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Playing with our 
metaphors
Libraries b e lo n g  to the hum an  
environm ent, so  Suzana  Sukovik 
says the g e n e  m e ta p h o r  
a p p e a rin g  th roughout this issue 
of INCITE sh ou ld  b e  a d ju sted  
b e c a u s e  really, it's all a b o u t  
m em es, n o t g e n e s . A  m e m e  
c a n  b e  a  cultural or b eh a vio ura l 
e le m e n t a n d  is p a sse d  on, not 
through g e n e tics , b u t m ost often  
through imitation. H ere Suzana  
explains the usefulness o f this id ea  
a n d  tw o r e c e n t  re se a rch  articles 
as a  starting p o in t for creativity  in 
the w o rk p la ce .

Libraries seem ed to be on 
everyone's lips at the recent 
inaugural co nference  of the 
Australasian Association for 
Digital Humanities. We heard  
that libraries c a n  be trusted 
with research d ata  -  to collect, 
organise, preserve and  provide 
a c c e ss  to large d ata  sets for 
m any generations to com e. 
Researchers count on librarians 
for support in using digital tools 
and methods. I w as p leased to 
confirm that everything w as fine 
with the world and the library is 
still the humanist's laboratory.

I tend to see  the humanists' 
use of the library as litmus 
paper indicating chan g es in 
the information environment.
This is w hy it w as also interesting 
to note that the library w as 
described as large, supportive 
and passive. However, scholars 
w ant big repositories as well as 
agile, innovative and exploratory 
projects, which are poorly 
supported by existing a c a d e m ic  
systems.

To follow the DNA metaphor, 
discussions at the co nference  
suggest that the library carries 
genes of an alpha institution 
for m anaging large amounts of

information for long-term use. 
However, agile and creative  
behaviours are currently enab led  
only by recessive genes. Like 
genes, m em es ca n  be very 
persistent, but they c a n  be  
affected  more easily by our 
actions. To mix my metaphors, the 
agile, creative and  fast library is 
a recessive m em e, even non­
existent in som e circles. But, as 
an y  child or a  fiction reader can  
tell you, m ake-believe is very  
powerful in bringing ideas into 
existence.

While a  need  for innovation 
has been well-recognised in the 
information field, organisational 
creativity has been rarely 
discussed in libraries. Two 
recent articles about creativity 
report congruent ap p ro aches  
and findings, focusing on the 
im portance of playfulness in 
fostering creativity in libraries. The 
article Innovation : the la n g u a g e  
o f learning libraries (Bergart and  
D'Elia 2010) reports results of an 
experimental training program  
called  Innovation B o o t C a m p  in 
a C an ad ian  a c a d e m ic  library, 
while Playing with the future: 
library e n g a g e m e n t  a n d  c h a n g e  
(Sukovic, Litting, and England 
2011) reports experiences from 
the University of Technology, 
Sydney Library.

Authors of both articles 
describe projects involving 
experimentation with play and  
creativity for organisational 
purposes, and  present results of 
their research studies arguing 
for the im portance of play  
in developing creativity and  
innovation.

The C an ad ian  paper describes 
an innovation-training program  
"in which participants en g ag ed  
in playful activities designed  
specifically to inspire, energise, 
and challenge them to b eco m e  
more innovative at work. The
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Australian paper proposes 
eng ag em en t through serious play  
as a  w a y  of dealing with ch an g e  
and exploring future possibilities. 
Two library projects are described  
as exam ples of how  playful 
eng ag em en t c a n  be used for 
strategic planning and  evaluation  
of the projects is based  on d ata  
gathered from a  number of 
sources, including surveys.

To m ake an agile and creative  
information sp a ce , even in a  big 
and passive library, w e  need to 
play with possibilities. With som e 
research-based ev id en ce  to 
guide our changing practices, 
w e ca n  strengthen both our 
analytical and creative minds 
and reputations. The two articles 
are a  good p la ce  to start when  
you go looking for ideas.
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