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Vote for a librarian
In tro d u c tio n

Information is knowledge. Knowledge is power. Are library professionals powerful? 
Lou Rosenfeld (http://louisrosenfeld.com) realised his librarianship skills were grossly 
undervalued in a world that prizes information. A former librarian from the University 
of Michigan, he repositioned himself and his skills in the new field of information ar­
chitecture in the 1990s. Lou, described as a 'technology pioneer', taught his seminar, 
Enterprise Information Architecture: Because users don't care about your org chat in 
Sydney on 28 February. He tells Geraldine Barkworth that library professionals are the 
'ultimate service professional' and should consider a role in world leadership.

How would you describe what you do?
I've been an in fo rm a tio n  a rch itec t fo r abou t 
a d o ze n  years. I h e lp  la rge  o rg a n is a tio n s  
-  m ostly  co rp o ra tio n s , bu t a lso un ive rs itie s  
and gove rn m en t agencies -  do  a be tte r jo b  
o f organ is ing, s tructuring, and la b e llin g  the ir 
con ten t to  m ake it navigab le  and searchable. 
In the  past fe w  years, I've done  less design 
and m ore  c o n s u ltin g , o ften  h e lp in g  c lie n ts  
d e ve lo p , staff, tra in  and m e n to r th e ir  o w n  
in-house in fo rm a tio n  a rch itec tu re  teams. M y 
trans ition  m irro rs what's gone on in the fie ld  
as a w h o le , as in fo rm a tio n  a rch ite c tu re  (IA) 
has becom e an increasing ly  strategic area for 
m y clien ts.

Why should Australian library professionals 
care about inform ation architecture?
W e ll, a ll l ib ra ry  p ro fe ss io na ls  sh o u ld  care  
abou t in fo rm a tio n  arch itec tu re . LIS is one o f 
lA's m any parents, but m ore im portan tly , IA is 
perhaps the o n ly  new  and g ro w in g  fie ld  that 
tru ly  va lues LIS sk ills . L ib ra rians w h o  va lue  
p ra c tic in g  lib ra ria n sh ip  ove r so le ly  w o rk in g  
in the tra d itio n a l phys ica l spaces kn o w n  as 
lib ra r ie s  w i l l  f in d  m any n e w  o p p o rtu n it ie s  
in IA.

Apart from  ruling the w orld  and IA, 
w hat v ita l fu ture  roles can you see as 
opportunities fo r librarians to  step into?
Speaking o f ru lin g  the w o rld : e lec tive  o ffice  
com es to  m ind . Really, w hy  not? In fo rm a tion  
is so c rit ica l to  how  the w o rld  operates, espe­
c ia lly  its governments. W o u ld n 't it be a breath 
o f fresh a ir to  vote fo r a cand ida te  w h o  ac tu ­
a lly  values facts and, w hen he doesn 't kno w  
them , w i l l  a ckn o w le d g e  his ig n o ra n ce  and 
m ake every e ffort to  fin d  the truth?

Seriously, w e  are in m any respects the u l­
tim a te  service professionals. A  m a jo r reason 
tha t c itizens  are so frustrated w ith  the ir gov­
ernm en ts, loca l and federa l, is tha t go ve rn ­
m ents are w o e fu lly  inep t at p ro v id in g  basic 
services. Sure, the lawyers tha t ty p ic a lly  run 
gove rnm en ts  have th e ir  o rig in s  in a serv ice  
p ro fe ss io n , b u t th e y 'v e  had th e ir  c rack  at 
th ings, and haven 't done  so w e ll. M aybe it's 
t im e  fo r  a d iffe re n t k in d  o f se rv ice  p ro fe s­
siona l to  ru le  the w o rld .

How can library professionals become 
more in form ation architecture savvy? 
Librarians are a lready som ew hat IA savvy by 
d e fin itio n . In fact, I can 't im agine m any better 
ways to  learn ab ou t IA than th ro u g h  exp e ­

riences w ith  reference and ca ta logu ing . But 
there  are m any o ther fie lds  tha t c o n trib u te  to 
the p ractice  o f IA, w h ich  itse lf is rea lly  a syn­
thesis o f ex is ting  fie lds  and the ir practices. To 
learn m ore  abou t IA, one needs to  becom e 
aw are o f those o ther fie lds and practices. lA's 
strength is in p ro v id ing  a com m on vocabu lary 
tha t describes and un ites concep ts  from  all 
those disparate sources, thereby enab ling new 
conversa tions abou t design.

A lo n g  those lines, I recom m end  read ing 
a b o o k  o r tw o  as a w ay  to  b e com e  fa m il­
ia r w ith  th e  v o c a b u la ry  o f  IA . C h r is t in a  
W o d tk e 's  Information Architecture: Blue­
prints for the web is a great in tro d u c tio n , 
and the b o ok  I co -w ro te  w ith  Peter M o rv ille , 
Information Architecture for the World 
Wide Web serves as so m e th in g  o f a b ib le  
fo r the fie ld . Jo in ing  the  In fo rm a tio n  A rc h i­
tec tu re  Ins titu te  (h ttp ://w w w .ia in s titu te .o rg ), 
espec ia lly  in its m odera ted discussion list, is 
an o the r good  w ay to  be com e fa m ilia r  w ith  
the fie ld . F inally, Boxes & Arrows m agazine 
(h ttp ://w w w .b o xe sa n d a rro w s .co m ) is a great 
source o f a rtic les  abou t IA and such related 
areas as in te rac tio n  design and usa b ility  en ­
g ineering.

How did you evolve from 
librarianship to IA consultant, 
author, publisher, and entrepreneur?
I've  a lw ays been in te rested  in d ig ita l in fo r­
m ation  and its use, both ins ide lib raries and 
ou t. A nd  I've  a lw ays had a b it o f an e n tre ­
p re n e u ria l streak. C o m b in e  those  w ith  the  
fab u lo us  o p p o rtu n it ie s  tha t the ea rly  1990s 
a fforded, and it's hard to im ag ine  not starting 
a business tha t specia lised in o rgan is ing  and 
la b e llin g  in fo rm a tio n . M y  fo rm er firm , Argus 
Associates, was a lead ing  IA con su lting  firm  
fo r abou t a decade.

Does librarianship need to
develop more of an entrepreneurial spirit?
N o, you  c a n 't im p ose  th e  e n tre p re n e u ria l 
sp ir it any m ore  than you can m ake som eone 
m usica l. I w i l l  say tha t lib ra rians  c o u ld  cer­
ta in ly  do  a better jo b  o f w e lc o m in g  and en ­
cou rag ing  the  natura l en trepreneurs a lready 
in the ir m idst. I recall fee ling a b it unw e lcom e 
at tim es, and even a b it m is trus ted , w hen  I 
w o rked  in tra d itio n a l lib ra ry  settings. A ll per­
sona lity  types are part o f a s ingle eco logy; to  
thrive , every fie ld  needs them  to  co-ex is t and 
co-operate.
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On your website, all listed media interviews are from  the IT 
industry, none from  the library and in form ation fie ld. Are you 
perceived as part o f the library profession?
U nfo rtuna te ly , m any lib ra rians have been too  q u ick  to  judge 
those o f us w h o  d o n 't w o rk  in tra d itio n a l lib ra ries  to  not be 
'real lib ra rians '. This is frustrating, as it means that fo r dub ious 
reasons, tra d itio n a l lib ra ria n s  are squ an de ring  pa rtnersh ips  
w ith  co lleagues w h o  w o rk  in other, no n -tra d itio n a l settings. Il 
also misses the p o in t that librarianship is the va lue  w e  bring, 
regardless o f w here  w e  practise it.

What is it you w ant the w orld  to  know about librarianship?
That lib e rty  d ies w ith o u t us. A nd  tha t it's n ice  to  have he lp  
fin d in g  answers: that's w h a t w e 're  here for.

If you were in charge o f a librarianship PR campaign, how 
would you repackage librarianship?
I w o u ld n 't  repackage it; it's ab ou t tim e  fo r us to  stop be ing  
em barrassed ove r w h o  w e  are and p re te n d in g  to  be som e­
th in g  else. A nd  I 'l l bet that, s illy  stereotypes aside, the p u b lic  
has a very pos itive  im pression o f lib ra riansh ip . W h y  squander 
that? B u ild  on the m any positives, rather than mask the few  
negatives.

A PR campaign should make clear that it's librarianship -  the 
skill -  that's im portan t, not the venues or the jo b  title . A nd that 
lib ra rian sh ip  is all a round us, im p ac tin g  o u r everyday lives in 
ways w e  w o u ld n 't no rm a lly  im agine. This may sound obvious, 
bu t som etim es it's necessary to  state the obv ious. A nd som e 
o f the best PR cam pa igns are the ones tha t are firs t to  state 
som eth ing  tha t o n ly  seems obv ious  in retrospect.

What would be your PR catchcry?
'N o  lib ra rian  ever bankrup ted  the co u n try  o r launched a d is ­
astrous war, so you m ig h t as w e ll vote fo r one o f us.'

Have you gained more c larity about the value and 
opportunities o f librarianship since leaving the field?
N ot especially. H ow ever, I do  see m any o the r peop le, espe­
c ia lly  in the IT industry, n o w  va lu in g  lib ra ria n sh ip . As that's 
a lways been a personal goal, I'm  p roud  to  have con tribu te d  
to  that reco gn ition  som e tin y  way.

What are your top tips fo r organising a web site's search 
engine to  help users find w hat they are looking for? 
D e te rm ine  w h a t are the m ost co m m o n  queries are fo r you r 
site. For the top  100 queries, p ro v id e  best-bet search results 
(see BBC for an exam ple). For the com m on queries that retrieve 
zero results, figure ou t w hy and fix  the p rob lem  ( it 'l l usually be 
qu ite  c lear w hat needs to  be fixed). C onsider ins ta lling  a spe ll­
check ing  fu n c tion . These few  and often re la tive ly  inexpensive 
steps can ra d ica lly  im p rove  users' experience  searching your 
site. That's good news, especia lly  cons idering  how  m any users 
bypass o ther form s o f navigation in favour o f searching. 

What's next fo r in form ation architecture?
If I had to p ick  three fron tie rs  in IA, they'd be:

1. Design ing in fo rm a tion  architectures for g loba l in fo rm a tion  
systems that serve m u lti- lin g u a l, m u lti-na tio na l, and m u lt i­
cu ltu ra l audiences.

2. D esign ing in fo rm a tio n  a rch itectures tha t enab le  large en ­
terprises to tie  together con ten t from  disparate, p o lit ic a lly  
and te ch n o lo g ic a lly  d iv id e d  con ten t silos. (This is ca lled  
'e n te rp rise  in fo rm a tio n  a rc h ite c tu re ', and it's w h a t m y 
sem inars address.)

3. D es ign ing  in fo rm a tio n  a rch itec tu res in a chang ing  e n v i­
ronm en t w h e re  the page is no longer the lo g ica l un it o f 
con ten t. This is b e co m in g  in c re a s in g ly  the case as Rich 
Internet A pp lica tio n s  m u ltip ly  and techno log ies  like  A jAX, 
news feeds, and aggregators change the parad igm  o f how  
w e create and consum e in fo rm a tio n .

And what's next in life  fo r Lou Rosenfeld?
I'm  ac tu a lly  m ov ing  away from  IA. I recen tly  launched a new  
p u b lis h in g  house, R osenfe ld M e d ia  (h ttp ://ro s e n fe ld m e d ia .

com ) that is ded icated to pu b lish ing  short and practica l books 
abou t user-experience design. Just as IA is rea lly  heating up, 
I've dec ided  to enter an industry  -  p u b lish in g  -  that is s ick ly  
and stunted. W ish me luck!

'Sickly and s tun ted ...' so how w ill you 
work your library and IA magic on publishing?
There's so m uch to say here that I'm  afra id  it w o u ld  requ ire  
anothe r in te rv iew . I can say tha t I 'l l  em p lo y  an IA approach 
to  m ak ing  m y com pany 's  books easier to  navigate and u n ­
derstand, m uch like  I w o u ld  w ith  a w e b  site. A nd tha t user 
research, user tes ting  and user p a rtic ip a tio n  w i l l  p lay  a far 
larger ro le in deve lop ing  m y books than is typ ica l in the p u b ­
lish ing  industry.

What thoughts would you like to  leave us w ith?
S im p ly  a rem inde r o f a p o in t I've p ro b a b ly  m ade too  o ften 
here already; what's im p o rtan t to  ou r fie ld 's  fu ture  isn 't lib ra r­
ies o r lib ra rians. W hat's  im p o rtan t is lib ra rian sh ip , a c rit ica l 
s k ill tha t has a p p lic a tio n s  in a ll venues and fo r a ll m ed ia . 
W henever w e feel pessim istic abou t the fu tu re  o f the fie ld , it 
means w e 've  forgo tten th is im p ortan t d is tinc tio n .
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G era ld in e  Barkw orth  w orks confidentia lly  with b ig-picture library  

professionals to em brace  the future. O bta in  h er free L IS  e-zine  at 

geraldinet" bold w om en b ig id ea s.com .a u  o r 02  668 5  1917.

Join h er '6 Steps to C a ree r S iz z le ' te leco n fere n ce  program  from  

10 M a y -1 3  Sep tem b er 2 006 .

Visit Lou  Rosenfeld's w ebsite  at h ttp ://w w w .lo u sisro sen fe ld .com  or  

e-m ail him  at lou("lou isrosenfe ld .com .
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