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Feedback to y o u r  
Board of Directors
D o  y o u  h a v e  a n  id e a ,  c o m p l im e n t  

o r  c o n c e rn  a b o u t  your A s s o c ia t io n ?  

C o n ta c t  a n y  d i r e c t o r  a n d  id e a s  

w i l l  b e  re v ie w e d  a t  e a c h  B o a rd  

m e e t in g .

E -m a il t o  fe e d b a c k @ a lia .o rg .a u  

w i l l  b e  a u to m a t ic a l ly  f o r w a r d e d  to  

a l l  B o a rd  m e m b e rs .

C h r is t in e  M a c k e n z ie  [president] 
p h  0 3  9 4 0 1  0 7 1 0 ,  

fx  0 3  9 4 0 8  8 2 3 1 ,

c h r is t in e .m a c k e n z ie @ a lia .o r g .a u  

Im o g e n  G a r n e r  [vice-president] 
p h  0 8  9 2 6 6  7 2 0 5 ,  

fx  0 8  9 2 6 6  3 2 1 3 ,  

im o g e n .g a rn e r@ a lia .o rg .a u

D e a n n e  B a r re t t ,  p h  0 8  9 2 6 8  7 1 3 8 ,  

f x  0 8  9 2 2 1  3 2 6 1 ,

d e a n n e .b a r r e t t@ a lia .o rg .a u

A n g e la  B r id g la n d ,  

p h  0 3  8 3 4 4  7 2 5 7 ,  

fx  0 3  8 3 4 4  0 0 4 2 ,

a n g e la .b r id g la n d @ a lia .o r g .a u

K e v in  D u d e n e y ,  p h  0 2  9 8 0 4  5 4 4 8 ,  

fx  0 2  9 8 0 4  5 4 6 0 ,

k e v in .d u d e n e y @ a lia .o rg .a u

V ic k i  M c D o n a ld ,  p h  0 7  3 8 4 2  9 4 0 5 ,  

f x  0 7  3 8 4 0  7 8 6 0 ,

v ic k i.m c d o n a ld @ a lia .o r g .a u

A n n  R itc h ie ,  p h  0 8  8 9 4 6  7 0 5 6 ,  

fx  0 8  8 9 4 6  7 0 7 7 ,

a n n . r i tc h ie @ a lia .o rg .a u

The self-service debate
R e gu lar  readers o f this co lu m n m ay re­

m e m b e r  m y sum m er Frontline w h ere ,  
with tongue firmly in cheek , I suggest­

ed what w a s  hot and w hat w as  not in libraries 
for 2 0 0 4 .  The reactions w e re  interesting and 
the tw o issues that w e re  taken up with so m e  
passion by the m em bers  o f on e  listserv w e r e  

generational c h a n g e  and self-service.

I h o p e  that last m onth 's  Frontline i l lus­
trates s o m e  o f  the c h a l le n g e s  w e  fa c e  as  us 
a g in g  b a b y  b o o m e rs  fa c e  our g o ld e n  years  
and  p rep are  to hand o v er  to the generat ion  
Xers. C e r ta in ly  in the U S  the lack  o f n e w  
g ra d u a te s  from  library s ch o o ls  w h o  w ish  
to w o rk  in traditional library a re a s  is quite  
a larm ing. I hear o f  co l lea g u e s  w h o  h ave dif­
ficulty attracting w h a t  they  see  as  a qua lity  

field for their senior posit ions. The w ork  that 
ALIA d o e s  in facil itating m entoring is vital to 
ensure  that the next generation o f  librarians 

h a ve  the skil ls  a nd  c o n f id e n c e  to a s su m e  
m ore  respons ib le  and sen ior  roles. A nd as I 
w rote  last month, the Aurora Institutes have  

a very important role in this too.

This month I w o u ld  like to co n sid e r  the 
m o ve  to cu sto m e r  self-serv ice . If o n e  c o n ­
siders the difficulties in m aintaining staffing 
leve ls  to deal with the in creas ing  a m o u n t  
o f  m an u al  hand ling ,  the ag in g  w o rk fo r c e  

(again), a nd  the a lm ost  un iversal a c c e p t ­
a n c e  in o th er a re a s  o f  life of se l f - se rv ice ,  
it seem s both des irab le  and inevitable  that 
se lf-serv ice  b e c o m e s  the norm in libraries. 
Indeed  in m a n y  libraries  it is already, and  
s o m e  n e w  libraries, for e x a m p le  the A d ­
e la id e  C ity  l ibraries, h ave  b ee n  d e s ig n e d  
aro und  this con cept .

S e l f - se rv ic e  is all a b o u t  m o v in g  staff 
from  lo w  v a lu e  to high v a lu e  w ork .  It 
in c lu d es  se l f -ch e ck in ,  se if -ch eck o u t ,  self- 
se rv ic e  reservations and  re n e w a ls  through 
o n l in e  c a ta lo g u e s  a nd  se lf  p ic k u p  holds. 
If libraries  look at their mission statement, 

there  are  not too  m a n y  that w o u ld  say: 
'm a n u a l l y  h a n d le  half  a m il lion  b o o k s  a 
year  an a ve ra g e  o f  four to five t im es e very  
time they are borrow ed, seven times a year '.  
Every t im e w e  ca n  re d u c e  a p ro ce ss ,  the 

p a y b a c k  is s ign if icant . I b e l ie v e  ou r  staff 
are  in form ational p ro fessionals ,  not store- 
men and packers. As em ployers  w e  need to 
b e  thinking h o w  w e  can  best use our most 

va lu a b le  resou rce  —  ou r  staff, and  as  staff 
w e  should  be thinking —  is there a better/ 
eas ier/m ore  eff ic ient w a y  o f d o ing  this?

The f inan cia l  benefits  are s ign if icant if 
se lf-serv ice  is fully  im plem ented , and those 
o p e n in g  n e w  libraries  w o u ld  h ave  fo u n d  

that the nu m bers  stack up in a cost  benefit 
an a ly s is .  It is a lso  a w a y  o f d e a l in g  with  
vo lum etric  growth  in library serv ices  w h e re  
c ircu lation is still grow ing. It is go o d  m a n ­

a g e m e n t  practice  to quantify  savings and  be 
explic it  about the reinvestment in the service, 
w h eth er  it is with m ore  co m m u n ity  activities 
and programs, additional internet training, or 
longer o p e n in g  hours.

The n o n -financ ia l  benefits  are  just as  
c o m p e l l in g :  w e  need  k n o w le d g e  w ork ers ,  
not ch e ck o u t  operators. By freeing staff from 
the m anu al and the m un dan e , they can  put 
their energ ies  into m ore  productive  and v a l ­
ued serv ices ,  and in crease  their k n o w le d g e  
and  skill base .  The c o n c e rn  that so m e  h ave  
about interaction with borrow ers being lost is 
really a fal lacy, as  it frees staff to get out from 
b eh ind  a c ircu lation desk  and  assist p e o p le  
find g o o d  b ooks  to read, or the information 
that they are  looking for. Instead of returning 
b o o k s  in a b a ck  room , staff can  run b o o k  
ch ats  or b o o k  c lu b s  or hold  e v e n in g  story 
t im es. There is a lso  a m uch  better o u tc o m e  
in term s o f  w o r k p la c e  health  and safety. 
B orrow ers  like se lf-serv ice  too, it m aintains 
their privacy. If a w e ll  functioning  system  is 

in p la c e  it is possib le  in so m e  libraries n o w  
to p la c e  a reservation on line ,  get an e-m ail  
notify ing o f  its availability, c o l lec t  it from  a 
se lf  p ickup  holds shelf  and  ch eck  it out, all 
w ithout staff interaction.

As w e  m o ve  from the m anual aspects  of 
library w ork  w e  can start to reinvest in w o rk ­

force  shaping , in p roduct  and  serv ice  d e l iv ­
ery  around areas such as digital information, 
readers  advisory , local history, co m m u n ity  
e n g a g e m e n t ,  m erch an dis ing ,  children 's  and 
teenage  services. O n c e  staff have participated 
in the n e w  way, they find it very  hard to go 
b a ck  to w h e re  they w e re  b efore  self-serv ice  

w a s  introduced.

The se l f -se rv ice  d e b a te  today  tends to 
b e  not so m uch aro u n d  se l f -se rv ice  per se, 
but m ore  w h e n  d o  w e  g o  to RFID? R a d io  
fre q u e n c y  identification prom ises  to re v o lu ­
tionise  materials  handling, not just in librar­
ies but in all aspects  o f our lives. There have 
b een  so m e  con cerns  raised about RFID and 
potential im plicat ions  re lating to indiv idual 
p r iva c y  issues as far b a ck  as  Ju ly  last y e a r  
(Australian, Tuesday 2 2  Ju ly  2 0 0 3  p4 IT Busi­
ness , 'P r iva c y  p ro b le m s  for b arco d e 's  heir 
apparen t ') .  It is im portant that ALIA k e e p  a 
w atch in g  brief  on potential privacy issues as 
RFID rolls out through library services.

I am fortunate  to b e  travelling to the 

w e s t  co a st  o f the U nited  States in the next 
c o u p l e  o f  w e e k s  to look  at libraries  using 
s e l f - se rv ice .  The report that I w il l be  d o in g  
with fe l lo w  Bertelsmann netw orker Ton Van 
V lim m eren  will  be  a va i lab le  shortly through 

the Bertelsmann w ebsite ,  http://www.publ ic- 
libraries.net/en/, w h e re  there are a lso  so m e  
n e w  reports on digital libraries, staff d e v e lo p ­

m ent and cultural diversity. ■
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