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The future of reference II: A response

By Lynne Brody

Head Librarian, Undergraduate Library  
University o f  Texas at Austin

Fran  Miksa presents some provocative ideas 
regarding the fu ture o f the  academ ic research li
brary based on the  prem ise tha t the collection- 
centered paradigm, currently the focal point of the 
research library’s mission, should be replaced by a 
user-cen tered  model. H e recom m ends a shift of a 
g reater proportion of the library’s total resources 
(including collection money) to provide the  p e r
sonnel and technological tools to perform  in-depth 
analyses of researcher needs and to  develop ex
panded  services and program s to address them . 
Shirley Echelm an, past executive d irector of the 
Association of Research Libraries, supports 
Miksa’s prem ise w hen she says about research 
libraries, “what is needed is knowledge about infor
mation behavior; expert system capabilities for 
ordering and reordering inform ation to individual 
needs; sim ulation m ethodologies/inform ation 
studies ra ther than library studies.”1 E chelm an 
does not, however, specify where the resources will 
be  found to provide m ore in-depth  and expansive 
needs assessm ent and services to users.

Adm ittedly the user-cen tered  paradigm  which 
Miksa envisions has great appeal to the advocate of 
more and better public services. However, in read
ing Miksa’s paper, it occurs to me that he makes no 
distinction among academic research libraries and 
the variant roles played by each, nor the effect that 
a given research library’s unique role w ithin the 
research com m unity may have on the  feasibility of 
the  shift in prim ary focus which he advocates. He 
defines a paradigm  as “a pattern , especially a typi
cal pattern, o f behavior and relationships.”2 Let me 
begin by saying that, in practical term s, I question 
howw ell his paradigm  or m odel o f the  fu ture  aca
dem ic research library actually applies to individ
ual research libraries, given their complexity and 
variability.

Each year the Association of Research Libraries 
collects and distributes inform ation provided by

1S h irley  T. Echelm an, “W hy D o Academic L i
braries Get Such a Bad Rap?” Library Journal 113 
(O ctober 1,1988): 41.

2See Francis Miksa’s paper, pp. 780-90.

m em ber libraries, including the volumes they have 
added, the library’s total num ber of volumes, seri
als received, etc. This inform ation serves as the 
basis on which research libraries are com pared and 
ranked— heavy emphasis placed on the total size of 
the  collection. T he m ost highly ranked large aca
dem ic research libraries bring prestige to them 
selves and reinforce the prestige o f their paren t 
institutions. Prestige, in tu rn , attracts corporate 
and individual gifts, supports faculty and student 
recruiting efforts, and helps capture grants for the 
library3 and for campus researchers. Prestige and 
high national rank also provide additional clout to 
library adm inistrators when com peting for lim ited 
financial resources on university campuses helping 
to assure tha t the  em inent research library re 
ceives, at the  very least, its fair share o f available 
funding. It is my view that by virtue o f the prestige 
and national influence enjoyed by the  largest aca
dem ic research libraries, they have a vested in te r
est in continuing the  em phasis on collection 
growth/strength as the library’s central mission and 
in prom oting this as a continued shared value 
among academ ic research library peers.

Beyond prestige and its by-products, the largest 
academ ic research libraries additionally serve a 
critical role as m ajor research resources for their 
hom e states and regions and even nationally and 
internationally, depending  on specific collection 
strengths. This im portant shared role played by the 
largest m ajor research libraries is one that, in my 
opinion, should not and will not change apprecia
bly and makes them  less susceptible to  the  user- 
cen tered  operational paradigm  described by Fran 
Miksa, if the  new  m odel requires reallocation of 
substantial resources away from  collections. This 
does not mean that a more user-centered approach 
should not or will not be pursued  vigorously in the 
largest research libraries; it m erely means that this

3Likewise, the  m ajority o f the largest govern
m ent and foundation grants m ade to academic 
research libraries are collection-centered: to en 
hance an already strong collection, to provide or to 
im prove bibliographic access to  collections, to 
preserve collections, e t al.
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approach must be pursued  parallel to the library’s 
continued and substantial collection com m itm ent.

It also means that the added necessary resources 
will have to be obtained  in o th e r ways— through 
additional funding, th rough  in ternal savings and 
reordering of priorities, and m ost im portan tly  
through utilization of existing campus expertise and 
collaboration with o ther cam pus service agencies 
in realization of the greater u ser-cen tered  em pha
sis.4

I would suggest tha t perhaps Miksa’s paradigm , 
as it relates to shifting m ore resources from  collec
tions to user-cen tered  services, w ould work for 
smaller academic research libraries w ithout large 
collection-based prestige to  preserve and w ithout 
major regional or national resource sharing roles to 
maintain. But here, too, the  econom ic andpolitical 
realities of each institu tion  will greatly influence 
how they approach the  u se r-cen te red  m odel p re 
scribed by Miksa. I do believe, however, the  m ajor 
shifts of the kind M iksa describes will m ost likely 
occur through the shared  efforts and changing 
perceptions of the  national academ ic research  li
brary comm unity and assisted by availability of 
more comparative inform ation  about research  li
brary services and the library user populations that 
goes beyond collection data.

In this regard, ARL can provide im portan t sup
port to academic research libraries by perform ing 
more in-depth analysis o f the  data they  already 
collect and by collecting and distributing additional 
pertinent data which helps p u t collection size and 
annual collection growth rates in perspective.5T he 
national academ ic research  library  leadership  
should, in my opinion, reach a consensus about the 
kinds of additional inform ation which w ould be o f 
greatest value and urge ARL to provide m ore

4U niversities have a variety of academic support 
agencies. Exam ples o f the  kinds of agencies w ith 
which the research library m ight seek m ore shared 
expertise and g rea ter collaboration are such as the 
following at th e  U niversity o f Texas at Austin: 
Office of Institu tional Studies, the  University R e
search Institute, the M easurem ent and Evaluation 
Center, the C om putation C en ter, et al.

Possible ARL analysis which might prove useful 
would include: ratio  of full-tim e faculty, graduate 
students, undergraduates to to tal volumes, to  vol
umes added, to  current serial subscriptions; ratio of 
circulation to  total collection; ratio  o f ILS lending 
and borrow ing to to tal collection; ratio  o f Ph. D ’s 
granted to  total collection, volumes added, curren t 
serial subscrip tions; dollars spen t annually for in 
formation resources p e r undergraduate, graduate, 
full-time faculty m em ber, pe r P h .D ’s granted; ref
erence transactions in relation to  personnel, collec
tion, etc.; database searches pe rfo rm ed  by library 
staff, end-user searches, etc.

analysis o f the  inform ation which they  collect. No 
doub t the  shift in research  library priorities and 
resources which Miksa describes will vary in degree 
am ong libraries. Relevant additional inform ation 
about peer institutions which places collection size 
and growth in context can only help  library adm in
istrators in supporting  the  kinds and degree of 
change appropria te  to  the  individual academ ic 
research libraiy.

N ow to explore another prem ise o f F ran  Miksa’s 
p ap er which is, for m e, especially in trigu ing— his 
call for the  academ ic research  librarian  to  spend 
m ore tim e determ in ing  individual research  user 
needs and responding to them . His prem ise is that 
librarians generalize too m uch about b road  user 
groups and have little real understand ing  o f ind i
vidual research  n e ed s . O ne of M iksa’s underlying 
assum ptions is tha t m ore in-depth  user studies and 
analyses will likely support the shift from the collec
tion-centered paradigm  to a m ore service-centered 
m odel; tha t the  kinds o f support th a t researchers 
need  increasingly from  the  library are not very well 
served by ow ned collections n o rb y th e  m ajor share 
of resources required  to  maintain and extend them.

And yet, w hat librarians hear m ost from  univer
sity faculty /researchers regard ing  th e  library is 
heavily co llection -cen tered—-the need  for m ore 
serials, m ore m onographs, faster tu rnaround  tim e 
on serials binding, m ore duplication o f heavy use 
titles on the  largest cam puses, and  need  for con
venient, accurate, and detailed  bibliographical in 
form ation rep re sen ted  in online catalogs to  im 
prove access to  the  university library’s collections. 
T hese are some o f the  collection-based issues 
which tend  to rally the research faculty. W e, in fact, 
hear very few dem ands from researchers regarding 
the  need  for m ore and b e tte r  reference services to 
help support their research.

I t is my percep tion  tha t F ran  M iksa’s u ser-cen 
tered  paradigm , as developed in his paper, does not 
successfully distinguish betw een  user needs and 
user dem ands and p ercep tions.6 R esearcher d e 
m ands and percep tions, in my experience, con
tinue  to focus heavily on the  co llection-cen tered  
research library and probably will continue to  do so 
for some tim e into the  fu tu re . Academic research
ers, largely a p roduct o f established university 
graduate and professional education, are trained to 
view the  research  process as one involving a large 
m easure o f self-reliance. Identification, collection, 
m anipulation, analysis, and integration o f informa-

6Michael K. Buckland in his book Library Serv
ices in  Theory and  in C ontext (N ew  York: P erga
mon, 1983) devotes a chapter to  the subject o fuser 
dem and. H e points out the variety of library needs, 
wants, and  dem ands and th e ir  im plications for 
library services.
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tion into one’s research is still viewed by many as 
the responsibility o f the individual researcher or 
research team . W ith some notable exceptions, re
searchers make use of the services of reference 
librarians only occasionally, in my opinion, because 
of researchers’ perceptions about their own central 
role in the entire research process. The established 
faculty researcher is, in turn, the  teacher of the 
future researcher, perpetuating in many cases the 
value of self-reliance in the research process, de
spite its growing complexity and scope of mastery.7

One m ight speculate that despite the lack of 
clear researcher dem and or expectation, the aca
dem ic research library m ust accept the m ajor re 
sponsibility for managing the increasing complex
ity of the research process. Rather, I see the  aca
demic research library playing a shared role in 
addressing the greater intricacies of inform ation 
needs for research. I believe tha t graduate and 
professional school programs in all academic disci
plines m ust share in this responsibility as well, 
through reform  in their curricula in order to be tter 
prepare  students to becom e effective and adapt
able researchers. I believe that the com puter cen
ters on university campuses m ust also play an

7See Miksa’s discussion of g reater researcher 
self-reliance which occurred in the late 19th cen
tury as a result o f significant library changes.

im portant shared role, collaborating with the re 
search library and the various academ ic depart
m ents in tailoring technology to specialized re 
search needs and participating in the preparation 
of advanced students to acquire the  more in-depth 
research and technical skills they will need.

In conclusion, I believe one m ust expand the 
“paradigm  o f the  academ ic library organization” 
which Miksa discusses in his paper to the broader 
vision o f the research university. In  my view the 
academic research library should be one important 
participant in addressing the growing complexities 
o f the  research process—working closely with 
o ther cam pus organizations and academ ic pro
grams, sharing expertise andresources, building on 
the strengths o f the participants (including the 
library’s collection), and, as agroup, developingthe 
added services and program s to m eet the expand
ing research requirem ents.8 M oreover, librarians 
m ust thoroughly understand researcher expecta
tions regarding research support from the library, 
not confusing our perceptions of what the re 
searcher needs with what the researcher values 
most about the library.

8David W. Lewis provides an excellent analysis 
of the changing academ ic research library in con
text in his “Inventing the Electronic University,” 
College and Research Libraries 49 (July 1988): 
291-304.

The future of reference II: Discussion summary

By William Kopplin

Reference Librarian 
University o f  Texas at Austin

The debate following the  panel’s presentations 
seem ed to keep returning to three central concerns 
about the new paradigm . One, is the proposed new 
paradigm  valid? Two, if valid, how do the service 
implications o f the  new model change the  trad i
tional library infrastructure in such term s of staff
ing, access, and funding? And three, if there are two 
valid models of academic librarianship, one collec
tion-based and one user-based, where are we now 
in relation to the two m odels? W hile the debate 
flowed back and forth betw een these points, the 
following summary presents the comm ents in the 
matic order.

Where are we now?

The first response from the audience im m edi
ately lent weight to the  validity of the proposed
model. H arold Billings, d irector of the General
Libraries, no ted  that the two models w ere not
necessarily in opposition but only the current end
points along a continuum . On a map, the  General
Libraries would be betw een the two points. The
curren t map is one “freeze-fram e” in an ongoing
and endless series of “snapshots-in-tim e.” In actu
ality, the  library resides in a very dynamic environ
m ent constantly in a state of transition. The library

 
 
 

 
 
 




