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Introduction

Librarians and information professionals are now facing a series of complex challenges in order to compete in an electronic networked environment where the user has an ever increasing array of choices in terms of information provision.  The old certainties based on, and around, large collections of print items have dissipated over the past decade and the search is on for new ways of doing business.

It is important to acknowledge at the outset that the library service industry is not alone in facing such challenges.  All service industries are at various stages in the restructuring process, as information technology impacts on every facet of the service cycle.  The symptoms of this restructuring process are now quite familiar and include:

· a dislocation of the traditional supply and demand chain

· traditional economic and business models that start to become dysfunctional

· some components in the value-added chain become irrelevant, or unnecessary

· long held alliances come under strain and begin to disintegrate

· parties in the value-added chain begin to blame each other for the loss of efficiency and effectiveness

· industries begin to look to government for subsidies and protectionist measures to bale them out of impending economic disaster

· fear and despondency become endemic amongst those workers at the “coal-face”, as the uncertainty grows

· downsizing, very often, becomes a substitute for restructuring  in the workplace 

It is important, therefore, to look at service industries that have been successful in meeting these challenges and to incorporate best practice business principles, wherever possible, in library services.

This paper assumes that the repositioning of service goals and management practices is essential for long term survival.  The aim, therefore, is to explore the process of repositioning in a service environment where collaboration is essential in order to compete, where strategic alliances with other service industries become a necessity and where library managers have to rethink both the rationale and the mechanisms for collaboration between libraries.

The business rules

There is now fairly widespread agreement across all service industries on the business rules necessary for survival in a global networked electronic environment.  These include:

· knowing your core business and sticking to it;

· having a clear idea how the core business adds value in the supply and demand chain

· finding a balance between measures of efficiency and cost effectiveness 

· ensuring that all processes are user focused

· creating flexible processes in order to maximise customisation of services

· retaining the concept of sustainability at all times

· ensuring that all partners in the service chain benefit from the alliance

· having a clear idea of competing services and their strengths and weaknesses

· creating sufficient space in the organisation for innovation

· accepting uncertainty as an inherent part of the repositioning process

· entering strategic alliances, knowing that they may not be lasting

· developing an environment where risk taking is accepted by all members of the enterprise

Most of these business rules assume that the repositioning process is likely to be difficult, that new ways of doing business are essential and that new forms of collaboration are essential for survival.

Assessing traditional strengths

Libraries often comfort themselves on the strength of cooperation and collaboration built up over several decades and it is worth exploring both the strengths and weaknesses of these collaborative mechanisms in terms of their applicability in the networked service environment.

The enduring key to traditional forms of library collaboration has been interlibrary loan systems.  It was relatively easy to develop such cooperative schemes because they represented an exchange of physical goods, which was within the capacity of all parties to delivery.  There were also levels of self regulation built into the system, so that the activity remained a relatively small part of the total core business.  Underpinning this interlending activity were various levels of union cataloguing provision which facilitated the process.  This cataloguing collaboration has proved more problematic when viewed from an iinstitutional perspective, because it involved considerable effort on behalf of the contributing libraries that did not necessarily demonstrate tangible benefits.  It is all the more remarkable, therefore, that Australia has been able to sustain a national union catalogue that is probably without parallel anywhere else in the world.  Collaboration took another step forward in the first phase of library automation when the sharing of MARC catalogue records became possible and the cost benefits to individual libraries were considerable.  This form of collaboration was more driven in the initial phase by the efforts of national cataloguing/bibliographic agencies, however, various forms of regional or local cataloguing consortia emerged which have formed a potential platform for the collaborative activities required in the networked environment.

In more recent times reciprocal borrowing schemes have emerged, based mostly in large metropolitan areas where there is a concentration of libraries and user populations.  This has been a much more protracted development because library managers have tended to guard jealously their core resources and unfair competition was feared from the introduction of such schemes.  The reality has nearly always been different and very few libraries find their resources or services being threatened through such reciprocal arrangements.

In summary, the dynamics driving traditional forms of library cooperation operated within fairly well defined parameters, based on existing physical assets and a relatively natural equilibrium over the collaborative network in terms of winners and losers.  In almost all cases the activity has centred on the exchange of physical material, or bibliographic records, rather than service-oriented activities such as reference services, or training.

Repositioning within the scholarly information industry

An assessment of the scope and nature of new collaborative ventures for libraries requires some understanding of the restructuring and repositioning occurring in the scholarly information industry to which it is closely allied.  This particular industry, demonstrates most of the classic symptoms of restructuring outlined earlier in the paper, namely:

· publishers struggle to maintain both print-based services and new forms of electronic services

· libraries feel aggrieved at the loss of purchasing power

· subscription agents try to become aggregators of electronic services

· multiple pricing models are on offer 

· licenses for new services are restrictive and lacking in customisation

· users are bewildered by the variety and complexity of access mechanisms

· traditional copyright laws inhibit new ways of exchanging intellectual property

· libraries, particularly in Australia, feel powerless to influence what has become a global networked information industry

Formulating strategic responses and collaborative approaches in this volatile environment requires a broad appreciation of the overall shape of the emerging information landscape and the potential service paradigms to be developed within such an environment.

Building library and information infrastructure

It is now possible to see some basic information models and accompanying technical models which pave the way for doing business in the electronic networked environment.  This is a most complex area but there is a growing consensus on the following matters.

· users require a single sign on to a range of services

· users need widespread transparent access through Web-based desktop facilities

· various levels of  authentication and access management are required

· directory services are required to match user profiles with service provider profiles and to provide access to legacy systems of data and information 

· users will require an increased capacity to customise their view of the information resources

· call centre facilities may be applicable in the networked environment to assist users

This linking of people and resources has profound implications for intermediaries such as librarians and information professionals and the remainder of this paper explores various ways in which collaboration can take place to ensure economy of effort, scaleability and relevance in an increasingly user-enabled environment.

Cross sectoral collaboration

It has become imperative in the Australian context that some measure of agreement be reached at the highest levels among key stakeholders in each of the library sectors on the building blocks required to sustain a healthy library and information infrastructure.  It is to be expected in a time of rapid technological change that piecemeal solutions will be prevalent in terms of access management systems and database development.  Bearing in mind that many of the underlying features of both the information and technological infrastructure appear to be in common across service industries, it is necessary to form a concerted view on how such architectures can be best adapted to the various user constituencies, to assess how much of the technological infrastructure will be provided by other industries, to identify which parts are application-specific to the library and information industry and, finally, to agree on which components require public investment in order to create an effective and sustainable service.

It is unlikely that collaborative initiatives at the more specific level of service application can succeed without building these high level views of the infrastructure and there are currently a series of initiatives underway in Australia to bring together key cross sectoral stakeholders to begin this process of reaching a national consensus on the building blocks.  In creating this infrastructure there are a series of areas where collaboration seems feasible and the remainder of the paper explores some of these issues and the inter-relationships between them.

Subject gateways  

It is instructive to explore the current trends in the development of subject gateways, both in Australia and overseas, because it helps to shed light on the complexities of providing collaborative resource discovery infrastructure.

Australian developments in subject gateways have gained much of their inspiration and practical assistance from activity in the UK a relatively small number of subject gateways have been developed in Australia, mainly centred around electronic resources produced nationally which are deemed of interest to the research community.

Having been through the first phase of development, there are now signs of an important debate on the purpose and nature of subject gateways and their role in an information world where the user would like to have multiple pathways to the discovery of information and multiple views of the same information resources, depending on the context of the particular query.

It is important to observe at the outset that the development of subject gateways is firmly rooted in the traditional scope of library activity.  The concept of gathering information on a subject, or discipline basis, for a particular group of users has had a long and chequered history. Questions of scope, continuity, relevance and sustainability have been persistent themes and in the pre-electronic environment the failure rate of such ventures was very high, mainly because the effort was generally dependent on one individual librarian in one institution.

The networked service environment has overcome some of the physical limitations associated with the previous phase of development in that any number of librarians, or information specialists, can input to the same database and there can be many users of a centralised database.  However many questions remained to be answered in terms of the future development of subject gateways, including:

· how relevant is a subject gateway in an information infrastructure that demands a flexible and multi layered view of information resources?

· when selecting resources for listing, how is the user group to be defined?

· how many information professionals can reasonably input to any subject gateway without it becoming chaotic and unusable?

· how are listed electronic resources to be kept up-to-date when URL’s are constantly changing?

· what are the economics of upkeep of these subject gateways?

· what is the appropriate organisational structure to sustain these gateways?

· is it feasible for individual institutions to build and sustain their own versions of subject gateways?

· should there be international collaboration?

· what level of aggregation can be reasonably expected?

· can pointers to print based resources be included and, if so, how can the gateways be linked to resource recovery tools?

· how are documents and items to be delivered?

· what is the relationship between the present public sector developments and commercial interests working in the same field?

These questions encapsulate many of the difficulties of collaborating in a distributed electronic environment and they deserve close attention over the next year or so.  The most tangible sign of collaborative development is the recently formed Resource Discovery Network in the UK but, even in the UK context, there is an awareness that much more work has to be done in terms of addressing these underlying issues.

Managing access to print  and electronic resources

The relationship and balance between local, or institutional, collection development and access to resources held elsewhere has been a matter for debate for the past couple of decades.  This debate has very often been confused because of the complex inter-relationships between print based and electronic resources and because of the blurring of the distinction in the electronic environment between the access tools (such as bibliographic and abstracting services) and the actual resources themselves.

There has been considerable interest, however, in the concept of the “hybrid library” (a term coined in the UK context) where the electronic infrastructure can be utilised to provide seamless discovery to, and recovery of, both print and electronic information resources.  This raises many of the same issues which are associated with the subject gateway developments, but there are some important new dimensions to this particular debate, namely:

· what are the appropriate boundaries for this type of collaboration?

· should there be regional groupings or groupings of like-minded institutions, or subject groupings?

· who will be responsible for developing and maintaining the infrastructure necessary to enrich the information fabric of the collaborative venture?

· are there to be designated providers of specific types of information within such hybrid groups?

· will libraries and/or other information providers be compensated for provision to other libraries in the grouping?

· what level of governance will be necessary to ensure that the goals and objectives are met?

· is it possible to have a series of regional groupings that can then operate de facto as a national system?

There are no easy answers to any of these question because of the political and functional differences that exist both between different types of libraries, between regions and between countries.

Managing commercial electronic information service provision

With the emergence of commercial electronic information services in recent years a great deal of energy has been devoted to the business relationships between such services and libraries.  This was to be expected, because these electronic information services, which embraced bibliographic and electronic full text services, introduced a new range of challenges and opportunities for collaborative purchasing and provision.

The problems to be addressed are easy to identify:

· commercial information service providers offer a confusing array of service and pricing models

· many of these pricing models are based on traditional print models

· licenses are seen to be very restrictive

· the price very often seemed excessive

The rapid evolution of consortia to deal with this modern phenomenon has been one of the success stories of the 1990’s.

The success of consortia can be attributed to their ability to:

· apply concerted pressure in terms of bargaining with suppliers

· employ skilled negotiations and expertise to conclude the business deals

· draft and promulgate standard licensing agreements for each participant

· mount (in some instances) the services on central servers on behalf of consortia members

The benefits to individual libraries from being involved in consortia have been considerable through this pioneering phase and there is every reason to think that consortia will continue to be an important factor for some years to come.

There are, however, some important issues to be faced by consortia if they are to remain of value to their individual members.  The principal issue revolves around the inevitable need to customise offerings for particular groups of users within institutions.  The “one-for-all” flavour of most existing consortial deals is unlikely to survive in distributed services environment where greater granularity is necessary to satisfy user requirements and where service providers will increasingly differentiate their services in response to this demand.  It will be interesting to see if the consortia structures that have evolved in response to commercial information services can be adapted to become the mechanism for the hybrid library groupings outlined earlier in this paper.

Advisory services

The explosion of a Web-based environment, where users find whole new fields of information accessible at their fingertips, has challenged libraries in a profound way in terms of their roles as intermediaries in the information provision chain.  This, of course, has particular implications for reference librarians but it would be wrong to single them out as an endangered species, because almost all library functions have to be repositioned, if they are to survive as meaningful and sustainable activities.  Nor is it a matter for libraries alone.  All service industries are facing the prospect of offering help and advice to remote users, hence the emergence of call centres to meet this need.

Of fundamental importance to the call centre concept is the aim of helping users at their point of need with the minimal amount of referral.  Within the library context this can be broadly interpreted as in terms of three functional requirements, namely: information about institutional services and facilities, information relating to knowledge acquisition in general and information relating to IT support at the desktop.  The first and third functions are most commonly encompassed in call centres in other service industries, however, it is the information and knowledge acquisition function that is the focal point of traditional library services and, therefore, open to new solutions in its own right.

There have been several clarion calls over the past couple of years, mainly inspired by the work and publications of Anne Lipow(1) which foreshadow a new collaborative regime where reference/information services are sponsored by experts on a national, or even global basis.  Such an idea has been eagerly embraced by many reference librarians, as a way forward, however, there is a need to subject the case to the business rules outlined earlier in this paper.  The acid test is sustainability and the willingness of users to pay for such a service.  The past history of users being willing to pay for such services is not encouraging and there is very little reason to think there has been a change in attitude, particularly when they now have a flood of readily accessible information on the Web.  There are ample signs in libraries that the use of traditional reference services is in decline and conversely that the use of IT help desks has risen dramatically.  Given this situation, any moves to collaborative information advisory services probably need to concentrate on identifying value-adding services in specific areas, rather than try to emulate present service provision patterns.  In other words, the prospect of extensive personal interaction with users, whether in the institutional context or via the network, is unlikely to grow for all the reasons already outlined.

The situation with regard to IT help desk facilities presents different types of challenges and there is a range of possible solutions in a collaborative environment.  It is now readily evident to all information professionals that there is an inextricable link between the act of information seeking and the technology supporting this activity in the electronic environment.  In the real world, however, IT help desk facilities are very often not part of the library enterprise and are very often limited in scope.  The operational environment has become further complicated because remote access to library and information services has been increasingly outsourced to Internet service provider (ISP’s) who have their own support facilities.  Given this complex service environment, the user gets very fragmented assistance and no easy means of referral.  It is in this area that the concept of a collaborative call centre may have great potential and libraries should be exploring their potential contribution in such a service scenario and the means by which such collaborative ventures could be brought into being.

Authentication, authorisation and access management

There has been a growing but confused debate over the past couple of years surrounding the need for authentication.  This has arisen because of the increasing need to match users (often with several identities) with a range of electronic information services, all with their own proprietary means of access.  As a result there is a plethora of IP and password based solutions, which offer minimum levels of security, multiple sign-ons, and low levels of granularity in terms of differentiated access to services.  There has been a growing realisation that there are three distinct but related activities namely, authentication, authorisation and access management.  It is the authorisation and access management issues, which require particular attention by library and information professionals, because they require an articulation of the business rules necessary to match people and resources.

It promises to be the most challenging of all the collaborative exercises because there are many stakeholders and many players in the technological infrastructure chain.  Ultimately it will depend on incremental progress within the context of global e-commerce developments, however, it is imperative that librarians and information professionals map their own particular requirements and find suitable partners for solutions that are, ultimately, global in terms of scaleability and sustainability.

Conclusions

This paper has ranged over a number of broad areas which require collaborative solutions and concerted collaborative action in order to reach cost effective scaleable solutions for matching users with information resources.

The old rules and mechanisms for library collaboration do not readily translate into the networked information services environment and new ways have to be found to both scope and plan the boundaries for collaborative activity and to fund the resulting business models.

There has been no attempt in this paper to specifically relate these challenges to the role of reference librarians, but it seems clear that they are in the “eye-of-the-storm” with regard to most of the challenges explored in this paper and the opportunities and threats are readily apparent.

It is for all librarians and information professionals, and reference librarians in particular, to take up the challenge of finding new ways of doing business, of finding new collaborative partners and of finding sustainable solutions.
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