 

insurance bond should be in place that covers property loss.

The best coverage a system delivery ser vice can have in place is in its own 

control. This boils down to hiring, training, and improving ergonomics and pre-

ventative maintenance. If proper vetting of potential drivers is done and staff are 

trained to a high degree, the risk of injury or accident can be greatly reduced. Also, 
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it is important to improve material handling systems by adopting the best equip-

ment suitable for the job. The risk of this business that most often becomes reality 

is on-the-job injury. Not only do employees deserve a safe working environment 

for their own well-being, the orga nization benefits from improved morale and 

fewer worker’s compensation claims that cost the orga nization in both higher 

rates and loss of employee work time. Preventative maintenance of equipment 

and vehicles reduces the risk of injury or damage.

A practice that reduces theft potential for the libraries served is management 

of keys and access. Many couriers maintain keys and security codes to a building. 

All steps must be taken to ensure that keys are secured and access is limited to an 

as-needed basis.
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Although in-house delivery is common, particularly among single library systems 

with multiple branches, the more popular method is to contract out to a com-

mercial carrier. As noted in chapter 1, in a 2008 survey slightly more than half 

of the respondents reported using commercial ser vices as their delivery source, 

and another 7 percent used a combination of commercial ser vices and in-house 

delivery. Add to that the 4 percent who reported using a national shipper like UPS 

or FedEx, and it is clear that outsourcing delivery to commercial carriers is a com-

mon activity for many delivery systems.

According to the Messenger Courier Association of the Americas, there are at 

least seven thousand courier companies nationwide, ranging from the small “two 

guys with bikes” messenger ser vices to large, multistate corporations with huge 

fleets and multimillion dollar budgets. There are significant differences between 

mom-and-pop messenger ser vices and those larger companies. The messenger 

ser vices are often located in a single metropolitan area and deliver legal and other 

documents in a matter of hours. The regional firms, which may cover one state or 

a dozen, specialize in delivering film, financial records, legal documents, medical 

supplies, and flowers, to name just a few items.

5
Outsourcing  

Delivery Services
Valerie Horton and Greg Pronevitz
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The complexity of the carrier landscape makes it difficult for courier man-

agers to find the best partner, and, unfortunately, many rural and small com-

munities have no delivery companies. If a delivery business is available in a rural 

community, as with many small businesses there is a high probability that it will 

fail over time. Given the difficulty of transferring from one delivery ser vice to 

another, most libraries would do well to avoid the smaller delivery ser vices. For 

the purposes of this chapter, we focus on the larger regional carriers that may 

operate within a significant part of a state, an entire state, or across several state 

lines.

wHy OuTSOurCE DELiVEry?

Why outsource delivery? is the main question a manager needs to consider. There 

are significant advantages to running your own courier, primarily the ability to 

customize your routes and schedules to meet the needs of usually a specific set 

of libraries. When it is your truck and your drivers, the control remains with the 

delivery manager. Further, the carrier industry is volatile; delivery companies can 

go in and out of business at alarming rates.

Outsourcing is attractive to library managers for several reasons. First, econ-

omy of scale can save money. If a courier ser vice is already going to every town 

with a bank and a pharmacy, than adding a stop at a library divides the same 

cost three ways rather than two. This works particularly well for systems that 

deliver across a wide geographic region; outsourcing saves on the price per mile 

driven and on the wear and tear on vehicles. Another reason is that many courier 

managers do not want to payroll drivers or maintain fleets. There may not be the 

physical space available, or the ability to repair and ser vice vehicles, or the exper-

tise in-house to know how best to manage such systems. It is not uncommon for 

those who manage their own fleet to be on the road themselves when a driver 

is missing from work, and this sacrifice is not desired by many delivery system 

managers. Further, the library courier manager who outsources does not have to 

deal with driver payroll or training, liability, or insurance issues.

Perhaps one of the least recognized and yet most important reasons has to 

do with the difference in knowledge and culture. Employees who drive or repair 

trucks are very different from employees who work in reference or cataloging. 

Many library managers have neither experience in the logistics industry nor 

knowledge about supply chain management. For these managers, devising a 

route, choosing which trucks to buy, and hiring good drivers and mechanics may 
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seem far too unrelated to a librarian’s core job. For many managers, knowing 

that someone with expertise in these areas is overseeing this part of the delivery 

operation—namely, their contracted courier company—is a great relief.

TrEnDS in THE CarriEr inDuSTry

Libraries know very little about the carrier industry. In fact, it sometimes seems  

that librarians and delivery business people speak different languages. Terms like 

break bulk, demurrage, reefer units, and zone skip are not part of a librarian’s typical 

working vocabulary. Given the interdependent relationship between libraries and 

their contract carriers, the more the two groups know about each other, the better.

This section includes answers to questions library courier managers want 

to know about the carrier industry. Three people who know the carrier indus-

try agreed to answer ten questions, sharing their insights about the field: Becky 

Atcheson (formerly national sales manager, RR Donnelley Logistics) has spent 

twenty years in the courier industry working on a regional and national basis 

in operations, human resources, as well as sales and marketing. Becky also has 

ten years of experience in proposing, implementing, and ser vicing library trans-

portation systems. Ken Bartholomew has more than twenty-five years of leader-

ship experience in executive sales and operations and start-up businesses. Ken 

is currently president of American Courier, a multistate courier, warehousing, 

and freight forwarding company. David Millikin held numerous positions at a 

global industrial packaging company for six years, working in transportation, 

sales administration, strategic sourcing, and business process improvement areas 

of the company. For the past year and a half he has been developing new ser vices 

at OCLC as its product manager for library logistics.

1.  How would you describe the current state of the carrier industry overall? 
Is it growing, steady-state, shrinking?

David: The transportation industry is changing in numerous ways, but 

costs in the industry are rising as a percentage of gross domestic prod-

uct (GDP). Total logistics as a percentage of GDP was about 9.9 per-

cent in 2006, according to the Council of Supply Chain Management 

Professionals, and transportation costs increased by about 9.4 percent 

in 2006.1

Ken: The answer depends on the type of courier ser vice in which your com - 

pany specializes. Many courier companies were started to support  



44 PaRT TWO: LIBRaRy DeLIVeRy SeRVICe MODeLS

scheduled route work. Route work means deliveries made on specific 

times and dates to predefined stops in sequence. A route that goes from 

library A at 9:00 a.m. to library B at 9:15 is an example. In recent years, 

route work for both film development and banking records has decreased 

as their businesses have changed in response to electronic imaging and 

digital print. As a result, revenues have declined. Other industries sup-

ported by courier ser vice have flourished—pharmaceutical, diagnostic, 

and auto parts to name a few. As with any business, it is important to rec-

ognize trends, adjust, and identify new opportunities in other industries 

that require or will benefit from courier ser vice.

Becky: Historically, many couriers began transporting paper items on an 

expedited or on-demand basis. Bank check processing, legal documents, 

and similar items were the basis for much of their route structures. With 

the use of technology and the Internet, these types of shipments have 

decreased in volume. Other industries and items have taken up volume 

in systems, such as pharmaceuticals, lab samples, office supplies, and 

retail distribution. Although the courier industry specializes in time-

sensitive shipments, the size, handling, and volume of shipment have 

changed. As with any for-profit orga nization, they must change with 

market demand.

2.  How do you see the carrier industry’s capabilities meeting the specific 
needs of library delivery?

Becky: I believe the regional carrier industry is best suited to meet the needs 

of the library delivery systems because of the flexibility it offers in the 

overall transportation industry. A regional carrier is a company that ser-

vices one, several, or twenty states, as compared to a nationwide ser vice 

like FedEx. A regional carrier has the ability to work with library systems 

to offer options in ser vice (e.g., same-day, next-day, downstreaming), 

packaging (e.g., boxes, recycled bags), and labeling (add specific library 

identification numbers).

Ken: It’s a perfect fit. Courier companies are experts in time management and 

route efficiency. In addition, they provide same-day ser vice and do not 

have the same strict shipping restrictions of the major national delivery 

companies. Relieving the expenses incurred and daily management of 

the library staff is a win-win for both orga nizations.

David: An academic and business-oriented focus on transportation and 

logistics is something libraries have not had historically. Libraries are 
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just now realizing the enormous cost potential to be had centralizing 

logistics ser vices from the thousands of individual branches to larger 

groups and network-level business orga nizations. The logistics profes-

sion has much to add to streamlining of library operations; and, at the 

same time, I also believe that libraries have a lot to teach logistics opera-

tions in terms of workflow automation and handling data. I see some 

carrier orga nizations as better positioned to serve the broad library 

industry, and some carriers that are more geared toward the local deliv-

ery environment, depending on the needs of an orga nization. Libraries 

must be careful in choosing partners that will work for the long run 

and are progressive and financially stable. I see innovation as the key for 

libraries working with carriers—carriers need to bring new technology 

and process design to the table if they are going to help libraries save 

money.

3.  With continued fluctuations in fuel prices, how is the carrier industry 
currently accounting for these costs in its pricing to customers?

Ken: As in the library system, we fine-tune our business as much as pos-

sible to absorb cost fluctuations. However, if costs continue to increase 

beyond reason, we have no choice but to pass them on in the form of rate 

increases or fuel surcharges.

Becky: In the transportation industry, obviously fuel is a great concern 

as we attempt to “manage” the cost fluctuations. These cost increases  

have to be absorbed at some level. A fuel surcharge is imposed on all 

transportation-related ser vices. When an efficient courier commingles 

customer shipments, the cost increase should be shared among all cus-

tomers. When a customer’s ser vice level requires more dedicated ser vice, 

the customer should be responsible for the cost of vehicle fuel utilization 

for their ser vice, thus a higher fuel surcharge.

David: Since the late 1990s, carriers have implemented fuel surcharge tables 

that allow them to adjust the prices charged based on the price of fuel. 

This process gives carriers needed flexibility, because they can neither 

predict the volatility of fuel prices nor absorb costs that are too high. 

Carrier company operating margins are too low to have that much 

flexibility. I see the fuel surcharge as the dominant, most appropriate 

means for carriers to work with shippers to recover the cost of fuel. 

Unfortunately, I don’t see a way around this model, and it has worked 

for about ten years now in most transportation companies. I would 
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frankly be wary of accepting a bid from almost any carrier that does not 

charge a fuel surcharge. It may be possible to negotiate with a carrier to 

do some hedging—perhaps pay them up front for the maximum volatil-

ity expected during the contract period, and then if they don’t use the 

float, they can refund the money. Something like that might work as an 

alternative, but I seriously doubt this model would gain any acceptance 

in a fixed-budget, nonprofit industry.

4.  Many libraries have been placed in difficult circumstances when their 
carriers went out of business. What threats do you see affecting the 
industry that could cause more carriers to go out of business? What con-
tingency plans should libraries have?

David: There are several threats in the industry right now:

Driver shortages. This means drivers must be paid more to stay at a 

company; means recruiting costs are more expensive.

Fuel costs. Volatility means unpredictable expenses for a carrier and can 

cost carriers millions per year more than budgeted. Also means 

libraries and other customers have to absorb excess costs.

Insurance costs. Rising insurance costs are always a concern and eat up a 

sizable portion of a carrier’s revenue.

Ken: The courier industry is very fragmented with a low barrier to entry. 

Shopping rates and committing to the lowest offer can lead to this type of 

situation for the client. It is important to weigh all factors when choosing 

a courier. No business is guaranteed to remain healthy, but aiming for a 

win-win situation with your courier partnership significantly improves 

your chances for success. It goes without saying that it is cost efficient 

to avoid interruption of ser vice and loss of time spent securing a new 

courier partnership. Contingency plans are best addressed during the 

selection process. Starting off with a credible courier should reduce the 

likelihood of this happening. Regardless of how thorough your initial 

review is, you may still find yourself in this situation. I would suggest 

maintaining a file on all the companies that participated in your request 

for proposal (RFP) process, in addition to keeping updated route logs 

from your current courier. Should an emergency arise where you need to 

replace your courier immediately, you should be able to contact a courier 

from your RFP list to assist you during your transition period.
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Becky: A few issues that threaten the financial stability of carriers in the overall 

industry could be fuel, insurance premiums, and legal issues surround-

ing the use of subcontracted drivers versus employee drivers. As libraries 

assess potential carriers individually, they must perform due diligence 

in evaluating the financial stability of the company. A financially sound 

orga nization should not hesitate to provide a potential customer with 

financial statements, percentage of revenue of largest customer(s), vali-

dation of insurance coverage, and references of present customers. These 

items should be reviewed on a periodic basis to ensure that the financial 

stability of the orga nization has not changed since contract inception. 

The best contingency plan is to have a “Plan B.” Know the other carriers 

in your area that could perform the ser vices needed. Another viable 

option is to choose a third party to manage the overall transporta-

tion system. A third-party management company oversees and takes 

responsibility for the carrier(s) performing the ser vice; it has other 

carrier options within the same market, should the library’s carrier go 

out of business.

5.  How do we know if the vendor is giving us a fair price to our RFPs? What 
should we look for?

David: A fair price is most easily confirmed when multiple bids are received 

from multiple carriers and multiple types of carriers. This ensures that 

the library has several points of reference to consider when deciding if it 

is getting a fair price.

Ken: Proceed in this order: call the better business bureau; check several ref-

erences supplied by courier; visit courier offices in person; speak with 

a variety of courier staff at each level; and, finally, review and compare 

prices on the RFP. The RFP should reflect a savings to your own courier 

operation efforts—in addition to meeting your overall courier needs.

Becky: Understand the costs that are used to determine the final rates pre-

sented. Internal costs of transportation management could potentially 

include wages and benefits, payroll taxes and processing, vehicle costs 

and maintenance, fuel, vacation and sick time, property/casualty/liabil-

ity insurance, workers’ compensation, supervision/management, facility 

allocation and other overhead costs (e.g., utilities), and hiring and con-

tracting costs.
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6.  Many carriers use subcontracts and independent drivers. What should 
libraries look for or specify in RFPs and contracts regarding second-party 
agents? Also, what personnel checks should we require?

Becky: Subcontracting is fairly standard in the transportation industry. You 

should not expect any different ser vice level should a company use inde-

pendent contractors rather than employee drivers. Background checks 

with regard to criminal history, driving record, and similar verifications 

should also remain the same whether the company is subcontracting or 

using employee drivers. Many carriers use third parties to manage their 

independent contractors. Determine whether the carrier is using a third 

party to manage its drivers.

Ken: Initially, in your RFP, you should ask for respondents to list all sub-

contractors they will use and to insert language that all future use of 

subcontractors must be approved by the contracting entity. There 

should also be language that all subcontractors must maintain the 

same insurance coverage listed in the contract and that the carrier’s use 

of a subcontractor does not release it from any responsibilities listed in 

the contract. Most reputable carriers run thorough background checks 

on their employees and independent contractors, which include motor 

vehicle records, credit checks, criminal checks, and social security 

number verification. Drug screening is also becoming common in the 

industry.

David: Libraries should just have a strategy—to either accept or not accept 

subcontractors. If the courier company uses independent drivers, the 

library should make sure the courier company has a solid process to 

prequalify such drivers and penalties for bad performance by noncon-

forming drivers in the contract. Libraries can and should specify any-

thing they feel is important to them, such as driver cleanliness and vehi-

cle cleanliness, when putting together an RFP or contract.

7.  In general, librarians do not understand the logistics business? How can 
we learn more?

Becky: Several orga nizations offer information regarding the courier indus-

try, including the Express Carriers Association, Messenger Courier 

Association of the Americas, National Transportation and Logistics 

Associa tion, and Council of Logistics Management. Many of these orga-

nizations have publications.
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David: Get involved in professional associations, such as the Council of  

Supply Chain Management Professionals, Logistics Institute, Interna-

tional Ware house Logistics Association, Institute of Supply Manage-

ment, and Warehousing Education and Research Council. Also, it would 

help to hire graduates with transportation and logistics, operations 

management, supply chain management, or business process manage-

ment degrees, or professionals with this background. We need more of 

these types in the industry to start infusing the broader knowledge into 

the industry. Get training at one of the many institutions (the most rec-

ognized programs historically have been the University of Pennsylvania, 

Ohio State University, Michigan State University, the University of 

Wisconsin) that offer basic transportation, logistics, and supply chain 

management courses.

8.  Some carriers also deliver blood and flowers—a bad mix with books and 
DVDs. How do we ensure that our materials are protected?

Ken: All clients a courier does business with should package their shipments 

to ensure they meet their respective safety measures. Some items must 

meet strict guidelines imposed by their respective industries or the gov-

ernment. Others must meet stringent shipping procedures or risk prod-

uct loss—a very costly expense to the client. Professional, well-respected 

courier companies do not accept deliveries if there is a possibility of con-

tamination. If you have done your research regarding your prospective 

courier, you will receive premium ser vice.

Becky: All shipments that are transported by a carrier should be packaged 

properly to ensure the integrity of the shipment until receipt to the end 

users. It is the shipper’s (e.g., library’s) responsibility to package ship-

ments properly. In the case of labs items, there are strict requirements 

from government agencies regarding primary and secondary packaging. 

If, upon arrival for pickup, the shipments are not packaged properly, the 

carrier can refuse transport. Accidents do happen, but this should be the 

exception rather than the rule. When an accident does occur, the impor-

tance of insurance coverage comes into review.

9.  How difficult is it to track packages or bins? What kind of costs would that 
add to systems that are moving five, ten, even fifteen million books a year?

Ken: Tracking packages ranges from manual application to technology-

driven methods. With manual tracking, keeping up with the required 
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documentation can be time consuming and challenging. Scanning deliv-

eries indeed adds costs, but it greatly improves overall communication 

and tracking of items. The additional costs associated with technology 

are relative to the overall ser vices and features provided, so they vary. A 

credible courier should be willing to review a detailed cost-benefit sce-

nario with you.

Becky: With technology today, there is not a difficulty in tracking a package 

or bin as long as the labeling has some unique identifier or bar code. 

With library items, the difficulty comes with requests to track individual 

items within a package or bin. From a carrier standpoint, unless it has 

been contracted to package individual library items, it should not know 

the contents of the package. It is up to the library’s technology system to 

track individual items that have been shipped from point of pickup to 

delivery endpoint. The additional cost for tracking or tracing depends 

on the technology required, from simple bar code scanning to real-time 

proof of delivery or signature capture. A good gauge for additional cost 

would be fifty cents per delivery endpoint for an “average” stop.

10.  What are the accepted industry compensation standards for lost or dam-
aged materials?

Ken: We strive never to lose or damage materials. The methods used to ship 

packages can reduce the opportunity for damage. Closed-lid totes are 

recommended to minimize damage. Situations do, however, arise from 

time to time that may lead to such an occurrence. Periodic spikes may 

occur for one reason or the other, but damaged or lost items should be 

less than 0.025 percent on average. It is important to have a system in place 

to establish measurements for condition of items shipped, thus ensuring 

the condition of each package prior to receipt from the courier.

Becky: The industry standard is $100 per shipment for lost or damaged items. 

Additional insurance coverage can be made available for extra cost and 

negotiated at the time of contractual agreement.

By the time this is in print, circumstances related to the carrier industry may have 

changed. The courier manager must be proactive in finding out what is happen-

ing in the field. The Moving Mountains symposiums typically include panels of 

vendor representatives as well as exhibit tables. Libraries should also consider 

attending carrier conferences, as listed elsewhere in this chapter.
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HOw TO OuTSOurCE yOur COuriEr SErViCE

Once a consortium or library system decides to outsource its delivery ser vice, 

how does the manager proceed? Self-education is first. A book like this is a great 

start, but only a start. At a minimum, the manager should contact others involved 

in delivery to ask questions and learn from their mistakes. There are several ways to 

find courier managers. A physical delivery electronic discussion group with more 

than one hundred members can be found on the Moving Mountains website. ALA’s 

Association of Specialized and Cooperative Library Agencies has created a database 

of consortia: Library Networks, Cooperatives and Consortia. One of the database’s 

searchable fields calls up those consortia that run courier ser vices and includes con-

tact information. By far the best option is to include funds in the start-up budget 

that allow the manager to visit other regions or states that have an operating courier 

ser vice and learn firsthand what others are doing with their delivery ser vices.

Finding Vendors

Selecting a vendor is covered in chapter 6. But before you can choose a vendor, 

you have to find one. This discovery process can be difficult. Searches of better 

business bureaus and the like often turn up numerous mom-and-pop delivery 

ser vices that are not appropriate for large-scale library delivery. Managers need 

to be looking for businesses with millions of dollars in operation costs, not hun-

dreds of thousands.

The Moving Mountain website maintains a list of vendors who have ex -

pressed interest in library delivery.2 But this list is far from comprehensive. Again, 

checking with consortia in your region is a good way to find reliable vendors. 

After that, going to the carrier association meetings discussed earlier is the man-

ager’s best tactic. The Express Carriers Association has a member directory that 

gives information on regional carriers. The Messenger Courier Association of the 

Americas also has a “find a courier” feature. Another newcomer, Courierboard 

.com, recently launched a site to help find carriers, and it has by far the best inter-

face. Make sure you check as many sources as possible, since they do not neces-

sarily include the same listings.

Planning and Budgeting

The manager must develop a plan detailing the requirements to start up an out-

sourced courier ser vice. One of the most important elements of a business plan is 
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the budget. Obviously the largest budget item will be the contract with the ven-

dor; information on contracting is found in chapter 6. The following paragraphs 

discuss items to consider in developing a budget.

The budget must include a salary for a courier manager or assistant. Few 

if any courier ser vices leave problem resolution and troubleshooting up to the 

vendor alone. Most outsourced library courier ser vices have a point person who 

serves as an intermediary between the vendor and participating libraries. Having 

one person who tracks problem logs, resolves billing questions, and gets to know 

the delivery company staff is a good way to keep the ser vice on track. Salaries 

related to managing and maintaining vendor or library relationships are likely to 

be the second highest cost after the vendor’s delivery charges.

Most vendor contracts charge the vendor the cost of providing shipping con-

tainers, whether they are bags, bins, totes, or some other container. Shipping con-

tainers can be an area of controversy with vendors, especially in delivery ser vices 

that are growing and constantly need more containers, or where there is a pat-

tern of libraries borrowing the containers for other than delivery purposes. If the 

shipping containers are not part of either the vendor contract or the participating 

libraries’ obligation, they must be part of the courier ser vice’s budget. In 2009, 

bins were selling for between $12 and $20; shipping bags were less. As ser vices 

grow, shipping containers can become a significant cost factor.

Although it may seem unnecessary to create marketing materials for a library 

delivery ser vice, there are good reasons to dedicate part of the budget to market-

ing. If the manager does not “tell the story” of the courier, someone else will, and 

that story may not be favorably told. A good way to influence attitudes about a 

ser vice is to use established sales techniques. One popular marketing item is the 

van-shaped refrigerator magnet that includes the ser vice’s contact phone number 

and website. Other useful promotional materials include colorful posters that 

depict the courier ser vice in action and toy vans for the children of the client’s 

employees. The list is endless, and for a small capital investment such items can 

have a big payoff politically.

Some library delivery systems choose to reimburse for lost materials, know-

ing full well that the materials will likely be discovered at either the borrowing or 

lending library. A small pool of money to pay for lost materials can resolve small 

complaints before they become big problems. It is wise to have clear policies on 

how the reimbursements are made to eliminate confusion.

Courier management system software is another wise investment. A well-

designed management system can assist with participant information, billing 

records, communication, and trouble log maintenance. At this time there is only 
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one commercial system available, Library2Library from the Quipu Group. Quipu 

will do a fair amount of customization, which can be very helpful for a courier 

manager. When preparing a budget, the manager needs to consider both purchas-

ing and ongoing maintenance costs of an information management system. If 

a system chooses to develop a home-grown system, costs will include technical 

experts and software development.

Each courier ser vice has unique circumstances that affect its budget. For 

instance, some ser vices use the USPS or UPS for some deliveries to small librar-

ies. Costs associated with materials, labor, and postage have to be considered. 

There can also be costs associated with maintaining a courier advisory commit-

tee. These costs involve travel or group phone ser vices. Overall, tracking expenses, 

managing the budget, planning for new expenses, and the like are all important 

parts of the courier manager’s job.

CuSTOMEr-VEnDOr rELaTiOnSHiPS

We asked orga nizations that contract for library delivery ser vices about the status 

and characteristics of their customer-vendor relationships (or business relation-

ships) as part of the survey described in chapter 2. The survey posed questions to 

identify the characteristics of good customer-vendor relationships and the meth-

odologies to create them. Responses from forty-three orga nizations in twenty-

one states that reported using a transportation company for delivery ser vices 

were analyzed. Ten respondents were also interviewed by telephone in a survey 

follow-up. Ten delivery companies that provide ser vices to library orga nizations 

were contacted for further information after the follow-up telephone calls with 

respondents. Two of these companies responded to our brief questionnaire.

None of these orga nizations are libraries themselves. Rather, they are consor-

tia, state library agencies, or hosts of shared integrated library systems. We refer to 

them here as orga nizations or as respondents. They all contract with a courier for 

delivery ser vices on behalf of participating libraries. Many couriers also provide 

contracting orga nizations with sorting ser vices, such as sorting items at a ware-

house for delivery the next day or onboard sorting by drivers. The couriers make 

most of their stops at libraries, and many comments and suggestions described 

here refer to libraries. We also cite responses from transportation companies as 

well as reporting our firsthand knowledge.

The first question we asked was how satisfied the respondent orga nization was 

with its customer-vendor relationship. Survey results indicated that 93 percent  
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of respondents were satisfied (49 percent) or very satisfied (44 percent) and 7 

percent were unsatisfied.

Characteristics of Delivery Companies of Satisfied Customers

In this section we examine some of the elements of a business relationship, for 

example, communication, expectations, flexibility, empathy, trust, and contrac-

tual aspects. Many satisfied respondents repeated certain themes in describing 

their couriers. These positive courier characteristics (listed below) correspond to 

factors (in parentheses) that lead to the successful implementation of a business 

relationship:

resolves issues quickly (empathy and flexibility)•	

adjusts to meet the needs of most libraries (flexibility)•	

uses a single point of contact for library delivery issues (communications)•	

understands the orga nization and libraries (empathy)•	

provides quick turnaround time from shipment to delivery (expectations)•	

Positive characteristics in the area of trust were mentioned less frequently. 

Only two respondents referred to honesty as a positive factor in their business 

relationship. Several very satisfied respondents referred positively to a contract. 

For example, one respondent said, “There are clear, delineated expectations in 

the contract for both vendor and client. There are measurable outcomes to gauge 

[whether] standards are being met.”

Common Problems

Respondents at all satisfaction levels reported problems with delivery ser vices 

and with the customer-vendor relationship. The concerns raised most often were 

about missed stops at a particular library on the scheduled day, off-schedule 

stops, poor communication about schedule changes, cost, and driver turnover. 

Respondents also mentioned overloads, where drivers were unable to pick up all 

the materials at all stops because of insufficient vehicle capacity. These issues may 

also be categorized into business relationship elements. Missed stops and off-

schedule stops often fit into the category of expectations. However, some respon-

dents expressed the need for drivers to understand (or have empathy with) the 

reasons libraries prefer on-time stops, such as to allow them to schedule part-

time or volunteer staff to process materials and avoid having unprocessed materi-
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als taking up space in a busy and crowed library. Overloads and driver turnover 

could be symptoms of financial pressure under which a delivery company cannot 

afford to provide sufficient vehicle capacity for the workload or afford to increase 

drivers’ payments to reflect fuel cost increases.

Some respondents explained that their contracts do not allow for cost 

increases when volume or fuel prices rise, possibly fitting into the category of 

expectations not being accurate at the time of the contract. Recent increases in 

fuel costs were difficult to predict even two years ago, and systems that implement 

patron-placed holds for all users or for large groups of new users are very likely to 

see a significant increase in the volume of deliveries.

Dissatisfaction or a lack of understanding about the cost of delivery ser vices 

was not uncommon among respondents. It would benefit orga nizations to learn 

more about delivery and sorting costs and to have a clear understanding of the 

current volume and likely changes to volume of items for delivery.

Communications

Communications was a common positive theme in the comments among orga-

nizations with a successful relationship. Satisfied and very satisfied respondents 

cited “regular” meetings and contact with couriers as a feature of their business 

relationship. Meeting frequency ranged from monthly to annually. One very sat-

isfied orga nization reported, “I now have quarterly meetings with our vendor. 

He and I sit down together to make sure everything is on track and to address 

any issues that either of us sees on the horizon.” A single point of contact or a 

clear hierarchy for different communications for the contracting orga nization 

was described as a positive aspect of communications. All follow-up interviewees 

preferred that the orga nization, not the transportation company, provide infor-

mation to libraries.

We received responses from two transportation companies that provided 

their own perspective on issues surrounding the customer-vendor relationship. 

We asked how orga nizations can best contribute to a successful venture. One rec-

ommendation was for regularly scheduled meetings. When asked if they had any 

suggestions to help other orga nizations that provide courier ser vice to libraries, 

one respondent responded, “Have one person on the customer side and one per-

son on the vendor side who are responsible for handling all complaints for all 

libraries. These two people should have a good working relationship.”

Drivers’ communications and relationships with libraries are an essential part 

of delivery ser vices. A positive, professional relationship can enhance ser vices. 
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Respondents described communications between libraries and drivers in both 

positive and negative terms. The orga nization’s courier manager must exercise 

professional judgment and ask participating libraries to do the same in order to 

maintain professional relationships with drivers. Drivers are often independent 

contractors who are not actually employed by the courier or the orga nization. 

Participating libraries should be informed about proper channels for communi-

cations to ensure consistency of ser vice.

We asked orga nizations about factors caused by participating libraries that 

“soured” the customer-vendor relationship. Some responses indicated that inap-

propriate library communications with drivers could lead to problems, for exam-

ple, complaints made directly to the driver or arrangements made directly with 

the driver for ser vices. Such arrangements can compound problems until they 

reach a critical point, without the knowledge of the courier manager at the 

orga nization or the transportation company management. On the other hand, 

one respondent felt that the ability to communicate directly with drivers was 

beneficial.

We wondered if there was any correlation between drivers wearing deliv-

ery company identification and contracting orga nization satisfaction, since uni-

forms or identification badges are often considered symbols of professionalism. 

We asked ten follow-up interviewees about driver identification. Our conclu-

sion was that there was no correlation among this group. All unsatisfied respon-

dents reported that drivers wore a uniform or some other form of identification. 

Among satisfied and very satisfied respondents, three reported that identification 

was worn, three reported that no identification was worn, and one said, “They 

are supposed to.”

Setting Expectations

Setting expectations is critical to the success of a business relationship. The orga-

nization may expect all stops to be made on time, all materials to be sorted and 

delivered according to a schedule with a certain level of accuracy, all drivers to 

appear and behave according to standards, periodic reports of delivery activi-

ties, and timely, accurate billing. One respondent said that orga nizations should 

“express expectations at outset of relationship” to improve a customer-vendor 

relationship. From the courier side, expectations could include that participating 

libraries have materials ready for pickup, that they be prepared to take delivery 

at scheduled times, that the volume of delivery be within certain limits, that new 
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stops be within reasonable driving distance of anticipated routes, and that the 

courier be paid in a timely manner.

Some problems reported by survey respondents were attributed to the inabil-

ity of the orga nization and courier to set expectations accurately. For example, 

improved technology encouraged requests for materials from more libraries, 

resulting in a significant increase in the volume of delivery or the number of 

stops. This caused overloads. The delivery contract was based on a per-stop cost 

that did not factor in volume of materials. The courier apparently signed a con-

tract without a provision for changes in volume and was attempting to live up to 

the agreement with limited resources.

Fuel price changes are another important area for setting expectations. Some 

respondents expressed concern about the rapid rise in fuel prices and how that 

might either drive prices up or ser vice quality down. Some respondents had con-

tracts that do not allow fuel surcharges. Nevertheless, they seemed to be waiting 

for the “other shoe to drop.”

Flexibility

One transportation company representative’s comment directly addressed flex-

ibility: “Be open to change, understand there may be issues that arise which are 

beyond the vendor’s control and keep communications open.” Libraries and 

delivery companies alike are compelled to adjust to many variables such as the 

weather, traffic conditions, vehicle breakdowns, driver illness or injuries, library 

workloads, volume of patron requests, holidays, as well as driver turnover, hiring, 

and training. In follow-up interviews, some respondents expressed a tolerance for 

the occasional turnover and an understanding that new drivers and sorters face sev-

eral challenges and need time to get over the learning curve and increase productiv-

ity and accuracy. Reports about transportation companies providing ser vices in the 

face of increasing fuel costs and increasing volume demonstrate vendor flexibility.

Orga nizations that have experienced serious problems with delivery ser vices 

can attest to the fact that problems are all relative. What one orga nization sees 

as a serious breach is a minor inconvenience to others in a tougher situation. 

Developing an ongoing relationship with appropriate delivery ser vice represen-

tatives allows an orga nization to use the proper channels to manage problems. 

Regular meetings at a mutually agreeable frequency can foster constructive com-

munications and eliminate a situation in which problems are the only topic of 

conversation.
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Empathy

Taking each other’s perspective is important to a satisfactory business relation-

ship. A lack of understanding of your business partner’s situation can lead to 

unreasonable expectations and misconceptions about the seriousness of prob-

lems. An orga nization’s or library’s staff may think that it is simple to see 

things from a “library” point of view, but the carrier’s perspective must 

also be taken into consideration. Several respondents expressed the need for 

mutual understanding. One satisfied courier manager said, “We understand 

one another.”

One very satisfied courier manager advised, “Work closely with the delivery 

vendor to help them understand why the libraries act the way they do,” and added 

that it was useful for her to learn about the transportation business because it helps 

her develop creative solutions. Comments by other respondents expressed the 

need for libraries to understand that the delivery company is not part of the 

library world. Business relationships with delivery companies may create a 

challenge to new courier managers because they are not accustomed to deal-

ing with this new type of contractor. Unlike traditional library vendors, staff 

and managers at delivery companies are not always familiar with or trained 

to sell to or provide ser vices to librarians. Often they do not share librarians’ 

language or point of view. In addition, the level of supervision of independently 

contracted drivers is minimal compared to the level librarians are often accus-

tomed to.

A transportation company representative suggested that “customers . . . be 

fully informed of standard operating procedures, issues, actions, corrective mea-

sures, trends, and new developments.” In other words, have empathy with your 

delivery vendor by doing things in the agreed manner.

Trust

Trust was not a frequently mentioned topic in the survey results. It was men-

tioned a few times in describing transportation company characteristics, as noted 

above, and it was implied in the suggestions of three respondents on how to help 

others develop a good business relationship:

Write some kind of relationship-building activities into contracts.•	

Increase communication from both sides. Consider the vendor part of the •	

team, and keep everyone in the loop.
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Develop a real partnership in which all issues are open—delivery ser-•	

vice costs and profits and all of the orga nization’s volume statistics and 

expectations.

A transportation company representative stated, “Communication and trust are 

the major tools to maintain a fair and equitable partnership.” Conversely, one 

unsatisfied respondent indicated lack of trust by expressing skepticism that the 

transportation company would deliver on ser vice promises.

Contracts: it Pays to Put it in writing

Survey respondents had many suggestions related to contracts. Several respon-

dents focused on the need for a contract. Other respondents suggested that con-

tract terms helped ensure high-quality ser vices and advantageous pricing. We go 

into considerable detail on the contents and benefits of contracts in chapter 6; 

here we look at the process from the vendor’s point of view.

We asked representatives of delivery companies for suggestions to help library 

orga nizations understand more about contracts with transportation companies. 

One replied, “A contract is a partnership where both parties must benefit in order 

for everyone to win. If at any point in the contract an issue becomes one-sided, 

then the contract is not fair and equitable.”

During follow-up interviews with targeted respondents, indications arose of 

possible conflicts or imbalances between contract pricing and costs. When deliv-

ery experts discuss costs, it is usually the cost per mile and time on the road that 

are most significant in a library delivery contract. Some orga nizations have nego-

tiated agreements that do not include provisions to address increasing fuel costs; 

others have formulas that predetermine fuel surcharges.

The experience of survey respondents suggests that, when increases in fuel 

prices are not addressed, the transportation company’s reaction might be to limit 

the size or number of vehicles serving a particular orga nization. This can lead to 

one of the commonly listed problems—overloads. Some orga nizations are com-

pelled by state procurement rules to make contracts that are fixed in this man-

ner. Still, the rapid increase in fuel costs in 2007 and 2008 could not have been 

predicted, and apparently some transportation companies did not include a high 

enough price to cover costs and allow for a fair profit. Similarly, a contract that is 

based on a per-stop price with no factor for increased volume can lead to imbal-

anced prices and costs that force transportation companies to make decisions 

that reduce ser vice quality.
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It is probably fair to say that it would be useful for orga nizations and trans-

portation companies to come to a mutual understanding of the risks and rewards 

for all parties that could result from changes during the term of a delivery agree-

ment: inflation, fuel prices, volume of items shipped, number of stops, distance 

between stops, and delivery window of time and accessibility at each stop. The 

focus of such issues and trends in survey responses and comments was mainly 

on increasing fuel costs and increasing volume of library materials. Both parties 

should understand that, although not likely, such trends can also be reversed.

It is a challenge for some library orga nizations to understand transporta-

tion companies’ business models and their costs of providing ser vices. When 

responses to an RFP are received, orga nizations might question whether a higher 

price equates to improved ser vice, and one respondent said that he felt a trans-

portation company’s bid was too low. There are not apples-to-apples compari-

sons of delivery costs among orga nizations because of variations in the volume of 

items shipped, number, frequency, and density of stops, and sortation needs.

We believe it is difficult for an inexperienced transportation company to 

estimate the costs of providing library delivery ser vices accurately. Bids from dif-

ferent companies can vary significantly, even if they are responding to an RFP 

to provide the same ser vice that is currently offered with the same routes. The 

offer to provide the identical ser vice at a drastically reduced price may have little 

chance for long-term success.

Understanding the bases for costs and prices can help determine measures 

for improving ser vices that enhance productivity and keep costs reasonable. 

Knowledge of the cost per mile and per hour for different-sized vehicles and 

operators may help an orga nization and transportation company resolve over-

load problems at a fair price. An understanding of the sorting rate per person 

may suggest that improved sorting procedures, sorting site setup, and library 

processing and labeling could benefit parties that use centralized sorting sites. 

Determining the typical profit margins for delivery companies can provide an 

understanding of business norms. Such an enhanced understanding could be 

considered a vast improvement over the situation in which an orga nization has 

little or no control over and little basis to predict future costs and prices.

Some respondents expressed a need to contract for a fixed price for a fixed 

term with little flexibility. Such agreements can lead to higher prices, because the 

delivery companies are compelled to predict the future cost basis and volume of 

ser vice and inflate estimates to protect themselves. One transportation company 

representative said that, in a three-year agreement, he expected to make the most 
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profit in year one because profit would decline in future years due to increased 

volume of items.

Sorting Practices and Customer Satisfaction

We looked for correlations between the orga nizations’ characteristics and their 

satisfaction with the customer-vendor relationship. The strongest indicator of 

satisfaction was the method of sorting. The highest level of satisfaction was 

found among orga nizations that used on-route sorting by the driver and for 

orga nizations that contracted with a large parcel transportation company that 

requires individual packaging or labeling for each destination. In these two cat-

egories, respondents were all very satisfied. On-route sorting was used exclu-

sively by orga nizations with the smallest delivery volume (under 100,000 items 

per year), and the parcel transportation company was used by one orga nization 

reporting volume under 100,000 items per year and another reporting volume of 

about 500,000 items per year. There were also no unsatisfied respondents among 

orga nizations for which libraries did the sorting. One respondent was very sat-

isfied and five were satisfied. Of these orga nizations, only one handled volume 

exceeding one million items per year.

It was not possible to compare delivery costs across a range of orga nizations 

accurately because of variables in the size of the ser vice area, miles driven, volume 

of items shipped, and frequency of delivery. All these characteristics would affect 

the size and number of vehicles required as well as the staffing needs for sorting. 

Nevertheless, we looked at cost factors and customer satisfaction. Respondents 

reported the total annual cost of delivery ser vice. Figure 5.1 demonstrates that 

the largest number of respondents had budgets of less than $1 million and simi-

lar levels of satisfaction. The single orga nization with a budget over $1 million 

responded as very satisfied. One respondent commented that his orga nization’s 

contract is a large part of the courier’s business and that he believes the courier 

makes efforts to provide responsive customer ser vice and a reasonable price to 

retain this business.

The survey did not allow us to calculate information to consider the detailed 

cost of providing delivery ser vices against level of customer satisfaction. We did 

want to explore the relationship of detailed cost to satisfaction. In follow-up 

interviews, we determined the average cost per item delivered for ten respon-

dents. The responses indicated that cost per item delivered is not a reliable indica-

tor of satisfaction. The respondents with the highest cost and lowest cost per item 
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both responded as very satisfied. All three levels of satisfaction overlapped with 

respect to cost per item delivered for other interviewees.

Lessons

Local preferences and budgets among libraries and orga nizations that contract 

for delivery ser vices strongly influence their decision making. For example, one 

very satisfied respondent had the highest per item cost because its libraries grew 

accustomed to a particular large parcel transportation company’s successful 

efforts. The libraries served by this company incur higher labor costs to package 

and label all outgoing materials. Other respondents accept a lower level of ser-

vice because of affordability. In fact, one unsatisfied respondent described pric-

ing as the best aspect of the customer-vendor relationship. Several respondents 

described a lack of understanding about what a reasonable price should be; as 

noted previously, one respondent put the ser vice out for bid but was unsure that 

paying a higher price would ensure good ser vice.

There is room for further study by contracting orga nizations on mileage 

costs, vehicle and operator costs, sortation, warehousing costs, and typical profit 

margins for transportation companies. Having access to reliable benchmarks will 

assist them in decision making. These orga nizations need to begin with a good 

understanding of the actual volume and traffic between libraries to use this infor-

Figure 5.1 Satisfaction measured against annual cost of service
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mation effectively. Some respondents were not able to describe their volume eas-

ily. Others rely on their transportation company for these figures.

Responses indicated that some respondents have a fluctuating perception of 

their customer-vendor relationship. At times they are satisfied and at other times 

they are not satisfied. One respondent had a totally different perspective on the 

customer-vendor relationship in the few weeks that passed between filling out the 

survey and a follow-up phone call. In this case, the change was for the better.

Changing and conflicting perceptions are not unique to the library com-

munity. It is not uncommon in other industries served by transportation com-

panies. John Kerr, contributing editor to Logistics Management, wrote this: “Ask 

most shippers if they’re happy with their third-party providers of warehousing or 

transportation ser vices and their standard answer is ‘yes.’ Scratch a little deeper, 

and the real perspectives start to emerge—perspectives quite often summed up in 

gripes about missed deliveries, missed opportunities, and persistent miscommu-

nication.”3 Kerr went on to cite studies that show that such issues are not totally 

one-sided. Third-party providers feel that they lack all the necessary information 

to develop ser vices in the best manner possible.

What do we learn from this? We learn that the customer-vendor relationship 

is a two-way street. All parties play a role in the success of delivery programs—

the transportation company, the orga nization contracting for ser vices, and the 

libraries on the delivery routes. If the relationship is professional and consistent, 

there is an improved opportunity for customer and vendor satisfaction, both of 

which are necessary for success. There are many elements to a successful business 

relationship and many challenges to implementing them successfully. However, 

our survey demonstrates that most of the customer-vendor relationships are suc-

cessful in terms of customer satisfaction. Striving for the highest levels of satis-

faction can lead to improved customer ser vice and, in the end, library patron 

satisfaction.

VEnDOr aBanDOnMEnT Or DiSaSTEr PLanning

The carrier industry is volatile—changing as film and banking disappear as busi-

ness components and most companies scramble to find alternatives. As stated 

earlier by Ken Bartholomew, the start-up cost to launch a delivery ser vice is low 

and as a result either the marketplace can have a glut of companies driving down 

profit margins or the industry can get overheated with mergers, with companies 

buying each other in cutthroat fashion.
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Another problem with the industry is the role of independent drivers. Almost 

all companies use some mix of in-house employee drivers and independent driv-

ers. These drivers are just that—independent. A 2007 survey by the Messenger 

Courier Association of the Americas found that drivers are not well paid: 38 per-

cent were earning $7–$10 an hour and only 5 percent were earning more than 

$20 an hour.4 Issues with ser vice training, insurance, and liability are constant 

problems for the industry. Many companies have outsourced the driver contracts 

to a third party as a way of minimizing the liability problems. This trend can add 

another layer of problems for the library ser vice.

Further, as mentioned earlier, the price of fuel has been steadily increasing, 

putting additional pressures on individual companies, as has the price of insur-

ance and liability coverage. When gas hit $4.00 a gallon, profit margins disap-

peared and business closures became common.

Given this potentially dire situation, what should a library do? Maintaining 

an in-house fleet and drivers means business will continue, but gas prices and 

liability insurance and other pressures felt by the carrier industry are also felt 

by the in-house courier manager. More than one in-house courier manager has 

spent the day on the road when a driver failed to show up. A manager might con-

sider having more than one carrier ser vice under contract, but the contracting 

process discussed in the next chapter invariably leads toward multiyear contracts 

to provide stability of delivery and gain volume discounts.

So what is left to do? Basically, there is only one thing a manager can do in 

advance, and that is to know which larger couriers do business in the region. 

Using ser vices like the aforementioned Messenger Courier Association on a regu-

lar basis can help a manager stay informed. However, many states, particularly the 

more rural and western states, may not find regional or statewide competition. 

For instance, Idaho does not have a statewide carrier as of this writing.

The more knowledge the manager has of the carrier industry, the better. 

Ways of learning through library channels include attending library distribu-

tion and courier industry conferences, asking questions, developing relationships 

with vendor who you are not contracting with at the time, and reexamining in-

house delivery options on a regular basis. All can help you in a disaster situation. 

Unfortunately, there are no perfect solutions.

a HyBriD in-HOuSE/OuTSOurCED MODEL

A third model for managing a courier system is a hybrid of the previously dis-

cussed in-house and outsourced systems. This is a reasonably common model; 
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it tends to develop where an existing library system delivery to branch pub-

lic libraries or between campus libraries expands to delivery to other libraries 

nearby. Missouri, as an example, runs a fleet of its own trucks to some members 

and contracts with a courier ser vice for delivery to others.

There are several advantages to this model. A local library system delivery 

ser vice to branches or campus libraries already has a fair knowledge of what is 

involved in maintaining a fleet, which can be used to negotiate with carrier com-

panies. The in-house system may want to use a commercial carrier to do long 

routes to save wear and tear on the in-house fleet or to handle stops that are inef-

ficient to provide in-house because of great distances or low volume. All of these 

options are worth exploring when you are developing a plan for establishing a 

courier ser vice.
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Many libraries and consortia have long-established practices to handle their 

diverse delivery needs. An orga nization’s needs sometimes change, however, or it 

must reassess those needs in the face of rising costs or other budget constraints. 

When this happens, the orga nization must identify new solutions to serve its 

constituents at lower costs or with better ser vice. During such a situation, the 

orga nization should evaluate appropriate alternatives and choose the best new 

solution based on its latest requirements.

Just as many other library ser vices are selected through a formal bidding 

process, the best way to identify a delivery ser vice that meets specific needs at 

the most cost-effective price may be to go through an RFP process. Whether a 

new delivery ser vice is being established or delivery ser vices are already in place, 

issuing an RFP can help identify potential new providers, and the process can be 

leveraged to gain the most advantageous pricing from available providers.

If the orga nization is not ready to commit to a purchase, other types of doc-

uments may be substituted for the formal RFP, including an RFI (request for 

information) or RFQ (request for quote). These do not usually lead to a binding 

answer or request process between two parties; rather, their purpose is for a sup-
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plier of goods or ser vices to provide information about its offerings. Outside the 

United States, the RFP may be referred to as an RFT (request for tender).

The RFP process can be daunting. Libraries that are part of city, county, or 

state government may have to adhere strictly to mandated purchasing practices. 

The entire bidding process may even be orchestrated by a government employee 

who specializes in purchasing. In other situations, it may be the responsibility of 

library or consortium staff to handle the entire process from start to finish. This 

chapter is designed to provide advice for either situation.

knOw yOur BuSinESS

The first step in preparing an RFP is to gather sufficient information about the 

orga nization’s needs. This means knowing its current shortcomings and strengths 

and considering what it needs to provide excellent ser vice to participating librar-

ies. Whereas the library community usually refers to delivery or courier ser vices, 

in the transportation industry this is usually referred to as logistics. Having busi-

ness knowledge about the orga nization’s logistical needs means knowing sev-

eral important factors, often called metrics or key performance indicators (KPIs). 

Figure 6.1 can be used as a guide for KPIs that should be measured and tracked 

for the most complete and successful cost-saving or ser vice-enhancing RFP.

Figure 6.1 Logistics metrics

COST METriCS SErViCE METriCS

total spend number and kinds of materials being transported

cost per unit transportation modes used

cost per piece frequency of deliveries

cost per shipment number of stops or pickups

total accessorial cost weight and freight class of packages shipped

accessorial cost per 
shipment

freight lanes and stop locations

cost per mile contact or address information about each stop

operating hours

on-time delivery requirements at each destination

kind of customer served (e.g., library, office, patron)
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In situations where a delivery ser vice is already being used by the library 

or consortium and an RFP is being issued to seek competitive pricing, logistics 

metrics collectively can be used to evaluate the current logistical effectiveness. 

Depending on the orga nization’s goals—whether more focused on ser vice or 

cost—some metrics may be more useful than others at determining how well run 

the logistics operations are. For example, an orga nization that strives for excel-

lent end-user ser vice and is less budget constrained may have a very high cost per 

unit but with correspondingly high on-time delivery, the metric that orga nization 

weighs highest in considering carriers. Such an orga nization should consider 

ways to reduce cost per unit while maintaining or increasing on-time delivery. For 

orga nizations with tight budget constraints, cost per unit and total spend are key 

metrics in determining orga nizational effectiveness. Therefore, the goal of the 

RFP process may not be to pick the lowest-cost ser vice provider but to choose the 

best provider for the orga nization’s specific cost or ser vice goals.

knOw THE CarriErS

Logistics companies are critical partners that serve as a link between the shipping 

facility and the receiving facility. Choosing a weak link for this critical role can 

lead to lost or damaged goods in transit through theft or rough handling, late 

deliveries, or even lawsuits in the event of unexpected accidents. Choosing the 

right carrier can result in a positive experience by the shipper and receiver, low 

costs, and on-time deliveries.

The library community relies largely on courier delivery ser vice to perform 

outbound transportation between multiple libraries or to patrons. Courier 

ser vice is the delivery of small packages and messages, and it is often the most 

cost-effective ser vice to transport the millions of small packages from libraries. 

Transportation inbound to libraries is usually via companies that offer less-than-

truckload (LTL) transportation, which includes loads with one or more pallets of 

freight but less than a truckload. Since most inbound LTL shipments are paid for 

by material suppliers and are not managed by libraries, we do not go into great 

detail about managing LTL carrier relations or the RFP process for them. Instead, 

we explore courier ser vice providers as the primary transportation providers to 

libraries.

There may be opportunities to improve ser vice or reduce transportation 

costs by managing inbound shipments centrally across a large number of librar-

ies (via a consortium or cooperative arrangement). Carriers may require a mini-
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mum level of volume in order to provide a competitive bid. Aggregating many 

individual libraries or small consortia into a larger regional or statewide group 

may reduce costs in the long run.

In the United States, libraries generally choose a local or regional courier, 

the USPS, or one of the large parcel transportation companies—UPS and FedEx. 

In the transportation industry, these large companies are generally referred to 

as parcel or package companies—not couriers—although many in the library 

community call them couriers and they do offer some courier-type ser vices for 

higher rates. Local or regional couriers often make excellent partners with librar-

ies because they offer same-day local delivery, are willing to transport anything 

from the size of an envelope to dozens of transport bins, and provide their ser vices 

at reasonable costs. These companies operate fleets of delivery vans or straight-

trucks and usually employ local drivers.

The USPS and large parcel companies all offer courier-like ser vice but, 

because of their size and complex supply chain systems, are often unable to pro-

vide hands-on, customized, same-day delivery like local couriers. On the other 

hand, their size and coverage enable them to compete with each other in longer-

distance, individual package shipments when next-day or longer lead-time deliv-

ery is needed.

Whether working with large or small transportation companies, a profes-

sional partnership relationship with the company allows an orga nization to 

anticipate and understand important changes in the relationship with the carrier. 

For example, if fuel prices are increasing and cause a carrier to raise its rates, the 

orga nization with a good relationship can work through the cost change with the 

carrier and plan for these changes. If a carrier has a weak relationship with a library 

or orga nization, the orga nization may receive a price increase notification in the 

mail, followed by a rise in prices a month later, which could have been anticipated 

and possibly even avoided had some dialogue taken place with the carrier.

Library staff should maintain a professional relationship with carrier rep-

resentatives at all times. In the past, carriers received more business from their 

customers by offering personal incentives, such as sports tickets, excessive meals, 

and gifts, but these practices have generally been unacceptable for years in most 

industries. Among other things, they distract library workers from focusing on 

their business objectives in dealing with the carrier—choosing the best-ser vice, 

lowest-cost provider for the orga nization.

A library should try to confirm that all carriers under consideration are 

financially stable and would not have to raise rates in the middle of the contract 

just to stay in business. Some would argue that the financial stability of a carrier  



70 PaRT TWO: LIBRaRy DeLIVeRy SeRVICe MODeLS

is not the responsibility of a library. But the library is responsible for ensur-

ing the ongoing success of its transportation program and patron satisfaction. 

Confirming a carrier’s financial viability is critical to ensuring the success of the 

orga nization’s transportation programs.

To determine a carrier’s viability, an orga nization should consider the prac-

tices of the carrier to see if it seems to be cutting costs that might affect delivery 

times or safety. For example, a carrier that does not carry adequate liability insur-

ance because it is trying to keep costs low may be cutting corners elsewhere, such 

as in routine vehicle inspections and maintenance. Although practices like these 

may be acceptable for a little while, if the carrier continues them long term it runs 

the risk of having a serious accident or loss that causes it to go out of business.

Another telling factor in a carrier’s behavior is rates that are too low. Low 

costs are desirable, but if rates are too low for too long they are not sustainable 

and eventually must be increased to keep a carrier from going out of business. 

For this reason, when an orga nization compares rates between multiple carriers, 

extremely low prices should always be challenged for the benefit of both the car-

rier and the orga nization.

Questionable cost-saving practices and excessively low rates are telling fac-

tors for a company tottering on the edge, but the surest indication is the car-

rier’s financial statements. Although requests to see statements may offend some 

companies, carriers that want your business try to communicate openly and will 

attempt to meet such a request at some level.

Before choosing carriers for an RFP, an orga nization should find out carri-

ers’ capabilities and whether these capabilities are what the orga nization needs. 

Finding carriers that fit an orga nization’s needs requires thoughtful investiga-

tive questions and open, honest answers from the carriers. Often, orga nizations 

contract with carriers that claim to have specific strengths but actually have no 

experience performing the tasks that would give them strengths in those areas. 

Contracting orga nizations find themselves disappointed in these situations and 

often have to incur the start-up costs required to allow the carriers to learn how 

to do what they claimed they could do in the first place. To avoid this situation, 

when investigating potential candidates for an RFP, orga nizations should ask for 

references for specific examples of work the carriers have performed to back up 

their claims of strength in specific areas.

Contracting orga nizations should also make sure that a carrier’s strengths 

are matched to the orga nizations’ needs. For example, if an orga nization needs a 

carrier to stop at multiple branches each day, the carrier should have experience 
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doing multiple stop runs with the drivers it would select for the orga nization’s 

business. A contracting orga nization should also make sure that carriers are able 

to work during the hours of operation required by the library, and that the car-

riers can meet driver safety and appearance requirements (such as uniforms and 

grooming). These sometimes minor concerns, if not described as expectations in 

the initial RFP, can lead to a disruption in the carrier-shipper relationship.

Finally, finding carriers that express their intent to innovate or improve ser-

vice throughout the contract should be an important goal of the RFP process. 

Innovative, financially stable carriers are often interested in finding new ways to 

serve their customers and proactively reduce or maintain costs. Orga nizations 

with the most success during this process are those that work with proactive, 

helpful, financially stable, innovative carriers.

The purpose of the RFP process is to find the transportation company that 

best suits an orga nization’s business needs. Although close relationships and solid 

investigation provide confidence that the selected carrier is the right one for the 

business, finding the best carrier means including at least three carriers in the 

RFP (if possible) and maintaining leverage in the business transaction through-

out the process. Orga nizations should take care to select several carriers that fit 

its needs and to let each carrier know that it is not the only orga nization par-

ticipating in the bid. With several viable candidates, an orga nization may even 

work with each carrier to share the business, and after the bid it can maintain an 

informal relationship with the losing carriers that may become useful later. This 

lets all carriers, including the winner, know that they must work hard to get and 

keep your business.

Creating competition between kinds of carriers is useful as well. For exam-

ple, a library wishing to bid its business to one of several local couriers should 

also try to include other regional carriers, some of the big U.S. parcel carriers, or 

the USPS. Although some of these carriers may not be the final selected option, 

including multiple carrier types sometimes allows an orga nization to see other 

opportunities it may not have seen if bidding only to local carriers. For example, 

one option may be to bid a portion of the business with specific stops, routes, and 

times to a local courier and to bid another portion to a parcel carrier based on the 

number of packages, package dimensions, weights, and destinations. An orga-

nization may find through this process that one of the parcel carriers is actually 

more cost-effective than the courier, or vice versa. If not, the orga nization can at 

least plan how much additional cost it may incur in the event of a ser vice failure 

by the winning carrier.
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THE rFP PrOCESS

Timetable

When an orga nization begins the RFP process, it should establish an expected 

time line for work to be done both inside and outside the orga nization. Time 

lines should include the beginning date of the process; the amount of time for 

the orga nization to prepare; the number of days or weeks for the participating 

carriers to prepare; a date for the bid to be sent to the carriers; a response date for 

carriers; a review date by which the institution commits to participating carriers 

to have reviewed the RFP responses; a decision date; an estimated time line for 

the winning carrier(s) to sign the ser vice agreement; and the official start date of 

the business. Meeting deadlines that are set for the RFP process establishes trust 

and confidence in both carriers and their contracting orga nizations, so meeting 

these deadlines should be a high priority for all parties. When RFPs are handled 

through a government purchasing office, failure to meet deadlines usually results 

in the disqualification of bidding companies.

interaction with Other Organizations

Local, county, or state law may require orga nizations to follow mandated pro-

cesses when creating an RFP. These laws may dictate the winning conditions for a 

bid, RFP time lines, companies that are or are not allowed to participate, and other 

important factors. Institutions may be allowed to participate in government dis-

counts that have already been negotiated on their behalf. Therefore, institutions 

should become familiar with such regulations and business situations before 

starting the RFP process and check for state lists that might indicate contracts 

already in place that can be used to achieve substantial discounts on ser vices.

For smaller institutions considering the RFP process and for consortium 

members, in a growing number of areas consortium-run deals may already be in 

place. It behooves an institution to learn more about these deals before sending out 

RFPs to potential carriers. It may also make sense to continue the RFP process and 

compare the results to the expected cost of using a consortium-managed deal.

Creating the rFP

The process of creating an RFP for transportation ser vice can often be laborious 

and time consuming. It requires a considerable amount of data gathering about 
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one’s orga nization (logistics KPI) and coordination with people who would be 

considered stakeholders in the deal (e.g., dock workers, sorters, packers, catalog-

ers, administration, patrons, branch staff). To ensure that an orga nization has 

a complete understanding of its business, the manager should hold conversa-

tions with these stakeholders to understand how the ser vice might affect them. In 

many cases, stakeholders have a lot to say about the use of potential transporta-

tion partners and the details of the ser vices required to meet their needs.

Besides the practical value these discussions have, stakeholders feel like they 

are part of the process when their input is received and incorporated into the 

RFP process. Their participation is especially important when the new busi-

ness is implemented and stakeholders must interact with the ser vice provider. 

Stakeholders are more likely to cooperate and benefit when they were involved 

throughout the process of identifying the ser vice provider.

After the initial buy-in from all stakeholders, the RFP document is developed 

to include all information about the business that the ser vice provider must know 

to perform its ser vice, including the following elements:

introduction describing the library or consortium issuing the RFP and •	

reason for the RFP; include links to websites for additional background 

information

conditions for participation, such as legal right to transport commercially •	

(federal or state motor carrier authorization); insurance levels; size of 

fleet; minority ownership; fleet ownership by company, owner-operators, 

or mixed

submission procedures including address to which the response should •	

be submitted and number of copies or instructions for electronic sub-

mission; RFP time lines with key deliverables and due dates

contact information of the contracting orga nization for administration •	

of the RFP and any questions during the RFP process

scope of work: number of participating institutions; branches; geographic •	

area covered; address and location information of each location served; 

delivery and pickup requirements and times at each location; number of 

shipments, pieces, packages, stopoffs, drops, etc.; operating hours; special 

packaging requirements; any unusual delivery or pickup requirements; 

security clearance conditions

daily operational requirements; driver appearance and behavior require-•	

ments; vehicle condition

price expectations or centrally negotiated fuel surcharges required of the •	

carrier
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payment terms, such as who is responsible for paying the bills and what •	

the freight terms are (e.g., who is responsible in the event of loss or 

damage)

statement that the RFP responses are binding in the event a carrier wins •	

the bid

Another set of key elements are the expectations the carrier should explain 

in the RFP. Wording should allow the carrier flexibility in responding to cover the 

following items fully:

statement of work: specific lanes (particular routes or modes of •	

transportation materials will travel between specific locations) and stops 

included in the price; hours of availability; limitations such as maximum 

package weights or dimensions; dates or times not available (such as 

holidays); locations that cannot be served

proof of meeting conditions for participation•	

price of the ser vice, broken down to the level at which it is useful for an •	

institution to compare across bidding carriers or versus previous cost 

levels

contact information during the term of the contract; business hours and •	

emergency contact information

background checks: guarantees of driver etiquette and performance; •	

corporate profile describing the company, including physical locations; 

annual reports, audited balance sheets, or other proof of financial 

stability; references, including contact information, for a minimum of 

three current customers

The RFP is meant to establish the conditions and business requirements for 

carriers to do business with an orga nization. Some elements may be optional on 

an RFP but should be discussed and added to the business agreement once the 

business is awarded.

Carriers may want to negotiate payment terms—such as payment within 

fifteen days of ser vice or monthly payments. In some cases, carriers may offer a 

discount for early payment of invoices (e.g., 1 percent net ten days). These terms 

are usually favorable toward the paying institution. This and other payment 

arrangements should be worked out based on the needs of the institutions and 

carriers. Institutions should remember that much of the useful transportation 

information, such as number of shipments and packages shipped, is recorded on 

freight bills, so whatever is agreed should be carefully considered by the contract-

ing institution.
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In some cases, it may be useful to require the winning carrier to provide 

monthly or periodic reports on its business performance. Reports from a trusted 

partner allow an institution to save time recording details about the transporta-

tion ser vice performed on its behalf. Reports are also useful when a contract term 

is about to expire and the contracting institution must gather details about the 

ser vice requirements for a new RFP. Reports may provide information such as 

number of shipments, number of pieces and packages transported, actual ser vice 

times, and other metrics. Before the library manager requires extra work of the 

carrier to create reports, the manager must be sure to know how the information 

will be used.

Finally, many carriers have old or outdated “tariffs” that in some regions may 

be charged in the event that a rate has not been specifically agreed to between the 

carrier and institution. These tariffs are usually high compared to a negotiated 

rate and should be specifically excluded if necessary via use of the RFP instruc-

tions and the final transportation agreement. A simple clause stating that pub-

lished tariffs are not applicable in the event that a rate is not available and that 

all rates must be agreed to in writing prevents hidden charges from appearing on 

an invoice.

what not to Put in an rFP

What not to put in an RFP is sometimes as important as what to include. An 

institution should generally not include things that are transportation industry 

standard requirements of all companies or things that would be ethically irre-

sponsible. Transportation industry standards that do not need to be included 

in an RFP include driver’s logs for long-distance shipping, safe driver operating 

hours, compliance with laws, and vehicle safety and conformance with emission 

regulations. In addition, do not include prices that have already been offered by 

other carriers or other information that damages the competitive nature of the 

bidding process.

reviewing the rFP responses

A well-written RFP should be understood easily by carriers and will prompt them 

to respond with an indication that they received the RFP. Carriers ask questions 

and should be afforded equal opportunities to discuss ser vice options with the 

contracting orga nization. Fair and equal treatment of all carriers during the pro-

cess helps ensure their respect. Common practice for library RFP processes is to 
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have potential bidders submit questions electronically, then all potential bidders 

are sent copies of the questions and answers to ensure that all bidders have access 

to the same information.

Once all the questions are answered, carriers should start to submit their 

responses. As a courtesy when receiving responses electronically, be sure to 

notify the bidding company that its response has been received. The contracting 

orga nization is responsible for reviewing each response carefully. Once all bids 

are received, the review process should consider each carrier’s bid equally. The 

orga nization should attempt to clarify anything confusing in any of the carriers’ 

responses rather than ignore such issues.

An astute reviewer of a bid should note any extremely low or high costs 

quoted by the carrier and, if appropriate, determine whether such quotes were 

mistakes. Although it may be appropriate to force a carrier to follow the price 

quoted in such situations, those situations could also cause the carrier to lose 

money and ultimately have to increase rates. Clarification of such “likely mis-

quotes” is appreciated and respected by carriers and also strengthens the relation-

ship and trust.

If not prohibited by a formal government RFP process, it is useful to estab-

lish a committee to review the responses. This committee should include various 

stakeholders who will be affected by the decision. This committee can become the 

foundation for a user committee, since the information gained in the RFP process 

will be relevant to the development of the ser vice. For example, if the bid is issued 

by a consortium of libraries, it is good to have representatives from different con-

stituencies to be served by the carrier. This might include someone from a library 

with exceedingly high volume, representatives from both rural and urban areas, 

and at least one person who works directly in ILL or is responsible for packaging 

materials for shipment and receiving the inbound shipments. It is useful to cre-

ate an evaluation grid that looks at various aspects of the RFP. This grid would 

include the key questions in the RFP and a place for rating the responses. Such 

a tool helps quantify the responses, particularly in cases where the amount of 

information received in the responses is immense and unwieldy.

A reviewer should look at the total cost of each carrier bidding to determine 

which offers the lowest-cost solution. The specific details of the ser vice should be 

reviewed for the carriers that offer the most promise, to make sure that the ser-

vices offered are what the institution needs. Costs must also be within the scope 

of the institution’s budget and should reflect the ser vices offered.

Overall, once the review process is finished, the reviewer should be satis-

fied that he is choosing the best option. In many cases, a selection can be aided  
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by asking carriers to make a presentation on the offered ser vices. Having an  

operations-level person, such as a dispatcher or billing manager, visit the institu-

tion’s operations and facility could also ensure that the ser vices offered by the 

carrier are actually what they will deliver to the institution.

Once a final selection has been made, as a courtesy it is standard practice to 

notify all respondents that a finalist has been selected and that the orga nization 

is entering into contract negotiations with that company. It is a good idea to 

maintain cordial relationships with the respondents that were not awarded the 

contract. At some point in the future, if the selected contractor becomes unreli-

able or goes out of business, one of those other companies may be desperately 

needed to take over deliveries.

As negotiations with the selected respondent begin, keep in mind that the 

RFP and response to it should be made part of the legal contract that results. This 

prevents companies from making claims in their RFP responses that cannot be 

kept and protects the library or consortium as the contracting agency.

Ultimately, a carefully crafted RFP process that includes a well-written and 

detailed RFP with sufficient detail about the orga nization’s needs and a sound 

analysis of the responses should result in a proper match between carrier and 

library and a solid business relationship that benefits both parties.

nEgOTiaTing THE COnTraCT

A contract between a carrier and a library or library orga nization defines the 

details, expectations, performance requirements, and everything else about the 

relationship—including under what circumstances the relationship can be termi-

nated. As with any relationship, boundaries and structure are essential for it to be 

strong and positive for both parties. The contract is the document that establishes 

the boundaries of a business relationship. A well-written contract is essential to 

establish all the necessary elements of a business relationship and to enable par-

ties to interact with clear understanding of all the expectations and consequences 

for failures.

Contract rules

The four main elements for a contract to be binding are (a) mutual agreement, 

(b) consideration, (c) competence of parties, and (d) legality of purpose. Mutual 

agreement means that both parties must have agreed. Either verbal or written 
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agreement is acceptable, depending on the value of the contract and other factors. 

Consideration means that an exchange of things of value occurs in the execution 

of the contract. Competence of parties means that both of the agreeing parties 

had authority to contract with the other, neither party was under duress to make 

the agreement, and both parties were in their “right minds” when they made the 

contract. Finally, legality of purpose implies that contracts for illegal purposes are 

not legally enforceable.

Contracts should be made in writing. According to the Uniform Commercial 

Code Article 2 (called the Statute of Frauds), verbal contracts are not enforceable 

for the exchange of goods worth $500 or more, or for a contract that cannot be 

fully executed within one year, or for real estate contracts, unless evidenced in 

writing.

In the RFP process, the carrier establishes a binding understanding that it can 

perform ser vices offered through the RFP at the price quoted. Because a library 

orga nization would reasonably make financial planning decisions relying on a 

carrier’s response to an RFP, the ser vices and prices provided in these responses 

can usually be enforced through legal proceedings if necessary, depending on 

the nature of the RFP response and process. On the other hand, if a library orga-

nization causes a carrier to understand that it is offering business to the carrier 

through a poorly worded RFP, the carrier could require the library to meet that 

obligation, including giving business to the carrier. Therefore, a library should 

not make any verbal or written remarks that could imply that it intends to give 

the carrier business until the library has actually come to such a decision. One 

simple way to do this is to inform all carriers on the RFP that multiple companies 

are being considered and that no offer is implied or intended by the process.

After a library accepts a carrier’s bid, depending on the complexity of the 

business being contemplated, a letter of intent (LOI) may be requested by the car-

rier or offered by the library orga nization. An LOI is a formal, sometimes “mini” 

agreement between two parties that acts as a placeholder until the final agreement 

and business arrangements can be made to begin the full ser vice. An LOI enables 

both parties to invest resources toward the full business deal, with consideration 

(exchange of something valuable) for backing out of the business deal before the 

business begins. LOIs are most practical when business is complex or takes a long 

time to begin, but they can also be written to establish trust between two parties 

where no formal relationship already exists.

After intent has been established, the parties are ready to agree formally to 

the terms of the business relationship, and they pursue a contract together.
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writing the Contract

Although the contract is the core of the definition of a business relationship, 
practices in library transportation management vary widely when it comes to the 
quality, depth, and even in some cases existence of a contract between libraries 
and their carriers. A well-written contract is critical to establish the boundaries 
and rules of the relationship.

Most carriers offer a “standard” contract that provides the basic legal require-
ments of a contract, such as transportation rules and regulations, the carrier’s self-
imposed liability limits, rates, fuel surcharges, a pointer to the carrier’s standard 
terms and conditions, and extra fees and charges. These contracts may include 
some valuable aspects that should be in a library orga nization’s final contract with 
the carrier. In many cases, however, a carrier’s standard contract is written more 
to the benefit of the carrier than to the library and may not meet the needs of the 
library orga nization or the specific needs of the business relationship. Therefore, it 
is important that the orga nization closely review any standard contract offered.

If feasible, a library orga nization should prepare its own contract language 
with the help of legal counsel. The orga nization should strongly consider engag-
ing a lawyer with expertise in transportation law to request a standard shipper-
based (the library is considered a shipper), courier-focused contract template, 
and to request help in modifying the language to meet the needs of the business. 
If you are uncertain which law firms offer transportation advice, such expertise 
may be found at the Transportation Lawyers Association (www.translaw.org).

Common Elements of a Contract

A contract between a library orga nization and a carrier should contain elements 
common in most business contracts as well as language specific to the trans- 
portation industry. Such elements are often referred to as “boilerplate” language  
and are common among transportation- and nontransportation-related con-
tracts. Boilerplate language is often overlooked by business managers, but it 
makes an important difference when issues arise from the execution of the busi-
ness arrangement.

The following elements should be included as boilerplate language in trans-
portation contracts, and like any part of the contract these sections may be nego-
tiated to the satisfaction of both parties:

Definitions. In many contracts where industry-specific language is used, 

parties should include definitions at the beginning of a contract to define 
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such language for the benefit of the parties and mediators or judges in 

the event of a contract dispute.

Address and legal name. Contracts should always specify at least one full, legal 

address of all contracting parties. Without addresses, it may be possible 

for a party to dispute that it was the party of record on the contract. For 

example, a company named “ABC Courier Ser vices” may exist in more 

than one city.

Choice of jurisdiction. To make litigation easier on one of the parties, parties 

may agree to the laws of a certain state or local jurisdiction. For example, 

parties may agree to submit to the laws of the state of Ohio, if the library 

orga nization is headquartered in Ohio. This clause may cause hardship 

or difficulty for the defending party if that party does not have offices 

in the agreed-upon jurisdiction because it forces that party to travel to 

defend or pursue litigation.

Choice of forum. In the event of a contractual dispute, parties can agree to 

other forms of mediation, such as binding mediation by a judge outside 

a courtroom. This clause can be useful to reduce the cost of legal 

expenses in the event that litigation is needed. However, if it is agreed 

that settlements will be decided outside the court system, a mediator’s 

judgment is legally binding on both parties, and neither party can go 

through an appeals process if the mediator’s decision is not satisfactory.

Term and option to extend. Contracts should have a beginning date and an 

end date, which define the term of the agreement. Parties may, however, 

agree to an ongoing relationship, the term of which is to be reviewed 

periodically. This kind of agreement, which may never end according 

to its own language, is often referred to as an evergreen contract. For 

contracts that have a definite end date, but for which parties wish to 

extend, they may include an extension clause to indicate the conditions 

for extending the agreement.

Attorney’s fees. In the absence of an attorney’s fees clause, parties in litigation 

are usually responsible for paying for their own legal expenses. Parties 

may, however, agree that the losing party must pay all legal expenses.

Indemnity. The indemnity clause is typically included in a contract to ensure 

that the carrier protects the library orga nization against the carrier’s 

negligent or willful errors in running its business, where such errors or 

negligence cause loss, injury, damage, or loss of life to a third party to the 

agreement. For example, if a driver employed by the carrier kills a person 
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while transporting a library’s materials between branches, such a clause 

would ensure that the carrier must defend the library from any lawsuits 

that the family of the deceased may bring against the library.

Nonperformance penalties. Well-written contracts must include language 

that provides explanations of what nonperformance means and what 

happens when a party breaches the contract through intentional or 

negligent nonperformance. For example, libraries should consider the 

consequences of situations such as the courier failing to pick up or 

deliver a shipment on time; a driver acting inappropriately; an invoice 

being charged incorrectly; or a carrier failing to hold adequate insurance 

through the life of the contract. Without clearly defined consequences, it 

may be difficult for a party damaged through nonperformance to rectify 

the situation with the other party, or even for a court to assess damages 

in the event of a loss. Consequences should always match the severity of 

the damage caused. For example, a library orga nization may experience 

a loss of ser vice to its patrons by a late delivery; it should determine what 

this is worth, or how the carrier can make up for such an incident.

Inclusion of other agreements. If other agreements exist between the parties 

(written or verbal), the parties may agree that the current agreement 

constitutes the entire agreement of the parties and no other agreements 

are implicitly or explicitly included as part of the current agreement. 

Or, parties may agree to incorporate terms of other agreements in the 

current contract by referring to them in the current contract. Usually, 

if other contracts exist, the parties agree that in the event of a conflict 

between the contracts the terms in the current contract supersede 

previous contract language.

Assignment. Although unlikely, a library orga nization may allow the trans-

portation company to pass the responsibilities of a contract on to another 

company to perform the duties of the contract. Passing an agreement to 

another company is called assignment. In most cases, after all the work 

an orga nization does to pick the best carrier for its business, it wants the 

contract to be performed only by the carrier originally contracted. Orga-

ni zations should include a clause that the contract may not be assigned 

to any other party except by written agreement.

Independent contractor. The contract should specify that it does not create 

or imply a partnership between library orga nization and transport 

company or make the transport company an agent or employee of the 
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library orga nization. Without this clause, it may be possible for the 

carrier to claim that it has an employee-employer relationship with the 

library orga nization, which implies greater responsibility and liability on 

the part of the library orga nization. This provides protection in addition 

to the indemnity clause, specifying that the carrier is responsible for its 

own actions and that the library has no control or direction over the 

carrier’s decisions made to perform its business.

Severability and survivability. A court may find one or more parts of the 

contract not enforceable due to a conflict with laws. In such a situation, 

a library orga nization should protect the rest of the agreement and 

business relationship with a severability clause. This allows portions of 

the contract to be severed from the agreement while the remainder of 

the contract is still enforceable. In addition, parties may wish to make 

parts of the agreement binding after the term of the agreement ends. 

This situation may arise with regard to unresolved damages between 

parties or when certain paperwork should be kept for legal purposes 

after the contract term.

Anti-waiver. If a portion of the contract has been breached and has gone 

unenforced for a time, and new behavior has been established by the 

parties, then the damaged party that has accepted the new behavior 

cannot force the other party to rectify the damage. If, for example, a 

library consistently pays late for ser vices, and the carrier has not charged 

late fees, the carrier cannot suddenly change its behavior and charge late fees 

for previous payments or force the library to start paying late fees, because a 

new contract or behavior has been implied by the actions of the parties. An 

anti-waiver clause is provided in contracts to prevent the past behavior of 

parties from overriding the contract. With an anti-waiver clause, in the case 

of late payment by a library, the carrier could start charging late fees to 

the library even if such charges have not previously been enforced.

Written modification. After the contract has been signed, verbal modifications 

to the agreement may be made and enforced, unless a section in the 

contract limits modifications to be acceptable only through a written 

modification. Specifying that modifications to the contract must be in 

writing ensures that no confusion exists between the parties about the 

terms of the agreement.

Notices. Usually, courts do not recognize verbal or copied notices as binding 

to the parties of a written agreement. Parties may, however, agree in 
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their contract that changes or notices may be accepted via facsimile or 

electronically to make communication easier between the parties.

Time is of the essence. Time may not be a business-critical factor in the 

performance of a contract. In other words, if a supplier makes goods 

and ships them to a buyer a few days after the planned delivery date, if 

the buyer is not held up by such a delay, no damages would result from 

the delay. But in the business of transporting goods a delay may result in 

a patron using an alternative information source, such as a commercial 

book dealer or information provider. To some libraries, this may or may 

not mean a loss of business. Therefore, it may make sense for some orga-

nizations to state that “time is of the essence” in the performance of the 

contract to recover losses due to the delay.

Force majeure. Force majeure is a contract section that states that neither 

party is responsible for loss or nonperformance resulting from events 

outside the reasonable control of either party. Such events are frequently 

referred to as “acts of God,” such as war, catastrophic weather, or a worker 

strike.

Captions. Captions are usually present in well-written contracts to help a 

reader more easily identify sections of a contract. However, if not 

otherwise specified, a caption may be interpreted to change the meaning 

of a contract. Therefore, it is appropriate for a clause to state that captions 

are included for the benefit of legibility and are not intended to affect the 

meaning of the contract.

Transportation-Specific Contract Language

All elements of the preceding list are common in contracts related to transporta-

tion and other business relationships. Because transportation of goods has his-

torically been heavily regulated, additional language should be added to contracts 

that relate to the transportation laws. This section focuses on the legal issues per-

taining to transportation.

Bill of Lading

A bill of lading (also called a waybill) is a legal document that describes the con-

tents and date of a shipment and may include writing that describes terms and 

conditions of acceptance of a delivery. Either carriers or library orga nizations 

may supply the bill of lading. Usually, the receiver of a shipment must sign the bill 
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of lading to indicate that the items delivered are in good condition, that no pieces 

are missing, the date received, and that the carrier is released from any further 

liability from the shipment. The terms of a bill of lading are legally binding when 

the receiver signs for a delivery, even if the library orga nization has not read the 

terms on it. In some cases, though, writing on the bill of lading may conflict with 

the terms of the contract, in which case it is important to include language in the 

contract that specifies that the terms of the contract supersede those on the bill 

of lading.

Insurance Limits

Requiring insurance in a contract ensures two things for the library: that, if faced 

with the expenses of a serious accident or a high-dollar lawsuit, the carrier will 

be able to continue its ser vices without going bankrupt due to these expenses; 

and that, if a lawsuit is brought against the carrier, the carrier has enough insur-

ance to cover the expenses of a lawsuit against it and can help prevent the library 

orga nization from being sued by the injured party. Transportation contracts 

should include a section that states how much insurance the carrier must carry 

in the areas of general liability, cargo liability per incident and per year, and 

umbrella insurance. Contracts should also require carriers to hold the state 

minimum requirement for worker’s compensation insurance. An institution 

should require carriers to list the institution as additionally insured, to ensure 

that a loss against the institution is paid directly from the insurance company 

to the institution.

General liability insurance protects against claims from a wide variety of 

factors, such as general operations, sale of goods, and ownership of property. 

In transportation, general liability insurance is especially important in covering 

expenses caused by major accidents and injuries. A practical rule is to make sure 

that, if the contracted carrier is sued for a serious accident, the liability coverage 

is enough to cover a reasonable claim against the carrier. If the carrier lacks ade-

quate liability insurance, liability for such a major incident could fall on the con-

tracting library orga nization in a lawsuit. Insurance is, however, generally meant 

to manage risk and cannot foresee all frivolous lawsuits. An institution should 

not require a carrier to overinsure itself or it may risk increased prices or a carrier 

that can no longer afford to do business with the institution.

Because of the potential for loss or damage, contracts should require carriers 

to hold cargo insurance for the maximum reasonable value of shipments.

Umbrella insurance is like “last resort” insurance, useful in the unfortunate 

event that a carrier has multiple large insurance claims in a year and its general 
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liability coverage is expended. Most carriers do not have to tap into their umbrella 

insurance, but those that do can sometimes prevent bankruptcy by having the 

additional insurance at their disposal. If a library orga nization is contracting with 

a carrier to haul very large volumes of freight and is therefore exposed to a high 

risk of damage or losses that can occur on the road, it may be in the library’s 

interest to require a certain amount of umbrella liability coverage.

Transportation Rates and Accessorials

One of the most critical components of a transportation contract is the definition 

of costs for ser vices and the methods of modifying those costs. Before writing the 

prices to be paid in the contract, institutions should learn what rate structures 

and price increase processes their carriers follow. For example, some carriers wish 

to review pricing every year; others may wish to have flexibility in pricing if seri-

ous market fluctuations affect their operations. It is appropriate for a carrier to 

request, and for a library to agree to, a method for a carrier to modify prices over 

the course of a long-term contract. It is also usually appropriate for an institution 

to require price changes in writing, so that verbal quotes over the phone are not 

considered final until both parties sign.

Institutions and carriers also should agree on the terms of payment. Com- 

monly, carriers accept fifteen- or thirty-day payment terms; some offer a 1 percent  

or other discount if payment is received within ten days. In addition to the 

payment terms, institutions should agree with carriers on the consequences of 

late payment, including how many days past due is considered late payment. 

Institutions should make sure that their accounts payable processes are prepared 

to make payments as arranged in the contract to make sure late charges do not 

unexpectedly increase the costs of the ser vice.

Although the primary charges for a carrier’s work can be described in a 

schedule of rates, many costs are unpredictable or are charged based on specific 

work performed by a driver. For example, some carriers charge a fee for help-

ing unload a vehicle or having to unload a delivery in a difficult pickup place. 

Another performance-based expense is fuel cost. As unpredictable as fuel costs 

are, carriers cannot adequately recover these costs in their base rates. Therefore, 

most transport companies now charge a fuel surcharge in addition to their stan-

dard rates. Fuel surcharges are usually based on a national, regional, or locally 

published index that states the average fuel price for the previous week or other 

period of time. They also assume that a carrier has calculated in its rates some 

base level of fuel expenses, so that the surcharge recovers only the excess amount 

of cost not included in base rates.
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All of these extra charges are called accessorial charges and may be negoti-

ated with the carrier when setting the contract. Accessorial charges are usually 

written as addenda to a contract. Addenda can be useful to set off components 

of an agreement that may change from time to time. If standard shipping rates 

are expected to change over the course of the contract, it may be appropriate to 

reflect these in an addendum to the contract as well.

Subcontracting Organizations

Transportation companies come in two primary orga nizational structures: those 

that are asset owning (have trucks, drivers, and other transportation equipment), 

and those that work without transportation assets. Those without assets broker 

work between a shipper and a carrier or a group of carriers to perform the work 

required. Brokers are not usually directly liable for the work performed by an 

asset-owning subcontractor; asset-owning carriers are directly liable for the work 

performed with their own assets.

Transportation laws define the relationships among brokers, carriers, and 

shippers in the event that contracts do not spell out a broker relationship. If a 

carrier under contract by a broker causes injury to the library or a third party, the 

broker may be liable for the injury due to the broker relationship with the car-

rier. In many cases, though, the nature of the relationship between a broker and 

library orga nization must be clearly spelled out in a contract, so that the library is 

protected in the event of nonperformance by its broker’s carriers.

When contracting with brokers, library orga nizations should make sure that 

the broker will contract with its carriers for all the substantial work and responsi-

bility that carriers would hold if the library orga nization contracted directly with 

them. For example, if a library wants its carriers to have $1 million in liability 

insurance but is working with a broker, the library should contractually obligate 

the broker to make its carriers hold at least $1 million in liability insurance. If a 

library wants drivers to wear a specific uniform and be without facial tattoos, the 

library should contract with its broker to ensure that the broker’s carriers comply 

with this requirement.
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7
Routing and Materials 
Management Systems

Bruce Smith and Valerie Horton

The success of routing materials through delivery whittles down to one word: 

cooperation. The best-designed material routing systems are those that promote 

accuracy, speed, safety, and efficiency for both the libraries using the delivery ser-

vice and the delivery ser vice itself. This can be done only through the cooperative 

efforts of the delivery ser vice and its participating libraries.

Library material routing through delivery is best studied as part of a com-

plex supply chain. The simple way to view the resource-sharing supply chain is 

to break it down to its primary purpose, which is to take an item from the shelf 

of an owning library and send it to another library for patron use, and later to 

return the item to its shelf location at the owning library. As those who work with 

delivery know, the journey of an item from shelf to shelf and back is made up of 

many small steps.

Many variables influence the effectiveness of routing and materials manage-

ment systems, including

integrated library system (ILS) or ILL system functionalities•	

facility space and design in terms of delivery materials processing areas •	

and delivery exchange access
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whether the delivery ser vice is provided in-house or is contracted with a •	

private courier

whether an item is being shipped within a library system or consortium •	

or outside it

whether the item is being shipped to the delivery system’s participants or •	

to others

staffing•	

There are four main components to a materials routing management sys-

tem: labeling, sorting, packaging, and handling. In this chapter we relate the basic 

components of delivery material routing to the path an item takes through the 

resource-sharing supply chain and how the different variables can affect routing 

effectiveness.

LaBELing

How materials are labeled can be one of the most contentious debates during 

design of a routing management system, especially when materials are shipped 

outside a system managed in-house. Each library group within a delivery net-

work has particular processes and ILS- or ILL-generated slips that it wants to use 

for delivery labeling to streamline its processing of materials. The bottom line is 

that a labeling system must work for the delivery provider to ensure speed and 

accuracy according to its internal routing and sorting structure.

It is important that libraries sending materials adhere to standardized label-

ing and codes as developed cooperatively between the libraries and the delivery 

ser vice. All information that is asked to be provided on an approved label must 

be included on the routing slip to facilitate its proper and timely delivery. Because 

materials may be shipped along multiple hubs when in transit through a delivery 

system, all hub locations must be indicated on a routing slip along with the final 

delivery destination.

Other information that is helpful and important to successful material rout-

ing is the shipping date and sending location, which are used to track routing 

problems. If an item is not labeled as it should be, knowing who sent it allows 

the delivery system to follow up with the sender to correct how the orga nization 

labels in the future. Having the shipping date allows participants of a delivery 

network to know the transit times for items coming from different locations. 

Should a library see that items take longer to arrive from a particular location than 

is expected, it can ask the delivery ser vice to work on improving the transit time.
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Labels can either be handwritten or generated by the ILS/ILL system. 

Handwritten labels often lead to routing errors because of improper coding, not 

enough information, or poor handwriting. Handwritten labels also add a step to 

the process of preparing materials for delivery. The preference is that routing slips 

be electronically generated and printed. Printed labels are faster to create and 

tend to be more accurate and easier to read.

In most ILL transactions, paperwork must be included with the item as it 

travels between a lender and a borrower for the item to be processed properly. 

With system-printed slips, it is possible to include the delivery routing infor-

mation on this same slip. With a handwritten slip, the additional steps involved 

include having to refer to a delivery network listing to determine exactly how the 

routing slip should be filled out and then actually filling out the slip as neatly as 

possible. One pitfall on handwritten slips is that many communities can have 

several different libraries all using the community name. For example, in a city 

called Jefferson there could be a public library, a college, and a school district all 

receiving delivery. It is easy for a sender to just write Jefferson, which results in 

confused sorters handling the item in transit.

In a closed-loop delivery system, where the libraries receiving delivery are a 

part of the same system and have delivery ser vice from one provider, it is possible 

to simplify labeling. In these systems labeling is generally needed only to ship 

hold or reserve material. Any items that are being returned to an owning loca-

tion can be sorted according to item ownership labeling. To facilitate speed, it is 

best that any ownership tags on an item be placed on the front outside cover and 

conform to the coding system used by the delivery ser vice.

How routing slips are labeled or coded is an important part of a successful 

material routing system. There are three main ways to do this: having the names 

of receiving locations and hubs fully written out, using alpha codes that corre-

spond to these names, and using a numeric coding system.

Fully writing out the receiving location names and hubs is self-explanatory. 

The benefit of spelled-out names over alpha coding is that shortened alpha codes 

can result in misreading. The disadvantages of full names, mainly with handwrit-

ten labels, is the additional time consumed to prepare items for delivery and the 

possibility of important information being left off the routing slip.

The best alpha codes are created in relation to the receiving location’s name. 

For example, a city named Monroe could be MON. Alpha codes with no rela-

tion to the receiving locations names increase the difficulty of sorting and slow 

down sorting. An example is the OCLC codes, which for sorters are difficult to 

memorize and often require use of code guide sheets. Alpha coding is easier to 
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memorize than numeric coding but can lead to misreading when codes are simi-

lar, like MCF and MFC or FIT and PIT.

Delivery managers constantly strive to decrease missorting and miscoding 

problems, for both are expensive in terms of staff time and shipping costs. A 

missort doubles the number of times an item is shipped. Standardizing a shorter, 

more memorable code can reduce costly mistakes. Both Massachusetts and 

Colorado report that shifting to a numeric code from a longer alpha coding sys-

tem has reduced internal mistakes in both systems. Another significant advantage 

to moving to a short numeric code system is that it makes the automation of 

management functions through a courier management system easier (see chapter 

10 for details of courier management systems). Another key reason to recode a 

library system is to improve sorting. Anything that improves efficiency in systems 

sorting millions of items a year has a direct cost advantage.

The process of converting from any library addressing system to another is 

politically charged. Many library employees have memorized the codes of fre-

quent exchange partners or have preprinted labels and other addressing informa-

tion. Resistance to change is a common experience for most library managers, 

and any change process must be managed with care.

Experience from those who have changed their coding system suggests that 

one of the most important considerations is giving participants plenty of lead 

time to prepare for the change. One system announced its upcoming change six 

months in advance of the cutover date. Frequent announcements were made at 

library meetings and through paper and electronic communication. After the 

cutover day, the system continued to honor old codes for another six months. On 

the last day six months after the cutover, any item using the old code was shipped 

back to the sending library for relabeling, forcing a final conversion to the new 

system.

Reports from those who have switched to numeric codes suggest that 

initial criticism is louder and than post-implementation complaints. For 

instance, Colorado did face some harsh criticisms when presenting the pro-

posed change to participating libraries, but there we no complaints reported 

about the new coding system in several follow-up surveys. In fact, the loudest 

complainers had become the best supporters of the coding change. Overall, 

once the code change was completed, both Colorado and Massachusetts 

reported that their systems were working better and with fewer complaints 

and mistaken deliveries.
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SOrTing

Material can be sorted at the point of packing, on the fly in delivery vehicles, at 

regional sorting hubs, or at a centralized location. Each method has advantages 

and disadvantages and works best in different delivery circumstances.

Library presort is always an advantage, for it allows full totes or pouches to 

move between libraries without further sorting or processing. Drivers simply pick 

up the full tote and deliver it unopened at the destination library. Unfortunately, 

many libraries are unwilling to spend the extra time or do not have the space to 

allow for presorts.

Sorting in driver vehicles can be managed only on routes that move few 

items, usually in rural areas. Usually the driver’s vehicle has a dozen bins labeled 

with the next libraries on the route. The driver picks up a handful of items at the 

first library on the route and places those items into the bins for the proceeding 

stops along his route. The items picked up later on the route for the earlier librar-

ies are left for sorting at a centralized hub. It can be quite efficient to have drivers 

sort en route but does not work for larger delivery ser vices.

Sorting at regional hubs is efficient but requires duplicate labor and space 

to manage multiple sorts. If the regional sort does not produce a full tote or 

pouch, then items are often sorted twice in the process, leading to delivery delays. 

For larger systems moving millions of items, a centralized sort is usually the best 

solution.

Sorting materials at a centralized location requires a high level of detail man-

agement. There are two main ways to handle a centralized sorting process—man-

ually or with automation—and the management and planning required for the 

two are quite different. The main difference is in the labeling and handling at the 

library end of the distribution chain. We first look at what is required to develop 

and manage an effective and efficient manual sorting operation, then detail the 

planning and management of an automated sorting solution.

Centralized Manual Sorting

Manual sorting requires coordination between libraries and the delivery ser vice, 

accomplished by standardizing the labeling practices, tracking delivery volume 

by delivery locations, and planning centralized sorting workflow to coordinate 

route return times with the sorter staffing.



94 PaRT THRee: ManaGInG PHySICaL DeLIVeRy SeRVICeS

Like many processes in the library material resource-sharing supply chain, 

the effectiveness of centralized manual sorting is measured by the rate at which 

items can be sorted. The rate of items sorted depends on the amount of handling 

required to sort the item to its library destination accurately and the amount 

of distance a sorter needs to walk to move between sort locations. Fewer han- 

dl ings and shorter walking distances lead to a higher sort rate. Determining and 

monitoring this rate allows the delivery manager to evaluate the efficiency of the 

centralized sorting process.

How materials are separated when shipped to and from libraries greatly 

affects the speed with which they can be sorted manually at a central site. To 

provide an example of how to determine sorting rates and how to improve these 

rates, we use the following parameters: materials are shipped in plastic totes that 

hold an average of thirty-five items each, there are twenty libraries served by the 

delivery ser vice that send on average one hundred totes of materials to the central 

sorting location each day, and libraries do not perform any preseparation of the 

materials.

To determine how quickly sorting staff are able to process materials in this 

setup, divide the number of totes sorted in a single hour by the number of staff 

who sorted during that full hour. To get the most accurate rate, perform this 

sample study a few times over a few different days. In this example, we stipulate 

that the average number of totes sorted by a single person in a one-hour period 

averages ten totes, or 350 items. Thus, to sort through the hundred totes of mate-

rials received on average each day at the central sort location, ten hours of labor 

time are required.

Keeping a regular record of how many totes are picked up at each delivery 

location each day allows you to find out if the sorting rate can be improved. In 

this example, the library system delivers to twenty libraries. Five of those libraries 

are part of the city’s branch delivery system. This city has the largest population 

in the library system, and the delivery data indicate that fifty of the totes shipped 

by delivery each day go to these five library locations.

As noted above, distance and handling directly relate to labor time with sort-

ing. In this centralized sorting setup, the materials are sorted directly into the 

totes. The totes are arranged on shelves in a square with five library sort locations 

on each row of the four shelving sections in the square. With the data indicating 

that half of the materials sorted go to the five locations of the city library, it may 

make sense to ask participating libraries to place materials destined for one of the 

five city locations in one tote and items for the other fifteen locations in the other 

tote. A simple separation like this should not add significant time on the library 
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end of preparing materials for delivery, since the library already sends more than 

one tote each day in delivery and this level of separation will be easy for library 

staff to perform.

With this separation, the central sort site can be configured to have the five 

largest locations on one row of shelves and the other fifteen libraries set up for 

sorting on the other three rows of shelving. With this new layout and sorting 

design, a new time study can be done to determine the sorting rate for materials 

to the five largest library sort locations and the rate for sorting to the remaining 

fifteen library sort locations. A sorting rate increase would be the result of reduc-

ing the distance sorting staff walk when sorting items between the various library 

sort locations.

Suppose that in our example the rate for the five largest libraries shelving row 

increased to eighteen totes sorted per labor hour and in the other three rows with 

the remaining fifteen library sort locations the rate increased to fourteen totes 

per hour. To get the total number of sorting hours it should now on average take 

to process the day’s workload of one hundred totes, we have 50 ÷ 18, for a total 

of about 2.75 hours, and 50 ÷ 14, for a total of about 3.5 hours. Thus the total 

time to sort through the daily volume has been reduced from 10 to 6.25 hours. 

This amounts to more than nine hundred hours of labor saved over the course of 

one year, all made possible with a simple change in the process with a negligible 

impact on the libraries doing the material separation.

Another way to look at making a separation feasible in terms of impact on 

the library of is to study the totes being sent to libraries alphabetically. You may 

find that half of the volume sorted at the central sort site goes to libraries that 

alphabetically fall between A and M and the other half is shipped to libraries fall-

ing between N and Z. This would be another easy separation for libraries to do 

with little impact on library staffing time. The same concept can be applied to 

library systems using a numerical labeling code system.

The previous example illustrates how libraries can assist sorting efficiency 

at a centralized sorting location. Now consider how a central sort site can sepa-

rate materials being delivered to libraries to improve their handling efficiency at 

delivery.

Libraries, especially larger libraries, often process incoming delivery materi-

als in different locations in the library according to where particular items need 

to end up. The most basic separation, and typically most feasible at a central sort 

site, is that between materials filling hold requests and materials being returned 

to the library for reshelving. In many libraries, hold materials for patron pickup 

are checked in at the circulation desk. Materials being returned to an owning 
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library to be shelved are often handled in a back workroom, where they can be 

checked in and then presorted onto book trucks for shelving.

If all these materials are delivered to a library mixed together in totes, library 

staff have to go through the extra handling step of separating items for either the 

circulation desk or the back room book trucks for shelving. This separation could 

instead be done at the centralized sorting location. The sorting area layout could be 

designed to have two totes tiered on the shelving, with one tote for “return” materi-

als and the other for “hold” materials. Just as the separation done by libraries is sim-

plified so as to not affect library staff time, this level of separation of materials going 

to libraries should not have a negative impact on the central sort site’s sorting rates.

Such a separation is usually feasible only in a single-hub closed-loop library 

system. There, it is possible to distinguish between “return” and “hold” simply 

by giving materials for holds a special label. Items being returned to an own-

ing library could be sorted by ownership tags permanently placed on the items. 

Sorting staff could be trained to sort materials without labels into the “return” 

tote and items with labels into the “hold” tote.

In a delivery network where materials are transferred between multiple sort-

ing/delivery hubs, labels are typically required on all items in order to facilitate 

quick and accurate sorting. Expecting sorting staff at each sorting hub to mem-

orize which libraries are served by which hub in the delivery network is not  

realistic. This is especially the case when a private courier ser vice is handling the 

sorting and the delivery, since this courier is likely not as familiar with the deliv-

ery network as a library-run delivery ser vice.

automated Materials Handling

Automated materials handling (AMH) has been in widespread use throughout 

many industries and businesses in the private sector for many years. In the past 

ten years, AMH systems have increasingly made their way into the library, partic-

ularly in Europe. The majority of these systems have been employed in automat-

ing the handling of materials being returned to libraries. A well-designed system 

can greatly reduce the amount of labor time associated with checking in returned 

materials and getting the materials back to their shelf locations.

In the past handful of years, AMH systems have been designed for imple-

mentation at centralized sorting facilities. More and more companies specializing 

in AMH have directed their ser vices to this market. The systems currently on the 

market for centralized library delivery sorting vary greatly in design and potential 

for return on investment. Determining whether an AMH system is right for your 
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delivery ser vice sorting involves research and several decisions. The purchase cost 

of these systems, even the smallest, can be quite high. A basic sorting belt system 

without supplementary container handling conveyance equipment or transport 

bins can cost at a minimum $500,000. Larger systems with advanced container 

handling equipment or transport bins can cost $2 million or more. Though an 

AMH system works for sorting operations of all sizes, budget realities make AMH 

implementation a possibility only at larger library systems handling a high vol-

ume of materials.

Basic AMH functions are really quite simple and generally fall into one of 

two categories: conveyance of containers and automated sorting. Sorting sites 

considering AMH are usually most interested in the sorting functions.

In the first category, robotic crane or cart systems have been designed to con-

vey totes at the central sort site. Some of these systems move incoming totes to the 

sorting system location in the facility to eliminate any manual lifting of the totes. 

This same system then takes totes that have been filled in the sorting process away 

from the sorting system location, orga nizes them according to routes, and deliv-

ers them to a loading dock area ready for truck loading and delivery. FKI Logistex 

designed and installed such a system at the King County (Washington) Library 

System. This system was designed to work with the plastic totes the libraries were 

already using for delivery.

In another type of a material transport system, materials are sorted into carts 

or wheeled bins that also serve as the containers used to take the materials to and 

from libraries. Seattle Public Library’s main library uses such a system, designed 

and installed by Tech Logic. Materials in the sorting system are placed into what 

Tech Logic calls Smart Bins, which, after they have been filled, are then simply 

rolled onto trucks with liftgates for delivery to libraries. Both systems, and those 

available from other vendors, are designed to ease the physical transfer of materi-

als within a central sort site and on delivery routes.

The sorting system itself, which redistributes incoming materials at the cen-

tral sort site to their respective library destinations, is typically a belt-driven sys-

tem with the ability to read bar codes or radio-frequency identification (RFID) 

tags, communicate with the ILS shared catalog automation software, and place 

items in a particular library’s tote or bin ready for transport. The first part of this 

system is the induction point, where materials to be sorted are placed into the 

system, typically onto a conveyor belt. This can be done either manually or by 

specialized induction equipment.

Once an item is on the conveyor belt, its bar code or RFID tag is scanned by 

a reader. The reader then connects to the automated catalog to determine where 
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to ship the item. After this information is received by the sorting system, the item 

travels along the conveyor belt until it reaches the designated library’s chute. The 

belt system is often set up with what is called a cross-belt, which grabs the item 

and sends it through a chute into a tote or bin for the library. The system can be 

programmed to have items sorted a number of ways. Many sorting systems are 

programmed to have two chute locations for each library, so that hold items go 

into one chute and returns into the other.

There are many factors to consider in designing an AMH system for central-

ized library delivery sorting:

whether the system will handle bar codes, RFID, or both•	

how materials are inducted into the sort system•	

what kind of container materials are placed into as they are sorted•	

the facility space footprint required to house the system•	

the communication between the system and the ILS automation•	

throughput—the number of items the system can sort per hour•	

system maintenance•	

labor time and costs required to operate and manage the system•	

The design, functionalities, and costs of AMH systems vary greatly. The best 

way to investigate the suitability of an AMH system for your centralized sorting 

operation is to contact vendors, who can provide customer references and work 

with you to design a system specific to your needs and budget.

Bar Code and RFID

The complexity and potential of an AMH system have much to do with whether 

library materials are tagged with bar codes or RFID. If the library materials 

already have RFID tags, then choosing an AMH system with an RFID reader is an 

easy decision. Having a system that functions with RFID saves material induction 

point labor time, simplifies the physical functionality requirements of the system, 

and increases the throughput rate of the AMH system. An AMH system that must 

manage materials with bar codes can slow down the throughput rate, increase 

the labor time necessary to induce items onto the sorting belt, and increase the 

required complexity of the system’s physical design. It might, then, seem that 

purchasing an AMH system that functions with RFID would be the prudent deci-

sion. However, since most libraries currently have bar codes on their materials, 

tagging library materials with RFID is an additional major cost consideration.

The operational functionality of bar codes requires that they be visible and 

correctly orientated for the bar code reader to scan the item. This requires that 
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items be inducted, or place, into the AMH sorting system in a manner that makes 

this possible. This can involve manually placing an item with the bar code facing 

up on a sorting belt or designing the functionality into the AMH for the item to 

be manipulated by the system to rotate the item until the bar code can be accu-

rately scanned.

Placing items manually into the sorting system has a long-term negative cost 

impact. The labor time in performing this function is an ongoing cost that grows 

over time as wages and volume increase. The system must be designed with the 

capability for having manual induction points along the sorting belt added in 

the future to increase the number of operators who can feed materials into the 

system in order to process the delivery material volume in a similar time frame. 

Without additional induction points, the workday has to be extended to handle 

any increase in volume. The number of potential induction points is limited 

by the system’s throughput capabilities. This is true for manual or automated 

induction.

Designing the AMH to orient bar codes for scanning does slow down the 

throughput, but it allows the system to include automated induction, which in 

the long run eliminates the labor costs incurred with manual induction.

Advantages, Disadvantages, and Costs of AMH

The decision to convert a centralized sorting operation to AMH usually comes 

down to cost. As delivery volume continues to grow, managers of sorting opera-

tions are constantly trying to find ways to improve productivity and reduce costs. 

There are often ways that libraries and central sort sites can work together to 

increase efficiency, but even with exceptional cooperation there is a limit to how 

fast materials can be handled manually while maintaining accuracy and safety. 

Realistically, in a manual sorting setup the ceiling of productivity lies in the range 

of 500–700 items per labor hour. Also, because we are human we make errors, 

and the faster we try to go the more errors we make. With all this in mind, how 

do we determine when it makes sense to consider automating the sorting part of 

the resource-sharing supply chain?

Let’s first determine the potential return on investment (ROI) of converting 

to AMH. Each situation is different, and acting as if you have determined a cost 

certainty is a large operational leap. Suppose you determine that you can staff 

an AMH system with two operators. If you are wrong and end up needing three 

operators, your ongoing labor costs increase by 50 percent, which will greatly 

affect your return. Still, with such potential uncertainty there are some assump-

tions and calculations that can provide accurate estimates.



100 PaRT THRee: ManaGInG PHySICaL DeLIVeRy SeRVICeS

For this purpose we use the following data: the current sorting operation 

processes 20,000 items on average each day, and staff is individually able to sort 

500 items per hour. With these assumptions, 40 hours of staff time are needed 

each day to process incoming materials. This rate serves as the basis for determin-

ing any labor ROI with a move to AMH.

To determine an equivalent rate with AMH, two pieces of information are 

needed—system throughput and staff time. Assume that the system can sort 2,000 

items per hour, which in this situation means that it must operate 10 hours per 

day to process the 20,000 items currently handled. If only two people are needed 

to operate the system during these 10 hours, then this operation potentially cuts 

its sorting labor costs on an ongoing basis by 50 percent. If this operation is run 

five days per week, 100 hours of labor are saved each week. Over the course of the 

year, say the hourly wage with taxes is $12.50, or $65,000 saved per year in labor. If 

the purchase price of the AMH system is $600,000, that amounts to a little more 

than nine years for the investment to pay for itself.

There are, however, other cost implications. But before we detail them, let us 

emphasize this important point. An ROI calculation is done with the manager’s 

best estimates and information from the vendor, but there is potential for over-

estimating. How do you know if what you think is needed to operate the system 

is correct, and how do you know if you are getting the most realistic numbers 

from the vendor? The most important part of the process of researching an AMH 

system is talking with people from library systems using the AMH system you 

are investigating. You may hear that this particular AMH system’s throughput is 

actually closer to 1,500 items per hour, or that they found three and sometimes 

four operators are needed to manage the system. Purchasing and converting to an 

AMH system is definitely a buyer-beware situation.

So, what are other factors to consider when calculating ROI? First, ongoing 

maintenance and ser vice are cost items. Most vendors offer yearly tiered ser vice 

plans to help fit your particular system and budget capabilities. On the savings 

side, there is a potential for a big advantage by moving to an AMH system, though 

it is hard to calculate: the potential savings possible at the library end of the sup-

ply chain. A great advantage of AMH is that for the most part library materials do 

not need to be labeled. In our example, if the central sort site is handling 20,000 

items each day, that means the libraries are cumulatively receiving 20,000 items 

each day and preparing another 20,000 items for the next day’s delivery. If half 

of those items need labeling to indicate they are holds going to another library, 

there are 20,000 items either being labeled or having labels removed each day. 

If it takes only fives seconds to handle the labeling at the libraries, that could 
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still eliminate almost 28 hours of label handling each day at the libraries served 

by delivery.

The AMH can be set up to enable bulk check-in of materials delivered in 

totes or bins, which provides significant staff savings. The system is able to track 

the specific materials it sorts to a library container. The tote or bin can be tagged 

with either a bar code or RFID. When the tote or bin is full, it is scanned to 

correlate those materials in it with the specific container. When the container is 

received by a library, staff can simply scan the tote bar code or RFID to check in 

all the materials it contains. This can be a huge staff labor reduction for systems 

where libraries have to check in materials individually.

Another advantage in many AMH systems is a sorting error rate of only 

one in 10,000 items. Additionally, AMH systems can trap holds while items 

are in transit, and sorting and delivery statistics are electronically captured 

in real time. On the down side, AMH system breakdowns lead to volume 

backup similar to that on holidays or route cancellations; this causes prob-

lems on the days after the closure because the AMH throughput rate cannot 

be increased.

All these cost and savings factors must be considered when looking at an 

AMH system. The best way to get the most accurate ROI is to perform time stud-

ies of all the handling processes currently taking place at both the libraries and the 

central sorting facility to determine which manual operations could be replaced 

by AMH and what efficiencies would be gained. Also, talk with people from a 

library system using an AMH system about processing rates you can expect. If 

possible, visit a library system using an AMH system before purchasing; it will be 

well worth the time and travel costs.

MaTEriaL HanDLing COnTainErS anD EquiPMEnT

In systems that do not have AMH, there are several ways materials can be pack-

aged and moved between locations. Material handling for delivery encompasses 

two main areas: how materials are packaged, and what equipment or mecha-

nisms are used to move the materials between locations. For those who use a 

package delivery option such as USPS, UPS, or FedEx, packaging requirements 

are typically strictly defined. Those systems that use a regional delivery ser vice, 

whether contracted or in-house, are usually able to work with the delivery ser vice 

to choose a packaging option that is convenient, easy to use, and affordable for 

both the library and the delivery ser vice.
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As mentioned earlier, a package delivery ser vice has the great benefit of hav-

ing individual packages closely tracked throughout the delivery supply chain. 

However, not only does this level of tracking typically come at a higher cost, but 

the staff time expended packaging and labeling individual packages also adds a 

high cost to each item shipped. A great benefit of using a regional courier ser vice 

is the ability to bulk-ship items in a container or bag. It takes far less time to affix 

a routing label to an individual item and place it in a container or bag than to 

pack an item in a jiffy bag and label it with a destination’s full address.

Canvas Bags or Plastic Containers

Of the many different packaging options out there, the most commonly used 

by libraries are canvas bags and plastic containers. These are the standards not 

only in libraries but in most supply chain operations shipping multiple smaller 

items.

Canvas bags are durable, relatively inexpensive, and can be stored without 

taking up much space. The bags are often waterproofed, and many have flaps 

that can be either snapped or zippered shut to contain and protect the materi-

als within the bag. The main disadvantages of canvas bags are that items must 

be packed in a specific manner to make the bag sturdy for transport, and the 

bags often must be hand-carried between delivery vehicles and libraries. Both can 

result in extra labor time. It is possible to stack these bags on platform trucks or 

two-wheeled hand trucks if they are properly packed, but because they are made 

of a soft material they are prone to tipping and falling off, resulting in damage to 

the materials. Also, because these bags do not stack easily, drivers often resort to 

hand-carrying, which increases the risk of lifting-related injury.

Plastic containers are an increasingly common alternative to canvas bags, 

especially in systems where delivery volume is increasing. Plastic containers are the 

standard in supply chain operations in the private sector for transporting library-

like materials. Plastic containers—also referred to as totes, bins, or baskets—are 

extremely durable, often lasting for decades. The most typical used by libraries 

can be stacked or nested together when empty, so they can be stored without tak-

ing up much space. A disadvantage of plastic containers is that the durable ones 

are also the most expensive. Though it is possible to find plastic containers for $5 

or less, these are usually prone to cracking. More durable containers can be found 

either direct from manufacturers or through material handling supply distribu-

tors. A high-quality tote can cost $12–$15 and more if ownership information or 

logos are stamped into it.
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The main benefits of these containers are that they are easy to pack without 

having to adjust materials to get just the right fit, and they are often designed to 

interlock when stacked on each other, which allows them to be moved easily on 

typical platform carts and hand trucks.

Carts and Hand Trucks

Once a packaging choice has been made, the next decision is about equipment 

for moving the bags or containers safely and efficiently. Two main materials han- 

dl ing equipment options are standard in delivery systems: platform cart and two-

wheeled hand truck.

The platform cart is typically designed with a flat deck to place containers on. 

The deck is set on four casters, two fixed and two that swivel. This cart is best used 

inside a delivery facility or library to move containers. Because the platform is 

flat and does not have lipped edges to secure containers from sliding off, this cart 

is not suitable in outside environments where it needs to be moved over uneven 

paved surfaces. It is possible to secure containers onto such carts with strapping, 

but this adds time to the packing process. If containers are secured to the cart, it 

is also possible to transport them on delivery vehicles outfitted with liftgates.

The two-wheeled hand truck is most frequently used when making deliver-

ies. Containers can be stacked onto these hand trucks for wheeling in and out 

of delivery locations. There are convertible hand trucks that can operate as two-

wheeled hand trucks or fold out into four-wheeled carts. This versatility is useful 

with routes that can vary greatly in volume.

Another cart option, called the Tote Master, is manufactured by Cart-Tech 

LLC (www.cart-techsolutions.com; this cart was designed and is being sold in 

partnership with a material handling equipment manufacturer by author Bruce 

Smith). The Tote Master is designed to work as a container moving system. It 

holds two stacks of containers in place on the cart by lipped tabs manufactured 

into the base of the cart. It is a four-wheeled cart with two fixed casters and two 

swivel casters and a removable handle for space-saving storage. To use the cart as 

a point-to-point delivery system, a vehicle with a liftgate is needed.

The system works like this: When totes are packed at a central sorting facility, 

they are placed on a Tote Master. The cart, with the totes on it, is then rolled into 

a vehicle’s cargo box either at a loading dock or using a liftgate. When delivering 

at a library location, the driver simply lowers the loaded cart from the truck using 

a liftgate and rolls the loaded cart into the library location. As outgoing materials 

at the library are prepared for delivery, they are placed into totes onto carts stored 
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at the library. When a driver brings in the incoming cart, she takes the outgoing 

back to the truck and, ultimately, back to the central sorting facility without ever 

having lifted a tote during the entire route. By having the totes on carts at the 

libraries, library staff are also able to move them around in the library without 

lifting containers. The idea is to eliminate lifting along the delivery route so larger 

trucks can be used to their maximum capacity. This capacity reduces the need to 

split routes to handle growing volume, saving the additional mileage and driver 

times.
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Physical delivery managers are constantly looking for ways of reducing delivery 

volume. Every time an item is shipped, there is a small chance that it will be dam-

aged or lost in transit. Further, the more items being shipped, the greater chance 

of ergonomic injuries to staff who pick up, unpack, or carry items. As more items 

are moved, large vehicles are needed, more drivers, more fuel and tires, and so 

forth. But the most important reason to reduce delivery volume is that every item 

shipped has a cost. Particularly for large public library systems that are moving 

millions of items a year, controlling delivery cost is crucial.

In this chapter we look at five methods of reducing growth and better man-

aging collections: floating collections, which reduce shipment between branch 

libraries; hold/reserve queue list clustering; reduced transportation holds; 

cooperative collection development that matches material placement to patron 

demand; and downloadable multimedia, print-on-demand, digitization, and 

other electronic delivery methods.

8
Growth Management 

Solutions
Valerie Horton, Ivan Gaetz, and Bruce Smith
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FLOaTing COLLECTiOnS

As branch library circulations in public libraries have soared, librarians have 

found methods of reducing the movement of items between branches. In a float-

ing collection, items do not have a permanent shelf location in any given library; 

instead, they move between system branch libraries. The concept replaces the 

model of separate library collections held by different branches with one in 

which a single unified collection floats among various holding facilities. Most 

items remain in whichever library they are returned to, and it takes a hold request 

for the item to shift location.

The concept of floating collections has been in practice for decades but 

has been gaining popularity as circulation numbers skyrocket. Reducing deliv-

ery costs is a major advantage of floating collections. Library systems such as 

Hennepin County in Minnesota and Jefferson County in Colorado have reported 

significant reductions in moving items between branches, as much as 67 percent 

and 75 percent, respectively.1

Floating collections focus on the patron, since items move to locations where 

there is demand for them and collections are constantly refreshed. This method 

also cuts down on material handling, helping to extend the life of circulating 

items while reducing ergonomic injuries related to shipping. Since items are not 

shipped back to an owning library, they end up back on the shelf faster.

Most major ILS vendors, such as SirsiDynix and Innovative Interfaces, have 

floating collection functionality built into their circulation systems. These sys-

tems allow for easy reassignment of the physical location for each item. If there is 

a hold on the item, it is redirected to a specific library for checkout; otherwise it 

is simply shelved at the receiving library.

HOLD/rESErVE quEuE LiST CLuSTEring

The terminology of this material routing function differs from one ILS vendor to 

the next, but the concept and desired results are similar for the goal of improving 

material handling management efficiency. For example, in SirsiDynix products 

the function is referred to as hold clustering; in Innovative Interfaces, priority pag-

ing. For the purpose to this section, we use the term clustering.

The benefits of cluster groups within an ILS are twofold. They enable the 

system to fill a hold request for a particular title by retrieving an available item 

from the best possible location for shipment to the requester’s library, and they 
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reduce overall handling of an item placed into the resource-sharing supply 

chain and decrease the number of individual item sorts at a centralized sorting 

location.

When creating a hold queue list sequence from a shared automated catalog, 

the ILS first searches for an available copy of a title at the patron’s chosen pickup 

location. As we all know, if there were always enough available copies of the titles 

at each library in a shared automated catalog, there would be no transportation 

issue. Because this is not the case, creating cluster groups as the next search pri-

ority in a hold queue list sequence is a valuable tool that can improve delivery 

efficiency. After searching for an available copy at the requester’s pickup library, 

instead of the ILS next searching for an available copy in the entire shared catalog, 

it searches a cluster of selected libraries in the shared catalog.

One way to cluster libraries is by grouping those libraries served on the same 

delivery route. This has the effect of routing materials from the best possible loca-

tion in terms of distance and transit time. When processing holds for transit, 

libraries within a cluster are able to either sort materials into “destination” totes 

labeled to go directly to one of the other libraries their location is clustered with 

or set aside items in a tote for the driver to sort in the delivery truck that can be 

delivered en route. The result is that more holds placed in the system are delivered 

to libraries along delivery routes on the same day they are picked up. Simply put, 

the items travel fewer miles and are delivered to the patron quicker. An added 

benefit is that labor can be reduced at a centralized sorting location, since fewer 

items need to be handled individually by sorting staff.

A drawback to clustering is that, when designed according to routes, the hold 

demand for items requested by other libraries in a cluster may be too great for 

a small library within the cluster; this is especially true in systems or consortia 

with libraries that vary in size greatly. To balance the hold requests fairly within a 

shared automated catalog, clusters may need to be formed outside existing route 

structures. Though this means that not as many items will be delivered en route 

on the same day, transit holds going to other libraries within a cluster can still be 

placed into destination totes or bags, thus reducing handling and labor costs at a 

centralized sorting location.

Creating clusters within a hold queue list sequence can greatly improve mate-

rial routing efficiency. As with other aspects of courier management, this must be 

done in partnership with libraries in order to achieve a fair load balance of the 

transit holds filled among the libraries within a shared catalog and according to 

each library’s capacity to perform additional levels of outgoing delivery material 

sorting.
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rEDuCED TranSPOrTaTiOn HOLDS

The reduced transportation hold (RTH) is a method for better managing high-

demand titles in the hold queue. One example of RTH is available as a module 

in the Dynix Classic ILS. It allows an item to be trapped at a library to fill a hold 

for a patron that is not currently first in line in the hold queue for a particular 

title. The effects of RTH are reduced delivery volume, less material handling and 

processing time by library staff, and often improved patron fulfillment.

The use of the RTH module by the LINK automated shared catalog consor-

tium in the South Central (Wisconsin) Library System has been especially effec-

tive during the initial release of high-demand popular titles. This is exemplified 

with a snapshot of how holds were filled for the final installment of the Harry 

Potter series within the LINK consortium’s shared catalog. The following is an 

excerpt from the consortium’s newsletter:

Reduced Transportation Holds at Its Best

The 2007 release of Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows provided us with an 

example of how well Reduced Transportation Holds (RTH) can work for all 

LINK libraries. Many libraries checked in their copies on Saturday, July 21. 

On Monday, July 23 we ran some reports to analyze how well RTH is doing. 

There were 118 copies of Deathly Hallows checked out on Saturday and all  

were checked out at the owning library. As of Monday there were 83 items on 

the hold shelf and only 2 were at non-owning libraries. There were 20 items 

in transit to fill holds at other libraries, but 13 of these were SCIDS (South 

Central in Demand materials purchased by the library system to make extra 

copies available in the catalog of titles that are in particularly high demand) 

and it is the job of SCIDS to fill holds at any library. So, of the 221 items 

that were available for checkout on Saturday, 13 were SCIDS, 199 stayed in 

the owning library and 9 went out to fill holds at non-owning libraries. RTH 

kept a potential of 199 items from going into delivery and, more importantly, 

kept 199 library copies in the owning library to fill holds for local patrons. 

If we were not using RTH, we would not have had any control of where the 

individual items were going.2

Of course, there are patrons that track their hold list closely and may notice 

that at times they do not move up the queue for a particular title like they thought 

they would. In particular a smaller library’s patrons in a shared catalog consor-

tium may experience their holds not being filled, though they may be at or near 

the top of a queue, because the title keeps getting trapped at larger libraries. 
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However, there are many times these patrons will benefit from this by receiving 

an item faster than they would have without RTH.

COLLaBOraTiVE COLLECTiOn DEVELOPMEnT

“Moving mountains” figuratively and aptly describes the work of resource shar-

ing and its physical delivery systems. Mountains of materials are transported, 

and mountains of obstacles are reduced in the exercise of collaborative collec-

tion development. In fact, resource sharing and collaborative collection develop-

ment constitute a partnership essential to the development and provision of basic 

library ser vices and resources, namely, the creation of high-quality collections 

and the needed, effective access to those collections. To be clear about the terms, 

collaborative collection development means collection building in which selection 

decisions, covering monographs and serials in both print and electronic formats, 

are made with some degree of consultation among different libraries, and resource 

sharing generally refers to the document delivery of returnables.3

There are a great number of collection development arrangements and plans. 

A shared approval plan for monographs is one well-documented form.4 Another, 

quite uncommon as it turns out, is a shared purchase plan. In discussing the 

partnership between collection development and resource sharing, our main ref-

erence is to a particular shared purchase plan, although the insights offered here 

should relate to most other types of collaborative collection development and 

their reliance on effective resource sharing.5 Simply put, the success of collabora-

tive collection development of whatever type largely rises or falls on the depth 

and vibrancy of the systems and ser vices of resource sharing. By the same token, 

resource sharing becomes a more vitally important ser vice where the materi-

als shared are of an especially needed, desired, and elevated quality. One cannot 

function well without the other functioning well.

Since 2005, the Colorado Alliance of Research Libraries has seen an increasing 

need to conduct collection development in dramatically new ways. This realiza-

tion brought about the creation of a shared purchase plan that aimed to increase 

the quality of the Alliance collections as a whole by avoiding needless duplication. 

The plan was also designed to free up time for bibliographers to concentrate on 

more specialized purchase decisions rather than those the libraries would clearly 

need and want. This new initiative in collection development became possible 

because of several factors, chief among them an efficient and effective system of 

resource sharing.
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resource Sharing: The Essential Element

In whatever ways collaborative collection development may be expressed and 

managed, the key element is resource sharing. A basic rationale for this type of 

collaboration is the ability of participating libraries to make available in an effec-

tive and timely manner the materials needed by users. If borrowers cannot readily 

and easily obtain the materials residing at another library, the pressure mounts 

for individual libraries, on their own, to purchase all needed items. Library users, 

especially teaching faculty at academic institutions, tend to argue that materials 

are needed on-site and that ILL presents a significant barrier to obtaining library 

materials. Advocates of collaborative collection development counter that certain 

titles should not be purchased because at least one partner library has committed 

to obtain those titles and they can be quickly and conveniently accessed by any 

user. If this turns out not to be the case, if we cannot rely on a robust library cou-

rier ser vice, this basic rationale rapidly falls apart. In effect, then, a well-managed 

resource-sharing system permits libraries to develop and engage collaborative 

collection development plans in new and dramatic ways.

An important benefit of the resource-sharing collection development part-

nership is the deeper and broader collection such collaboration envisions. What 

we cannot achieve individually in terms of a rich monograph collection we can 

achieve collectively. For instance, Regis University is committed to collecting 

widely in the specialized areas of Catholic studies and Christian theology at the 

undergraduate level. This allows Regis partner libraries to collect little in this area 

and to concentrate rather on other subject areas, such as Buddhist studies and 

titles in world religions at the University of Colorado and publications in Jewish 

studies at the University of Denver. Moreover, other partner libraries can scale 

back substantially in collecting in religion itself and concentrate their acquisitions 

budgets in other fields more germane to the institution, such as agriculture or 

hydrology at Colorado State University. It really is rather simple: one library can 

rely consciously and deliberately on others for materials in low demand locally 

in order to create enriched collections with more specialized materials of higher 

interest and probably use. Higher use of materials from the home library holds 

down delivery costs. It also requires a different way of thinking about collection 

development. We need to think in terms of the whole collection and not solely 

the parts. There is no doubt that resource sharing with adequate physical delivery 

makes this possible and feasible.

The effective resource-sharing system enjoyed in Colorado and Wyoming led 

the Colorado Alliance to strengthen its internal professional relationships. In par-
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ticular, its shared-purchase plan required development of more intentional and 

sophisticated professional relationships among selectors at the partner libraries. 

This entailed bringing bibliographers together in workshops and conferences to 

build understanding and trust among a group of professionals who normally 

would not have much contact with each other, at least contact for the specific 

purpose of collection development.

Again, it is the resource-sharing system that allowed development of the 

Alliance purchase plan and new partnerships at the professional level. With these 

stronger professional relationships now in place, there could be other opportuni-

ties for interlibrary collaboration, such as an expert referral network, enhanced 

interlibrary advise on digitization projects, or collaboration on additional print 

and electronic journal collections, to name a few.

The resource sharing that makes possible the Alliance plan also serves as an 

insurance policy, of sorts, for libraries that may face challenging financial times. 

One objective of the plan is to maintain access to resources appropriate for insti-

tutions of higher learning when acquisitions dollars do not keep pace with infla-

tionary costs or when budgetary reductions are mandated. To be sure, however, 

the plan does not mean that a library can slash acquisitions budgets and expect its 

partners to cover this deficiency on a sustained basis. This is not the point. In an 

occasional lean year or two, however, the partner libraries can help an institution 

still meet its obligations to support and not jeopardize high-quality education 

or ultimately cause institutional accreditation to be threatened. The plan allows 

for libraries to pull back when required by the parent institution and to reassign 

acquisitions budgets where they are most needed. Again, in an important way, 

resource sharing makes this possible.

Fostering the Partnership

Because of the strong increase in number of published print materials and the 

generally modest increases or atrophied acquisitions budgets in academic and 

other types of libraries, individual libraries are increasingly falling behind in their 

mission to provide needed materials to users.6 To offset this trend, libraries need 

to rely more widely and more intensely on each other for interlibrary resource 

sharing. How can libraries foster this important partnership?

In the first place, now more than ever, selectors and collection managers need 

to understand and appreciate the work of staff engaged in the various facets of 

resource sharing. Problems sometimes arise because of differences in “standing” 

between collection managers who are usually “terminal degree” professionals 
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and resource-sharing personnel who are often at a paraprofessional staff or assis-

tant level. Some professionals tend to denigrate the work of nonprofessionals, 

and as a result staff persons tend to feel devalued and unappreciated. That is not 

to deny that sometimes staff persons can be oversensitive about not being at a 

professional level and can read negatively too much into their interactions with 

professionals. That being said, where professional snobbery does exist, librarians 

need to be corrected of the vestiges of arrogance and be led to regard all library 

workers as team members. Library deans and directors need to ensure that all 

persons are appreciated for their contributions to the mission and operations of 

the library, and they should encourage understanding, respect, and appreciation 

of all employees on an equitable basis.

Good communication between persons involved in resource sharing and 

collection development would help all involved to acknowledge, understand, and 

appreciate this partnership. Why not on a regular basis (and it would not have 

to be that frequent) conduct information sessions for these two groups together? 

Resource-sharing personnel could discuss the issues and challenges of physi-

cal delivery, and collection managers could discuss new directions in collection 

development. Concrete examples could be shared. Articles on resource sharing 

and collection development could be circulated among these groups to promote 

mutual understanding and appreciation. Why not share statistical reports to bet-

ter profile the workloads of each group? This could help each employee know  

the challenges and see more clearly what is accomplished by others in these 

departments. And it is always helpful for supervisors of each department to  

meet regularly to discuss matters related to both resource sharing and collection 

development.

Library directors, deans, and other library leaders should take the lead in 

fostering such a partnership. This could take the form of recognizing the nature 

of the interdependence of resource sharing and collection development, perhaps 

by way of written reports, oral communications, formally and informally, within 

the library. Professional development dollars could be designated to fund courses 

and other continuing education opportunities for personnel in resource sharing 

and in collection development. Encouraging employees to participate in regional 

collaborative collection development initiatives, of course, is a tangible expression 

of how a library understands and values resource sharing. New technologies (e.g., 

collection analysis tools that incorporate usage data, systems that notify borrow-

ers and track materials in better ways) that increase efficiencies in both resource 

sharing and collection development could be purchased. Directors should ensure 

that the workspace for resource-sharing operations is in no way a barrier to high-



GROWTH ManaGeMenT SOLuTIOnS 113

level functionality and that it is located as much as is feasible in a setting due the 

importance of this ser vice. And, most important, as resource sharing increases in 

volume and complexity, it is important that staffing levels be enhanced appropri-

ately. Undoubtedly there are many other ways to nurture this partnership.

THE iMPaCT OF ELECTrOniC DELiVEry

Both physical and electronic deliveries to patrons are important parts of library 

resource sharing. Electronic delivery is the method of exchanging information 

electronically through online networks. The more library items move electron-

ically the better, for it helps to preserve collections and reduce transportation 

costs. The electronic shipment of journal articles and short documents is a well-

established practice, particularly in academic libraries. Many types of electronic 

deliveries are starting to have an impact on physical delivery, including down-

loadable multimedia, electronic journals, e-books, digitization, and print-on-

demand. Many of these ser vices are still in their infancy, but as they grow they 

have the potential to reduce library delivery volume significantly.

Downloadable Multimedia: Music, recorded Books, and Film

As Bob Dylan sang, “The Times They Are a-Changin’ , ” and nowhere faster than 

in the world of downloadable multimedia. Huge numbers of music, film, and 

spoken-word titles are now available to be downloaded onto personal computers, 

TVs, portable players, iPods and other MP3 players, and cell phones as well as 

many other types of devices. As of 2008, commercial companies such as Audible 

advertise fifty thousand spoken-book titles available, Netflix has twelve thou-

sand downloadable films, and Apple’s iTunes has eight million songs available 

for download by customers. Overdrive advertises that 8,500 public libraries sub-

scribe to their collection of downloadable music, books, and video from their 

100,000-title Digital Library Reserve. Overdrive’s collection alone is larger than 

most public library branches.

All of these numbers are from a relatively new industry; the title counts  

will only grow more impressive over time. If multimedia titles are all available to 

be downloaded, what kind of in-house collections will libraries have? With the 

library role as provider for the have-nots, perhaps media collections will continue 

for some time, but are they likely to grow given the growth of downloadable con-

tent? Right now, about a third of materials transported physically are books on 
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CD, music CDs, and DVDs. We suggest that, even at this early stage, multimedia 

delivery is probably at or just past its peak and is likely to decrease substantially 

over time, and probably decreasing in delivery volume substantially over a short 

period of time.

Electronic Journals

Sharing journal articles has a much longer history than downloadable multi-

media in libraries. Unlike downloadable multimedia, which is mostly a public 

library ser vice, journal use is primarily an academic issue. In 2006, 3,617 aca-

demic libraries borrowed 4,615,685 nonreturnable ILL items from other libraries 

and purchased another 4,093,133 nonreturnable items from document delivery 

ser vices.7 Beyond OCLC’s well-established ILL system, numerous library con-

sortia are dedicated to journal sharing, among them Rapid, the Boston Library 

Consortium, and SUNY Express. Commercial providers such as British Library 

Document Supply Centre, ProQuest’s Dialog, and Infotrieve have long been pro-

viding articles for a cost. Software systems allow digitized articles to be deliv-

ered directly to a faculty or college student’s desktop. Within the past few years, 

large aggregator databases have made finding full-text articles easy and quick 

for patrons. Companies such as EBSCO, ProQuest, and H. W. Wilson provide 

numerous databases with millions of full-text articles. Prior to the 1980s, articles 

and short documents would have been shipped by USPS, at a substantial cost 

and slow response time. Now, journal articles have almost no impact on physi-

cal delivery, except for the occasional shipment of a bound journal, and that is 

unlikely to change in the near future.

E-books

The electronic book, or e-book, is a newer and less-used format in libraries than 

electronic journal articles. An e-book is a reproduction of a print book in digital 

format. In a few cases, e-books have been created that were never intended for 

print. Stephen King’s novella Riding the Bullet is a much discussed early foray 

into online-only publishing. A more common approach is for a print title to be 

offered in both print and online, or if the item is a reference title to switch from 

print to online-only availability. Reference materials have made a particularly 

successful transition to electronic distribution. Most reference titles provide 

their contents in sections or chunks, which allows for easy online retrieval when 

searched.
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The full text of new print books is also increasingly found in electronic for-

mat. Starting in 1971, Project Gutenberg has built toward its current collection of 

25,000 free, public domain titles. Most of these books were created by volunteers 

who typed in the content of classic works from such authors as Twain, Austen, 

and Shakespeare. Originally, an e-book from Project Gutenberg could be down-

loaded onto a disc or computer. It could then be read on the computer screen or 

printed out.

Another early e-book provider, NetLibrary (now a division OCLC), focused 

on selling content to libraries. With over 170,000 titles, NetLibrary has one of the 

largest collections of electronic titles available. Originally the titles could be read 

through an online reader that would display one page of content at a time on the 

computer screen; searching and other features were available. Today, NetLibrary 

allows for downloading and reading content via Adobe Acrobat eBook Reader, 

one of the more popular reader applications. Adobe offers three reasons why a 

reader would want to read an e-book instead of a paper book:

You can download eBooks to your laptop instead of lugging around heavy 

paper books. Plus the eBook’s built-in dictionary is especially useful for reading 

technical and business materials. This is especially convenient for frequent 

travelers.

If you are a student, you can download all your textbooks to your laptop 

so the laptop’s all you need to bring to class. You can highlight passages, quickly 

search the text, make annotations, and create bookmarks just as you would with 

paper books.

If you are anxious to read the latest bestseller, you can have the instant 

gratification of downloading and reading it immediately instead of waiting for 

it to be shipped.8

Many libraries provide access to e-books. Libraries have loaded MARC 

records from Project Gutenberg or NetLibrary into their catalogs with links to 

the full text.

Stand-alone e-book readers have been in development for some time. This 

dedicated hardware is designed to allow for easy carrying and better reading of 

text on a smaller, handheld screen. E-book reader models have come and gone 

with startling frequency. Patrons must make sure their system’s software is com-

patible with what they wish to download, and this is no small task given the pro-

liferation of formats. Names such as Rocket eBook, Everybook, e-bookman, and 

SoftBook have all been in the marketplace. Currently, Amazon’s Kindle and Sony’s 

Portable Reader are two of the most popular systems. Kindle has received a lot of 
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publicity and has an impressive number of titles available, over 190,000—yet one 

year after its introduction, only 240,000 readers had been sold.9

E-book technology is changing rapidly. Many of the new cell phones can 

display e-books, and screen technology continues to improve. E-book technol-

ogy has the potential to lessen the need for physical delivery, particularly in the 

areas of reference and best-seller titles. At this time, the number of titles available 

and patron interest in the technology are small; over time that will change, and as 

e-book use grows delivery should diminish.

Digitized Books

E-books were either created electronically at the point of publication or later 

transcribed to make online text available. Digitized books are basically photo-

graphs or picture captures of the contents of the pages of a printed book, map, 

photograph, or documents. These digital images are pulled together into digital 

libraries, which house and preserve the images and make the collections avail-

able for online access. Large numbers of libraries, museums, historical societies, 

newspaper publishers, and others are making copies of their collections available 

online—the Library of Congress Digital Library project, the New York Public 

Library NYPL Digital Gallery, and the British Library Digitization Project, to 

name a few.

Many of the items being digitized are not likely to be part of the typical ship-

ment made by a library delivery system. Many of the digitized maps, older books, 

and photographs were rare or too fragile to start with and have never left their 

home archive or special collection. Other items such as historical photographs 

and local newspapers were not available prior to the cataloging and digitizing.

On the other hand, several new projects are digitizing entire university library 

collections that hold many items that are either checked out or loaned out and 

need delivery. The Open Knowledge commons has nineteen Massachusetts librar-

ies signed up as well as MIT and the University of California system. Another 

nonprofit project is Europeana, which is providing access to Europe’s digitized 

film material, photos, paintings, sounds, maps, manuscripts, books, newspapers, 

and archival papers. Entirely in the public domain, Europeana is funded by the 

European Commission, and it hopes to have ten million items online by 2010. 

Another American university project, HathiTrust (www.hathitrust.org), has 2.9 

million digitized volumes as of this writing.

An example of a commercial digitization product is Google Book Search. 

Google is scanning one million items a year. According to Google, of the seven 
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million books digitized, one million are “full preview” per agreements with pub-

lishers, one million are in the public domain, and the remaining five million are 

no longer in print or commercially available.10 Copyright restrictions significantly 

limit the number of viewable pages. Public domain items can be downloaded, but 

Google claims that determining copyright ownership is difficult, so they tend to 

err toward keeping materials out of the public domain. For copyrighted materi-

als, readers can sample various amounts of text, depending on the agreements 

Google has reached with publishers, and there are links in the record to where a 

patron can buy or borrow the item.

Depending on the type of material being converted, digitization has the 

potential to reduce the need for physical delivery significantly. Delivered items 

are likely to be mainly current and popular materials, but there is also a large 

amount of research material now moving physically between libraries. Research 

collections are being digitized and could be predicted to reduce physical delivery, 

particularly for academic-only delivery systems.

There could, however, be an opposite trend as well. These new search engines, 

such as Google Scholar or even Amazon.com, are making it easy to find exact 

content inside books for the first time ever. Google Book Search has a direct link 

to OCLC’s WorldCat, allowing patrons to request a book from nearby libraries 

easily. It is possible that demand for delivery will increase as more of the contents 

of books become easier to find. Basically, there is no way of knowing the full 

impact of digitization at this time. This topic would make for a great research 

project in the near future.

Print-on-Demand

Print-on-demand (POD) is a technology that allows a copy of a new book or 

document to be printed on request. POD technology has revolutionized book 

publishing and printing. In the past, in order to be economically feasible a small 

book print run was a few thousand copies; now a single copy can be produced 

cheaply and with high-quality printing and binding. This still-evolving technol-

ogy has revolutionized small and university presses, which are now printing and 

shipping some titles only when requested, rather than warehousing. Libraries are 

largely warehouse operations.

Products like Xerox’s DocuShare are ending paper storage in offices all over 

the country. The Espresso Book Machine (EBM) is the size of a vending machine 

and can print books in a few minutes. Several universities’ libraries (University of 

Michigan, Cornell University) are experimenting with the EBM to produce copies  
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of their digitized works. An EBM project between the New York Public Library 

and New Orleans Public Library is allowing quick replacement of books lost via 

Hurricane Katrina.

It is interesting that increased digitization may be driving a demand for more 

printing. There is a long-running joke on the Internet, often attributed to a Xerox 

employee: “The paperless office will take over at about the same time as the paper-

less bathroom.” Of all of the changes discussed in this section, POD is the hardest 

to gauge in terms of impact on library delivery. At this point in time, the impact 

is quite small, but we believe that as libraries figure out how best to integrate this 

technology into our practices it could have a huge impact as storage, retrieval, 

and shipping. Imagine a branch library the size of a vending machine–sized POD. 

The patron types in a book name, and a few minutes later a high-quality bound 

volume is available. If and when this vision is realized, it will not be only physical 

delivery but the concept of the library itself that has fundamentally changed.

notes
 1.  Ann Cress, “The Latest Wave,” Library Journal 129 (October 2004): 16.

 2.  “Reduced Transportation Holds at Its Best,” LINK Consortium News and Tips 
Newsletter, July/August 2007.

 3.  Carol Pitts Diedrichs, “Designing and Implementing a Consortial Approval Plan: 
The OhioLINK Experience,” Collection Management 24, no. 1 (2000): 15.

 4.  Kim Armstrong and Bob Nardini, “Making the Common Uncommon? Examining 
Consortial Approval Plan Cooperation,” Collection Management 25, no. 3 (2001): 
87.

 5.  James Burgett, Linda L. Phillips, and John M. Haar, Collaborative Collection 
Development: A Practical Guide for Your Library (Chicago: American Library 
Association, 2004).

 6.  Ann Beaubien, “ARL White Paper on Interlibrary Loan” (2007), www.arl.org/
bm~doc/ARL_white_paper_ILL_june07.pdf.

 7.  Barbara Holton, Laura Hardesty, and Patricia O’Shea, Academic Libraries: 2006 
First Look, NCES 2008-337 (U.S. Department of Education, National Center for 
Education Statistics, 2008).

 8.  “Why should I read eBooks instead of paper books?” (2008), www.adobe.com/
support/ebookrdrfaq.html#whyread.

 9.  Erick Schonfeld, “We Know How Many Kindles Amazon Has Sold: 240,000,” 
TechCrunch, August 1, 2008, www.techcrunch.com/2008/08/01/we-know-how 
-many-kindles-amazon-has-sold-240000/.

 10.  “Google Book Search,” Wikipedia, http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Google_book 
_search#cite_note-pcworldscan-11 (retrieved December 2, 2008).



119

9
Managing Participating 
Libraries Relationships

Valerie Horton

Managing participant relationships means handling both the efficient movement 

of library materials and the equally important interactions with staff from par-

ticipating libraries. Communication, evaluation, policies, training, and statistical 

recordkeeping are all part of the manager’s daily activities. Managing participant 

relationships is a complex task, and this section looks at several aspects of the 

process. The first is related to communication and connecting with participating 

libraries, and the second is related to providing a high-quality delivery ser vice. 

Other elements a courier manager must deal with include user committees, train-

ing, marketing, and contractual agreements with participating libraries. At the 

core of all efforts in building and maintaining good relationships with participat-

ing libraries is a commitment to customer ser vice.

COMMuniCaTiOn

The participating library’s staff member who deals directly and daily with the 

courier ser vice is generally from the circulation, mailroom, or ILL department. 

Reaching these frontline staff directly through a complex library hierarchy can 
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be difficult. It can also be difficult to communicate with the library workers in 

smaller libraries where a single staff member performs so many functions that 

he has little time to pay close attention to courier issues. Another area of com-

munication difficulty arises when dealing with very large orga nizations, such as 

city governments or universities, where the library is only a small department. 

Hospitals, prisons, and federal buildings often have strong security measures that 

create both delivery and communication barriers.

There is a wide range of information that needs to be shared with frontline 

staff, including

correcting labeling or packing errors•	

changes in what can and cannot be delivered on a courier ser vice•	

unanticipated delays in ser vices due to accidents or unexpected driver •	

absence

route changes•	

weather delays or other road closures•	

reports of lost or damaged materials•	

driver misconduct•	

The list of communication needs is long; as a result, courier managers utilize 

many different methods to reach out to frontline staff in a timely fashion.

Manuals

Paper manuals are one of the most common communication tools used by cou-

rier managers. Manuals, some as long as thirty pages, are a mixture of standard 

operating procedures, instructional information, and reference sources. The 

manual often describes the mission and operations of the courier ser vice and lists 

member libraries, fees, and courier personnel. Basically, a wide range of disparate 

information is jammed together in one paper resource.

A manual has two main advantages: all information about the ser vice can be 

found in one place, and paper is easy to transport or download from a website. 

Conversely, there are several major drawbacks to paper manuals. They are dif-

ficult to update, paper is often misfiled or misplaced, and participating libraries 

may not regularly download the latest version. As a result, manuals are best used 

for information that rarely changes.

The following are topics found in the table of contents of a typical library 

courier manual:
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purpose or mission and governance of the courier system•	

membership agreements and requirements to participate, including •	

participant fees

pickup and delivery schedules•	

courier holidays or no-ser vice days•	

procedures for things such as packaging, labeling instructions, and •	

handling lost or damaged items

limits on financial compensation for lost or damaged items•	

frequently asked questions•	

how to order needed supplies•	

The manual does have the advantage of being the definitive source when dis-

agreements occur over procedures. As long as the manual is widely distributed, 

there is at least the hope that the staff at the participating libraries will pay atten-

tion to the contents.

The paper manual, though common, is one of the least effective methods of 

distributing information to participating libraries. Library workers are too busy 

to use large, cumbersome print documents. A host of online tools are replacing 

reliance on paper manuals to communicate with participating libraries.

E-mail and Electronic Discussion Lists

Electronic mail allows information to be sent directly to a frontline staff mem-

ber’s computer account, which offers the courier manager several immediate 

advantages. First, it is a push technology that sends the information directly to 

the reader. Second, it is universally available in libraries. Finally, e-mail works 

especially well for short, to-the-point messages. For instance, a message that reads 

“Courier ser vice in the southwest region will be delayed one hour due to a road 

closure on Highway 10” is easy to compose and gets right to the key point.

For small courier systems, it might be possible to maintain an e-mail address 

file with key contacts. For anyone who deals with more than a dozen contacts, 

e-mail address features are too cumbersome to manage. Most courier manag-

ers use electronic discussion lists to manage e-mail contacts. Once established, 

electronic discussion lists are often the fastest and most efficient source of com-

municating with critical frontline staff.

The problem with electronic discussion groups is that most library employ-

ees are already so inundated with e-mail information that they are reluctant to 
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sign up for another list. In addition, getting word out about a new list, particularly 

in a larger consortium, can be difficult. One good method of gaining members 

on the courier’s electronic discussion list is to require a first and second e-mail 

contact on the agreement used by a library to join or to continue to participate 

in a delivery ser vice. One courier ser vice solved a low-participation problem by 

leveraging a crisis into a communication success. The manager chose to use only 

the electronic discussion list to discuss a threat to the continued existence of the 

courier ser vice. Within a short time, library staff demanded to be included in that 

electronic discussion list ser vice.

websites

Most library courier systems maintain a website with an array of useful infor-

mation. Current sites span the spectrum from bare-bones, simple text informa-

tion to information-rich, interactive tools. Standard sections found on most sites 

include mission and orga nizational descriptions, policies and procedures, contact 

information, list of participating libraries, pickup and delivery schedules, courier 

holidays, guides and training materials, FAQs and best-practices posters, forms 

and label printing, pricing and enrollment information, and electronic discus-

sion group sign-up information. The more richly developed sites include promo-

tional materials, maps, testimonials, start-up kits, statistics and reports, historical 

information, and a courier management system.

The advantages of a courier website are obvious. It provides a one-stop shop 

for delivery information. Websites are, however, pull-technology; they require the 

user to visit the site to retrieve the information. As a result, websites generally 

work poorly for emergency announcements. Further, maintaining current infor-

mation online is generally not a top priority for busy courier managers.

An example of a full-featured website with strong use of graphics is SCLS’s 

Delivery Ser vice site (www.sclsdelivery.info). The site uses clear wording such as 

“Delivery Times,” “Volume Statistics,” and “Road and Weather” to aid retrieval of 

key information. The clean mix of graphics and text also helps readers navigate 

the site.

Many library courier delivery websites include human interest links, such as 

courier news, employment information, and courier history sections. It is easy 

to tell when the delivery ser vice has paid attention to Internet communication. 

With the better-developed sites, the reader gets a feel that the courier ser vice is 

substantial and cares about both professionalism and its image. We live in an era 

where library staff expect to find what they need fast and when they need it. A 
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good, full-featured web page is a great way to get current information to most 

users in a manner that meets their expectations.

newsletters

The day of the paper newsletter is passing, and this includes courier newslet-

ters. As of this writing, a search of existing courier web pages found no courier-

only newsletters. Some consortium-run courier systems do have newsletters, but 

information on the courier is a regular or occasional column among many other 

stories. Most courier systems use the Web as a de facto newsletter. Having a web 

section such as “What’s New,” “Courier News,” “Courier Updates,” or even just 

“Announcements” can serve the function once provided by newsletters.

Social networking Tools

Blogs are websites that display messages added chronologically. Blogs are interac-

tive, with most allowing the reader to respond to the writer’s comments. Typically 

blogs are updated frequently and are intended for wide public readership. The 

problem with blogs is that there are so many available that it can be difficult to 

get key constituencies to read another one about the courier ser vice. A blog can 

be either a pull or push medium. Readers can choose to treat a blog as a website 

and visit by entering an Internet address, or they may use a blog consolidator 

like Bloglines or My Yahoo, which pushes the information into a consolidated 

reader.

In general, blogs are not good for short-term emergency messages. They 

can, however, be a successful communication medium, particularly if the man-

ager wishes to engage participating libraries in active dialogue. When significant 

changes are planned, such as introduction of a new code system, a blog allows 

two-way conversations. The courier manager can get a strong sense of the key 

issues affecting the delivery ser vice by providing an interactive blog.

At this time, few courier managers are using blogs, and those who do use 

them more as a FAQ site than as an open communication medium. Other Web 2.0 

tools that encourage social networking, like wikis and text messaging, are seldom 

if ever used by courier managers. To speculate about why courier managers have 

not moved more aggressively into social networking is guesswork. Fear of “unfet-

tered negative” comments could play a role; lack of time is another likely reason. 

Two-way web communication tools are important. They make a statement about 

the open philosophy of the delivery ser vice. Although courier managers have not 
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fully grasped the need to incorporate these technologies, their integration is a 

matter of time.

In summary, courier managers should use a wide range of communication tools, 

choosing the most appropriate for each circumstance. The best courier systems 

use electronic discussion groups for emergency communication, websites for 

static information sharing, and social networking tools like blogs for two-way 

communication about issues.

uSEr COMMiTTEES

A great way to develop two-way communication with library staff is to have a 

representational user committee. User committees appear to work best with six 

to ten members representing a diversity of libraries served. Committee mem-

bers serve in an advisory capacity and can be instrumental in setting policies 

and developing procedures. The user committee can be an excellent informal 

communication tool that allows critical information exchange. The committee 

members are likely to share what they learn on the committee with others.

User committees have value beyond communication. They can keep mistakes 

from happening by catching design flaws in new projects and procedures before 

they are implemented. By serving as a conduit for problem resolution, these 

groups can help solve a problem before it gets too big to rectify easily. Having an 

active, engaged committee sends the signal to the wider library community that 

the courier ser vice is open to participant input and responsive.

When developing a charge for the courier committee, the first question to 

ask is whether the committee is advisory or has direct responsibility for over-

sight of the daily activities of the courier ser vice. This decision is usually based 

on the political situation. Whichever decision is made, this distinction needs to 

be indicated in the first sentence of the courier charge. An example of a charge 

that includes oversight could be “The Courier Committee is charged with the 

management of the courier system, including setting policy, oversight of the ven-

dor contract, establishing type of stops, and pricing structure.” Alternatively, the 

charge for an advisory committee could be “The Courier Committee serves as an 

advisory committee assisting the courier management team with setting policy 

and directions for the system.” The first paragraph of the charge should include 

the larger context within which the committee operates and clearly indicate the 

committee’s reporting hierarchy.
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The charge should explain other duties as well. Does the committee set or 

recommend policies, prepare and release RFPs, negotiate contracts, establish bill-

ing structure, or evaluate the ser vice? Whatever the duties, they should be listed 

so that committee members understand what is expected when they join. The 

committee’s membership requirements should define representation of differ-

ent constituencies. The terms of membership on the committee should also be 

spelled out and indicate whether additional terms can be granted.

Having a courier oversight committee is one of the smartest moves a courier 

manager can make. A well-run, active user committee is one of the keys to a suc-

cessful courier ser vice.

COnTraCTuaL rELaTiOnSHiP wiTH ParTiCiPaTing LiBrariES

A contract can be defined as an agreement between two or more parties whereby 

each party promises to do, or not to do, something; it is a transaction involving 

two or more individuals whereby each has reciprocal rights to demand perfor-

mance of what is promised. The courier ser vice agrees to deliver and pick up 

materials for a specified number of days per week to a library that has agreed 

to participate. This relationship is often clarified in a legal contract between the 

two parties. The main reason to have a contract is that it provides a place where 

the agreement between the two parities is clearly stated, which helps reduce the 

chance of conflict or legal action.

It is also possible, and likely preferable, to use a ser vice agreement between 

the library and courier ser vice instead of a contract. A contract deals with terms, 

penalties, indemnification, and finances that bind the parties and is often written in 

formal legal language. A ser vice agreement tends to have less-binding legal status. 

Agreements are often good faith documents committing two parties to an ongoing 

relationship to provide ser vices or to follow accepted procedures and make prompt 

payments. On one extreme, there are courier ser vices in this country for which the 

invoice serves as the entire agreement between the two parties. Each library courier 

ser vice must decide what level of legal protection suits its operating philosophy.

For some libraries, the courier ser vice is one of several consortium-purchased 

ser vices, such as online catalog access or database purchases. In these situations, 

the courier contract is typically part of a larger contractual relationship. For a few 

libraries the governing body, such as a multicampus university system, runs a ser-

vice and the courier is simply part of the overall campus infrastructure. In such 

cases no separate contractual relationships are required.
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Whatever the contractual situation, the courier ser vice needs to know the 

following from participant libraries: name, address, membership category (if 

part of a larger consortium), pickup location within the building, and hours/days 

when delivery is possible. Other items to consider include special instructions 

that are important when dealing with state or federal buildings, prisons, or hos-

pitals, such as instructions that give the information necessary to deal with guard 

posts and other security measures. Contact information should include a pri-

mary and secondary contact name, phone, and e-mail. The schedule of delivery 

is important for small public libraries, which may not be open five days a week. If 

schools are involved, the information should include whether the school is open 

on a nine- or twelve-month basis.

From a courier manager’s perspective, the fewer invoicing options the better. 

The ser vice agreement holds the library to paying at set times only. Although it is 

always preferable to having a single invoicing schedule, it is not always possible. 

Some systems allow monthly, annual, semiannual, or quarterly billing, which can 

be expensive and time consuming to maintain. Given the different fiscal years 

used by libraries (e.g., academic, July–June; public, January–December), offering 

alternate invoicing is often frequently necessary, but holding the variation to a 

minimum is desirable.

Figure 9.1 is an example of the type of language found in a courier agree-

ment. The language is designed to protect the courier ser vice by specifying that 

participants follow the posted policies and procedures and ship only acceptable 

items. This courier ser vice takes limited responsibility for lost or damaged mate-

rials and does not reimburse for missed stops. Each ser vice agreement is different, 

but all, whether a contract or an agreement, should be legally reviewed to make 

sure the manager is protecting assets of the orga nization.

Training

Several issues covered earlier in this book mention the importance of training, 

such as how to follow packaging procedures, request lost book refunds, and the 

like. As with communications with participating libraries, the courier website 

is an excellent vehicle for providing just-in-time, 24/7 training. Courier train- 

ing falls into two main categories: the big-picture issues, such as statewide or 

consortium-wide resource sharing; and the details of how to use the courier ser-

vice, such as labeling and packing.
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Because physical delivery is perceived as somewhat separate from typical 

library duties, explanations of how delivery fits into the wider world of patron ser-

vices are often necessary, particularly for new or lower-level library staff. Courier 

managers have found it necessary to explain exactly what resource sharing is, how 

it works, and how the library courier contributes to the enterprise.

Some courier systems have developed multimedia explanations of resource 

sharing and physical delivery. On the Web, these systems are available 24/7 and 

usually take ten to fifteen minutes to read. MINITEX from Minnesota uses a light-

______ Library Courier

request for Service Form

The ______________________________________ (participant library) 
requests courier service for the period January 1, 20__, through December 
31, 20__. By initiating this request, the participant understands that the 
courier service will make every reasonable effort to ensure that materials are 
delivered reliably by its courier contractor. However, this service assumes 
no responsibility whatsoever for lost, missing, or damaged materials 
transported by the courier.

The undersigned, on behalf of the participant library, has read the 
guidelines and procedures for courier service. The participant will make every 
reasonable effort to comply with these guidelines and procedures, which may 
be updated from time to time. Participant acknowledges that its sole remedy 
for lost, damaged, or missing items is to seek recovery from the courier 
service as provided in the guidelines and procedures. an occasional missed 
stop, whether the reason is weather, traffic, vehicle, or some other problem, 
is not reimbursed.

The undersigned warrants that he/she has full authority to execute this 
request on behalf of the participant library.

____________________________________________ ______________
Signature of authorized agent for Participant Library Date

____________________________________________
Typed or printed name of authorized agent

Figure 9.1 example courier service agreement
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hearted slideshow narrated by “Del the Book” (www.minitex.umn.edu/delivery/). 

The Colorado Library Consortium has developed a “Resource Sharing 101” tutorial 

(www.clicweb.org/continuing_education/tutorials/resourcesharingmain.php)  

that uses Captivate software to provide a host of graphics, voiceover narrative, 

and videos clips to explain how all of Colorado’s various resource-sharing and 

ILL systems interact with the statewide courier.

The courier manager must first establish why you need resource sharing. 

After that, the second type of training explains the nitty-gritty of how to interact 

with the specific courier ser vice. This hands-on how-to-use-the-courier training 

is the more common type and tends to come in more formats. The point of this 

type of training is to explain how library staff should interact with the courier 

ser vice’s established policies and procedures. Most of these training materials are 

simple written procedures that outline specific tasks step by step. Written instruc-

tions of this type tend to focus on the concrete, such as “Use only sticky labels 

Avery 6164 or size 64.”

Some library courier systems do incorporate graphic or full video produc-

tions to demonstrate actions required by participant libraries. The Colorado 

Library Consortium’s online tutorial “Courier 101” uses the same Captivate soft-

ware as “Resource Sharing 101” mentioned above. This tutorial gets specific in 

how to find courier codes, create labels, and package materials for shipping and 

uses voiceover explanations and step-by-step visuals to demonstrate how pro-

cedures should be followed (www.clicweb.org/continuing_education/tutorials/

courier101main.php).

Another tried-and-true technique is the in-person workshop. Many courier 

ser vices send a courier staff person to a new participating library during start-up 

to train library staff on correct procedures. For long-standing members, phone 

calls and e-mails are more common for refresher training. Many courier manag-

ers take advantage of consortium or state conferences to hold short information 

sessions. These face-to-face sessions have the added advantage of allowing par-

ticipant feedback.

Special mention should be made of customer ser vice training for frontline 

courier staff. The customer ser vice employee who interacts with the staff from 

participating libraries is often in a stressful situation. When problems occur, and 

problems always occur, the person who answers the phone at the courier office 

must be professional and calm in the face of whatever problem or disaster has 

occurred in the field. The frontline staff person should be enthusiastic about 

excellent customer ser vice and should be offered training or encouragement to 

maintain high-quality ser vice over time.
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PuBLiC rELaTiOnS anD MarkETing

Some courier managers have a locked-in set of participating libraries and have no 

need to add new libraries. Other managers are looking to expand their delivery 

ser vice. In both cases, public relations and marketing are required. If the courier 

manager does not tell the story of the courier ser vice, the story will be told by 

others, and perhaps that story may not be as positive as would be desired. Public 

relations and marketing shape participants’ attitudes about the courier, and they 

are important tools in the manager’s kit.

Most courier managers are not marketing experts; they either rely on the 

orga nization’s marketing staff or hire outside experts. It is beyond the scope of 

this book to elaborate the elements of a good marketing campaign, but a few key 

points can be made. Too many library courier ser vices do not brand their prod-

uct. Without graphics, a logo, or some form of character association, the courier 

ser vice can seem bland and uninspiring. The best courier marketing tools make 

full use of color, texture, product selection, and branding techniques.

The aforementioned Del the Book from MINITEX is a good example of 

visual marketing. The Illinois Delivery System uses a strong black “ILDS” inter-

sected by a bold purple arrow, creating a logo that gives the sense of movement 

or delivery. Wisconsin’s SCLS uses a standard picture of a truck as its logo with 

the name of the delivery ser vice printed on the side of the truck. The Michigan 

Library Consortium has a delightful graphic of a moose. New York’s NYLINK 

LAND delivery ser vice also uses a truck, but in a more stylized fashion the word 

“LAND” is incorporated as part of the actual image of the truck, again suggesting 

movement.

Finding a logo, image, or picture that captures the value of the courier ser vice 

helps create a positive attitude toward the ser vice with patrons and government 

funding sources. Alert managers look for opportunities to tell the best possible 

delivery story.

The best-run courier ser vices make heavy use of electronic communication, well-

developed websites, customer training, and marketing. The importance of tasks 

like these is often undervalued by consortium or system directors; yet another 

burden on the courier manager is to educate her superiors about the importance 

of these bottom-line tasks.
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10
Managing the  

Delivery Service
Valerie Horton, Lisa Priebe, and Melissa Stockton

In many ways, managing a courier ser vice is similar to any duty a typical library 

manager performs. There are budgets to be created, staff to be hired, and supplies 

to be purchased. A courier ser vice needs to conform to standard business prac-

tices such as having a mission and goals, management systems, recordkeeping, 

evaluations, and planning. In the next few sections we look at standard practices 

related to managing a courier ser vice, then the final section covers ser vices to 

special populations and potential growth paths into new activities using a courier 

ser vice.

MiSSiOnS, gOaLS, anD PLanning

Mission and goal statements provide both participating and potential member 

libraries with a clear concept of what the courier ser vice is and what it hopes to 

become in the future. A mission statement tells what the orga nization is, why it 

exists, and why it should continue to exist. The best mission statements are short, 

clear, and memorable. Here are a few examples:
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The Interlibrary Delivery Ser vice (IDS) of Pennsylvania’s purpose is to provide 

a cost-effective efficient delivery ser vice linking all types of libraries to support 

timely resource sharing throughout the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania.

Trans-Amigos Express (TAE) is the Amigos-wide courier ser vice offering low-

cost, rapid pickup and delivery of ILL items among participating libraries.

The Colorado Library Courier provides delivery ser vice to participating libraries 

of all types across the State. We are committed to providing reliable and efficient 

courier ser vice to participating libraries.

These mission statements are to the point and tell the reader why the courier ser-

vice exists.

Goal statements are targets to be achieved within a certain time frame. They 

are future oriented, setting the direction for the orga nization to go. Library deliv-

ery ser vices typically have three goals: low-cost delivery, rapid delivery, and wide-

spread library participation. In practice, these three goals are often part of the 

mission statement. An example of this type of mission statement: “The courier 

provides low-cost, one- to two-day delivery of all types of library materials to the 

ACME Consortium.”

Goal statements should stand alone, separate from the mission statement. 

Library courier ser vice managers want their ser vice to be reliable, to have polite 

and professional drivers, and to be accurate in meeting established pickup times. 

An example of such a goal statement: “Our goal is to reach by 2010 an on-time 

delivery rate of 99 percent, weather and road conditions permitting; our school 

library participation in the courier ser vice will increase 10 percent in the next 

fiscal year.” Most orga nizations have three to five goals. These goals are often bro-

ken into achievable tasks. An example of a task for increasing the goal of school 

participations: “By October 30, all nonparticipating schools will receive a new 

member brochure and a follow-up phone call.”

Mission and goal statements are usually created as part of a planning process. 

Delivery ser vices need concrete plans to deal with the purchase of large-ticket 

items like a new vehicle or automated material handling/sorting system. Plans 

can be long or short term, but the most important part of the plan is the pro-

cess of thinking through future directions. Involving user committees and other 

library staff is critical to an open process that explores a wide range of options.

Once the plan is complete, the manager should put it on the website, in-

corporate the tasks into individual work plans, and routinely check progress. 

Updates can be made on anniversary dates or as circumstances change. The most 
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important goals for all library delivery systems remain providing fast, accurate, 

professional, and timely delivery ser vice to participating libraries.

POLiCiES anD PrOCEDurES

Courier managers, like other library managers, use policies and procedures to 

instruct and guide use of the delivery ser vice. Courier policies should emphasize 

the importance of rules, be long term in scope, and be consulted when decisions 

are made. Courier policies often are approved by a governing body or board and 

tend not to be subject to frequent revisions. In comparison, courier procedures are 

the tools used to carry out the policies. Procedures are step-by-step directions guid-

ing recurring action. Procedures are helpful to employees and participants because 

they often break down complex activities into easy-to-follow steps. Procedures 

are subject to frequent change as managers attempt to improve efficiency.

Policies

Courier policies are usually the rules that dictate who is allowed into the ser-

vice, how much it costs, and what may be shipped. In a consortium, the bylaws 

typically give the consortium’s governing board final policymaking authority. In 

academic library systems, there is usually a hierarchical structure, with approval 

coming from a director’s or dean’s council. In either case, the process typically has 

the courier managers writing early drafts of the policies, and then the governing 

entity reviews, edits, and approves the policies.

For ser vices that charge for delivery, one of the most important policies is 

price setting. Pricing policies often involve extensive negotiation among partici-

pating members, state governing funders, or other involved parties. Setting pric-

ing for the upcoming year is often one of the manager’s main concerns, particu-

larly in a time of rapidly fluctuating fuel prices, as has happened since 2000.

A typical pricing policy might include membership fee information. For 

example: “Participant courier dues are determined annually by the Board. The 

level of use in the previous year by the members will be the basis for setting pric-

ing.” Examples of other policy statements: “If a member library also subscribes 

to the basic database package and uses the interlibrary loan subsystem, a 5 per-

cent discount on membership fees will be included for courier participation”; or 

“For all new members after membership approval is gained, an estimated delivery 

charge will be created by the Board.”
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Policies commonly found in library delivery ser vices cover eligibility, ser-

vice area, types of libraries that can join, types of materials that can be shipped; 

and insurance and liability requirements. It is not uncommon to find combined 

policies on lost and damaged materials, even though the two events are likely 

from different causes and typically have different resolutions. The set of policies 

reflects the unique political situation of each courier operation.

Many policies contain clear statements about the responsibilities of the par-

ticipating libraries. For instance, a policy could include one of the following sen-

tences: “Participating libraries are required to abide by all ser vice policies and 

procedures”; or “The local library is responsible for acquiring appropriate ship-

ping supplies, excluding containers.” It is important that the policies clearly state 

what is required of everyone involved.

Policies establish how problems are going to be handled before they happen. 

Enforcing the policies equitably and in good faith is part of the courier manager’s 

job. Making sure the participating libraries know about policies is the hardest part 

of the process. The courier manager must make sure that policies are explained 

to new members and that established members are routinely reminded. Policies, 

though not given to frequent change, should be reviewed and updated on a regu-

lar basis at least every year or two.

Lost Materials Policies

Every courier loses materials on rare occasions, and policies are needed to clarify 

responsibilities in those circumstances. These policies protect both the courier 

and the member libraries. In multitype consortia, lost materials in particular can 

become a source of misunderstanding and conflict. A common perception among 

library staff is that the “other type” of library always loses my library’s books. This 

division tends to play out along the standard public versus academic library lines. 

Though loss rates may vary by type of library, they are typically quite low.

The main problem with lost material is identifying where exactly the item 

got lost. Did it disappear before it left the lending library? Did it get lost en route, 

in the sorting process, or at the borrowing library? There is almost no way to 

know, and experienced courier managers have learned that most lost materials 

are eventually found at the borrowing or lending library. MINITEX solved this 

problem by moving to a “secure the tub” system in which all totes are closed by 

zip-ties (plastic locking strips) before they leave the library. Confidence in the 

system increased once this practice was put in place.

Some systems have chosen to deal with the issue by having no financial re-

muneration for lost books. These systems have replaced time-consuming and 
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complex reimbursement systems with yearly book searches. A printout of all 

books lost in the system is sent out once a year or so. These lists are searched and, 

not surprisingly, most materials are found to be misshelved at either the lending 

or borrowing library.

Alternatively, some pay for all lost books with no questions asked. This pay-

without-question system has advantages in the area of public relationships, but 

it requires that more fees be collected from member libraries to cover the lost 

funds. Some luckier systems have managed to get a clause written into the ven-

dor contract according to which the vendor pays for all lost books whether they  

were the cause or not. For courier ser vices that use commercial ser vices such as 

UPS or FedEx, their individual package tracking means the vendor pays if an item 

is lost.

Without piece tracking, a courier manager cannot determine whether an 

item was lost at the sending or receiving library or during transit on the courier. 

No matter how the courier ser vice chooses to handle lost books, the process is 

time consuming and often politically complex.

Damaged Materials Policies

There is an unwritten law of delivery, namely, that library materials will get dam-

aged. As a rule, libraries do not allow severely damaged materials to circulate to 

patrons, let alone be lent to another library. In most cases, damage occurs either 

in transit or at the sorting facility. The reality is that drivers do not always prop-

erly seal bins or close bags in bad weather. Drivers spill coffee or drop packages 

onto the muddy ground. Libraries increase the likelihood of damage when they 

do not pack materials correctly in containers or bags. Damage policies typically 

determine when and how the courier ser vice takes responsibility for a mishap. 

Most policies spell out what is reimbursed (books, CDs, DVDs, VHSs) and what 

is not (equipment, rare, valuable, or personal items).

Most courier ser vices request that damage be reported immediately on 

discovery. Typically the courier ser vice asks the library if the materials can be 

repaired. If the item cannot be repaired, it is usually sent to the courier for inspec-

tion and reimbursement based on contractual schedules.

Procedures

Procedures are essential to the courier manager; they provide the critical how-to 

necessary for running an efficient orga nization. Many procedures are connected 

to labeling and packing material for delivery. Even the smallest, most informal 



ManaGInG THe DeLIVeRy SeRVICe 135

courier operations have some form of packaging procedures. Most packaging  

procedures are step-by-step instructions, as the example in figure 10.1 illustrates.

Courier managers specify to the smallest detail which packaging, labels, 

and materials groupings are allowed; for instance, one courier system specifies 

that only rubber band size 64 or 117B may be used. Courier drivers are often 

instructed not to pick up materials that do not meet requirements. Although this 

meticulous attention to detail can seem nitpicky, given the volume of materials 

most couriers move, procedures are needed for efficient function.

For the most part, each courier system has developed its own policies, proce-

dures, guidelines, and best practices. This lack of uniformity stands in sharp con-

trast to ILL, which has the Interlibrary Loan Code for the United States, approved 

through ALA’s RUSA in January 2001. Several groups are looking at sharing 

information between courier providers, but we are a long way from developing 

uniform standards for delivery.

guiDELinES FOr uSing Pink inTErSySTEM  
rOuTing LaBELS

Step 1
Check the Wisconsin Libraries’ Delivery Service network List* to see if the 
receiving library is a member of the network. If not, then you find another 
means of shipment, e.g., uS Postal Service or commercial parcel/courier 
services.

*The list can be located by clicking on the “Delivery network” icon. The list of the libraries 

participating in the Wisconsin Libraries’ Delivery Service network has two columns.

Step 2
Fill in the For: on the pink intersystem routing label.
use the left-hand column, Delivery network Member of the Wisconsin 
Libraries’ Delivery Service network list.

Step 3
Fill in the To: on the pink intersystem routing label.
use the right-hand column, System Delivery Hub of the Wisconsin Libraries’ 
Delivery Service network list.

Figure 10.1 South Central Library System shipping guidelines
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COuriEr ManagEMEnT SySTEMS

A courier management system is a digital tool to help administer a library cou-

rier ser vice. It can make delivery operations simpler and quicker while making 

the process more transparent and easier for member libraries and management 

staff. Some common functions for library staff include looking up codes for other 

libraries and printing routing slips. Information stored in the system can trans-

form the job of the courier manager from one that involves multiple spread-

sheets, files, and sticky notes to a job where contact information and statisti-

cal reports are kept in a centralized database accessed through a single interface. 

Although moving to a courier management system may involve a large amount 

of staff time, once in place it makes the work of running a courier ser vice easier 

and more efficient.

Libraries using a courier ser vice have a variety of needs that all center on 

moving material between libraries and communication with participants. The 

features in the courier management system need to be intuitive and help library 

staff navigate the required courier policies. It is imperative the system be flexible 

enough to allow libraries to utilize their own method for processing materials 

while maintaining systemwide policies and procedures.

A fully functional system would include the following features for the mem-

ber libraries:

create routing slips and labels and easily print them out singly or in •	

batches

find courier code or address information•	

find contact information at other libraries•	

access instructions for preparing items for shipment or tutorials•	

update contact information•	

The courier manager needs not just access to library contact information but 

the ability to modify that information on a regular basis. Managers must deter-

mine the information needed to describe the members of the group. This may 

include orga nization names, addresses, and contacts as well as any specialized 

information such as interorga nizational relationships or affiliate groups. When 

moving to an automated system, it is important to preserve as much of the infor-

mation from data files as possible. The information in current management files 

must be reviewed, updated, and made as consistent as possible. Inconsistencies 

can mean that data cannot be loaded, are loaded incorrectly, or affect the accu-

racy of statistical reports.
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In addition to member library contacts, information specific to delivery 

schedules is also required. Information ensuring delivery, such as courier code, 

route name/number, ser vice start/end dates, closed dates, and delivery days 

should all be available in the system. If you are implementing an integrated cou-

rier management system, it is a good time to review and revamp all the different 

reports and statistics currently in use. A new system should give the manager 

options regarding formats, timing, and availability. With an online system, some 

reports may no longer be required, since libraries can access the information at 

any time.

The courier management system should provide the manager with all the 

reports needed for member libraries, governing bodies, and courier ser vice part-

ners. Any report package should be flexible and allow the managing orga nization 

to select the criteria for the report as well as the fields for output. The reports should 

be viewable online, at the least. Downloading to Excel and other output capabilities 

that would allow manipulation of the report data are highly desirable.

Most courier managers invoice member libraries directly, though in some 

consortia the courier is one ser vice among many and may be included as part of 

a larger bill for ser vices. For those who do invoice directly, the billing module of 

any courier management system should be customizable and flexible. Using the 

system, the manager should be able to determine the costs for each library, pay-

ment status, and any identifying information required for the billing process. The 

system should allow either the ability to create and send invoices or to output the 

information for use in other billing systems. Historical information should be 

maintained and made available.

Another important tool is a module to track lost and damaged items. As 

with other features, allowing flexibility in implementing options is important. 

The ability to enter lost or damaged items into the system should be controlled so 

that only authorized personnel can report an issue. Member libraries should be 

able to pull up a list of their own lost and damaged items. Automatic communi-

cation tools reduce the level of manual tasks required to move items through the 

lost and damaged processes.

Finally, one of the most valuable features of a courier management system 

is the ability to target communications to specific individuals, routes, or groups 

of participating libraries. The manager should be able to quickly select an indi-

vidual or a group listed in the courier management system for an e-mail distribu-

tion. The system may offer automatic e-mail that informs people when specific 

changes are made in the delivery system, such as a change in route times or cou-

rier delivery days.
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Developing a Courier Management System

Each orga nization has different reasons for considering a courier management 

system solution. Think about the following questions to guide your decision:

Does the courier manager struggle to provide timely and accurate  •	

reports to management concerning usage, problem tracking, and 

membership?

Does the courier manager rely on multiple spreadsheets, paper files, and •	

databases to manage the current courier process?

Is the number of addressing errors on sorting and routing slips causing •	

an undue burden on the courier manager and affecting delivery time of 

material?

Does the courier manager struggle to find a way to communicate with •	

member libraries individually, with a subset of libraries, or with the 

group as a whole?

Is it difficult for libraries and the courier manager to report and track lost •	

and damaged materials or problems with delivery?

Is library contact information out of date, incomplete, or difficult to keep •	

current?

Will the savings gained in higher productivity and fewer errors offset the •	

cost of development and implementation of a new system?

Answering yes to three or more of these questions may be enough to convince an 

orga nization that a courier management system should be investigated.

Courier management staff are responsible for overseeing the development 

process of a courier management system. The steps involved are the same whether 

the system is developed in-house or by a third party.

The orga nization begins the process by establishing system requirements for 

the new software. System requirements are identified by evaluating current pro-

cesses and procedures and identifying priorities. The following questions help 

identify the areas that benefit most from automation:

Which pieces of the process are the most important to the management •	

staff and which are most important to the member libraries?

Are there unfilled needs a new system could fill?•	

Which areas of your current practices take the most time to explain to •	

members?

Which area gets the most complaints from users?•	

What information is unnecessarily “hidden” in your current  •	

procedures?



ManaGInG THe DeLIVeRy SeRVICe 139

Which parts and how much of your management activities do you want •	

to automate? A list of libraries and courier codes on a static web page 

may work for some, but the more libraries involved, the less helpful a web 

page may be for users.

Should libraries be allowed to update their own contact information? •	

How is your contact information stored?

Is it easy to communicate with a single person or everyone on a route?•	

How do you keep track of library closed dates?•	

How do you make library-specific information available to other libraries •	

and to your courier ser vice provider?

How do you handle trouble tickets?•	

What kind of follow-up system do you utilize to make sure the problems •	

have been resolved?

What kind of billing mechanism do you have?•	

The basic information the manager is attempting to understand is which ques-

tions the staff must answer about the ser vice on a daily basis, and what informa-

tion they want to track and have available for reporting.

Once the system requirements have been detailed, the orga nization must 

decide to build or buy a system. The following questions serve as a decision-

making guide:

Do systems exist that could be modified for orga nizational needs?•	

Do staff have the necessary skills to build or maintain a system?•	

What is the budget for developing and implementing a solution?•	

What maintenance costs need to be considered?•	

Would the system be implemented in phases to spread out the cost?•	

Are there other systems the courier management system must interface •	

with?

Regardless of the decision to build or buy, before proceeding the manager 

needs a thorough understanding of current data and work processes. A process 

and workflow review brings together several people with different skills and 

knowledge, including a systems analyst, the courier manager, and key internal 

staff and end users. Data conversion must also be planned to avoid extensive 

manual data entry. Be aware that converted data may require a thorough cleanup. 

Data cleanup and testing are both time consuming and essential to developing a 

workable system.

A process for communicating problems to the developers should be estab-

lished before testing begins. A copy of the original converted data should be kept 
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COuriEr ManagEMEnT SySTEM: a CaSE STuDy

The Colorado Library Consortium (CLiC) is a nonprofit orga nization that 
connects libraries across Colorado regardless of library type or size. The 
orga nization is best known for the management of a statewide courier that 
moves more than five million items between 390 libraries each year.

until mid-2007, the day-to-day management of the courier was handled 
with a seven-year-old Microsoft access database, plus four spreadsheets and 
an assortment of paper files, sticky notes, and e-mails. Participating libraries 
found courier code lists and lost item reports on the website. an online form 
was used to notify the courier manager of a lost or damaged item.

Several issues plagued the system: communication difficulties between 
libraries and the courier manager; tracking courier problems; inability to pro-
vide accurate statistical reports to management; a database that contained 
inaccurate data; a cumbersome, labor-intensive process; and library find-
ing aids that were difficult to develop and time consuming to maintain.

Our goal was to cut staff time required to manage the courier while 
enhancing the level of ser vice to libraries. CLiC’s staff could not under-
take the development of a web-based software project of this magnitude. 
The solution was to work with a development partner, Quipu Group. Three 
levels of system features, based on the level of security, were developed. 
The functions available to all library staff without a login included the abil-
ity to search for a courier code, produce a printable courier code report 
and routing slips, and link to information about the courier. The second 
level of security requires a login and password and is available to selected 
library staff. users may change library contact information, notify the cou-
rier manager of lost or damaged items, and look up contact information for 
other participating libraries. The highest level of security is for the courier 
manager, who can update any library’s information, create ad hoc reports 
and send group e-mail, track billing, and maintain system settings.

Communication concerning the availability of a new system began five 
months before system release. It cannot be overstressed how important 
this communication was to the success of the project. It gave the library 
community ample time to hear why the changes were being made and the 
ability to ask questions and suggest changes. Libraries received infor-
mation via user meetings, individual library visits, electronic discussion 
groups, and direct mailing.



ManaGInG THe DeLIVeRy SeRVICe 141

separate from the data that are being used to test. Problems found in the system need 

to be communicated in a detailed manner and a tracking mechanism created to 

monitor when issues are fixed or identified as enhancements to be added later.

Consider user training needs well in advance of the system implementation. 

Training can occur in many forms, from Help files that are part of the finished 

product to in-person, hands-on training classes offered in locations across the 

ser vice area or as an online tutorial that can be viewed at the user’s convenience.

The key to a smooth implementation is communication. An orga nization 

should begin discussing changes that affect libraries as early in the process as 

possible. If a completely new system is being developed, library staff must be 

given an opportunity to understand the benefits of undertaking a development 

project, be able to voice concerns, and understand how it will improve the ser vice 

they and their patrons receive. Remember that communication continues after 

implementation. Look for libraries that need additional help in learning the sys-

tem or understanding why the changes were implemented in the first place. Some 

hands-on training and face-to-face communication may be necessary and should 

be planned for before it is needed.

Enhancements to the base system can be identified at every phase of the devel-

opment cycle. The key is to capture these ideas and after implementation have staff 

prioritize them. It is suggested that up to 10 percent of the initial system develop-

ment budget be set aside for enhancements. No matter how thorough the gathering 

of requirements, enhancements are always found later in the development life cycle.

Library staff from member institutions participated in the system test-
ing. Testers were given little training and asked to evaluate the ease of use 
in addition to the functionality of the system. Based on their comments, 
the following training tools were created: a fact sheet describing key sys-
tem functions, an FaQ, and an online help system. Most implementation 
issues and questions were addressed individually, and when warranted 
library site visits were conducted by CLiC staff.

In a recent orga nizational survey, the courier was ranked high by 
the library community. The courier management system is a part of that 
success. Key elements to success include keeping the library community 
informed from start to finish, involving key library community members 
during development, a thorough data cleanup, and an educated and 
knowledgeable courier staff.
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Do not underestimate the time and effort it takes to move to a courier man-

agement system from a system of sticky notes, spreadsheets, and folders of paper. 

Once in place, however, it will make the work of running a courier ser vice simpler 

and more cost efficient and will improve ser vice to libraries.

ManagEMEnT OF STaTiSTiCS

One of the primary reasons to keep statistics is to prove that use of the deliv-

ery system justifies the expense. Inexpensive delivery is a winning argument with 

the government officials, college officers, and taxpayers. Statistics are also used 

to get accurate pricing for participating libraries, for contract negotiations with 

potential vendors, to help determine need or demand for ser vice, to understand 

demographics, for inventory purposes, and to inform decision making for routes, 

size of trucks, and number of bins.

The ideal statistical management system would count every item shipped, 

keep track of how long it took to reach its destination, and calculate exact costs of 

each transaction. For those who are handling millions of items on tight budgets, such 

elaborate statistics are infeasible from the perspective of both time and finances. As 

a result, several different ways of keeping snapshots of statistics have been developed.

Software Counts

One of the most significant counts is the number of items shipped by the cou-

rier ser vice, and there are several different methods for estimating this number. 

One of the easiest is to get an exact count from the online ILL software used by 

participating libraries, but such easy answers are available only when a courier 

ser vice is tied to a single online catalog and a single ILL system. Most libraries use 

multiple ILL systems and are involved in numerous resource-sharing and deliv-

ery systems. When different ILL systems, online catalog interfaces, and delivery 

methods interact, exact counts are rarely possible to tabulate.

Tote, Bin, or Package Counts

One of the more commonly gathered statistic is a simple tote, bin, or package 

count. This is a count of the number of totes, bins, or packages picked up and 

delivered each day at every location along a route. The information is recorded on 

simple logs sheets, as shown in figure 10.2. The obvious disadvantage of this sys-

tem is that the manager does not know how many items are in each bin, package, 
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or tote. Estimates can be used, but if one tote can have thirty books and another 

two, determining accurate numbers is impossible.

items Counts

For courier ser vices that use national carriers such as FedEx, it is easy to get an 

exact item shipment count. Some smaller systems also count every package deliv-

ered, and this number is used to determine the library’s fee. With these systems, 

participating libraries are usually required to log onto a website and report the 

number of packages sent and received on a daily, weekly, or monthly basis. The 

honor system works in almost all cases, with managers trusting that libraries are 

reporting accurate usage numbers. It is impossible to count each package if the 

ser vice is delivering more than a million items a year. As a result, exact item count 

systems are almost always the smaller library delivery systems.

A variation on exact item counts makes use of average item counts per tote, 

bin, or package to come up with a standard number. This can be done by a man-

ual item count of a sample number of totes, bins, or packages. A table can be 

created on which a library staff person or driver can enter the number of totes, 

bins, or packages sent. From that data an estimated number of items are auto-

matically calculated. The actual number of items may vary based on the size and 

type of material shipped, but the standard numbers allow for a working estimate. 

Another variation is to determine an average weight of each tote, tub, or bin. 

Like the method of average items per container, the number of containers can be 

entered into a table to calculate automatically the estimated weight of shipments. 

This method can be used when pricing is based on weight.

Figure 10.2 example stop log

LiBrary DELiVEry SErViCE: rOuTE 7

DaTe TIMe
DRIVeR’S 
InITIaLS

# OF TOTeS 
DeLIVeReD

# OF TOTeS 
PICKeD uP

LIBRaRy STaFF 
SIGnaTuRe
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Although these methods may or may not get accurate delivery counts, they 

all allow for reasonably accurate comparisons between different participating 

libraries. It is unlikely that one library would be over- or undercharged, since all 

libraries are reporting based on the same tables. In addition, the courier manager 

also has a defensible number to report for overall system deliveries.

Sampling

Another method is a sample count of totes or bins for a limited period. This count 

can take place once or twice a year, quarterly, or at random intervals. In these 

cases, forms are available online that libraries use for one week or so to count the 

number of items placed in bins and received from bins. It is not uncommon with 

this type of sampling to count other things as well, including types of materials 

being sent or how long it takes for individual items to arrive. This kind of sam-

pling gives the courier manager trend data that can be critical for extrapolating 

about overall system usage.

Whichever statistical counts are taken, it is most important to use roughly 

the same counts year after year. Trend data that look at usage over time can be 

crucial indicators for planning and budget negotiations.

EVaLuaTing THE DELiVEry SErViCE

Evaluation is an ongoing activity, and numerous aspects of the delivery ser vice 

require assessment. Evaluation allows the manager to determine how well the ser-

vice is doing and provides the information needed to make improvements. The 

task is to ask what has worked and why, and what has not worked and why. A well-

established culture of assessment demonstrates accountability and shows that the 

manager is committed to both gaining input from participants and improving 

the efficiency and effectiveness of the delivery ser vice.

Most evaluation measures are either measures of quantity or measures of 

quality. Quantitative measures attempt to gain accurate counts of activities: the 

what, where, and when questions. Quantitative analyses include how many items 

move, how many are damaged or lost, and how long delivery takes. Qualitative 

measures are based more on human behavior or perception. Qualitative mea-

sures are looking at the why and how of decision making and judgment. For a 

delivery ser vice, that means determining what is an acceptable level of customer 

ser vice and asking whether participating libraries’ needs and expectations are 

being met.
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quantitative Measures

There are times when a delivery manager feels that all she does is gather numbers, 

but what the numbers show is critical in providing information about the deliv-

ery ser vice. The following are examples of quantitative measures:

Lost or damaged books counts. The logistics industry considers it a major 

problem if more than 0.025 percent of materials are lost or damaged 

during transition. Any number higher than that is a red flag requiring 

immediate reexamination of procedures and processes.

Delivery speed. There are many different methods to determine how long an 

item takes to get from one site to another. Most courier ser vices define 

an acceptable time range, usually 24–48 hours, after pickup by the driver. 

For the most part, checking every delivery is unrealistic, so many library 

delivery ser vices do either regularly scheduled or randomly assigned 

spot checks of how long a package takes to be delivered.

Route speed. Do trained drivers on the same route take the same time? This 

measure creates a personal accountability metric.

Missorts and miscoding. Though somewhat hard to measure, tracking the 

number of complaints regarding missorts (items sent to the wrong 

library) and miscoding (incorrectly filled-out shipping labels) over time 

can give valuable information on the problems participants face.

qualitative Measures

Qualitative measures are often harder to gather than quantitative measures, for 

the manager must try to assess what people think. The following are examples:

Customer service. A way to find out if there are problems with drivers that are 

going unnoticed is to survey participants and ask about their experiences. 

Questions can also be asked about how the office staff deals with problem 

reports, billing issues, and other day-to-day ser vice issues.

Needs met. Participants have attitudes about the level of ser vice they expect 

from the delivery ser vice. Surveying to find out if the courier ser vice is 

meeting those needs can help measure the strength of the orga nization. A 

ser vice quality system can help the manager determine the gap between 

the ser vice provided and the expectation of their participating libraries.1

Problem handling. How well are problems being resolved? Simple techniques, 

like requiring courier personnel to ask at the end of each customer 



146 PaRT THRee: ManaGInG PHySICaL DeLIVeRy SeRVICeS

encounter whether the customer felt their ser vice needs were meet and 

then recording the answer, can be a powerful way to maintain customer 

ser vice excellence.

One of the most effective evaluation tools is the short and simple survey. 

There are three questions that can be asked in many different formats and ven-

ues: What are we doing well? What can we do better? What aren’t we doing that 

we should be doing? These questions can be asked with a simple online survey, a 

postcard survey, at meetings or conferences, or with a phone call. The three ques-

tions cover a huge range of information, and a courier manager would do well to 

pay close attention to the responses.

The courier manager should strive to create a culture of assessment. Whenever 

the manager meets with a group of participating libraries, ask how the ser vice is 

going. Add a permanent website problem report and courier evaluation section. 

Pay special attention to comments written by participants. Bring small groups 

together to brainstorm what is working well, what could be improved, and what 

new ser vices should be provided. There are limitless ways of evaluating the cou-

rier ser vice; the best managers are always looking for new ways to incorporate 

assessment into every aspect of the ser vice.

ExPanDing COuriEr SErViCES

The “Grow or Die” motto is the inspiration behind many successful businesses 

and an appropriate one for the library courier manager as well. Once library 

courier ser vices are running smoothly, policies are in place, training is ongoing, 

and the website is up and complete, it is time to look for growth opportunities. 

Libraries grow by offering more and better ser vices to their patrons, and the cou-

rier manager has a part to play in the process.

institutional Libraries

Ser vice to some institutional libraries brings several unique challenges for the 

courier manager. Most institutional libraries have limited materials budgets, and 

resource sharing is a good way to provide materials to an underserved popula-

tion. However, institutional libraries tend to be net borrowers because of their 

limited collection, and this can cause problems for systems that attempt to even 

out or load-level between borrowing and lending. That said, most larger libraries 

prefer unbalanced lending to having to ship anything via the USPS.
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Although all libraries are becoming more security conscious, nothing com-

pares to the security requirement necessary for delivery to prisons. Special badges 

are universally required by drivers delivering to prisons, and substantial paper-

work usually must be filed with the department of corrections before those 

badges are issued. Even to interact at the guard station outside the fenced param-

eter, extra security checks have to be made on delivery drivers. Drivers end up 

having extra security checks beyond the typical motor vehicle checks, and drivers 

must be on the “approved list” before they can deliver materials. Gaining access 

for backup drivers when the main driver is unavailable can be a real headache 

for courier managers. For security, speed, and driver safety reasons, it is best to 

request that totes be delivered to the guard station or another area where prison-

ers are not allowed access.

archives and Special Collections

Several states including California and Wisconsin have developed systems to ship 

rare and special collection materials between libraries. This on-campus delivery 

allows scholars to study rare primary source materials without substantial travel. 

The materials are shipped to another archive or special collection, where meticu-

lous standards are maintained to handle often fragile and usually unique items. 

Special arrangements have been worked out by all participating entities well in 

advance of any materials shipment.

Special boxes or other delivery containers are used to separate clearly the 

rare item from the standard library materials flow. These cases are usually locked 

at the sending library and can be unlocked only at the receiving library. Special 

paperwork that tracks exactly when and how these materials move is usually 

maintained. Typically these shipments make up a tiny fraction of a courier deliv-

ery volume. The limited demand allows the extra precautions to be implemented 

at low cost to the courier ser vice.

Other Delivery Services

Other delivery ser vices are being considered or developed by courier manag-

ers around the country, including a few that bring value added or even financial 

remuneration to the delivery ser vice:

Deliveries to computer and equipment repair places are relatively common 

and are of great value to participating libraries that need to ship bulky 

equipment.
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Libraries are charging for home delivery. If patrons are willing to pay postage 

and handling to have library materials delivered via the USPS to their 

home with a stamped return envelope, why shouldn’t the library provide 

the ser vice? Why can’t the delivery ser vice run a specialized van for home 

delivery—again, billing patrons on the basis of recovery expenses with 

administrative overhead. (Free access to home delivery for patrons is 

discussed in chapter 11.)

Libraries are developing arrangements with book resellers. These companies 

offer a part of the resale value of library discards back to the participating 

libraries. A library courier ser vice can recoup some of the cost of the 

delivery ser vice by assisting in shipping to resellers. The next step is for 

the library delivery ser vice to become a reseller itself. The Colorado 

Library Consortium is currently running a pilot of such a project.

Some patrons need special equipment to access library collections. The courier 

ser vice could deliver this material. This can be done in a partnership 

with another nonprofit orga nization that provides such equipment to 

people with special needs.

Perhaps a courier ser vice could connect with library vendors such as book 

binders, new book shippers, and supply companies. A courier located 

near a shipping facility for a library book supplier like Baker and Taylor 

or Yankee Books or a book binder like Houchen Bindery could find 

a way to speed delivery of ordered materials to libraries while raising 

operating capital.

The more libraries study the world of supply chain management, the more we 

can learn about opportunities for providing better ser vices to our library patrons 

while possibly recuperating some operating capital. This topic is a relatively new 

concept among physical delivery managers, but one likely to see growth in the 

coming years.

note
1.  See Peter Hernon and Ellen Altman, Assessing Ser vice Quality: Satisfying the 

Expectations of Library Customers (Chicago: American Library Association, 1998).
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Home Delivery
Lori ayre and Jim Myers

Home delivery is not new to libraries. Specialized homebound delivery ser vices, 

bookmobiles, deliveries to nursing homes, and other similar ser vices have been 

around for some time. Academic libraries have been delivering to distance edu-

cation students for many years. A few public library systems, such as Orange 

County in Florida and Topeka and Shawnee County in Kansas, have figured out 

how to provide direct home delivery to their patrons and have done so for years. 

But home delivery has not become the norm in public libraries as was predicted 

in a 1970 by Robert Jordan in Tomorrow’s Library.1

In this chapter we look at how patron expectations have changed as a result 

of social networking and Internet shopping, and how patrons are now driving 

the demand for home delivery. Patrons are saying, “Well, if Netflix and Amazon 

can deliver, why can’t the library?” And the answer is that libraries can deliver to 

the home, economically. We also offer details about Orange County’s successful 

home delivery ser vice. Home delivery is no more expensive than maintaining a 

mid-sized branch library and is routinely evaluated by patrons as the library’s best 

ser vice. The only things stopping home delivery from becoming a norm across 

the country are the perception that it is too expensive and a lack of knowledge 

among librarians about how to manage such a ser vice.
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HOME DELiVEry: THE FuLFiLLMEnT MODEL

Have you ever wanted something, gone out to the store to get it, but found the 

store did not have your item in or know when it would become available? When 

that happened, what action did you take? Did you choose to wait for it, or did 

you try another store? Let’s assume you decided to wait for it and you put your 

name on a waiting list, even though you have no idea when the item will come in. 

Now imagine, the store calls you and says it is in and you should come get it right 

away. In fact, if you don’t come and get it within seven days, the store will sell the 

item to someone else. I think we could all agree that this store would not get the 

highest marks in customer ser vice.

Yet this is how the current system of holds works at most public libraries and, 

though holds are popular, theirs is not a very good ser vice model. It leaves the 

customer in limbo, not knowing when an item will be available. And it expects 

the customer to do too much of the work involved in getting the desired item.

It is time to treat library users more like the valued customers they are and to 

acknowledge that their time is scarce and valuable. Adding the option to home-

deliver holds, instead of relying on the “come and get it” model, is one way to 

extend the fulfillment options available to library users. Other fulfillment options 

that should be considered include direct delivery, such as special delivery to any 

specified address, personal delivery, expedited delivery, and e-delivery.

Libraries do not offer direct delivery of holds for several reasons: it is expen-

sive, it is labor intensive, and it could result in keeping items out of circulation 

longer (when shipping time is accounted for). Some say that library customers 

enjoy coming to the library and would not want to have material delivered to 

them, or that library users are less likely to return material received via mail. 

Another drawback is that today’s ILSs are not designed to support home delivery.

There are also many reasons to offer direct delivery of library material to 

our customer’s home or office or vacation getaway. As twenty-first-century con-

sumers, we don’t wait for things. We are more likely to choose something “good 

enough” rather than wait for what we really want. In most cases, there is almost 

always another choice that will result in our immediate satisfaction. For example, 

there are many ways to get information—books, music, movies. Libraries are just 

one option among many.

Today’s library users, like everyone, expect fast and efficient ser vice. They 

expect to be able to find what they want. They expect to be able to get it when and 

where they want it. They do not expect to wait and wonder when an item they 

have requested will be available. They do not expect to do a lot of work to get 
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items they have “ordered.” Understandably, they expect libraries to operate like 

most twenty-first-century businesses.

Libraries began allowing customers to place holds on items several years 

ago. They began doing the work of bringing material to the customer’s nearby 

library branch rather than expecting the customer to travel to another branch 

to get it. Library users loved the ser vice, and the number of holds skyrocketed. 

Libraries then began allowing customers to pick up holds and return material at 

any branch. Again, customers responded with enthusiasm. They loved the conve-

nience of the ser vice.

Libraries soon began to suffer from the burden of their own success. Material 

transfers between libraries overwhelmed library circulation staff as they tried to 

keep up with all the holds that needed to be pulled, routed to the right location, 

and prepared for the hold shelves. Shelving units of browsing material were con-

verted to hold shelves and interlibrary delivery volume doubled and tripled as 

these popular ser vices were rolled out.

Convenience Trumps Everything

The primary reason library users prefer to place holds and pick up and drop 

off material at the library branch of their choice is convenience. Customer 

convenience is more important than speed, privacy, and sometimes money. 

Convenience trumps everything.

People generally have either time or money but not both. A 2006 ALA study 

found that 90 percent of library users taking out books had incomes between 

$15,000 and $35,000.2 These people do not have a lot of money. They are using 

the library because the material is free. Even if they have to wait to get what they 

want, they will. They do not complain too much if they have to wait for weeks or 

even months to get a popular DVD. They do not complain that they have to come 

to the library (possibly at some cost and possibly great inconvenience) to pick up 

their requested material—because it is free, and that’s critical. Despite the incon-

venience, some customers accept the “cost” of doing business at the library.

What about the people in higher income brackets; where are they getting 

their books and DVDs? These are the Amazon.com and Netflix users whose time 

is more precious than their money. In many cases, these people would like to 

support the library, but they cannot afford to wait for items to find their way to a 

library branch. These users prefer to purchase the book (new or used) and have it 

delivered to their home or office. For them, it is preferable to pay for the book and 

the shipment in exchange for the convenience of getting the item delivered and 
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knowing when it will arrive. Amazon.com customers do not have to leave home 

to get what they want, and they know exactly when their material will arrive. 

Many used book stores are offering the same convenient online ser vices, and the 

material can be purchased very inexpensively.

Netflix relies on the same appeal to convenience and takes the ser vice one 

step further. Not only does the item arrive in the customer’s mailbox, but it can be 

returned the same way. Further, the customer can queue up several requests and 

not have to bother requesting items one by one. They just magically arrive. Watch 

one movie, return it, and here comes another one from the wish list. What could 

be more convenient than that?

Broaden the Base of Library users

According to the aforementioned ALA study, 63 percent of Americans owned a 

library card in 2006. The same study reported that 25 percent of people with a 

library card had not visited the library in the past year. In other words, everyone 

loves the library—in theory. They want to support libraries. They take pride in 

having a library card. But most of these library supporters do not actually use the 

library. Perhaps it just is not convenient enough.

It is time to develop a ser vice commitment that works for most people, a 

ser vice model that respects every customer’s time and makes the library an easier 

choice for everyone to make. Ultimately, by providing high-quality, convenient 

ser vices, our libraries can build a stronger base of support and bring in more 

funding. As long as libraries are seen as a public good but one that higher-income 

users do not use, they run the risk of losing the support of those higher-income 

users. Expanding library ser vices to include fee-based (if necessary), convenience-

oriented ser vices will address some of the needs of a category of users who cur-

rently do not use the library.

Turnaround Time Matters

Although convenience is the holy grail of customer ser vice, turnaround time 

matters too. Our concept of an “acceptable wait time” continues to shorten. 

Before word processing and fax machines, wait time was measured in days. Today 

we think in minutes, not days and certainly not weeks. Many baby boomers use 

e-mail every day and expect responses to their messages the same day. People in 

their twenties do not use e-mail because it is not instantaneous enough. They 

operate in Instant Message increments.
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The younger you are, the shorter your acceptable wait time. Kids today are 

unfamiliar with concepts like photo finishing, where you have to wait to see your 

photos. They can watch a TV show any time because they have pay-per-view or 

TIVO (a popular brand of digital video recorder). As these young people grow 

up, the slow turnaround times considered acceptable in libraries will no longer 

be acceptable. This generation of library users will not care about the intricacies 

of ILL and the effort made to get the item they have requested—they just want 

the result. Already, books and other library material are commodities. Libraries 

are not the keepers of a scarce number of tomes. Libraries are just one option 

for getting an item that is readily available from any number of places. So, if the 

turnaround time does not fit the need, users will go elsewhere.

it will Only get worse from Here

Users value convenience and expect fast turnaround times. They also expect 

everything to be readily findable. Researchers’ experience with search engines is 

that they can always find an acceptable answer. They can identify a decent restau-

rant, learn about possible vacation destinations, get answers to simple questions, 

or find an essay or blog post or podcast on any topic of interest. Increasingly, 

search engines are also helping them find books and other library materials. 

Libraries are benefiting from the work of OCLC to make library material discov-

erable through search engines like Google and Yahoo. Google and Yahoo users 

can simply install a plug-in that allows them to use their regular search engine 

to search all the holdings in OCLC’s WorldCat for library material. From the 

WorldCat interface, they can then borrow it from their own library or order it 

from Amazon.com.

The ability to discover more easily the material available in libraries every-

where will create yet more demand. What OCLC has done with WorldCat is take 

advantage of the network effects of aggregating the supply of all library material 

(that is represented in WorldCat), thereby expanding the number of potential users. 

As more users discover library material using their preferred search tools (vs. the 

library catalog), more requests will be made for interlibrary transfers and loans.

Library users appreciate and value the convenience of placing their own hold 

requests and being able to choose where to pick up and drop off library material. 

All libraries providing these ser vices are struggling with the delivery challenges 

associated with moving material from branch to branch and library to library. 

Sending out material from a library directly to the library user solves many prob-

lems for the library and creates an even more convenient ser vice for the user.
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Direct Delivery reduces Delivery Volume

To fill user requests, most libraries pick items off the shelf, scan them to put them 

into transit, and prepare the material for their courier. Their courier picks up the 

requested material and the receiving library has to scan each item to trigger the 

hold, prepare the material for the holds shelf (label it with the customer’s name), 

and then put it on the holds shelf. When the item is returned by the customer, 

it must again be scanned to determine where it belongs and possibly be put into 

transit again.

For the customer, the transaction requires two trips to the library. For the 

library, it requires several scans of the bar code and up to two trips via courier 

and the requisite label printing for putting the item on the hold shelf and rout-

ing the material from library to library. That’s a lot of overhead. In addition, the 

customer placing the hold may not know when her held item will be available and 

may not even want it by the time it hits the hold shelf. Libraries report that 10–20 

percent of holds are never picked up. Most libraries allow a week or even ten days 

for holds to be picked up (and this does not include the circulation period), so 

requested items that do not get picked up also do not circulate or fill pending 

requests for over a week.

If libraries shipped items directly to the customer, the transaction would 

eliminate at least two and possibly as many as four trips between locations (two 

library-to-library trips and two patron trips to the library) and would ensure that 

library material was circulating with customers instead of sitting on shelves or in 

vans. If the library used USPS Media Mail, the item would arrive at the customer’s 

home within a day or two and the cost to the library would be less than $2.00.

Ideally, the library could offer a range of choices to library customers. The 

Topeka and Shawnee County Public Library mails all hold requests by default, 

but customers who prefer to pick up their material can simply enter their phone 

number in the comment box and be notified when the item is ready for them.

availability of Delivery Options would Bring in new Library users

Local businesses might be more inclined to use library resources if they could 

get material as quickly as they need it. Law firms, medical offices, and other busi-

nesses pay personal messengers to deliver documents every day. If direct deliv-

ery ser vices were available, they would be more inclined to use the library as a 

resource for articles, books, and other research material. But waiting for the slow 

wheels of ILL to turn does not work well for today’s businesses. Business custom-



HOMe DeLIVeRy 157

ers and higher-income customers are among those who would be more likely to 

use the library if it offered a ser vice model that made sense for their lives, even if 

it cost them more money.

Although some people do not use the library because it is inconvenient for 

them, some “digital natives,” people who grow up comfortable with technology, 

are making extraordinary use of the library without ever entering the building. 

Downloadable audio books and e-books are popular with users who have not 

used the library before. Online databases, digital repositories, digital libraries, 

and other online ser vices have created this new category of library users, whose 

home branch is the e-branch. These users would be more inclined to use nonelec-

tronic library materials such as books and DVDs if they could browse, discover, 

download, or request these items online too.

Even for those library customers with more time and less money, home deliv-

ery may provide cost savings in certain situations. For example, if a customer has 

to pay $2.00 to ride a bus to the library, it may make more economic sense to pay 

for having the item mailed to their home.

Direct Delivery Leverages Library Spaces

According to William Sannwald, the author of Checklist of Library Building Design 

Considerations, the current cost of building a library is $400 per square foot (fully 

loaded building cost).3 Libraries report their success in terms of total number of 

circulations (total number of check-outs) and collection turnover (total number 

of check-outs divided by holdings). The more time library material spends on 

book carts, in transit, and on hold shelves, the less that material can circulate and 

the greater the cost of storing that item.

Unless a library was built in the past few years, it is likely to have too little 

space for current demands. Library users want more from their library space than 

rows of books and quiet study areas. They still expect room to read quietly, but 

they also want spaces for the kids to interact and play games, plenty of public 

access computers, meeting rooms, cafes, display areas for browsing current popu-

lar titles, and quick and easy-to-use self-ser vice options for checking in, getting 

one’s holds, and checking out. Older library spaces cannot effectively accommo-

date these mounting needs.

Reducing the space dedicated to hold shelves by offering direct delivery is 

one way to expand a ser vice that customers value while getting back some of the 

library space in-library customers appreciate. Instead of filling public spaces with 

hold shelves and extra self-check machines to accommodate those people who 
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just want to get in and out, enable those customers to receive and return their 

material via direct delivery. The shipping process happens in staff work areas or, 

even better, at central library fulfillment centers, where a collection of material 

is stored in high-density file systems and is specifically targeted to the e-branch 

users, eliminating the need for branch-to-branch transfers and freeing up valu-

able public areas.

wHaT iT TakES TO rOLL OuT DirECT DELiVEry SErViCE

Providing direct delivery ser vice involves the following components: an appro-

priate software interface, packaging, and a courier or shipper. It may also require 

a change in attitude about what constitutes a library user.

Software interface

The biggest hurdle for today’s library is the software interface. None of the cur-

rently available library systems provide a direct delivery module designed to sup-

port a high volume of material. Many library systems provide a patron module 

that tracks items shipped to individuals who qualify as “homebound.” But when 

offering direct delivery as an option for everyone, libraries need to be able to 

generate shipping labels with bar codes, choose between delivery ser vices, and 

offer the customer control over how to use (and possibly pay for) the ser vice. To 

take advantage of special rates and special ser vices (address verification, Saturday 

shipment, next-day ser vice, second-day ser vice, tracking, etc.), the library must 

output patron data to third-party shipping software (e.g., Endicia, United States 

Postal Ser vice Shipping Assistant, Dydacomp Mail Order Manager) or integrate 

these features into an existing ILS module. Fortunately, the new open-source 

library system products are much more conducive to this type of integration, but 

it is not supported by many of today’s non-open-source ILS vendors. As a result, 

it is more labor intensive than necessary to ship items via the USPS or other com-

mercial shipping vendors.

The software should be easy for library customers to use too. Customers must 

be able to set up direct delivery as the default choice or request direct delivery on 

an item-by-item basis. Customers must be able to verify the shipping address, 

authorize payment (if applicable), and cancel direct delivery requests that have 

not been filled. At this time, these features are not part of any of the software 

interfaces available from ILS vendors.
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Packaging

Packaging can become an impediment for libraries that would like to offer home 

delivery. The packaging requirement depends on the material being shipped, 

the vendor being used, and the way the item will be returned to the library. The 

Orange County (Florida) library system uses basic jiffy bags with simple address 

labels printed by its ILS. It has been able to minimize the work associated with 

packaging because it delivers material via a contracted courier ser vice. All the 

sorting is done manually by the couriers. A library that wishes to automate the 

sorting of material needs to be able to sort material automatically, and this gener-

ally requires a bar code. Libraries using automation or outsourcing the shipping 

to a commercial shipper may be better off using the shipping contractor’s labels, 

envelopes, and boxes.

Ideally, packaging is streamlined with as few variations as possible. For exam-

ple, perhaps the library offers two levels of ser vice, such as next-day or Media 

Mail. These choices depend on the library’s goals. If the goal is to cover the cost 

of shipping by using a low-cost delivery ser vice, USPS Media Mail may be the 

best bet. If the goal is to get the material to the user as quickly as possible, USPS 

First Class mail or next-day UPS or FedEx may work better. Some libraries may 

attempt to meet both goals: provide a free, low-cost ser vice and a fee-based expe-

dited ser vice. Ideally, libraries offering more choices will find a fulfillment center 

that can prepare and package material as needed. If libraries are packaging and 

shipping out of their own facilities, it is important that they keep the necessary 

supplies to a minimum and avoid using tape and staples (which increase the 

handl ing requirements) as much as possible.

Courier or Shipper?

Most libraries use UPS or FedEx for sending and receiving ILL material between 

library systems and a courier ser vice for deliveries within a library system. These 

two provider types are good choices for those applications. But for direct deliv-

ery to library customers, neither the local courier nor UPS or FedEx are a good 

fit. Couriers do not have the ability to add new locations to their route and still 

stay on their 24-hour turnaround schedule. UPS and FedEx are not a good fit 

because of the high cost of single-item, short-distance deliveries. Although UPS 

and FedEx may offer competitive pricing with the USPS when it comes to larger 

volumes or longer distances, the USPS is ideal for delivering small packages to 

lots of nearby locations. The USPS delivers to everyone in a library’s ser vice area 
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every day, and its specialty is very small packages (e.g., letters, magazines). For 

this reason, it can offer better pricing for the ser vice than UPS and FedEx. To the 

extent that a library can bundle items destined for the same zip code, the pricing 

becomes very attractive. Although it is unlikely that the cost for direct or home 

delivery will ever compare to the per-item cost of a scheduled courier ser vice 

(generally under fifty cents), it can be kept under $2.00 per item on single ship-

ments and possibly less (per item) when several items are shipped at once.

THE FuTurE OF DirECT DELiVEry

One of the biggest hurdles to offering direct delivery as a ser vice option is the 

perspective that, if the customer does not come into the library, then his or her 

use of the library does not count the same as one who does. Although there are 

many good reasons for customers to come to the library, many of those reasons 

do not apply to some people. For example, the great children’s programs offered 

at libraries are not a draw for working adults with no children, but they may enjoy 

getting DVDs or CDs to use on their own home theater system. Quiet, public 

reading places may not be a draw for someone who commutes four hours a day 

to work, but that same person would appreciate the steady supply of audiobooks 

available from the library.

Some libraries are starting to recognize the importance of the e-branch user 

and offering e-cards—a virtual library card that verifies the customer’s address 

but does not require a driver’s license or other physical form of identification.  

E-cards can be used however the library chooses; most libraries limit e-cardholders 

to electronic resources until the e-card is converted to a full library card.

Like e-card users, direct delivery customers may be another untapped pool of 

library users with unique needs: they want to use physical library material but do 

not want to come to the library. Many libraries refuse to offer fee-based ser vices, 

believing that they create a two-tiered system of users. But by not providing ser-

vices that are convenient enough for the lifestyles of many potential customers, 

the library is choosing not to address their needs. Is a two-tiered system worse 

than ignoring the needs of a whole category of potential library users?

Some potential users may support the library and see that it fills a public 

ser vice, but they do not necessarily see the library as relevant to their lives. It 

would be nice if people with more disposable income, or no children, or jobs that 

involve very long commutes also benefited from library ser vices. Why not give 

these users even more reasons to vote for those library bonds.
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Home delivery has proved to be a popular ser vice for every library that has 

offered it for free. Orange County citizens report that the home delivery ser vice is 

one of the most valued ser vices the library provides. The library offers the ser vice 

for free, arguing that the cost of the ser vice is comparable (actually cheaper) than 

operating another library outlet.

There is no doubt that free direct delivery would be popular with every 

community, but if the library cannot offer the ser vice for free, why not consider 

charging a small fee for the ser vice? Direct delivery offers a way to meet some 

of the needs of potential customers (and voters) currently underserved by the 

library. For libraries that decide to offer fee-based or convenience-based ser vices, 

it is important to ensure that paying the fee is as convenient as the ser vice itself. 

Therefore, libraries may need to find ways to debit the user’s library account, 

credit card, or PayPal account automatically. For libraries that choose to offer 

direct delivery for free, it will likely be necessary to limit the number of items 

that can be sent out within a given period so that customers do not overwhelm 

the system.

One of the changes happening in libraries today is automation replacing 

manual systems for moving and sorting material as well as some circulation 

functions. This trend began with automated self check-out systems, and we can 

see the continuing trend with automated self check-in systems. With automated 

check-in, the material is checked in and removed from the cardholder’s account 

and then sorted to a tote or trolley for shelving or additional processing.

Automated check-in, check-out, and sorting are done much more easily and 

with fewer errors using an RFID-based system. RFID tags can also be used to store 

information the library system writes to the tag. Whereas first-generation RFID 

tags are being used as glorified (and very expensive) bar codes, next-generation 

tags will be used to aid in materials handling and ILL processing. For example, 

in a few years, it will likely be common for information about holds and pickup 

locations to be written to the library material’s RFID tag so the item can be more 

easily found on the shelf and routed to the desired location. Standards for what 

to write on the library RFID tags are still being developed. These standards will 

also ensure that customer privacy is protected so that the tags can be used to store 

information beyond a simple bar code.

As library sorters become more common (and library spaces are designed 

to accommodate larger sorters), library material will be automatically sorted not 

just to trolleys or carts for reshelving and totes for delivery but also to destinations 

that support other delivery mechanisms. For example, sorters can be equipped 

with discharge locations for “direct ship” items presorted by destination zip code 
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so that staff can easily bundle groups of ten items to take advantage of USPS bun-

dle rate pricing. Printers can be configured to print out the right labels (e.g., rout-

ing labels for couriers, USPS Media Mail labels for direct delivery) automatically 

to match the items’ delivery mechanism. There are many unexploited avenues 

available to libraries that are committed to offering direct delivery.

It is worth noting that another way to implement direct delivery is scan-on-

demand. With the new high-powered scanners, it will soon be practical for librar-

ies to digitize library material and e-mail it to their library customers, or perhaps 

make it available online. As demand for electronic versions of material grows, this 

will be an important delivery option to provide customers as well.

Much of the technology needed to support direct delivery approaches (e.g., 

direct delivery and scan-on-demand) is expensive and requires a fair amount of 

space. More and more libraries should be thinking about creating ser vice centers 

that optimize the library’s ability to fill these orders. These ser vice or fulfillment 

centers can be used to sort material for the library system (or consortium) and 

to separate out items for direct delivery or perhaps e-delivery processing. It is not 

practical for individual libraries to own scan-on-demand equipment or to install 

high-volume, high-speed sorters. This approach does, however, begin to make 

sense for larger library systems or library consortia that can distribute the cost of 

the equipment among several libraries.

Using large warehouse spaces for materials handling functions is cheaper for 

the library system than using up valuable public areas and staff areas at each of 

the libraries. As libraries grapple with increasing volumes of material being circu-

lated and moved around their library system, we will see more and more library 

systems establishing ser vice centers to support materials handling and request 

fulfillment.

HOME DELiVEry aT THE OrangE COunTy LiBrary SySTEM

The Orange County Library System (OCLS) serves a community of 1.3 million 

people across a thousand square miles in central Florida. Founded in 1923 as 

the Albertson Public Library in downtown Orlando, today OCLS includes the 

Orlando Public Library (main library) and fourteen branch locations through-

out the county. The OCLS ser vice area is all of Orange County with the excep-

tion of two municipalities. The population is diverse and spread evenly across 

age groups. OCLS maintains a circulating collection of 1.5 million items and has 

more than 450,000 registered borrowers. In fiscal year 2007, the system circulated 
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9.3 million items. Approximately 8 percent of those circulated items were deliv-

ered to patrons via the popular home delivery ser vice—MAYL (Materials Access 

from Your Library).

Over the past several years, OCLS has emphasized providing a variety of 

programs, computer classes, and technology-focused products. Positive atten-

dance figures and digital statistics show that these products and ser vices are well 

received. But it is MAYL, now in its fourth decade of operation, that consistently 

rates as the library system’s most popular ser vice according to patron surveys.

History of MayL

OCLS initiated its home delivery ser vice in 1974. In the early 1970s, as the impact 

of Disney World began to transform central Florida into a major tourist destina-

tion, the library system consisted of the main library, nine small branches, and an 

aging bookmobile. The population of Orange County was 350,000. As develop-

ment stretched in all directions, OCLS director Glenn Miller wanted to replace 

the bookmobile and still provide meaningful library ser vice to residents through-

out the entire ser vice area. A books-by-mail ser vice was the answer, connecting 

people to the library by bringing the library to them. Resident cardholders could 

call and request titles, and the library would mail the books to their homes at no 

cost to the patrons. OCLS would devote resources to provide the ser vice just as it 

provided resources for branches. Home delivery was the library-without-walls.

In 1975, the first full year of the ser vice, 9,000 books were mailed to patrons. 

Growth was slow but steady throughout the remainder of the decade. In the 

1980s, as the main library was expanded to three times its original size and the 

network of branches began to reach more distant communities around Orange 

County, home delivery started to emerge as one of the library’s most popular ser-

vices. Processing the requests for home delivery became the responsibility of the 

Special Ser vices department. The requests were maintained on handwritten cards 

that doubled as mailing labels, a process that continued for the first twenty-two 

years of the ser vice. Known simply as Books-by-Mail through these formative 

years, the home delivery ser vice was dubbed MAYL in the late 1980s. The acro-

nym originally stood for Mailbox Access to Your Library. By 1990, volume was 

averaging 18,000 books per month.

Though OCLS possessed an AV collection throughout the home delivery era, 

it was not until 1990 that AV materials were made eligible for request. By 1992, 10 

percent of MAYL volume was AV material. Overall growth accelerated through 

the early 1990s. Monthly circulation was 23,000 in 1994 when the system faced 
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a new dilemma. The USPS announced a 70 percent postage increase for library 

book rate. In June 1994, the Orlando Sentinel ran a story about MAYL and the 

impending postal increase, reporting on the library’s search for home delivery 

alternatives.

After reading the Orlando Sentinel article, friends Rick Bennett and Dennis 

Clay created a proposal for OCLS. Bennett had worked for FedEx and Clay for 

the USPS. They were confident they could start a company to provide the library 

with quick delivery, at a competitive cost, with less-intensive package preparation 

for library staff. In his letter to OCLS, Bennett wrote, “You do have an alternative. 

One that I feel could be mutually beneficial for all involved.”

In early 1995, the library began a trial run with Bennett and Clay’s fledg-

ling operation, Priority Express Parcel (PEP). Initially delivering to a few selected 

zip codes, PEP quickly demonstrated a high level of reliability and efficiency. 

Charging $1.35 per package regardless of weight, PEP offered a rate slightly less 

than the average USPS Library Book rate. But along with that favorable rate, 

PEP delivered packages within two days. USPS delivery typically took (and still 

takes) up to seven days. The small roster of PEP drivers proved to be dependable 

and courteous, and the company was soon delivering requested items to homes 

throughout most of the OCLS ser vice region. MAYL became Materials Access 

from Your Library, the word “mailbox” conspicuously dropped.

By 2000, PEP had ten employees and was delivering 88 percent of requested 

OCLS items. That same year, OCLS began outsourcing interlocation delivery to 

PEP, another alternative that continues to be mutually beneficial nearly a decade 

later. Today PEP delivers 92 percent of OCLS requests (the remaining 8 percent 

are delivered via USPS or picked up by patrons). Package cost has increased fifty 

cents, to $1.85, in the thirteen years PEP has delivered MAYL for OCLS, a rate that 

still compares favorably to the current average USPS Media Mail rate. To keep up 

with the prolific growth of MAYL over the past decade, PEP has doubled the size 

of its staff. Most deliveries are still made within two days, and none take longer 

than three days.

MAYL volume has risen tremendously over the past ten years. The OCLS 

website was introduced in May 1998, and that year 2,500 requests were made 

by patrons via the Web. In May 1999, the number was 8,500. By 2002, 17,000 

requests monthly were originating from the website, representing 50 percent of 

requests systemwide. In May 2008, 69,000 holds were placed online, 85 percent 

of all requests.

Clearly, MAYL is perfectly suited for the online world, almost as if it was 

conceived all those years ago with the digital age in mind. The ser vice initiated by 
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the library during the nation’s first gas crisis now helps OCLS stay relevant during 

the nation’s most recent energy crisis. The library-without-walls first envisioned 

in the 1970s has become the system’s third-highest circulating agency, checking 

out 720,791 requested items in 2007. In 2008, MAYL circulation neared 800,000 

items.

From request to Package

The MAYL process has always been about making adjustments. From learning to 

operate postage machines and sort canvas mail sacks to negotiating three computer 

system migrations in less than two decades, library staff working with home deliv-

ery have had to manage significant change and accommodate substantial growth.

Today, OCLS uses a paging list process to locate requested material that 

should be on the shelf. Staff use these location-specific lists daily to search for 

the requested items and send found copies to Special Ser vices for processing. 

If all owned copies of a requested title are checked out, staff are prompted to 

send the item to Special Ser vices during the check-in process. The main library’s 

daily regular paging list is typically 500–700 items, with 150–250 lease books and 

DVDs appearing on the daily floating list. For branches, regular paging lists fall 

in the 75–200 item range, and floating lists are anywhere between 25 and 100 

items. Today, 60 percent of OCLS requests are for books, 20 percent for DVDs, 10 

percent for music CDs, and 5 percent for CD books.

Special Ser vices received its name many years ago, back when, in addition to 

Books-by-Mail, the department also handled ILL and talking books. The focus 

became exclusive to processing MAYL material in the early 1990s. The Special 

Ser vices staff currently consists of one full-time manager, one full-time coordi-

nator, eleven full-time clerks, and six part-time clerks. The department occupies 

a 10,000-square-foot portion of the basement floor in the main library, a space 

large enough to conduct all MAYL activity and store all related supplies.

Chief among department supplies are the padded mailers used to ship 

requested material; four different sizes accommodate all types of items. Patrons 

are encouraged to return the mailers for reuse; the mailers have “Reusable—Please 

Return” printed on one side. Approximately 80 percent of requests are sent out in 

mailers that were previously used. Whenever possible, multiple items requested 

by a patron are placed together in one padded mailer. When staff begin to recog-

nize a particular patron as a heavy user of MAYL, a note is placed on the patron’s 

account that directs everyone in the department to set aside that patron’s items 

until the end of the day. All items for the patron are then packaged together.
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With 92 percent of MAYL items being delivered by PEP, sorting packages for 

distribution mostly means placing them in one of several large bins wheeled in 

and out by PEP drivers throughout the day. About 4 percent of MAYL patrons 

still receive material through the postal ser vice; this is usually because the mailing 

address is a P.O. box or the patron’s residential address is too remote for inclu-

sion in PEP’s delivery area. Special Ser vices has its own postage machine in the 

department. Staff post 100–150 packages a day and place them in a postal wire 

sent out the following morning. The remaining 4 percent of packages are picked 

up by patrons at an established OCLS location. This is typically arranged at the 

request of the patron, but a small number of pickup arrangements are initiated 

by the library after patrons report two or more failures to receive delivered pack-

ages. Items for pickup at the main library are delivered by Special Ser vices to hold 

desks within the building. PEP gathers the packages being picked up at branch 

locations to be included in the following day’s interlocation delivery.

From Dock to Door

PEP headquarters is two miles from the main library. Most of the building, 

approximately 650 square feet, is devoted to sorting. The fenced-in parking lot 

provides space for the fleet of vehicles, sixteen small pickup trucks with toppers 

and two 18-foot box trucks. MAYL packages are delivered by couriers using the 

pickup trucks, and interlocation delivery is divided by two drivers using the box 

trucks. Each courier drives about 100 miles a day. Combined, they make approxi-

mately two thousand stops daily, using an average of 100 gallons of gas. The delivery 

drivers stop at thirteen of the fourteen branches six days a week; the fourteenth 

branch receives delivery via a courier delivering MAYL packages in its neighbor-

hood. Together, the interlocation delivery routes cover 175 miles each day.

Including Bennett and Clay, PEP employs twenty people. All PEP staff mem-

bers wear company shirts (polo style or T-shirt with logo) and black shorts or 

pants. Additional uniform items provided include baseball hats and jackets. Staff 

are salaried, which allows for individual scheduling flexibility and promotes a 

sense of ownership of the routes for drivers. Health insurance is provided for 

employees. PEP suffers little turnover; most of the staff have been with the com-

pany more than five years.

The interlocation drivers begin their routes at 8:00 a.m. One driver deliv-

ers to six branches north of the main library. The other driver delivers to seven 

branches to the south. Along with returning items owned by the main library to 

the shelving staff and turning over interoffice mail to the mailroom, the drivers 

deliver requested material found at branches to Special Ser vices.
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The MAYL package-sorting area at the PEP warehouse is a large rectangular 

room. All along the perimeter, fifteen built-in wooden sections, approximately 3 

feet deep, represent each of the courier routes. Throughout the day, full bins are 

wheeled into the center of the room, and packages are sorted into the appropriate 

sections by the employee stationed at the warehouse and any driver who happens 

to be there at the time. After completing their deliveries for the day and return-

ing to the warehouse, the couriers further sort the packages in their sections and 

prepare their routes for the next workday.

All routes are split in half and completed over two-day periods. The couriers 

alternate between one side of the route and the other from day to day, resulting in 

the great majority of items reaching the address within two days of being checked 

out in Special Ser vices. Couriers set their own daily schedule, the only rule being 

that deliveries not be made in the dark.

The couriers are instructed to observe the elements when making deliveries. 

PEP provides reusable plastic bags to protect the packages. Depending on weather 

conditions and the amount of shelter provided at the door of the residence, cou-

riers decide whether or not to use a bag. For deliveries to gated communities, 

Special Ser vices staff contacts patrons to obtain gate codes that are passed along 

to the couriers. Driveways are avoided, unless there is no safe place to park on the 

road. When delivering to a fenced residence, the courier puts the package in a bag 

and twists it shut on the gate. By contacting the library or calling PEP directly 

(the company lists its phone number on the bags), some patrons give specific 

instructions for the delivery of packages. These instructions are printed with the 

address on the mailing label, prompting couriers to place packages in containers 

near doors, to leave them at leasing offices, to always knock when delivering, or to 

follow any number of other directives.

It is not officially part of PEP’s ser vice to deliver material from MAYL patrons 

back to the library. However, when making a delivery, couriers will accept library 

items and padded mailers presented by patrons and deliver the material to Special 

Ser vices the following day. This courtesy reflects the company’s commitment to 

customer ser vice. Bennett and Clay long ago established the understanding at 

PEP that each employee serves as an ambassador for the library, and that philoso-

phy is exemplified each day by the PEP staff.

Cost Comparison and return on investment

One undeniable truth about MAYL is that an increase in delivery volume means 

an increase in the overall cost of the ser vice. The enormous growth of MAYL 

over the past ten years is seen not only in circulation figures but also in the OCLS 



168 PaRT FOuR: THe FuTuRe OF PHySICaL DeLIVeRy

budget. Including Special Ser vices staff salaries and benefits, MAYL operations 

costs in 2008 were projected to be $1,867,000. This represented 4.4 percent of the 

library’s anticipated budget expenditures, up from 2.9 percent in 1998. Cost of 

delivery in 2008 was projected to account for 3.1 percent of anticipated expen-

ditures.

Despite the inevitable increase in overall cost that comes with the ser vice’s rise 

in popularity, a cost-per-unit comparison of MAYL with the costs of OCLS physi-

cal locations indicates that the ser vice is one of the library’s most cost-effective 

operations. Dividing the overall cost of the ser vice by the volume of checked-out 

requests shows that each MAYL transaction costs $2.46. This figure has increased 

only nine cents over the past ten years. Only four of the library’s fifteen locations 

have a lower cost per checked-out item.

To appreciate the value of MAYL fully, it is important to consider other fac-

tors that help measure the return on investment for both the individual taxpayer 

and the community as a whole. For the individual, there is the obvious savings in 

time, gas, and other associated driving costs. The convenience offered by MAYL 

cannot be underestimated. The ser vice makes it possible for someone new to 

experience the library in a tangible way without leaving home.

From the library website, Orange County residents can register for a library 

card. If the registration process is successful, patrons receive their library cards 

in the mail within ten days. They can then request items from the online catalog, 

and the MAYL ser vice puts the material in their hands without them ever actually 

visiting a location. Though OCLS is proud of its locations and provides a great 

variety of programs and ser vices to draw visitors, there is also the recognition 

that a significant portion of customers prefer to use the library virtually. A 2005 

online survey about MAYL, taken by 1,600 patrons, revealed that 33 percent uti-

lized the library exclusively through the website and home delivery.

The individual also gains from the benefits MAYL provides to the commu-

nity at large. Just as the ser vice was ahead of its time by being so well suited for 

the Internet, MAYL was also a green ser vice before anyone knew what that meant. 

Simply put, home delivery helps keep cars off the road, which in turn lowers fuel 

emissions and reduces wear and tear on roads that the taxpayers help maintain.

To illustrate these benefits more specifically, current Special Ser vices head Jo 

Ann Sampson recently used statistics provided by Bennett and Clay to measure 

the ser vice’s positive environmental (and economical) impact on the community. 

Consider the two thousand deliveries the fleet of PEP couriers make each day, and 

the 100 gallons of gas required to make those deliveries. Then imagine residents 

from those two thousand households getting in their vehicles and driving to the 
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library to pick up requested items. Allowing for a five-mile round-trip, these 

patrons will drive a combined 10,000 miles. The U.S. government reports that 

the average mileage for today’s vehicles is 23 miles per gallon. Using that average, 

the 10,000 miles traveled by patrons picking up requested material would use 

435 gallons of gas. In other words, the two thousand deliveries made by PEP take 

less than 25 percent of the fuel it would take for patrons to pick up the material 

from the library. At $3.50 per gallon, PEP spends $350 daily. The cost for patrons 

would exceed $1,500. Spread that out over a year (260 workdays), and you see a 

difference of $299,000.

Dare to Be relevant: Embracing Home Delivery

Back in 1974 when OCLS started the home delivery ser vice, the vision was clear. 

Books-by-Mail was a way to replace an old bookmobile, a way to reach distant 

sections of the library ser vice area that might not have a nearby branch. But it was 

also about rethinking the traditional process of filling requests for patrons, and 

about redefining what it meant to provide good library ser vice. Traditionally, the 

patron made a request for a title, the library eventually secured the title for the 

patron, and then the patron had to take action to collect the item. One of the cen-

tral values intrinsic to MAYL is that it takes the onus off patrons to do anything 

else once they request a title. The responsibility of completing the transaction is 

built into the process. If this was forward thinking in the 1970s, it is paramount 

to remaining relevant today. Consumers have become increasingly accustomed 

to ser vices that cater to their schedules and make convenience a top priority. As 

public libraries continue to examine their ever-changing role in the lives of their 

residents, it is important that they recognize models such as Amazon.com and 

Netflix as the standard against which they are measured.

To initiate a home delivery ser vice, a library must be willing to overlook 

apparent obstacles. The logistics of carrying out the ser vice can be considerable, 

but they are certainly manageable with proper planning and research. The most 

significant hurdle is the perception of cost. When discussing home delivery as an 

option, most objections are based on the sense that the ser vice is a luxury. There is 

a common misconception that a home delivery transaction costs more than one 

taking place in a physical location. However, as illustrated by our MAYL cost-per-

unit comparison, that simply is not the case. The orga nization must consider the 

cost of operating the physical branch, including overhead, building maintenance, 

and development and sustenance of the collection. By contrast, a home delivery 

operation may be housed within an existing location, and the collection, whether 
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for a single-location library or for a system or consortium, is already in place. 

Instead of facility and collection costs, the home delivery ser vice expenditures 

are directed toward delivery costs. It goes without saying that the commitment 

of leadership within the orga nization is vital to the success of a home delivery 

ser vice. Understanding the true cost by transaction of the ser vice and weighing 

that cost versus patron satisfaction will prove to be valuable tools for the library’s 

administration when questioned about the viability of home delivery.

OTHEr HOME DELiVEry MODELS

Challenges to home delivery’s viability are likely. But it is also quite likely that 

patron support for the ser vice will be strong and vocal. Two public library models 

of home delivery besides MAYL—one a recent operation in a neighboring central 

Florida county, the other a twenty-year veteran of home delivery in the country’s 

heartland—both report tremendous customer satisfaction.

The Topeka and Shawnee County Public Library (TSCPL), Kansas, has been 

operating a home delivery ser vice since the mid-1980s. Paul Brennan, collections 

manager for TSCPL, oversees the ser vice. Brennan indicates that the origin of 

the ser vice can be traced to a cost/benefit analysis conducted by TSCPL admin-

istrators about adding parking for the library. Instead of constructing a parking 

garage, TSCPL decided to initiate a home delivery ser vice. TSCPL’s home delivery 

of requested items is free to all cardholders, and material is sent through USPS 

using library book rate. All circulating material in the collection is eligible for 

home delivery. The ser vice is extremely popular with TSCPL patrons and, reports 

Brennan, “pretty central to what we do. There is complete buy-in to the ser vice 

from the top of the orga nization.” Brennan believes the ser vice reaches people in 

the county that otherwise would not use the library. Critical questions about the 

ser vice are few, but typically they center on the cost the library incurs by offering 

the ser vice. Like OCLS, TSCPL can point to cost-per-unit statistics to illustrate 

the value of the ser vice.

In 2007, TSCPL mailed 153,438 items to customers, representing 4.2 percent 

of the library’s total circulation. Provided the title is available, it takes two to three 

days for a requested item to be checked out for the patron, and two to three more 

days for it to be mailed. Two full-time staff members focus on processing the 

requests once the item is checked out to the patron. Patrons are responsible for 

the return of material, either by paying return postage or returning the items to 

the library or to one of the drop boxes located throughout the county.
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Polk County, Florida, is southwest of Orange County and has approximately 

560,000 residents spread across more than 2,000 square miles. The Polk County 

Library Cooperative (PCLC) began a home delivery ser vice called B-Mail in  

2006. Material requested through B-Mail is mailed via USPS library book rate. 

Though 75 percent of PCLC patrons still choose to pick up requested material, 

B-Mail has experienced remarkable growth during its brief existence. Tina Peak 

oversees the B-Mail operation for PCLC. She reports that, in May 2006, 300 items 

were mailed to patrons. In August 2008, nearly 5,000 items were mailed. There are 

seventeen libraries in the cooperative. Within the subset of PCLC libraries that 

circulate 10,000 or fewer items monthly, B-Mail ranks second or third in circula-

tion each month. Print books, audiobooks, and movies are available for home 

delivery, although some libraries in the cooperative do not make their movies 

eligible for B-Mail.

The B-Mail ser vice operates in a room within the Lake Wales Public Library, 

where three full-time employees process the requested material. As expected, cus-

tomer satisfaction among B-Mail users is very high. Peak indicates that there has 

been little negative feedback about the ser vice, and, as expected, misconceptions 

about the cost of the ser vice are generally at the heart of any criticism. Citing that 

there is little overhead involved, Peak explains the cost-per-transaction statistics 

of the ser vice to those few who do question the viability of the ser vice. The PCLC 

website features a survey for B-Mail users. For the question “Why do you use 

B-Mail?” most patrons choose “I prefer to search for my library materials online 

24 hours a day, seven days a week.”

For all the differences in library size, history, and volume, the stories of home 

delivery at TSCPL and PCLC have key points in common with MAYL at OCLS. 

The orga nizations feel strongly about the value of the ser vice, and they can also 

point to cost-per-unit studies of the ser vice to illustrate cost-effectiveness. There 

is also the high satisfaction level of customers, who continually remind the orga-

nizations how home delivery helps make the library such a meaningful part of 

their lives.
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12
Connecting Courier 

Services
Valerie Horton

Imagine a time when every library patron has access to the contents of every 

library in the country. For the patron who cannot find the item he wants in his 

own library’s catalog, there is a button on his personal web pages to request it 

from other sources. This discovery tool provides access to hundreds of millions of 

volumes held in U.S. libraries. Behind the scenes, the item is requested from the 

nearest library, and by the next day it is heading toward the requesting patron’s 

library. Delivery takes place within a few days at minimal cost.

This vision is an expansion of the future painted by Steve Coffman in the 

much-discussed article “Building Earth’s Largest Library.”1 Coffman envisions an 

Amazon.com–like future for libraries. Patrons are no longer locked into a local 

library catalog but instead go to a global catalog. Coffman suggests that any found 

library item carry an “available immediately” sticker if it is in the local library, an 

“available in 24–48 hours” if held by a nearby consortium, and an “available in 

2–6 weeks” if the USPS is involved.

Much has been reconsidered since 1999, when Coffman wrote the article, par-

ticularly on building the discovery piece of the model. Today many patrons search 

WorldCat Local first with its forty million plus records, and from WorldCat Local 

they easily jump to the bibliographic record held at a nearby library. The Firefox-
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based “GoGetter!” plug-in is available for download at this writing.2 On websites 

with bibliographic sources, GoGetter identifies several sources for finding the 

desired item, such as a bookstore, an online subscription, or a local library. The 

discovery piece of the retrieval process has been going through a time of great 

innovation, thanks largely to the ad hoc Rethinking Resource Sharing group.

The retrieval piece has not been as rigorously challenged to rethinking and 

new innovations. Even in 1999, Coffman raised the question, “Who’s going to pay 

to deliver all those millions of items to patrons?” Coffman went on to envision 

a home delivery model like that we discuss in chapter 11. He suggests charg-

ing patrons for shipping and delivery as online bookstores do. Unfortunately, an 

unpublished study done by OCLC in Montana in 2007 found that patrons were 

not inclined to pay fully for home delivery unless the cost was very low.

So the question remains, other than home delivery, are there other ways of 

rethinking delivery? In this chapter we explore an alternative method of delivery, 

namely, linking courier systems to provide inexpensive, rapid delivery between 

geographically contiguous regions. Existing courier ser vices could deliver to 

libraries for half the cost of USPS Media Mail, and in a fraction of the time. 

Although the patron would still have the inconvenience of making a trip to the 

library to check out the items, there are still many advantages to this model.

The chief characteristic of most library courier ser vices is that they are fast. 

Most library couriers offer one- to two-day turnaround within their ser vice 

region. Not only are library couriers ser vices fast, but many are paid for by gov-

ernment funding and there is no direct cost to the participating libraries. Some 

other library courier ser vices are partially subsidized by state funding or LSTA 

funds or are provided as part of a package of consortium ser vices to members.

To give an example, in 2007 the largest libraries in the Colorado Library 

Consortium paid about twenty-five cents to move an item one way. Without the 

State of Colorado subsidy, the cost per item shipped would roughly double to 

fifty cents. USPS Media Mail averages $2.30–$2.50, depending on weight and how 

many zip codes the item passes through.

In chapter 1, a estimate shows that libraries are paying at least $35 million 

annually to ship ILL materials via the post office. We know library couriers are 

cheaper and faster than the USPS. Given the justification of poor ser vice and 

much higher costs, how can we reduce use of the USPS for ILL transactions?

Envision a fleet of trucks passing you on the freeway. On the side of the truck 

you read “Library Sharing in Action.” Through federal legislation, librarians 

have created a nationwide library delivery system. Fleets of trucks drive long-

haul routes across the country. The trucks drop off pallets of bins at one of a 
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dozen regional sorting centers. The bins are transferred to local couriers, who 

use smaller trucks and vans to deliver to the regional sorting center and finally to 

the local library. A book moves from New York to Oregon in a matter of days at 

minimal cost to the library.

This vision is grand, dramatic, expensive, and politically as close to impos-

sible as can be envisioned in these days of budget deficits, recession, and desire for 

lower taxes. This is not the time to suggest large new programs with high federal 

tax dollars. Still, there are methods of getting to roughly the same functionality 

without the huge investments in a federal infrastructure and start-up costs.

Linking rEgiOnaL COuriErS SySTEMS

How do we create the physical delivery piece for the Earth’s Largest Library? 

Assuming the discovery piece is already handled, the next task is to expand local 

and regional library courier ser vices. At this time, not all parts of the country have 

access to regional library courier deliveries. We also need to connect to neighbor-

ing courier systems, creating a patchwork quilt of linked delivery options. Finally, 

we must agree on labeling, packaging, and circulation parameters that allow sys-

tems to exchange materials easily.

There are a considerable number of library courier ser vices operating in the 

United States. One recent survey by ALA identified 123 consortium-run courier 

ser vices.3 Further, the 2008 delivery study discussed in chapter 2 found twenty-

seven states with library courier ser vices. Some states have full coverage (e.g., 

Michigan and Massachusetts), some states have partial coverage (e.g., Wyoming 

and Idaho), and a few states have no library couriers ser vices in operation.

We do have successful multistate library courier ser vices to draw from. The 

Trans-Amigos Express, from Amigos Library Ser vices, delivers to member librar-

ies in Texas, Arkansas, New Mexico, and Oklahoma. Many other regional and 

statewide ser vices cross state lines. For instance, SWON delivers to libraries in 

Ohio and Kentucky; the Kansas City Metropolitan Library and Information 

Network delivers to libraries in Missouri and part of Kansas; and Colorado 

Library Courier delivers to part of Wyoming. There are academic-only delivery 

networks that cross state lines, including the Association of Southeastern Research 

Libraries, which delivers to eighteen university libraries in nine states.

Some courier systems do not deliver to libraries in other states but do link 

at the borders. One of the best examples is Minnesota’s MINITEX Library 

Information Network and Wisconsin’s South Central Library System. These 
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states transfer nearly 100,000 items a year between the two systems, saving well 

over $500,000 in postage, labor, and mailing materials.

Is there enough library courier ser vice coverage to allow regional linkages? 

The answer is that it varies around the country. The northern Midwest and most 

of the eastern seaboard have heavy concentrations of library courier ser vices. It is 

conceivable that Ohio, Michigan, Minnesota, Illinois, and Wisconsin could con-

nect, but nearby Iowa and Nebraska have only limited delivery to a few universi-

ties. A new ser vice launched in May 2009 links libraries in Missouri, Colorado, 

and part of Kansas. This ser vice, named COKAMO, was already moving a thou-

sand books a week by June 2009 and is expected to save participating libraries over 

$150,000 in USPS costs the first year and more thereafter. COKAMO is hoping to 

expand to nearby states in the regions such as Texas, Oklahoma, and others.

For the purposes of this chapter, let’s make three assumptions: First, there 

are currently enough courier ser vices to create a significant number of linked 

regional ser vice areas around the country. Second, the benefits from regional 

cooperation would encourage more states and regions to create physical delivery 

ser vices and link them up. Finally, once low-cost library courier delivery is avail-

able, more ILL traffic will shift away from the USPS and move to library courier 

delivery. Given these assumptions, how would a regional courier linkage func-

tion? What standards or shared systems would be required?

CirCuLaTiOn PEriODS, LaBELS, anD PaCkaging

Several practical considerations must be addressed before two courier ser vices 

can link, including consistent labeling, material packaging agreements, circula-

tion parameters, customization of OCLC library records and group creation, 

regional sorting hubs, and agreed pickup and delivery points.

Some consortia agreed to share the same circulation parameters when they 

launched direct patron borrowing; others were unable to reach agreement, with 

dissimilar circulation periods causing confusion and problems for the entire sys-

tem. A 1996 Library Research Ser vice study found that many libraries at that time 

shared a three-week loan period.4 Anecdotally, when the question of circulation 

periods was raised at a recent national conference, half the audience reported using 

a three-week loan period; the other half reported using combinations of one, two, 

three, or four weeks depending on material types and local circumstances.

There is no national standard for circulation loan periods or late fines, nor is 

there likely to be in the future. To cope with this inconsistency, many consortia, 
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particularly those using the USPS, have built-in grace periods to cover transit 

time between locations. This lack of agreement will add complexity and difficulty 

to any agreements between courier systems. Building in a grace period so patrons 

are not penalized is the best alternative available at this time.

As discussed in chapter 7, systems use several different package labels, from 

simple codes such as “C123” to OCLC codes to USPS mailing addresses. Regardless 

of which code is used, it must identify the specific borrowing library. The label 

may also indicate the lending library. That information is also usually included in a 

printed-out ILL form that is placed in the library item. The ILL form indicates the 

patron and usually includes both borrowing and lending library information.

For a regional delivery system to function, another layer of labeling would 

need to be developed. In a simple two-state system, each participant can easily 

recognize the other’s code, even with quite dissimilar addressing formats in use. 

But as systems grow and link to more couriers, simple sight recognition of label 

differences may not work, particularly if multiple sorting centers are used to shift 

materials between couriers systems.

An alternative would be to use a meta-level code above the local courier code 

on the print label. An easy meta-level code would be to use the postal codes for 

the fifty states, such as WI or TX. These postal codes have the advantage of being 

short and commonly known. Another possibility is to use a shorthand code for 

the delivery ser vices sorting hub. For instance, the Colorado Library Courier 

sorts in Denver, so the code could be DEN.

Whereas some couriers use a simple label with limited information, others 

include substantial amounts of information such as lending library, receiving 

library, an attention or note to field, date, and others. On such complex labels, 

there would have to be a way to make the meta-label address stand out for quick 

recognition and sorting.

The goal with any labeling system is to keep it simple. Since many library 

courier ser vices are moving millions of items, systems must be designed that keep 

labor and material costs down. It will be up to the participants involved to decide 

which meta-labeling to use. Changes will have to be made in whatever system is 

used to create the labels. Most couriers use a home-grown label creator, which 

could be difficult to modify. It would be helpful if standard practices were devel-

oped to guide implementation of a new label system. It is much easier to start 

delivery using one system than to change that system later. The more labeling can 

be standardized across the country, the better for linking courier ser vices.

Current delivery ser vices use a range of packing materials, from the mini-

mal to the excessive with multiple layers of wrappings. Courier ser vices that use 



COnneCTInG COuRIeR SeRVICeS 177

overnight carriers have packaging provided by the carrier. Some courier ser vices 

use padded envelopes and attempt to reuse them. Reusable canvas or nylon bags 

are also widely used. Many ser vices use a large plastic tote or bin. Inside the tote, 

library materials are layered loose with a label tucked inside the item or attached 

with rubber bands to the outside.

It is likely that library materials will be moving in long-haul trucks inside 

boxes or bins that are stacked on pallets. Large reusable plastic totes appear to be 

a logical container to stack on pallets. The totes are sturdy enough to be reused 

thousands of times and have a locking cover to keep out inclement weather. Some 

system will be required to make sure labels remain secured to the totes as they 

move between systems.

HOw FEaSiBLE iS Linking COuriErS?

In several states, library courier delivery ser vices cross state lines, usually as 

part of a consortium that has an established route into the neighboring state. 

In developing COKAMO, the linked Colorado-Missouri library courier ser vice, 

Greyhound was found to be the cheapest method of moving items each night 

from Independence to Denver. In the end, the question is not the ability to link 

but whether we can afford to link and agree on rules of participation.

From the logistics industry, we know that moving one item is expensive; 

when you move a box of items, the price for each item drops; but when you move 

a truckload the price per item can drop to pennies. So the more we move, the less 

expensive the delivery. This is a real advantage over the USPS, which has the same 

price for each piece moved. To make cross-state delivery financially feasible for a 

courier ser vice, volume must be high.

For purposes of illustration, let’s assume that two states share 10,000 OCLC 

ILL transactions a year. The cost of using USPS Media Mail (about $2.40 per 

paperback, less than 13 ounces) to ship ILL items to the borrowing library and 

back to the lending library times the number of items moved works out to a 

cost of roughly $48,000. A quick cost study of paying for a long-haul truck route 

between Missouri and Colorado suggests that it can be done several days a week 

for around $15,000–$25,000 a year. Thus the linked library courier would cost 

half that of USPS ser vice, and transactions could be delivered and sorted each 

night for a one- or two-day turnaround.

If library courier ser vice is cheaper, ILL personnel are likely to shift their bor-

rowing to states where delivery via courier is possible, and the 10,000 transactions 
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would quickly rise to the 100,000 currently shared by Minnesota and Wisconsin. 

At first, costs might have to be subsidized until enough volume was generated to 

keep prices low.

COnCLuSiOn

In the end, the problem with expanding courier ser vices is not technical, nor with 

enough volume will it be financial. The issue will be the vision among partici- 

pating libraries about the importance of resource sharing. The ability to reach 

agreements on cost sharing, labeling, packaging, shipping arrangements, and 

acceptable circulation parameters must be made through conversation and com-

promise. Unfortunately, agreements can be the most difficult thing to achieve, 

since both parties must agree to maintain the new ser vice over a long time frame.

In 2009, the National Standards Orga nization (NISO) agreed to start discus-

sions with a group of librarians involved in delivery to see if a standard prac-

tices document could be developed. If there could be some agreement on what a 

library delivery process should look like, the process of reaching the other agree-

ments could be much easier.
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Actual Weight: Scale weight of a shipment.

AFV (Alternative Fueled Vehicle): Vehicle powered by a fuel other than gasoline 

or diesel.

Air Waybill: Contract between shipper and carrier covering international and 

domestic transportation of cargo to a specified destination. The air waybill 

may also be referred to as the source document.

AVI (Automatic Vehicle Identification): System combining an onboard tran-

sponder with roadside receivers to automate identification of vehicles. Uses 

include electronic toll collection and stolen vehicle detection.

Bill of Lading: Legal document that sets out the details of a shipment such as 

consigner, consignee, pieces, weight, product description, collect, prepaid, 

declared value, and any particular ser vice requirements. The bill of lading is 

signed by the shipper and the driver picking up the freight.

Blanket Wrapping: Specialized transportation handling ser vice designed to 

protect certain commodities such as furniture, large appliances, household 

goods, or large office machines such as copiers.

Bulk Shipment: Shipment of loose boxes or pieces.

Cargo Weight: Combined weight of all loads, gear, and supplies on a vehicle.

Cartage Company: Company that provides local (within a town, city, or munici-

pality) pickup and delivery.

CDL (Commercial Driver’s License): License that authorizes an individual to 

operate commercial motor vehicles and buses over 26,000 pounds gross 

vehicle weight. For operators of freight-hauling trucks, the maximum size 

that may be driven without a CDL is Class 6 (maximum 26,000 pounds gross 

vehicle weight).

Excerpted from the Messenger Courier Association of the Americas.  

Used with permission, with minor modifications and additions.
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Chargeable Weight: Charges based on the greater of scale weight or dimensional 

weight.

COD: Collect upon delivery. Payment is required immediately from the con-

signee. Not to be confused with collect.

Collect: Billing terms in which the consignee, rather than the shipper, receives 

freight invoices.

Common Carrier: Freight transportation company that serves the general public. 

May be regular route ser vice (over designated highways on a regular basis) or 

irregular route (between various points on an unscheduled basis).

Consignee: Party to which a given shipment is addressed on freight bill.

Consolidation: Converting individual smaller shipments into larger, multiship-

ment loads in order to achieve transportation savings.

Container (Shipping Container): Standard-sized rectangular box used to trans-

port freight by ship, rail, and highway. International shipping containers are 

20 or 40 feet long, conform to International Standards Orga nization (ISO) 

standards, and are designed to fit in ships’ holds. Containers are transported 

on public roads atop a container chassis towed by a tractor. Domestic con-

tainers, up to 53 feet long and of lighter construction, are designed for rail 

and highway use only.

Contract Carrier: Company that transports freight under contract with one or a 

limited number of shippers.

Cross-Docking: Operational process of transferring freight from one truck to 

another at a dock facility. Usually involves skidded and shrinkwrapped LTL 

freight transferred with the use of forklifts.

Cube (Cubic Capacity): Interior volume of a truck body, semitrailer, or trailer, 

measured in cubic feet.

CWT: Hundredweight increments.

Dangerous Goods: Articles or substances capable of posing a significant risk to 

health, safety, or property when transported by air. Also referred to as haz-
ardous materials or restricted articles. The following are dangerous goods 

that must be declared at time of booking: oil-based paint and thinners (flam-

mable liquids); industrial solvents; insecticides; garden chemicals (fertilizers, 

poisons); lithium batteries (not in cameras); magnetized materials; machin-

ery (chain saws or outboard engines containing fuel); fuel for camp stoves, 

lanterns, torches, or heating elements; automobile batteries; infectious sub-
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stances; any compound, liquid, or gas that has toxic characteristics; bleach; 

flammable adhesives; perfume; alcohol.

Dead-Heading: Operating a truck without cargo.

Declared Value: Value of goods declared by the shipper for the purposes of deter-

mining charges and/or establishing the limit of the carrier’s liability for loss, 

damage, or delay. Valuation charges are assessed to shippers who declare a 

value of goods higher than the value of the carrier’s limits of liability.

Dedicated Trucks: Trucks that contain freight from a single exclusive shipper.

Desktop Delivery: Inside delivery of small shipment directly to end user’s desk.

DIM (Dimensional Weight): Space or volume of a shipment. Determined by 

multiplying the length by the width by the height and dividing the product 

by 194 for domestic shipments or by 166 for international shipments.

For-Hire Carrier: Company in the business of transporting freight belonging to 

others.

Gateway: Last city within a country from which a shipment departs when going 

to an international destination. For example, a shipment that travels from 

Denver, Colorado, to Chicago, Illinois, to Paris, France, would list Chicago, 

Illinois, as the gateway.

Hazmat (Hazardous Materials): Classification of dangerous materials from the 

U.S. Environmental Protection Agency. Transport of hazardous materials is 

strictly regulated by the U.S. Department of Transportation.

Hours-of-Service: U.S. Department of Transportation safety regulations that 

govern the hours of ser vice of commercial vehicle drivers engaged in inter-

state trucking operations.

IAC (Indirect Air Carrier): Any person or entity within the United States not in 

possession of a Federal Aviation Administration air carrier operating certifi-

cate who undertakes to engage indirectly in air transportation of property 

and uses for all or any part of such transportation the ser vices of a passenger 

air carrier. Each indirect air carrier must adopt and carry out a security pro-

gram that meets TSA requirements.

JIT (Just-in-Time): Manufacturing system that depends on frequent, small deliv-

eries of parts and supplies to keep on-site inventory to a minimum.

Known Shipper: Person or entity authorized to ship cargo on passenger air car-

riers. A systematic approach is used to assess risk and determine the legiti-

macy of shippers. Passenger air carriers and indirect air carriers must comply 
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with a broad range of specific security requirements to qualify their clients 

as known shippers.

Lessee: Company or individual that leases and uses vehicles.

Lessor: Company that leases vehicles to others.

Logbook: Book carried by truck drivers in which they record their hours of ser-

vice and duty status for each 24-hour period. Required in interstate commer-

cial trucking by the U.S. Department of Transportation.

Loose Shipment: Shipment that is tendered as individual boxes or pieces. Also 

referred to as a bulk shipment.

LTL (Less-Than-Truckload): Quantity of freight less than that required for the 

application of a truckload (TL) rate; usually less than 10,000 pounds.

LTL Carrier: Trucking company that consolidates LTL cargo for multiple desti-

nations on one vehicle.

Mixed Charges: Shipping and other charges split between the shipper and the 

receiver (consignee).

OS&D (Over, Short and Damaged): Report designed to provide all exceptions 

from a consolidated shipment once received by delivering carrier. This report 

is critical in the transfer of cargo liability.

Oversized Package: Package between 84 inches and 130 inches in length and 

girth but less than 30 pounds. Such a package is rated at the 30-pound small 

package rate (standard UPS provision).

Owner-Operator: People who own and operate their own truck(s).

P&D: Pickup and delivery.

Payload: Weight of the cargo being hauled.

Pedal Runs: LTL shipments loaded onto trailer such that the truck can drop them 

off in order on a given route.

Pick & Pack: Fulfillment of orders of more than one SKU into a shipping con-

tainer from the warehouse floor.

POD: Proof of delivery.

Prepaid: Shipper responsible for payment of charges.

Private Carrier: Business that operates trucks primarily for the purpose of trans-

porting its own products and raw materials. The principal business activity 

of a private carrier is not transportation.

Pup Trailer: Short semitrailer, usually 26–32 feet long, with a single axle.
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Recovery: Act of picking up a shipment at the destination.

Recovery Time: Amount of time it takes to process a shipment and have it avail-

able for pickup after a flight arrives at the final destination.

Scale Weight: Actual weight of a shipment.

Shipping Weight: “Dry” weight of a truck including all standard equipment but 

excluding fuel and coolant.

Sliding Fifth Wheel: Fifth wheel mounted to a mechanism that allows it to be 

moved back and forth for the purpose of adjusting the distribution of weight 

on the tractor’s axles. Also provides the capability to vary vehicle combina-

tion lengths.

Sortation: Sorting items at a warehouse for delivery the next day or onboard 

sorting by drivers.

Tender: Act of dropping off a shipment at the origin.

Third Party: Person/company paying shipping and related charges is neither the 

shipper nor the consignee.

TL (Truckload): Quantity of freight required to fill a trailer; usually more than 

10,000 pounds.

TL Carrier: Trucking company that dedicates trailers to a single shipper’s cargo, 

as opposed to an LTL carrier, which transports the consolidated cargo of 

several shippers and makes multiple deliveries.

Trip Leasing: Leasing a company’s vehicle to another transportation provider for 

a single trip.

Unknown Shipper: Person or entity who does not meet the security status of a 

known shipper. Unknown shippers cannot ship cargo on passenger air car-

riers.

Warehousing In Fee: Charge associated with receiving freight into a warehouse. 

This fee covers the costs of labor, forklift handling, and storage of the freight. 

Typically, the in fee is charged on a per-pallet basis.

Warehousing Out Fee: Charge associated with moving freight out of a ware-

house. This fee covers the costs of labor, forklift handling, and retrieving the 

freight from inventory. Typically, the out fee is charged on a per-pallet basis.

White Glove Delivery: In-home delivery and light assembly of related items as 

well as removal of all packaging materials.
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This article may be useful for courier systems looking to set goals.

Helmer, John F. 1999. “Orbis Courier Ser vice: The Resurrection of a Collaborative 
Success.” OLA Quarterly 5 (1): 8–10.

This article follows up the Burkholder 1992 article (see above); the lack of 

administrative or centralized control in the Oregon/Washington courier ser-

vice led to a crisis. The crux of the problem was vague contract terms and 

fluctuating rates, exacerbated by the fact that people concerned about the 

courier had no way to communicate with each other. A central administra-

tor was chosen, lines of communication were opened, and a fixed, affordable 

yearly contract was negotiated.

Julian, G. 1996. “Truck and High-Tech: Document Delivery in the ’90s.” Serials 
Librarian 28 (3/4): 275–81.

This article summarizes a workshop on physical versus electronic document 

delivery. It cites speed of ser vice as the most important factor in the success 

of any method of document delivery. It includes a cost analysis of shipping 

original physical materials as opposed to scanning/photocopying articles and 

sending the reproductions. Using a regional courier ser vice to send original 

physical materials, placing the burden of reproduction (if necessary) on the 

user, was found to be more cost efficient. The emphasis of the workshop is 

that electronic transmission (which has the benefit of speed) is a comple-

ment to, not a replacement for, physical delivery (which was then cheaper 

and less labor intensive than electronic methods). Almost twenty years later, 

it would be interesting to know if electronic document delivery is still nota-

bly more expensive and less labor intensive than physical delivery.

Library Research Ser vice. 2003. “Courier Ser vice by Regional Systems Saves 
Libraries Millions of Dollars Annually over Alternative Delivery Methods.” 
Fast Facts: Recent Statistics from the Library Research Ser vice. ED3/110.10/
No. 191 (March 16). www.lrs.org/documents/fastfacts/191_courier.pdf.
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The Colorado statewide courier system was found to be vastly less expensive 

than shipping materials with the USPS, UPS, or FedEx. Twenty-five public, 

five academic, four special, and one school library participated in the sur-

vey, a mixture of small, medium, and large districts/institutions. This sam-

ple seems to be intended as a representative, not comprehensive, survey of 

Colorado libraries.

Lietzau, Z. 2007. “Statewide Courier Saves Libraries Thousands in Shipping Costs 
Each Year.” Fast Facts: Recent Statistics from the Library Research Ser vice.  
ED3/110.10/No. 251. www.lrs.org/documents/fastfacts/251_courier.pdf.

This Fast Facts is a reprise of the 2003 LRS study; it surveys a similar number 

and type of libraries and compares the cost of courier usage to the cost of 

USPS, UPS, or FedEx delivery. The courier system is still greatly more cost- 

effective, not only because of its rates per item but because it is easier to pack-

age and prepare materials for the courier than for any commercial shipping 

ser vice. The study estimates that the cheapest alternative to the courier, the 

USPS, would be 3.5 times more expensive than the courier.

Massie, D. 2000. “The International Sharing of Returnable Library Materials.” 
Interlending and Document Supply 28 (3): 110–15.

This article cites two main barriers to international lending: cost and fear/

confusion about the lending process and the accountability of foreign institu-

tions for the materials received. Most of the article is a report on the activities 

of the SHARES International ILL Task Force, part of RLG. Massie discusses 

some of the task force successes in easing international loan for its members 

and its goals going forward, such as reducing shipping costs, revising current 

policies to reflect a more global membership, and creating a best practices 

document for shipping to different countries. Some of the survey data col-

lected by SHARES about its member institutions will be useful to people 

curious about the status of international ILL.

Pierson, S. K. 2007. “Montana Library Courier System: Is There Potential?” 
University of Southern Mississippi SLIS Master’s Project. www.clicweb.org/
movingmountains/Pierson_S_FinalPROJECT080107.pdf.

The Montana State Library, as part of a study on the feasibility and advisabil-

ity of a statewide courier system, conducted surveys of other states’ courier 

activities and regional Montana courier activities. Pierson’s thesis includes 

a literature review, extensive bibliography, and appendixes with the survey 

questions and aggregated answers. Her analysis of the survey results shows 
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that reliability is the most important aspect of a courier ser vice to libraries, 

followed distantly by cost and turnaround time, and that courier ser vices 

generally save money and time over other methods of physical delivery.

Ruhnke, C. 2005. “The Meaning of Delivery in Illinois.” Illinois Libraries 86 (1): 
37–38.

This short article has a few facts on the volume of materials Illinois libraries 

move on their courier and some hypotheses about how and why so many 

items are moved. The information is not substantial, but a few of the cita-

tions may be of further interest.

Shrauger, K. J. 2002. “Courier Ser vices Come to Arkansas.” Arkansas Libraries 
59 (6): 4–8.

This article offers concise and detailed information on the structure and 

some of the policies (packing, pricing, etc.) of the Arkansas library courier 

system. Advantages of the courier system include less packaging time, no 

weight restrictions, and the ability to move non-ILL items (correspondence, 

giveaways). It also greatly improved turnaround and delivery time to patrons 

when used as a fulfillment method through OCLC. In nine months, half the 

libraries on the courier recovered the yearly courier fee in mailing cost sav-

ings. Shrauger anticipates that the system will become more, not less, cost- 

effective as it expands.
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courier services; regional and local 
carriers

partnerships and resource sharing, 1 
11–113

payment schedule, 126
payment terms in RFP, 74
PEP (Priority Express Parcel), 164, 166–167
planning process, 38, 51–53, 131–132
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