Hot Topics January 2004


Session overview:

During this session we will discuss a wide range of topics, always with a view to expanding one’s thinking about the role of a supervisor and we will also look at leadership. We will have some fun with the trends and try things on – we will consider a future library that has successfully responded to some of the trends. In order to get there we will talk about ideas. We will also talk about the generation of ideas. What approaches work in terms of evaluating ideas and what to consider in terms of the impact of implementing ideas in response to some of the trends. 

Also we will just simply discuss some on the issues on the ground and share tips for success. The time will go by quickly.

One of the most important things to take from the session is an appreciation and hopefully a commitment to taking the time to discuss trends and ideas. Also, one needs to look beyond the library world for ideas and guidance and even beyond needs of current library users to get a sense of where we should be going. Non-users can help us to see the direction in which we should be heading. And related to this is the idea of keeping an open mind – about how people will use new services and what they value about the public library – Life is full of surprises!

No need to worry about the exercise – it should be fun.

I’d like to get a sense of our group: libraries in communities with population of 15,000 or fewer, 15-100,000, 100,000 and more, large systems in Ontario: supervisor or manager and years of experience. 

Demographic Trends:

Many demographers have talked about trends in terms of an aging population and changing expectations for service. There are other nuances in changes in demographics happening in every community. Large numbers of communities in the GTA are experiencing expanding populations of young children while others have declining numbers of preschoolers. 

How many here are in growing communities? Who is seeing a net decline in population overall?

How many have seen a shift from families to more empty nesters – even in rural communities where numbers of family farms have declined but more 50 and 60 year olds have left the city to live life of leisure in a rural setting?

Generally speaking, as the Boomers enter the group of older adults called the go-go’s, the boom echo baby boom are entering the young adult years and causing a bit of a bump in terms of demographics. 

Story: Seniors group at Northern, over 80 seniors out on the coldest day of the year. What does this tell us about the needs of the go go’s in this community? 

What do I mean by the go go’s? Seniors also are more fit and ‘vital’ these days and something I took from an OLA session years ago stuck with me: there are the go-go’s – 50+, the go-slows 65-75 or 80 and the no-go’s 80+ adults. What are the expectations of these different groups and what specifically does the library need to be doing to respond? 

How can we address the needs of teens and youth generally – have we ever done a decent job? Can we assume that they will come back to us when they are more settled especially when they start having children?
City of Toronto population slide:

Here is an example of the increasing numbers of youth and especially of older seniors from 66-84 as a major trend in a community. How will the library in Toronto respond? What will your city or town look like in 2006? How will library services be adjusted to better meet community needs? 

Business trends:

We have our own definition of what a knowledge worker is, but in the corporate world it is generally defined as staff whose jobs require formal and advanced schooling. And the point is made that knowledge workers have a higher expectation for participation in their work setting.

Many younger staff expect to be able to personalize their opportunities and define their own success. Talented people have heard the message that they shouldn’t expect a job for life, and they are refusing to accept the limitations of the traditional workplace. They are looking for  ‘ an individual’s return on their corporate investment….’ ( Whooosh by Tom McGehee)

In Whoosh – Tom McGehee writes of three key trends: cultural is the death of the corporate myth – head down, do the job translates into job for life. Expectations are different on both sides. Individual’s relationships with organizations are flexible, personal and idiosyncratic.

Technological trend is rapid rise of portals, instant information sharing etc. 

How many have you have made the observation that recent graduates communicate a level of confidence about their skills that is different than 10 years ago. Also the expectations for working long hours is different – they will give their all during the work day shift but not engage in the long hours of the boomers. New librarians seem to have more of an emphasis on creating balance in their lives and are not willing to give over life to work.

It is impossible for any one individual to control or know everything about anything. Expertise is less important than the ability to learn and the performance of the network is more important than that of the individual. 

Structural trend is change in organizations from stand-alone hierarchies to interconnected webs of alliances…Leading is different now… leaders must keep organizations focused without any of the command and control management tools of before. 

The increasing diversity of the workforce is a trend to be addressed in business and non-profit sectors. 

For some companies the workforce is in one or more different countries. How does one create commitment to an organization under these circumstances? 
The global economy has caused fragmentation of markets and there are fewer boundaries between companies. 

Technology has created a crisscrossing of disciplines. Innovations in technology are affecting everyone and everything and organizations cannot stand outside this. 

No one can know all that they need to know. This crisscross and cross-pollination is also affecting structures within organizations. Separate departments/ discrete functions no longer get organizations where they need to go.  Down with silos. 

Top Technology trends- refers to the Top ten trends from Library Futures Quarterly and mention the top trends session at Conference. Although I won’t be speaking specifically about these trends since others can do so much more effectively and with authority, the point is that you need to look at these trends and picture the future in several years to guess what affect these trends will be having on our services. The strongest example is instant messaging and the fact that teens use this so extensively, what will that mean to the way we build our websites? Also recent newspaper article about university professors and the deluge of email they deal with from students who expect immediate answers. No more the discrete 2-hour block of availability it is 24/7 for virtually everyone. 

Heard about the new visual search engines? How will this change the way people look for things? How will it change the way we deliver service? 
People don’t distinguish in terms of expectations. Consumers have the same expectations of government as of business in terms of responsiveness. Recently customer feedback suggested that we FedEx the books when the hold comes in directly to the person’s home. Now that would be service- but where is the capacity to deliver. 

Business are changing core services, crossing over to include socks and underwear at a Shoppers Drug Mart. Consumers affect what succeeds and what is sold. Used car sales were expected using the Internet, instead what took off what new car sales. Inventions are often used differently than what is expected by the inventor and by the marketer. 

Business needs to consider ideas and non-consumers of their services to see where they need to be going. 

Businesses are concerned that competition is just a click away. They struggle with the fact that customers can quickly and effectively make decisions about options and reach their own conclusions. 

Customer relations have also changed and the expectation is for email response to be quick and provide real information- transaction details, historical information…in a word -access.

Companies have been reviewing corporate hierarchies often due to downsizing. Some reduce the number of layers. Business is leaner and now confronted with issues of effective information sharing. We will touch on this topic again.  

Some experts speak about a trend towards more of a community orientation and an extra focus on philanthropy. This ties to the expectations of staff that the company they work for be a responsible corporate citizen. The recent Fast Company magazine (January 2004) had an article describing awards for effective corporate sponsored community projects. There is a real cross-pollination between corporate approaches to measuring effectiveness and community projects- the two are coming together.

Library trends:

City budgets and hence library budgets not keeping up with expectations of our current client base. And the province has reduced its support over the last number of years. Now libraries are partnering together. The proposed Federation of Public Libraries and Ontario Digital Library speak to this trend and recognition that together we can achieve more.  This collaboration and working together is a trend and also relates to partnering with other community agencies and institutions as many libraries have already started to do.

Recent surveys call into question the perceived/intrinsic value of the library. We will be in real trouble if a large percentage of the population doesn’t perceive our role as important. Some say our role has already been superceded. The Internet and ‘googling’ and Amazon.com covers all their reading and information needs. We must examine concepts around the public good and deliver messages about this as well as engaging in discussions about what we should be doing in the future. 

Internet. A recent web page link (Department of Education Library and Information Cetnre of the Department of Education Tasmania) has been circulating in the library world. It poses the question ‘why have <libraries> when we have the Internet? Some of the more pithy answers included: “Why have maps when we have all the roads that we need” and “Why do we have cookbooks when we have all the ingredients to make any meal”. Expectations and perceptions. How do we address any gap between what people expect of us and how we are perceived? 

Big box bookstores continue to have an impact on libraries – in my community Chapters and Indigo were within one to two blocks of the branch. The branch circulation was in decline. These bookstores took a page from our book and offered some of ‘our key services’: story times, author readings, and cozy spaces in their locations. Others too have picked up services – Early years literacy specialists for instance. What do we do with this information? Does the public perceive any difference between the activities of one organization vs. the other?

A related trend is in the purchasing of books on-line. Customers are making different choices and given that many folks are pressed for time and stressed out due to a busy life many choose to spend the money to buy the book. Relate this to value of supporting public institutions and we have a challenge. People have option to make what industry calls a ‘price point decision’- we want it to be in favour of the library. 

Readers’ advisory and popular materials. How far do we go to ‘compete’ with Amazon and Indigo bookstores and the like? What are the tensions in terms of buying power and the need to build comprehensive collections and to offer a broad selection of material in timely fashion? One recent project at Northern to address this issue was to offer roving help with good books. Interestingly one man said that he had never once in a lifetime of visiting the library, asked a question at the reference desk. After his first roving encounter he used this service 4 times to talk about good books and get suggestions about what to read next. 

To what extent do we really want to be perceived as the people’s university – support with information questions and independent studies or should we really be focusing on addressing the recreation and leisure support needs of our seniors for instance.  

Another important trend is the fact that a large proportion of library staff are expected to retire in next few years. At TPL for instance, fully 25 % of staff are eligible to take early retirement right now. Will we be able to keep folks longer, how many will go? What will we lose in terms of expertise and capacity? What are we doing about this trend right now?  

What other trends can you suggest?  I certainly haven’t covered them all and there are many minds in this room that will have thought about these things. You have shown that you are willing to take the time to come to a session on the topic so obviously recognize that this discussion is important. 
What do we do with all this information?

Exercise

The exercise is to work with the folks at the table and generate as many actual practical on the ground ideas to respond to the trends we have discussed. Perhaps narrow your discussion to 2-3 trends/concepts and work out as many things as possible without worrying about money or staffing- in other words include the wilder ideas as well. 

10 minutes max. with very brief reporting- the benefit is in the discussion. At the end we want to know how many ideas were generated and each table will share their ‘best’ idea. 

Evaluating ideas

After having generated these ideas, how did the group decide on the one to put forward? All supervisors/managers need to have a method, an approach to take to evaluate ideas and consider which ones to implement. Ask yourself these questions: What is the potential of this idea- what is it ‘worth’ to the organization if it works? And is the idea likely to work? It doesn’t need to be a perfect solution but will it address the issue – more or less. Issues and problems are complex- often unsolvable in the truest sense and the most one can do is ‘evolve’ the problem- there is rarely a perfect solution Keep your eyes on your goal-  will this idea move the organization in the direction you want it to go?

Assumption may be that we have no room to incorporate new ideas but consider this:
Look around you and assess the activities of the staff in terms of the percentage spent serving the customer. Are you spending 70-80% serving the computer but not the customer? How about ‘professional duties” the things folks prefer to do. One must maintain a focus on the customer and consider the impact of this new idea in that light. One never has just the right environment to introduce a new idea. There is never enough time, money or sometimes the will to make the change in the organization. As supervisors and managers it is really important to build in wiggle room in order to incorporate new ideas into the day to day. A number of years ago, I wanted to introduce homework clubs. We had no budget, no extra staff, just the knowledge that it needed to be done and we needed to start somewhere. So we started with keen staff in only a few locations with a small amount of money for snacks- the program expanded upon amalgamation and continues to be an essential part of what we do- meeting a real community need. 

As we discussed earlier, our younger staff have the expectation that they will have the opportunity to make a difference and they need to have to power to make their ideas happen. In what ways can we as supervisor’s support these aspirations- be responsive and give folks the tools and authority to make things happen while at the same time making sure an individual has the skills and resources to be successful?

 Many folks are too focused on making mistakes. The challenge is our own inertia, our own inability to change even slowly let alone rapidly. I had an instructor once in a dance class who said I was being too tentative- if you are going to make a mistake make it a big one, she said. I took this to mean that if you don’t take a risk – you won’t achieve much but one needs to be prepared to make a mistake here and there. The secret is in being well prepared and it assessing the risks and weighing the risks against the possible benefits. 

Be prepared that by nature groups moving through change go through stages and this process can be difficult. I like this description of the stages: goodbye to old way of doing things, muddling through and hello! Various examples can be used- reluctance to start roving project, worry that questions will be beyond staff knowledge, testing it out and working through to find success at the end and new ideas generated. 

Innovative leaders

If there is one thing that you should take away from this session it is that this winter driving tip is applicable in your work. Innovative leaders know this! If you are in a skid due to snow and icy conditions what are you always advised to do? Steer where you want to go! This is absolutely true to achieving one’s vision for an organization. You may go into skids and even end up in the ditch. You may have to alter your path slightly due to ‘road conditions’ but steer where you want to go and you will get there. 

You have probably heard some of what I will talk about before but it bears repeating
Leaders aren’t afraid to act in the midst of uncertainty. They value flexibility and responsiveness. “There are massive, massive amounts of uncertainty, enormous shades of grey. To respond you need intellectual and organizational dexterity- there are shades of grey the size of the Grand Canyon” from Johathan Ehrich, MOBSHOP as quoted in Fast Company , January 2004. 

“
In business and in non-profit/government section everyone has been challenged to produce more with fewer people and with a wider span of control.” (From 3 keys to Empowerment by Ken Blanchard.) 

A favorite recent cartoon comes to mind: A man is in his bosses’ office. The boss says you have done a great job doing more with less. So now we are giving you the opportunity to do everything with nothing!

Business journals identify the following, as qualities needed to succeed in leadership role:

Fresh thinking, smart adaptation, relentless execution and solid performance. 

In the book Managers as Facilitators there is much discussion of the different roles supervisors and managers take on. The author promotes the idea that facilitation is an underused and underdeveloped skill. One quote from this book is that

“Leaders are concerned with doing the right thing

Managers are concerned with doing things right

Facilitators are concerned with helping people do things.”

I argue that we should all be doing some of the above. We will get there sooner, with fewer struggles and achieve a better outcome if we facilitate the process. Explain the context to your staff and you will achieve better results but also a deeper understanding on the part of staff will produce better customer service – talk about the high falutin’ ideas associated with library service and what we are trying to achieve!

Some of you may have heard of Lillian H. Smith and her statement about getting the right book to the right child at the right time. You as supervisors must be aware of your staff and know when it is the right time for projects and opportunities so staff can take things on and be successful. 

A vision is no substitute for a realistic plan. How will you know when you succeed? You need to get down to the particulars- especially in terms of budgets/costs and deliverables. 

To be an innovator one needs to go beyond the obvious. Similarly beyond the obvious evaluation – find out about outcome based evaluation. How did you make a difference in someone’s life? The Ontario Library Board Association is very focused on considering the libraries activities in terms of how what the library does, changes lives. 

In day to day terms here is a series of questions that will help you evaluate how to share information and approach decision making- with a nod to Peter Drucker: 
What information do I need, when, where will I get it? Who should I share this information with, in what timeframe, what do they need to know? Is the format for the information important – spreadsheet, formal report, one-pager?

Staff expect information to be shared widely. Consider more sharing and ask yourself these questions: is the information so sensitive that only a limited number of people should have access to it? And is it that complex that it is too hard to understand? And is it a good thing that it is so hard to understand? Consider the expectations you have in approaching an organization’s web site – don’t you have a very high expectation to find extensive information and a real sense of transparency and clarity in terms of access to real information that addresses your needs. 

True leaders are willing to take on new ideas, recognize good ideas and will challenge the system to get new ideas/products/processes adopted. They enable others to act and foster collaboration. Have you brought an idea forward? How would you move the ideas forward that we generated today? Think about small focused projects.

Practical tips for getting there

There will always be people who wring their hands and people who roll up their sleeves. 
Make a decision – it almost doesn’t matter what it is. If you are a new supervisor this is expected and folks will start to relax once this happens and you too will ‘get comfortable’ in your new role. 

Change is not to be equated with success the success comes through the process of moving forward. 

Consider a slogan! Give people something they can grab on to: we will exceed our customer expectations. Also share information and discuss how everyone will know when you have achieved something. Choose something concrete again even if it is symbolic. 

Check out magazines like Harvard Business Review and Fast Company and on-line resources – Fast Company has on line guides to support personal learning and areas that discuss fresh ideas. See the attached Resource list for other suggestions. 

Be aware that things tend to go wrong sequentially. “If something goes wrong put you hands to the pump because chances are something else will happen.” Maureen Miskovic a political risk analyst. 

Remember this!
“Excellence is in the setting of the agenda. You just have to have bursts of self-delusion (that you will) return to greatness if in a slump. Excellence and especially in setting the agenda is exhausting.” Tom Peters paraphrased from interview in the January 2004 Globe and Mail, Report on Business with reporter Patricia Best. 

Go outside of your comfort zone and experience to look for direction and insight. 

Inuit saying: ‘A long time ago in the future’

‘It has been suggested that the best way to predict the future is to create it.’ 

    Walter Pitman
 Resource list 

Bell, Chip

Managers as Mentors; building partnerships for Learning

2nd ed. Berrett-Koehler Publishers Inc. San Francisco, 2002

Blanchard, Ken, John P. Carlos and Alan Randolph

3 Keys to Empowerment: release the power within people for astonishing results.

Berrett- Koehler Publishers, San Francisco, 1999. 

Carroll, Jim and Rick Broadhead

Get a Digital Life

Stoddart, Toronto, 2001

Drucker, PeterF. Drucker

Managing in the Next Society

Truman Talley Books St. Martin’s Press, New York. 2002

Epstein, Robert

The Big book of Creativity Games; quick, fun activities for jumpstarting innovation

McGraw-Hill, New York, 2000. 

Gibson, Rowan (Editor)

Rethinking the future: rethinking business, principles, competition, control and complexity, leadership, markets and the world. 

London, Nicholas Brealey Publishing Ltd. 1997. 

James M. Louzes and Barry Z Posner

Leadership the Challenge

3rd edition, Jossey-Bass, Wiley, San Francisco, 2002.

Lancaster, Lynne C. and David Stillman

When generations Collide. 

Harper Business,New York, 2002.

McGehee, Tom

Whoosh: business in the fast lane

Perseus Publishing, Cambridge Ma, 2001.

Meyerson, Debra

Radical change, the Quiet Way in 

Harvard Business Review, October 2001. 

Sullivan, Michael

The Fragile Future of Public Libraries in

Public Libraries, September/October 2003.

Weaver, Richard G. and John D. Farrell

Managers as Facilitators: a practical guide to getting work done in a changing workplace. 

Berrett-Koehler Publishers Inc. , San Francisco. 1997. 

Consult magazines:

Library Futures Quarterly

Library Trends 

Fast Company

Red Herring and numerous technology sources. 
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