Information Boundaries and Libraries
In the U.S. government, one colleague told me, “libraries are nested like Russian dolls.” At the top is the Library of Congress, then libraries and information centers within major departments. Some units of departments have their own library or in the case of the Department of Defense or the U.S. Congress multiple libraries. Finally, when one looks closely at a single office, each office has a library. Despite the proliferation of “official” libraries, the principal business of many “official” libraries is convincing budget officers that “official” libraries are doing a super job and the budgets should be increased by a generous two percent or at least not slashed yet again.

The same situation faces libraries in organizations of all types worldwide. In the midst of the information age, libraries and the experts staffing them are fighting for survival. MBAs, CPAs, and Ph.D.s are going about their informationizing with little more than a polite nod to the “official” library.

Even more painful is the cold shoulder professional publishers are giving libraries. Pearson, VNU, Wolters Kluwer, Thomson, Reed, and even the former UMI are calling themselves “education companies.” The customer is not he library; the customer is anyone involved in education. With a bit of editing, the library has moved from valedictory to benedictory.

Another recent change in the information sector is the shift from licensing data to “solving information problems.” Among the more magical transformations are online companies such as Thomson, Lexis Nexis, and Factiva providing system integration services that bundle content into a “solution.” Of these three firms, at the beginning of the sales cycle, each of these firms is supportive of the prospect’s information center, librarian, or documentalist.

Then a change occurs. One special librarian in New York who wishes to remain anonymous said, “The overall project seems to be moving forward smoothly. But the amount of involvement for the library has been decreasing. The vendor is not using my group effectively. The librarians are the best people available to assist the vendor with this project.”

The refrain is an increasingly common one. Libraries and information professionals find themselves struggling for pivotal roles. The exclusion or ignoring of the information professional can be understood when the vendor is a database company like Oracle or IBM or a specialized software provider such as Vignette or Documentum. These companies have a long tradition of selling products to the information technology department or the chief financial officer. But when the exclusionary cut is made by an information company, marginalization hurts and may never heal properly.

Is marginalization an environmental factor; that is, the online equivalent of an act of God.. On one hand, this is good news because no single person or specific library is the focus of a specific exclusionary act. On the other hand, is marginalization a result of actions libraries and librarians have taken? 

We can look at several well-known developments in the access and use of information.

Item: Google has emerged as the de facto way to locate information electronically. Senior managers with a vague concept of how online systems work say, “Please, Google this person for me.” Google has defined electronic information for many. With the coalescing of search-and-retrieval to a single url, it takes little mental effort to see that any other type of online and print research services have a marketing problem. Information science’s greatest marketing success is Google. Information science’s major faux pas is Google. The fact that Google does “good enough” searching provides unconscious evidence to some managers that other information services are not needed or less valuable. Google is a verb. Google allows anyone to “find” information without the help of a trained information professional, thank you.

Item: business majors, art students, and civil engineers can with a mouse click or two, set up a real-time news service or provide assistance in locating e a particular book or someone who can answer a specific question. Everyone is an “information professional” in his or her own mind. In the last few months, peer-to-peer information sharing has zoomed from a relatively low profile to a for-fee service provided by Wal*Mart. Wal*Mart, the largest retailer in the United States, has transformed the American retail landscape, become the arbiter of what hardback book becomes a best seller, and now is making online search an off-the-shelf item for millions of Americans. The Wal*Mart user reasons, “I can find and download what I want from Wal*Mart. I can find anything else I need online too just as I can find low-cost detergent Wal*Mart..”

Item: Reed Elsevier has shuttered some of its specialist Web portals. ChemWeb, a specialist site that served those interested in chemistry, is a particularly sad loss. Reed’s action reflects now-standard corporate parsimony. However, the shuttering of “portals” for specific technical interest groups is a stark reminder that the individuals in these groups were not supporting them—enough. Viewed from the angle of information professional marginalization, the lack of support for Reed’s portals is part of the user’s determination to depend on shoulders not clothed in traditional information policies and practices.

What can be done? The remediating chestnuts include: 

1. Professional associations must do a better job of marketing to non-members. When I visit another country, I am concerned that the marketing expertise of U.S. societies such as the American Library Association has cloned itself. As Google becomes the world’s library, where does that leave the libraries? Professional societies have to offer some type of counter message, or why should these societies exist?

2. Local and regional groups need to move from their traditional roles to a proactive approach. Local and regional groups should consider how to step up their participation in their community of users and potential-users. 

3. Individuals with formal training in library and information science must steel themselves and volunteer for cross-department or cross-discipline working groups. Even in the committees conceived by high-ranking Bush administration officials, stepping forward and volunteering to assist is welcomed.

Now let’s look at the problem of marginalization in terms of barriers, boundaries, and “fences that make good neighbors” by keeping the neighbors out of our petunias.

Consider that some libraries have erected their own information barriers. Those inside the perimeter watch the world outside with a wary eye. However, those outside the perimeter simply ignore the barrier, those locked up behind it, and go about their business.

The outside world means no harm to libraries or information professionals therein. For alarming managers and professionals, libraries are just not relevant. Like the Russian dolls that hide within one another, libraries are invisible, except at budget time. Out of sight, out of mind.

Marcus Aurelius may be paraphrased to provide information professionals of what is necessary to demarginalize libraries. “The work is this … to transfer what is here to there, to make changes, to take up from here to carry there.” (Meditations, VIII, 6)

Russian dolls delight when they are opened. Altering boundaries for libraries may bring delight as well.
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