
Librarians on the Edge

The business of libraries
S e lf-funded  lib raries —  it's a target 

set for a grow ing num ber o f library 
managers these days. Jennifer C ro ll, 

the C orpo ra te  User Scheme L ib ra rian , 
U n ive rs ity  o f W itw a te rs ra nd  ( 'r id g e  o f 
w h ite  waters') in Johannesburg, South A f­
rica, is rising to the challenge better than 
most. She tells G eraldine Barkworth that 
library professionals w ill ensure a healthy 
future for themselves on ly if they expand 
the ir interpersonal skills, embrace change 
and gain the ab ility  to 'drag users over the 
threshold '.

W hat do you do?
I really enjoy hunting the elusive and I re­
ally enjoy motivating and teaching people. 
I'm  a k ind o f entrepreneuria l librarian, a 
'one-man band' m icro-enterprise w ith in  a 
macro-enterprise. Through selling a sub­
scription-based in form ation service to the 
corporate com m unity  in Johannesburg, I 
create fun d in g  to  cover the costs o f my 
salary and some inform ation resources. I 
also w ork  in harm ony w ith  the Library of 
Management branch o f the University o f 
W itwatersrand. I have been in this grant- 
funded post fo r tw o  years and the pro fit 
margin is not large and there is no room 
for complacency. Public relations is para­
mount. I have about 120 corporate clients 
and most have some sort o f resource cen­
tre. They use subscrip tion  m em bersh ip 
to my service as a top-up. I 'live  on the 
databases' to locate and de liver p rin t and 
on line  in fo rm ation to my subscribers. 

How is your ro le v iew ed by o ther 
librarians?
I take a co llab o ra tive  'le t's  all p itch  in ' 
approach. It's a sym biotic relationship, a 
healthy exchange o f in fo rm a tion . I help 
you, you help me. I enable the corporate 
librarians to service their c lients m ore ex­
tensively, a llow  access to academ ic data­
bases and save costs in avo id ing resource 
dup lica tion.

W hat about the  fu tu re  role o f librarians: 
does anyth ing need to  change?
Library professionals have got to be pre­
pared to w iden their scope and diversify: 
to move, change, adapt —  otherwise they 
may feel sidelined, bored, frustrated. The 
way people bu ilt fu rn itu re  in 1800 is not 
the way they do it in 2005. In itia lly, tech­
nology forced librarians to change, but now' 
librarians are driv ing their own direction.

And w ha t is th a t d irection?
It starts w ith  asking the c lie n t 'W h a t do 
you want?' and rea lly  lis ten ing  to them .
I feel that librarians often say they 'know  
w hat the c lie n t w ants ', bu t they rare ly 
ask, they just make assumptions. Librar­

ians —  in my experience —  do n 't listen 
deeply. I trained as a L ife line counsellor, 
w h ich  gave me va luab le  insight in to the 
pow er o f b u ild in g  rapport and e ffective 
lis te n in g ...it 's  not jus t w h a t c lien ts  say, 
but what they don 't say.

It comes back to having enough p ro ­
fessional staff tra ined in reference in ter­
v iew  technique. Far too often the first per­
son the c lien t sees is someone untrained 
in in te rv ie w  techn ique . C lien ts end up 
go ing  back to  G oogle . W e need m ore 
professionals on the floor. Cost-cutting on 
the floor leads to a negative situation for 
libraries in the long term.

L ibra ry study needs to  be less aca­
d e m ic ; it needs to  re tu rn  to  be in g  a 
m ore p ractica l profession. For instance, 
fou r-year lib ra ry  graduates can do th e ­
sauri and indexing but they can 't shelve 
a book. I've spent th ir ty  years in lib ra r­
ies and I've never had to create a single 
thesaurus. Users d o n 't care about using 
thesauri. They just w ant the results inter­
preted by the lib rarian . There should be 
less emphasis on perfect subject headings 
and m ore on find ing  ou t w hat your c lien t 
rea lly wants.

How w ou ld  you s ta rt m arke ting  a 
lib ra ry  service?
I'd ask, 'W hat is our un ique selling point?' 
I'd position the lib rary as close as possi­
ble to the entrance o f the organisation or 
make sure it is signposted. And it w o u ld  
appear p ro m in e n tly  on the in trane t. I 
make sure the library is really in the face 
o f users. I am w illin g  to be pushy. I w ou ld  
position the library in the m ind o f the us­
ers in terms o f our un ique  se lling  po in t. 
I have b u ilt my business service through 
w ord of mouth, c lien t referrals, special in ­
terest group meetings, a m onth ly  newslet­
ter and I target the corporate librarians by 
offering a co llabora tive  service.

I also w o rk  to pos ition  the lib rary in 
the minds of internal staff, like academics. 
If you don't have management support and 
co llab o ra tion , you may not have clients 
in the long term. I con fron t my potentia l 
user; I drag them over the door, because 
once inside, I offer a huge w orld .

W hat's been your grea test 
challenge to  overcome?
I don 't see challenges, I see opportunities. 
Therefore, there is no th ing to overcome. 

OK, w hat's  been 
your g reatest op po rtu n ity?
At Eskom (e lec tric ity  supply com pany), I 
converted the entire  card cata logue to a 
database w ith in  a year. At the same time,

I m otiva ted all fou r o f my staff to  study 
for additiona l qualifications. W hat I really 
learned from  this experience was how  to 
learn. Previously I had learned by osm o­
sis, now  I learn by staying open and keep­
ing abreast of things.

W hat gives your life  
m eaning and purpose?
M y daughter. I married late, at 40 and had 
my daughter a year later. She is at the cen­
tre o f my being. She is my biggest mentor­
ing challenge ('The young and the old pea 
in the same pod ' says my husband). She's 
a challenge, she's an opportunity, she's a 
joy. I look at this person I've made and I 
w ant her to be the very best she can be. 
I've learned that I must override my desire 
to give her what I th ink  is best for her.

I've learned about extending my toler­
ance levels —  I'm very pernickety —  'pen­
cils go in the same place '. I've learned to 
not sweat the small stuff. M y daughter has 
taught me to back o ff and not impose my 
views.

How has w h a t you 've learned as a 
m othe r im pacted on the w ay you w ork?
I'm  much more tolerant at work. Tolerance 
has made me realise my standards aren't 
the same as every one else's.

Is there  a lesson here fo r  us all?
Librarians need to be flex ib le  and move 
w ith  the times and the constantly chang­
ing needs o f the c lien t. Listen to them ; 
the y 'll te ll you what they want. The 'w i l ­
low  that bends in the w in d  has a better 
chance o f survival than the o a k ... '
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Transformation.
Opportunity.
Future trends.
...a  new series of interviews with 
library and information profess­
ionals rising to the challenges of the 
modern LIS sector.

Suggestions for interviewees are 
always welcom e. Please contact 
Geraldine Barkworth via e-mail. ■
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