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ADDS LIFE TO THE COLLECTION WITH COLLECTIONHQ AND ESP

NEW ORLEANS 
PUBLIC LIBRARY, LA



New Orleans is a diverse and vibrant city which 
attracts more than 17 million visitors each year.1   
The city’s Public Library is a 15 branch system 
serving a population of around 390,000. In 2005, 
New Orleans was badly hit by Hurricane Katrina 
which severely impacted the library. Six library 
buildings were devastated by the disaster and 
there were no funds to purchase new material for the collections at remaining 
branches, leaving the library reliant on donations or existing material. Since 
2006, the library staff has been working hard to rebuild the library and provide 
a service that meets the needs of its community. In 2018, the last of the 6 
libraries extensively damaged by the hurricane was reopened. 

THE CHALLENGE THE SOLUTION
Prior to implementing collectionHQ, the 
collection at New Orleans Public Library held 
a high percentage of items that did not meet 
the needs of patrons. In 2014, collectionHQ 
was introduced to help monitor collection 
performance and to locate items that were 
poorly circulating or in a poor physical 
condition. Use of collectionHQ helped the 
team to improve the appeal of the collection to 
patrons which led to increased turnover. 

While collectionHQ was offering the team 
more insight into the collection and supporting 
improvements, Head of Acquisitions and 
Collection Development, Matthew Bowers, 
identified the requirement for a tool that 
would support the purchase of new titles. The 
percentage of the collection that was ‘Dead on 
Arrival’ or DOA (a metric which reports material 
added to a library collection over a 12 month 
period which subsequently does not achieve 
more than one circulation) was high. Matthew 
explained: “We were spending hundreds of 
thousands of dollars a year in a way that I could 
not justify to a taxpayer if asked.”

ESP—Evidence-based Selection Planning was 
identified as the tool that would help to reduce 
DOA and support Matthew’s two-person 
Collection Development team to make efficient, 
patron-driven selection decisions. 

ESP harnesses the same Machine Learning 
methods that drive Apple’s Siri, Google’s 
Assistant, and the recommendation engines at 
Netflix and Amazon to predict how current and 
forthcoming titles will perform in the future. By 
analyzing key data points, ESP provides each 
title with a score. ESP then recommends how 
many titles to purchase and where to distribute 
these items based on the library’s local 
circulation evidence. 

1https://www.neworleans.com/things-to-do/history/
people-and-culture-of-new-orleans/
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We were spending hundreds 
of thousands of dollars a year 
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to the taxpayer if asked.”

2



THE RESULT
Time Savings
Years of experience in selecting titles for the 
local community provided selection staff with 
a good understanding of the titles that would 
resonate with patrons, therefore introducing 
ESP to that workflow took some time for 
staff members to get used to. However, after 
witnessing the impact of decisions made with 
the help of ESP data, the staff members were 
soon convinced. Matthew added: “ESP lets you 
use your actual circulation data to make your 
purchasing decisions, but you still have the 
freedom to go with your gut if you need to.”

Introducing ESP has not only led to more 
informed selection decisions, but has freed up 
staff time from spending hours reading title 
reviews and researching new authors. ESP 
combines all of this data in its predictions which 
provides staff with the information required to 
make quick decisions and more time to focus 
on tasks that add value to the collection, such 
as weeding and marketing. Matthew described: 
“It frees up staff time for work that computers 
can’t do.”

Reduced DOA and Improved Circulation 
The combination of data-driven selection and 
improved promotion of the collection thanks to 
staff time savings, has resulted in a collection 
that better meets the needs of library patrons; 
a result which is illustrated by the library’s 
reduction in Dead and DOA material.

Overall, the percentage of Dead items in 
the collection at New Orleans Public Library 
has dropped more than 50% from when 
collectionHQ was first introduced in 2014, to 
2019. This drop has been accelerated by the 
addition of ESP which contributed to a 5% 
fall in the library’s DOA percentage between 
November 2018 and November 2019. 

While circulation of the collection has been on 
an upward trajectory since rebuilding began 
post-Katrina, Matthew has noted a significant 
rise in print material usage purchased by ESP. 
He explained: “In recent years, as electronic 
usage has increased and audio-visual material 
usage has decreased, we have seen circulation 
of print increase by about 9% each year, and 

it’s the print material purchases that we are 
using ESP to manage. So I doubt that’s just 
coincidence.”

Cost Savings
Prior to implementing ESP, detecting the right 
titles in the right quantities was a challenge for 
selection staff, especially in the purchase of 
new or pre-published titles. Harnessing ESP’s 
predictive algorithm, however, has not only 
contributed to lower DOA, but has resulted in 
saving funds that were previously wasted on 
material that was not used.

Matthew summarized: “It pays for itself with 
what you save not buying books you don’t 
need.”

“
ESP lets you use your actual circulation 
data to make your purchasing decisions, 
but you still have the freedom to go with 

your gut if you need to.”
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KEY 
BENEFITS

Improve turnover

Increase 
circulation

Discover 
new titles

Meet patron 
demand


