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Professionals in academe today are faced with an ever-increasing num-
ber of technological advances, and few feel the effects of these changes
more than library professionals. With each change comes a new vo-
cabulary that has the potential to cause communication rifts between
departments in academic libraries. Through a comprehensive literature
review and a selective survey of administrators of information technol-
ogy, public services, and technical services in academic libraries be-
longing to the Association of Research Libraries, the authors show how
the new terminology has affected communication among professionals
in these positions, specifically in the context of technological decision-
making, and ideas are put forth for ways to overcome this problem.

rofessionals in academe today
are faced with an ever-increas-
ing number of technological
advances, and few feel the ef-

fects of these advances more than library
professionals. With each advance comes
a new vocabulary that has the potential
to cause communication rifts between
academic library departments. Because of
the nature of their jobs and the increas-
ing pervasiveness of technology, library
professionals in information technology
or instructional technology (IT) units have
the potential to hold an upper hand in li-
brary discussions concerning technologi-
cal issues. Do they also have a responsi-
bility to ensure that colleagues in other
areas of the library understand the tech-
nological terminology being used in these
discussions? Although there is some cur-
rent research dealing with the effects of
communication patterns and hierarchies

themselves, there is a lack of published
research on how technologically related
meaning change affects communication
leading to decision-making.

Many of us can remember clearly the
days when a brick wall separated com-
puting services and the rest of the library.
The Systems Office was considered the
“back office,” or even part of another unit
outside the library that administered all
computing functions on campus. Using
technology for any purpose other than
making certain processes more efficient
by automating them was largely foreign
to academic professionals. In 1990,
Jonathan S. Intner offered this advice:

The main problem academics expe-
rience in dealing with techies is an
inability to communicate success-
fully. Techies speak a language that
can be quite difficult for those out-
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side their cohorts to understand,
which is also true of people in any
academic discipline. The disparate
backgrounds of the techies and aca-
demics result in different perspec-
tives. And, in order for effective
communication to take place, all the
parties involved must be ready to
make an effort to make themselves
understood. Mutual respect be-
tween the parties involved in the
discussion is critical for any mean-
ingful communication to take
place.1

In less than a decade, the lines of de-
marcation have become blurred and li-
braries frequently support their own IT
units. Although there are still “techies,”
they no longer exist in a stand-alone role,
and although simple systems are not ex-
tinct, they coexist with increasingly elabo-
rate systems.

Background and Literature Review
The issue of technological terminology in
librarianship lies between the academic
fields of linguistics and rhetoric/commu-
nication. New vocabularies, when they
include words previously understood to
mean something else, illustrate the lin-
guistic issue of meaning change. Difficul-
ties may arise when members of differ-
ent departments in the library, with
presumably different needs and agendas,
attempt to use these newly altered words
to state their positions to their colleagues
and superiors. We must first turn to lin-
guistics to understand the nature of the
change and then to rhetoric/communica-
tion studies to understand how these
changes put library professionals at either
an advantage or a disadvantage in tech-
nological discussions.

Language, like everything else, gradu-
ally transforms itself over time, and lin-
guists have historically found the concept
of meaning change to be problematic. Ac-
cording to linguist Jean Aitchison, fears
about meaning slippage have been re-
corded since the fifth century B.C.2 Se-
mantics, or the “science of meaning,” be-

gan to be studied in earnest in the early
nineteenth century and encompassed at-
tempts at both enumerating types of
changes and exploring causes of mean-
ing change. By the first half of the twenti-
eth century, structural linguistics had
evolved to consider words not as isolated
fragments but, rather, as part of a mesh
of surrounding words. Polysemy is the
term used to discuss the concept of a word
having multiple meanings that evolve
alongside existing ones. Words may de-
velop several layers as new meanings
superimpose themselves on top of the
older ones.

 Aitchison also stated: “early attempts
to catalogue meaning change were mostly
discouraging. In recent years, however,
insights as to how it happens are leading
to a greater understanding ... of how lan-
guage works today.”3 The relative surge
of interest among contemporary linguists
in the topic of meaning change led the au-
thors to turn to the online Ask a Linguist
Forum.4 The following question was
posed: Advances in technology include
the layering of new meaning over old
words (e.g., virus, alias, domain). Tech-
nological decisions that are being made
presuppose an understanding of these
new meanings. How do you see this af-
fecting the “power” structures of tradi-
tional organizations, such as academe? To
the linguists who responded, a follow-up
question was asked: How do you see this
affecting the decision-making processes
in hierarchical organizations, where some
of the players, on any given level, may or
may not possess an understanding of the
new layers of meaning?

Suzette Haden Elgin commented:

The fact that people in traditional or-
ganizations will be hearing terms
and understanding them to have
their traditional meaning—instead
of the ‘new’ meaning—is going to
create major communication break-
downs and misunderstandings, in
decision-making processes and else-
where .... It’s what happens in any
situation where people in language
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interactions are using a single word
with more than one meaning and
are taking it for granted (incorrectly)
that everyone shares the same
meaning. The meanings you’ve la-
beled ‘new’ are new because they
are the jargon of particular fields,
and using jargon is always danger-
ous.5

Deborah Ruuskanen added:

My personal opinion, for which I
have no scientific basis whatsoever,
is that the ‘Old Guard’ in academe
never bother to learn the ‘new
meanings’ and make decisions
based on political considerations
rather than a true understanding of
what is involved. This is a rather
cynical viewpoint, based on obser-
vations of fields like medicine,
where decisions are often made by
administrators, not scientists, over
a period of 30 years.6

Perhaps it would be less confusing if
all new technological terms were created,
as it were, from scratch. Unfortunately,
meaning change is a messy process that
involves the layering of meanings upon
words, often by a logical process, but nev-
ertheless equipping a given term with a
radically different meaning to wear along-
side its more traditional definitions. In
1999, Anne Marie Candido advised: “li-
brarians are succumbing to the influence
of the easy-to-adopt, prefab, impersonal,
ugly, and often impenetrable jargon bor-
rowed from business and computer tech-
nology.”7 Technological statements such
as “the enterprise administrator can con-
trol all the forests and trees” or “resetting
the auditing entries on all child objects
will enable the propagation of inheritable
auditing entries,”8 which consist of a se-
ries of common words, can still be unin-
telligible to some participants in a tech-
nological discussion.

The problem of meaning change with
regard to technological terminology be-
comes more complex when viewed in the

contexts of communication and rhetoric.
The use and understanding of these new
terms play a crucial role in determining
the outcomes of decision-making discus-
sions. In the aptly named New York Times
article by John Schwartz, “Language
Heads Down the Rabbit Hole,” Michael
Schrage, codirector of the e-markets ini-
tiative at the Media Laboratory of the
Massachusetts Institute of Technology
warned that: “when the same word
means different things to different people,
you’re going to spend more time manag-
ing meaning than managing the prob-
lem.”9

Stuart MacDonald defined two types
of players in what he refers to as infor-
mation “regimes”: gatekeepers and ex-
perts.10 Both are concerned with acquir-
ing information—the gatekeeper to dis-
tribute among people in different areas
of the regime, and the expert for his own
edification. The expert is expected to be
interested in acquiring information that
will support his or her specialized knowl-
edge. The gatekeeper’s value lies in his
or her ability to distribute internal infor-
mation to other parts of the organization
that most need to use the information.
Taking MacDonald’s two types and ap-
plying them to our academic library sce-
nario, we can see different sorts of pos-
sible problems and solutions. Library pro-
fessionals in all areas of a library strive
for an expert’s grasp of knowledge in
their field. In interdepartmental library
discussions, too much of an expert men-
tality can result in a lack of interest in
ensuring that ideas are sufficiently under-
stood by a speaker’s audience, and also
little motivation on the part of the listener-
expert to understand concepts that fall
outside their narrow professional scope
of interest.

Administrators also were asked not
to consult a dictionary while filling
out the survey to ensure that their
responses would accurately reflect
their understanding of the terms’
meanings.
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This gatekeeper/expert conundrum
fits, more specifically, in our study of the
pitfalls of technological library discus-
sions with regard to IT departments. They
are responsible for fully understanding
the meanings and implications of relevant
technological terminology. Are they also
responsible for making sure that library
staff possess a level of understanding of
these terms sufficient for them to engage
in decision-making processes? It makes
sense to encourage library staff to view
expertise within a library department or
division as the norm and gatekeeping as
a role to play when needed. If so, IT pro-
fessionals must be able to alter their roles
from gatekeeper to expert and back, as
appropriate, when engaged in technologi-
cal discussions with non-IT staff.

Matt Holland also made reference to
“boundary-spanning individuals” who
have the “ability to understand and in-
terpret the local language of the source
and represent that information in the lan-
guage of the recipient.”11 As they are nec-
essary conduits through which changes
will be accepted by a larger group, Hol-
land stresses that it is the responsibility
of the change agent (expert) to seek out
and actively use boundary-spanners. Al-
though MacDonald sees everyone with
the potential to function as a gatekeeper,
Holland’s boundary-spanning individual
has the additional attributes of being a
star communicator and highly regarded
professional.

MacDonald’s gatekeeper/expert
model is based largely on a presupposed
existence of altruism, which does not take
into account the attitudes in academic li-
braries brought on by the political climate
in academe. Thus, another important vari-
able in the technology–language equation
can be power. Focusing simultaneously
on technology, language, and power in
libraries parallels the “thousands of mini-
dramas reenacted every day in lawyers’
offices, police stations, and courthouses
around the country. The dominant ele-
ment in almost every one of these mini-
dramas is language. To the extent that
power is realized, exercised, abused, or

challenged in such events, the means are
primarily linguistic.”12

With the growing need for online ac-
cess to bibliographic resources and the
widespread adoption of the Internet, both
at home and within organizations, the re-
lationship between IT and the library has
changed. These changes involve issues of
environment, communication, leadership
and learning, in all of which language—
specifically, the new terminologies—
plays a crucial role. Mark Warschauer
wrote:

Literacy is frequently viewed as a
set of context-neutral, value-free
skills than can be imparted to indi-
viduals. A study of history, though,
shows this model of literacy to be
off the mark.... Rather, technologi-
cal change intersects with other so-
cial, economic, cultural, and politi-
cal factors to help determine how
literacy is practiced.13

In 1997, Gregory A. Crawford and
Ronald E. Rice discussed theories of or-
ganizational structure and power and
constructed a model for organizational
power and technology within liberal arts
colleges.14 A study done by Hong Xu
looked at type and level of position in
academic libraries related to communica-
tion behavior.15 Research on the combina-
tion of language and technology in aca-
demic libraries has not been forthcoming.

Methodology
On March 19, 2001, a survey was mailed
to each administrator of technical services
(TS), public services (PS), and information
technology at fifty ARL academic librar-
ies. For the purposes of this study, the
authors were interested in reaching librar-
ies where the three aforementioned de-
partments were not integrated. Therefore,
an institution was selected for inclusion
in the survey if the library’s administra-
tive structure appeared, from information
displayed on the library’s Web site, to
break down into these three areas in an
easily identifiable fashion. Also for the
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purposes of this study, Public Services as
a departmental title may have included
collection development, reference, or in-
terlibrary loan; Technical Services may
have included cataloging, acquisitions, or
preservation/conservation; and Informa-
tion Technology may have included au-
tomated systems, media equipment ser-
vices, or instructional technology.

The survey instrument was composed
of twenty-four categorical questions and
one open-ended question that sought to
assess the impact of technological termi-
nology in selective U. S. ARL academic
institutions to determine whether library
administrators are at an advantage or dis-
advantage when participating in technol-
ogy-related decision-making processes in
their libraries. The cover letter sent with
the survey included an instruction that
allowed an administrator to refer the
questionnaire to another person if he or
she felt that person was in a more appro-
priate position to answer the survey ques-
tions. Administrators also were asked not
to consult a dictionary while filling out
the survey to ensure that their responses
would accurately reflect their under-
standing of the terms’ meanings. In ad-
dition to position-related information,
specific inquiries were made to assess the
understanding of a variety of technologi-
cal terms; the perceived nature of tech-
nology-related discussions and decision-

making in these libraries; the level of con-
fidence the administrator had in his or her
library director/dean’s understanding of
the technological terms presented; and
the assumption of knowledge about tech-
nology-related terms that might or might
not be occurring among groups of deci-
sion makers. Distinctions between aca-
demic statuses of the administrators were
not queried (i.e., faculty/nonfaculty,
MLS/non-MLS). Results are presented as
proportional analyses using the calcula-
tion of frequencies and percentages.

Results
Ninety-five responses from the 150 ad-
ministrators contacted yielded a total of
ninety-four usable surveys, for a final re-
turn rate of 63 percent. Not every respon-
dent answered every question; therefore,
frequency data are given, as necessary,
in the text. Of the ninety-three respon-
dents, twenty-four (26%) were PS admin-
istrators, twenty-eight (30%) were IT ad-
ministrators, and twenty (21%) were TS
administrators. The remaining respon-
dents were administrators in charge of a
combination of public services and infor-
mation technology (n = 10), technical ser-
vices and information technology (n = 5),
and a combination of disparate library
areas (n = 7), which represented 11, 5, and
7 percent of the respondents, respec-
tively.

TABLE 1
Perceived Frequency of Alienation from the Technological Decision-making

Process Because of Terminology
Area of Administration Frequency of Response

Always Often Sometimes Seldom Never
n n % n % n % n % n %

Information Technology 28 � � � � 1 4 9 32 18 64
Public Services 24 � � � � 8 33 15 63 1 4
Public Services and
   Information Technology 10 � � � � 2 20 6 60 2 20
Technical Services 20 � � 1 5 10 50 6 30 3 15
Technical Services and
   Information Technology 5 � � � � 1 20 3 60 1 20
All others 7 � � � � 2 29 3 43 2 29
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In trying to assess the overall atmo-
sphere of technology-related discussions,
questions were posed about whether the
respondents found these discussions at
their institutions to be collegial, frustrat-
ing, intimidating, spirited, or difficult. A
large majority of respondents found the
discussions “collegial” (90%, n = 80) and/
or “spirited” (81%, n = 73). More than half
of the respondents found the discussions
“difficult” (56%, n = 49), and half found
them “frustrating” (50%, n = 44). Four-
teen respondents (16%) found the discus-
sions “intimidating.” Thirty-five (39%) of
the respondents felt that IT discussions
in their library were both “collegial” and
“frustrating,” and forty (45%) felt that
were both “collegial” and “difficult.”

 When asked whether they felt alien-
ated from the technological decision-mak-
ing process in their library because they
did not understand the terminology be-
ing used, sixty-nine (74%) responded
“seldom” (45%, n = 42) or “never” (29%,
n = 27). (See table 1.)

When asked whether they assumed
that their listeners had the same level of
understanding as they did during tech-
nological discussions, most respondents
indicated that they did “some of the time”
(79%, n = 69) or “never” (20%, n = 25).
(See table 2.)

Respondents were asked whether they
could think of an example that would il-

lustrate their answer to either the ques-
tion about the nature of technological dis-
cussions in their library or the question
about their perceived level of alienation
from the technological decision-making
process. Forty-eight percent of the respon-
dents answered yes. IT professionals pro-
vided the largest number of responses
(31%), followed by public services (29%),
technical services (25%), IT/PS (10%), and
IT/TS (4%).

The administrators also were pre-
sented with fifteen terms and asked to
rank their relative level of understanding
(very well, somewhat, not at all) of the
technological meaning of the terms. Sev-
eral survey terms (alias, UPS, portal, cli-
ent/server, attribute, push technology,
domain, and backbone) are common
words, acronyms, or phrases that cur-
rently have a technological “layer.”
Intranet is a technology term that is “lay-
ered” on Internet, another technology
term. Additional terms composed of com-
mon words or symbols (evergreen, for-
est/trees, can, e-sign, P2P) were added
because of their multiple appearances in
nonlibrary technology-related literature
between the months of November 2000
and February 2001. The last term ques-
tioned how well the respondents felt they
would be able to explain the concept of
bibliometrics to a colleague. The term
bibliometrics is used among librarians to

TABLE 2
Perceived Frequency of Assumptions Concerning Levels of Understanding

of Listeners in Technology-related Discussions
Area of Administration Frequency of Response

All of the Time Some of the Time Never
n n % n % n %

Information Technology 28 0 0 17 61 11 39
Public Services 24 0 0 20 83 4 17
Public Services and
  Information Technology 10 0 0 9 90 1 10
Technical Services 20 0 0 17 85 3 15
Technical Services and
  Information Technology 5 0 0 5 100 0 0
All others 7 0 0 1 14 6 86
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TABLE 3
Perceived Level of Confidence in Dean/Director�s Understanding of

Selected Technological Terminology
Area of Administration Frequency of Response

Very Somewhat Not
Confident Confident Confident

n n % n % n %
Information Technology 28 4 14 11 39 13 46
Public Services 24 14 58 5 21 5 21
Public Services and
  Information Technology 10 3 30 4 40 3 30
Technical Services 20 5 25 7 35 8 40
Technical Services and
  Information Technology 5 1 20 3 60 1 20

study the statistics of usage of materials
and services within a library. The authors
included it as a counterweight to gauge
the general level of understanding of a
nontechnical, but highly bibliographic,
term among those surveyed.

The most frequently recognized term
was Intranet, with a recognition level of
“very well” across all administrators at
88 percent, followed by client server
(85%), domain and backbone (78%), alias
(76%), portal (73%), UPS (70%), push tech-
nology (63%), attribute (48%),
bibliometrics (26%), P2P (26%), forest/
trees (12%), e-sign (10%), can (5%), and
evergreen (4%). Recognition levels for all
terms, except bibliometrics, were highest
among IT professionals (72%). The next
highest levels of recognition were admin-
istrators of public services and informa-
tion technology (60%) and administrators
of technical services and information tech-
nology (52%).

The majority of terms taken from non-
IT literature (P2P, e-sign, forest/trees, ev-
ergreen, and can) had the lowest level of
understanding among all administrators.
Even among IT administrators, a level of
understanding of “very well” for these
terms was under 50 percent (P2P 44%, e-
sign 29%, forest/trees 18%, evergreen
11%, can 7%).

Bibliometrics was understood by ad-
ministrators in opposite proportions from
the strictly technological terms. Sixty per-

cent of TS administrators felt they would
be able to explain the concept of
bibliometrics to a colleague “very well,”
followed by PS administrators (38%), ad-
ministrators of PS/IT and TS/IT (20%),
and IT administrators (18%).

Administrators also were asked how
confident they were that their library di-
rector/dean understood many or most of
the same terms previously described. IT
professionals indicated the lowest levels
of confidence; 46 percent were “not con-
fident” that their director or dean would
understand the terms, and 39 percent
were only “somewhat confident.” (See
table 3.)

Discussion
Jargon is a part of all professions. It is in-
clusive for those within the profession
and can be exclusionary to those outside
the profession by making them feel un-
comfortable on their own turf. A 1991
study cited by David Tuffley found that
“in a survey of IS (Information Science)
directors, 46% reported that the culture
gap between IS professionals and busi-
ness counterparts was their most impor-
tant challenge.”16 A decade later, what are
some of the language-related gaps that
exist between IT professionals and their
library counterparts?

When asked about the nature of tech-
nology discussions at their libraries, ad-
ministrators described a wide variety of
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technology-related projects that were un-
der discussion at their institutions. These
included selection of new library manage-
ment systems, wireless technology,
metadata, self-checkout of materials, PC-
and server-related issues, digital librar-

ies, choosing between sophisticated soft-
ware applications, XML, e-mail clients,
Web portals, and database generated Web
pages. As might be expected, IT profes-
sionals seldom or never felt alienated
from the technological decision-making
process in their libraries because of ter-
minology and, to a great extent, neither
do other library administrators. Heads of
technical services were the only group
who, a majority of times, even “some-
times” felt alienated (table 1). On the other
hand, a high proportion of administrators
had below a fifty percent recognition level
for nearly half of the technological terms
identified in the survey, and the authors
received only one comment on the low
level of confidence of IT administrators
in their dean/director’s level of under-
standing of technological terminology,
and that was: “but why does that mat-
ter?”

Although the words themselves do not
appear to be perceived as a problem for
library administrators, how the words are
used is definitely an issue for the admin-
istrators who gave an example that would
illustrate their answer to either the sur-
vey question about the nature of techno-
logical discussions in their library or the
question about their perceived level of
alienation from the technological deci-
sion-making process.

Some comments received from IT ad-
ministrators were: “I am often put in the
position of ‘translating’ technological
terms. The frustration comes in trying to
explain complex processes in simple
terms. Sometimes the process is just very
complex and cannot be explained in easy-
to-understand terms,” and “Everyone re-

treats to those things with which they are
familiar.” One non-IT administrator felt
that:

Sometimes I understand the terms,
but not the implications of a particu-
lar decision. The problem has more
to do with my weaker general com-
puter technical background, the sys-
tems person’s very precise use of
terms and expert knowledge of con-
text, and our different communica-
tion styles as opposed to my lack of
knowledge of specific terms, and I
am pretty assertive in making oth-
ers explain the terminology they
use. The problem for me is when the
explanation itself is put in technical
terms.

 Another administrator reported:

Miscommunication stemmed from
misunderstanding jargon on both
sides and from assumptions (unspo-
ken) on the part of each group. Be-
cause they all work in the same li-
brary, each group assumed they
were talking from a common
ground-but the ‘postmortem’ on the
project showed they were not. It was
not only the tech jargon that got in
the way, but also mental models (or
views of the world) that each group
has.

The mental models mentioned in the
paragraph above are the most frustrating
issue for many IT administrators who are
trying to communicate about technology-
related issues. A mental model is a deeply
held internal image of how the world
works or how it should work. Heard from
more than one IT administrator was a
variation on: “Funny how users LOVE
standards for library concerns, but not for
technology. They want what is comfort-
able. That’s what I see as difficult.” An-
other striking language dichotomy that
was described frequently is related to the
installation or use of an automated pro-
cess or software package. IT administra-

It is very important, as more than
one administrator noted, to keep
asking until you understand.
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tors frequently hear from non-IT library
staff about software that is used in another
institution that the IT administrator be-
lieves, for technical or systems reasons,
would not work locally. One non-IT ad-
ministrator explained the problem from
the staff point of view: “It is frustrating
when the systems person gives a really
long, technical explanation of why we
can’t do something, even though I know
other libraries (or other organizations) are
able to do what I’m talking about.”

Other important issues are clearly
those of participation and/or listening.
One non-IT administrator had this re-
sponse: “Talk about servers/capacity/
proxy while I understand it, it takes little
for me to drift if the topic discussed lasts
TOO long.” Another administrator stated:

I am not always familiar with the
technological terms spoken about in
meetings and yet don’t want to take
the meeting time to ask if others do
know. So I usually get through it
and try to ask questions later. I do
think this can often be a less-than-
ideal way to participate (or not) in
the meeting discussions.

This is an insidious problem in tech-
nological discussions. Sik Hung Ng and
James J. Bradac stated:

Given the interactional nature of con-
versation, the power of casting,
speakership, and topic control is con-
tingent on the continued presence of
hearers who remain in the conversa-
tion either by choice or as a result of
being kept there by others. Exit from
the physical setting of the conversa-
tion may be the only available
counterpower that is left for an indi-
vidual who is unwilling or unable to
engage in a verbal fight.... In most ev-
eryday conversation, hearers make a
psychological exit while remaining
silent when talk is expected.17

It is very important, as more than one
administrator noted, to keep asking until

you understand. Asking questions not
only clarifies a particular point, but also
can lead to a broader understanding of
complex issues. One administrator stated:

Whenever we are discussing new
technologies, it is inevitable that
some know more than others, so it
is frustrating. Some think they know
more and better, so discussions can
be spirited and difficult. But in the
end, we’re collegial because we’re
all in this together!

Participation in discussions is a neces-
sary component of collegiality. The
gatekeeper approach appears to be a nec-
essary feature in an academic library cul-

ture so that administrators can make pro-
gressive technological decisions based on
effective discourse. Conversely, the expert
seems to be the culprit that keeps aca-
demic library administrators from being
able to fully participate in technological
discussions.

One IT administrator supported the
gatekeeper model with the statement: “We
work together in a collegial way because
... tech people generally depend upon each
other’s knowledge in areas of need.” This
respondent is presumably only referring
to collegiality and gatekeeping within the
circle of IT staff but states elsewhere in his
response that his “background is not tech-
nical,” and therefore he “depends upon the
technical staff for advice and expertise in
tech areas”. It is an extra step for
gatekeepers to perform the same function
for staff in different departments. Another
respondent, who is the administrator for
both IT and PS areas, makes the claim that
“technology moves forward so rapidly,
there is always some realm where I feel
uninformed.” Where an expert might re-
inforce that feeling of being uninformed,

Successful librarians are experts in
their field who are able to shed their
“expertness” (not expertise, but the
attitude of expertise) in order to truly
serve, and not alienate, their clientele.
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this respondent is lucky enough to be
working with gatekeepers, as evidenced
by the next sentence in the response: “Our
tech people, though, are patient and ca-
pable of defining, explaining, clarifying.”
It is logical to conclude that dependability
in providing information to users is impor-
tant and so is the manner is which the in-
formation is delivered.

The quotes in the paragraph above il-
lustrate the benefits to be had by using
the gatekeeping approach; they all define
a problem, some variation on the lack of
necessary information on the part of the
respondent, and a solution, the informa-
tion made available by the library staff
member(s) who play the gatekeeper role.
Other respondents illustrate the negative
effects that an expert can have on discus-
sions and decisions. The following quotes
illustrate the same type of problem, but
lack a solution. “When our AD for sys-
tems explains proposed projects, he of-
ten talks to the rest of us as if we are idi-
ots and/or children” is a description by a
administrator of a colleague playing only
the role of expert. Another administrator
claims to “understand the terms, but not
the implications of a particular decision.”
One of the reasons for this lack of under-
standing, according to the administrator,
is “the systems person’s very precise use
of terms and expert knowledge of con-
text.” Expert knowledge, so useful in cer-
tain contexts, is of little help in the effec-
tive transferal of that knowledge.

Administrators find discussions frus-
trating when IT staff equate technologi-
cal readiness with organizational or user
readiness. Paul Rux wrote:

Incremental change is negotiated. It
goes step by step. It co-opts opposi-
tion by offering benefits to the op-
ponents. It takes longer, but incre-
mental change reduces the danger
of being blown out of the water in
the process of introducing new
ideas and new technology.18

In the context of this article, much of
the responsibility for adopting the role of

gatekeeper in technology-related discus-
sions lies with IT staff. It is important to
note that several of the responses from IT
administrators show that they, too, ben-
efit from library staff who act as
gatekeepers for their departments or di-
visions.

Conclusion
For readers in the United States, there is
hardly a more evocative word than cookie.
It is redolent of taste, smell, and a kindly
family member who produces the mor-
sel of goodness for comfort and pleasure.
Other than a poorly prepared one, could
a cookie put you at risk? Yes, if the
“cookie” is information that a Web site
puts on your computer’s hard disk so that
it can remember something about you at
a later time. Can a cookie be a verbal bar-
rier? Yes, if as a word, it is used in a con-
scious or unconscious way to deny access
to information in a decision-making situ-
ation. In this example, the word cookie has
taken on a technological meaning through
“layering.” If the context in which the
word is used puts a discussion beyond
the range of any participant, the decision-
making process will suffer.

The intertwining of words, language,
and communication to create a positive
environment for any type of decision-mak-
ing process is important. In most institu-
tions, an organization and a hierarchy were
established long before it was necessary to
create a technology infrastructure to sup-
port them. Frequently, people find a way
to work around what is existing rather than
building technology into the way people
work. It is interesting to note that the term
most frequently recognized by library ad-
ministrators in the authors’ survey was
Intranet. An Intranet, a private network that
is contained within an organization’s Web
presence, is “where people are actually
building things to assist their work on top
of the existing network topologies.... It’s
something they’re putting in.”19 It is an
example of users taking a piece of technol-
ogy and making it fit their own needs.

Ultimately, the results of the survey
discussed in this article call for a similar
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“verbal Intranet” to be laid over the ex-
isting topology of interdepartmental com-
munication in academic libraries. Com-
munication structures, in academic librar-
ies as well as in all other venues of pro-
fessional interaction, work well under
normal circumstances. Each time a new
communications medium has emerged,
communication itself has evolved to fit
the medium. Every new step in technol-
ogy, whether a new medium or a change
within a medium, has brought new ways
of getting out the message. When the en-
trance of new terminology that has not
yet been subsumed challenges them, it is
the responsibility of the communicators
to improvise a new communication struc-
ture that enables them to keep communi-
cating, with the understanding that, in
time, the “verbal Intranet” of new termi-
nology will become indistinguishable
from the familiar communication struc-
ture.

The results of the survey show a pro-
found desire on the part of library admin-
istrators to understand, and to promote
understanding of, the new technological
terminology. This is not surprising. Aca-
demic librarians are, after all, in the busi-
ness of helping their patrons to access, in-
terpret, and understand information; and

a great deal of understanding on the part
of the librarians themselves must neces-
sarily take place before it can be passed
on to the patrons. For a term to be intro-
duced in the first place, at least one con-
tributor to interdepartmental discussions
must be expertly aware not only of its
meaning, but also of its implications in
the context of the overall communication
structure. In order to build a “verbal
Intranet” that would allow for an under-
standing of new terminology on all sides,
this expert must be able to become a
gatekeeper, allowing the flow of informa-
tion to take more appropriate and produc-
tive paths.

Successful librarians are experts in
their field who are able to shed their “ex-
pertness” (not expertise, but the attitude
of expertise) in order to truly serve, and
not alienate, their clientele. The problems
that arise, for example, at the reference
desk, when this does not happen, are le-
gion and well documented. To arrive at
well-informed technological decisions,
this “expertness-shedding” skill must be
turned inward. Librarians are gatekeepers
and must be aware that the informational
gate swings inward, toward our col-
leagues, as well as outward, toward the
public.
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