
Identifying and recognising 
innovation in the workplace
David Tan, Coles Myer Research Centre

G uy St C lair, past president of the 
Sp ec ia l L ib raries  A sso c ia tio n  
(SLA ) w ro te  that l ib ra r ie s  and 

information services are not necessarily 
the most co n d u c ive  o rgan isational en ­
tities for in n o va tive  th ink ing ' (St C la ir  
1996, p i 11). D r Patric ia  M iln e  has also 
been less than co m p lim e n ta ry  in her 
w ritings. She identified, 'the  ab ility  to 
innovate ' as an attribute lacking am ong 
inform ation professionals (M iln e  2000, 
p148). A lso, lib rarians w e re  described 
as being 'un ab le  to recognise opportu ­
n ity ' (M iln e  2000).

I have  a lw ays advocated  the 'praise 
ham b urg er/san d w ich ' ap p roach  to 
tack ling  problem s and challenges. The 
idea is that you start off w ith  a positive 
affirm ation  or statem ent, fo llo w ed  by 
the cha lleng e/p rob lem  in case, and 
then fin ish  off w ith  ano ther positive . 
Pa rticu la rly  useful for counse lling  situ­
ations, this ap p roach  to d ea lin g  w ith  
stakeholders is also beneficia l. The start 
of this a rt ic le  in no w a y  fo llo w s  this 
conven tion  and m y reasons for depart­
ing from  it m om en tarily  w ill be m ade 
clear.

It is often o n ly  w h en  con fron ted  
w ith  som e hom e truths or u n co n v e n ­
tiona l w isd o m  that w e  are fo rced  to 
exam in e  existing parad igm s, b e h a v ­
iours and  norm s. The op en in g  state­
ments, though harsh, provide an oppor­
tun ity for debate and  d iscussion . Like 
the a rt ic le  pub lished  in the Feb ruary  
edition of the Australian Library Journal 
by Ross H arvey , I am  sure som e senti­
ments that I put fo rw ard  w ill result in 
the sam e detractions. It is the w a y  of it, 
w h en  on e  concurs  in part w ith  harsh 
statements.

If one w e re  to paint a rosy p icture 
un like  those com m ents from the start, 
w h o  w o u ld  w e  be foo ling  into a false 
sense of secu rity ? The fact that re­
spected figures in the inform ation pro­
fession are pub lish in g  such beliefs, 
raises the question  of w h y  lib rarians 
have not been successful at recognising 
opportun ity and identifying  innova tive  
p ractices in the w o rkp lace ?

R ecen tly , at the 9th Sp ec ia l H ea lth  
and La w  co n fe ren ce  in M e lb o u rn e , I 
had the p leasure of cha iring  a session 
in w h ich  A nge la  H ennessy and Karen 
M ann-Henderson, both of the C R S  Aus­
tralia L ib rary  in Brisbane, presented a 
paper. A side  from the fact that they ex­
uded enthusiasm  and professionalism ,

I w as particu larly  struck by one sim ple 
statement from their paper, 'get out of 
the library and into business' (Hennessy 
and M ann-H enderson  2001, p6). This 
w as not o n ly  one of the seven m ain 
survival points p rovided, but also ind i­
cates one of the glaring truths as to w hy  
w e , as a profession, h ave  not recog ­
nised m any opportun ities for in n o va ­
tive  p ra c tice  and the pursuit of that 
w h ich  is new . To th ink  outside the 
square, w e  need to leave  it altogether 
and immerse ourselves in the quagm ire 
of corporate or organisational life. 'Too 
hard ', som e m ight say. H o w eve r, 
something that might raise the profile of 
one 's  lib rary, help  ensure its 
su rv ivab ility , and dem onstrate real 
va lue  (that m anagem ent relate to), can 
on ly  be worth the try. It is often the ac ­
tion  of try ing  that speaks louder than 
any  ou tcom e. A n y  d iv id end s  can  be 
taken as the bonus deserved.

If w e  accep t that libraries have not 
been seething cau ldrons of innovation  
and that m any a ship has passed in the 
night, the stage is set to exp lore  the 
m idd le of the 'ham burger', w h ere  op ­
portunities abound, and w here  the sub­
stance of w hat w e  do can  be explored, 
enhanced , im proved and renew ed.

As this is no a cad em ic  paper, there 
is an im perative to keep to things prac­
tica l, and brief. M y  sim p le lay de fin i­
tion of a prob lem /challenge, is the dif­
ference between w here  you are, w here 
you  w an t to be or w h a t you  w an t to 
ach ieve . That in the m idd le is anything 
w e  choose  to eva lu a te , focus on or 
ch a lle n g e  w ith  a v ie w  to im prove, 
m odify or change. A t the risk of over­
s im p lif ica tio n , lib raries m ay en ­
gage in the fo llo w in g  p rim ary  d ire c ­
tions for innovation :

Consulting: C rudely  speaking, the sell­
ing of one 's expertise w ith  the v iew  
to offering  a d v ic e  and so lutions. A 
com m on exam ple is the library gain ­
ing extra leverage from itsexisting in­
form ation  m anagem ent system, and 
offering to package solutions to other 
areas w ith in  an organisation. Every ­
one else is an inform ation w orker to 
som e degree, so w h a t better w a y  
than to offer personalised solutions to 
their inform ation m anagem ent ch a l­
lenges.

Hands-on-. Ours is a p ractica l craft as 
w e ll. Seek ing  opportun ities to host, 
co llect, store, manage and supply in­

form ation can also open doors, e n ­
gage other w o rk  areas, and o n ce  
again, so lve other peoples in fo rm a­
tion problems. If nothing else, w e  get 
out of the square and are exposed to 
other areas w ith in  an o rgan isation . 
Sponsoring access to a particu lar in ­
formation source on behalf of another 
area can take the adm inistrative and 
procedural stress from an area, and at 
the same time you gain access to that 
resource as w ell.

Guidance: This d irection  can result in 
hands-on and/or consu lting, but o f­
ten, it stops after a s im p le  re ferra l, 
verification or advice. W h ile  not nec­
essarily m om entous in itself, p ro v id ­
ing a g u id an ce  re lated  se rv ice  can  
often be the door opener to o ther 
opportunities for innovative practices 
and solutions. It canno t be underes­
tim ated.

If there is a rem ote chan ce  that w e  
can help, guide, refer, consult and gen ­
e ra lly  get our hands dirty, then an o p ­
portunity exists. For every  group of o p ­
portunities chased, there need o n ly  be 
a m od icum  of success to m ake it 
w orthw h ile . O n e  thing leads to another 
and success breeds success.

Returning to our praise ham burger 
and in sum m ing up positively, seek op ­
portunities w here  trad itiona lly  libraries 
have not been v iew e d  as p layers. Seek 
out 'business ' re lationsh ips, a llian ce s  
and  m u tua lly  ben e fic ia l partnersh ips. 
O c c a s io n a lly  leave  the square a lto ­
gether to gain a fresh v iew  of an organ i­
sation and identify areas for va lue  ad d ­
ing. Ask ourselves, 'm ost organisations 
cannot function  w ithou t the right kind 
of in fo rm ation , therefore, h o w  cou ld  
they function  w ithou t the right kind of 
inform ation service/lib rary?' I th ink w e  
know  w hat w e  have to do ...
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