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O n Su nd ay  25 O c to b e r  1998, 
the A L IA  Board  of Ed ucation  
hosted a forum  for lib rary and 

in fo rm ation  sector p ractitioners and 
educato rs. O n e  session of the forum  
w as devoted to d iscussing the research 
priorities seen to be im portant in pro­
vid ing  library and inform ation  services 
in Australia . O ngo ing  research w as re­
garded by the forum as vital for inform ­
ing the dec is ion  m aking  process 
developm ent and provision of effective 
inform ation services. In identifying re­
search priorities the forum  recognised 
the va lue  of provid ing services that sat­
isfy the inform ation  needs of d iverse  
groups in chang ing  in fo rm ation  and 
social environm ents.

I have  sum m arised  the m ain research 
areas raised at the forum : this is by no 
means definitive, rather a starting point.

1. Understand the d ynam ics of the hu­
m an d im ensions of the values/ben- 
efits o f lib raries and in fo rm ation  
agencies.

Statistics often in d ica te  strong sup­
port for public libraries and inform a­
tion agencies. H ow eve r, the va lue  or 
benefit of these agencies is often ex­
pressed in terms of w hat the organ i­
sation does (serv ices) or w h a t it 
p rovides (resources), or in terms of 
justifying its raison d'etre  to funding 
authorities. U nderstand ing  the va lue  
from the end-user perspective is nec­
essary: H o w  do lib raries ac tu a lly  
'he lp '?  H o w  do libraries contribute to 
personal em pow erm en t and lifelong 
learn ing , for ex am p le ? H o w  do li­
braries help  peo p le  to get on w ith  
the ir lives, so lve  p rob lem s, get 
around barriers, find d irection , fulfil 
the ir in fo rm ation  needs? H o w  can 
w e  e ffective ly  m arket the va lu e  of li­
braries to ind ividuals? W h a t does this 
m ean for the p rov is ion  of value- 
added services?

2 .Understand inform ation seeking and 
inform ation utilisation in an inform a­
tion-rich environm ent, rather than an 
inform ation-scarce environm ent.

The developm ent of the W o rld  W id e  
W e b  and electronic information prod­
ucts and services has the potential to 
provide a huge am ount of information 
at any one time. H o w  do people cope 
w ith  this, how  do people manage the 
'flood ', how  do people deal w ith in­

formation overload? And how  can li­
braries provide the 'in te llectua l' scaf­
fold of inform ation and critica l 
literac ies to help people e ffec tive ly  
engage w ith the Net, even outside the 
lib rary context? At a b roader level, 
this focuses on develop ing  a greater 
understanding of the human interface 
w ith  e lec tro n ic  sources of in fo rm a­
tion. For exam ple, there is a need for 
in-depth usab ility studies of human- 
com puter interaction to shed light on 
the hum an d im ensions of e lectron ic  
inform ation searching.

3 . The im portance of the deve lopm ent 
of inform ation literacy.

There w as recognition of the gap be­
tw een  the rhetoric and the reality of 
in fo rm ation  iiteracy. There  is need 
for m ore research into the im pact of 
in fo rm ation  lite racy  d eve lop m en t 
p a rticu la r ly  in the education  sector 
—  schoo l, T A FE  and u n ive rs ity  —  
and  its im pact on school perfo rm ­
ance , undergraduate  perfo rm ance, 
and how  teach ing and learning proc­
esses can  m ore effective ly  integrate 
it. H o w  can  libraries best d e live r in ­
form ation  literacy instruction? H o w  
can learn ing theory, for exam ple, in­
form the lib rary 's  role in deve lop ing  
in fo rm ation  lite racy  and life long  
learners?

4. Research  in em erging areas of infor­
m ation practice , such as know ledge 
m anagem ent and e lectronic inform a­
tion m anagem ent.

H o w  is hum an know ledge generated, 
constru cted  and u tilised ? H o w  can 
this understanding inform the design 
and  p rov is ion  of in fo rm ation  serv­
ices? H o w  can lib rary and in fo rm a­
tion  o rgan isations cap ita lise  on the 
hum an know ing  in organisations —  
the life experiences , netw orks, 
expertises, p rocedural and d ec la ra ­
tive  know led ge  —  and use these as 
in te lle c tu a l cap ita l for the strategic 
goals of the organ isation? W h a t  are 
the re lationships between a person's 
ex isting kn ow led g e , in fo rm ation  
needs, in fo rm ation  seeking  b eh a v ­
iour, and interactions w ith  libraries 
and inform ation agencies? H o w  con ­
cepts and practices of copyright, in ­
tellectual property, media annexation 
of scho larly  output, im pact on e le c ­
tron ic  inform ation m anagem ent.

5. E lucidation  of notions of information 
com m u n itie s  and  in fo rm ation  net­
works.

H o w  does inform ation  actua lly  flow  
in the groups and com m un ities that 
lib raries serve? G reater understand­
ing of hum an inform ation  networks 
and the nature of information flow  in 
these com m unities is important to ef­
fec tive ly  m eet the inform ation needs 
of these groups. A re  lib raries the 
most approp ria te  answ er? W h a t  are 
the barriers/gaps in in form ation  a c ­
cess for these groups? W h o  are the 
most appropriate information provid ­
ers? Should  lib raries be all things to 
a ll p eo p le ? H o w  can lib raries c o n ­
tribu te to a com m u n itie s  d e v e lo p ­
m ent? These questions h ighlight the 
need for m ore understand ing of the 
patterns o f in fo rm ation  seeking be­
h av iou r o f target groups that repre­
sent lib ra ry  c lien ts . U nderstand ing  
the dynam ics of information-seeking, 
inform ation processing and inform a­
tion utilisations of groups of lib rary 
users is seen to contribute to m ore ef­
fec tive  in terac tion  and m eeting 
needs.

6 .  Understand  the inform ation-seeking 
b eh av io u r o f the 'lib ra ry  non-user 
com m u n ity '.

There is e v id e n ce  that ind icates that 
a substantial portion of the Australian 
popu la tion  do  not use lib raries and 
inform ation  agencies. W h a t  are the 
needs and inform ation behaviours of 
library non-users? W h y  don 't people 
use lib ra ries? Shou ld  eve ryo n e  use 
libraries a n yw ay ?  Should  libraries be 
interested in non-users?

The identification  of these research 
areas raises other key questions. W h o se  
responsib ility  is it to undertake this re­
search ? Is it just the a cad em ics  in 
schoo ls  o f lib ra riansh ip  and in fo rm a­
tion studies? W h a t  is the role of A L IA  in 
this research, if the research is con s id ­
ered to an im portant elem ent in the v i ­
tality, energy and longevity of the pro­
fession? W h a t is the role of professional 
practitioners? I look forward to hearing 
your responses.

I en co u rag e  you  to com m ent and 
add your ideas to the debate. P lease e- 
mail me (Ross.Todd@ uts.edu.au), I w ill 
com p ile  the results in a future report for 
inCite. m
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