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T h e  P o l l y a n n a  p e r s p e c t i v e

he newish Australian Parliamentary 
Librarian (January 2006) is Roxanne 
Missingham, an advocate o f the need 

for ongoing critical review and change. She 
tells work/lit'e balance coach Geraldine Bark
worth, how taking a 'Pollyanna perspective' 
is a useful career move, especially when it's 
time for libraries to communicate and rede
fine their role.
You are often referred to as 
the Pollyanna of the library world.
What does 'Pollyanna' mean to you?

Jan Fu lle rton referred to  me as Pollyanna and 
I guess it seems to fit! I try  to  see the best in 
th ings -  p a rtic u la r ly  to  see benefits in using 
technology to enable us to put our peop le  in to 
m ore in teresting jobs, and to  try  to  pu t th ings 
in to  pe rspe c tive ! H a v in g  a P o llyanna  side 
means tha t sometimes, I th in k , the day-to-day 
knockbacks when things d o n 't always happen 
on tim e, or on budget, o r it seems that there is 
always a pressure to  reduce costs, can be ac
cepted p h ilo sop h ica lly  and w e can emphasise 
w ha t w e have ach ieved. I th in k  lib ra ries play 
a rea lly  im portan t ro le in society and ou r c l i 
ents are often qu ite  good at va lu ing  this, even 
if  it d o esn 't trans la te  in to  m ore  m oney. M y  
Pollyanna side also has o ther advantages -  fo r 
exam ple, I always th in k  th ings can change or 
tha t w e  can do th ings d iffe ren tly . In teresting
ly, one o f m y friends said, w hen they heard I 
was m ov ing  to  the Parliam entary Library, that 
it w o u ld  be fin e  -  I w o u ld  jus t have to  te ll 
peop le  w h a t a w o nd e rfu l jo b  the lib ra ry  d id  
and then the dolla rs w o u ld  flow . M y  response 
was, that I needed to make sure that w e  w ere 
d e live rin g  the righ t sort o f services and that 
w e w ere  m ov ing  fo rw ards to  use techno logy  
to m eet the cha ng ing  needs o f users, rather 
than just saying that the lib ra ry  was de live ring  
a fantastic service -  a lthough  it is.

You are a strong advocate of reaching out 
within (and without) your organisation to 
ask for help and collaboration. What have 
you learnt from taking this approach?

I love c rea ting  c o m m u n ity  -  w e  a ll have so 
m uch w e can learn from  each other. I be lieve 
w e  need to  look ou ts ide o f lib raries and ex
am ine d iffe rent models o f success and 'unsuc
cess' and see w ha t w e can learn from  both. 
O th e rw ise  there's a real danger o f insularity. 
Taking on cha llenges and seeking o p p o rtu n i
ties is som eth ing  tha t I w o u ld  encourage all 
m y colleagues to do. I have found it te rr ific  to 
b u ild  up a know ledge  o f sk ills  from  w o rk in g  
in a varie ty  o f libraries (and fo r a tim e, in IT). 
There is no th ing  like  m ov ing  ou tside libraries 
to  g ive you a perspective on w hat a w o nd e r
fu l c o m m u n ity  w e  have, and the co -o p e ra 
tio n  and sharing w h ich  is just a part o f how  
w e  do  th ings. M o v in g  o u t o f lib ra ries  fo r a 
w h ile  also gave me a m ore c rit ica l eye about
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ou r services and attitudes. It's rea lly im portan t 
to  consider a ll new  o p p o rtu n itie s  (there goes 
Pollyanna again) and to  say that w h ile  w e may 
have been do in g  som eth ing the same w ay for 
m any years, the needs o f ou r c lien ts  and the 
op tion s  w e have to de live r the service, m ay 
create the need fo r some changes.

Is there enough creative, visionary 
thinking going on in the library world?

I th in k  it's in te resting  to re flec t that lib ra ries  
w ere  rea lly  adopters o f the w e b  -  in C anber
ra, o f the  firs t dozen o r so sites, m ost e ith e r 
had lib ra ry  c o n te n t (as d id  the  gophers) or 
w e re  created by lib ra ries . W e have lost tha t 
edge over the past decade, and need to re in 
ven t ourselves as the service p o in t o f cho ice . 
I th in k  that th in k in g  th rough the c lien t's  per
spective is te rr ib ly  im portan t. I th in k  I d id  my 
firs t c lie n t survey a round  15 years ago, and 
fou nd  that they valued d iffe re n t th ings to  the 
lib ra ry  staff. W h ile  w e  w e re  c o l le c t io n -o r i
en ted , c lie n ts  w a n ted  rap id  and h igh q u a l
ity  advice, and focused on the resources w e 
co u ld  m ake ava ilab le, p a rticu la rly  from  other 
lib ra rie s . I th in k  it's ve ry  im p o rta n t w e  get 
ou t o f our shoes and in to  the irs to  cha llenge  
ourselves. I som etim es hear lib rarians saying 
'W e  just need to  m ake c lien ts  have lots and 
lots o f tra in in g  to  be ab le to  use ou r services' 
(and I have been g u ilty  o f saying th is too). I 
sho u ld  say here tha t tw o  pe o p le  w h o  have 
p a rticu la rly  been insp ira tiona l in cha lle ng in g  
me (and others) to  look at th is a ttitude  are Jan 
Fu lle rton ,!D irector General, NLA, and Jasmine 
Cam eron, Assistant D ire c to r G eneral, Execu
tive and C o-ord ina tion  Support, NLA. I always 
say tha t w e  w ill know' w hen w e are success
fu l, w hen ou r users do a G oog le  search and 
the firs t h it is w ritte n  by a lib ra rian . W e need 
to appear w here  ou r users appear -  "w e  have 
to  step in to  the  shoes o f the  user" and no t 
send them  to re -educa tion  camps.

How can librarians initiate and 
build closer, influential relationships 
within their organisation?

An im portan t question fo r us all is, 'H o w  can 
w e  expect peop le  to  understand w hat w e do, 
if w e d o n 't com m un ica te  to  them  in the ir lan
guage?' W e need to ta lk  abou t how  w e he lp 
them  find  resources, rather than our techn ica l 
ca ta logu ing and indexing processes. W e need 
to go in to the ir space and understand the ir p r i
orities -  w h ich at the Parliamentary Library are 
d iffe ren t to m any o ther libraries, here ou r c l i 
ents w ant con fiden tia lity , speed and accuracy 
-  poss ib ly  in tha t order. I have learned tha t 
a good way to be successful is to  reach ou t 
and understand what's go ing  on around you 
in yo u r o rg an isa tio n , c o m m u n ity  o r sector. 
A nd som etim es this means late nights, go ing  
to events w here you d o n 't know  anyone and 
asking lots o f questions. I find  there is a h igher

October 2006



degree o f passion in the lib ra ry profession than in many others; 
but this passion needs to be com m un ica ted  beyond the lib rary 
w o rld  in a language that no n -lib ra rians  can understand.

When a library service feels under siege, it can be difficult 
to see the beauty of the forest for the ugliness of the tree 
loppers. All you can see is the chainsaw getting closer and 
closer... How can a librarian keep feeling positive enough to 
spot the opportunities rather than just see the challenges? 

A LIA  co u ld  he lp  here. I'm  a fan o f the 'F ind A Friend' support 
ne tw orks w h e re  you can get to g e th e r and exchange  ideas. 
Tonight I'm  hosting a round 25 N e w  G eneration lib ra rians at 
the Parliam entary Library. W e 'll show  them  around, g ive them  
p len ty  o f chances to co n n e c t and b u ild  com m un ity . Senator 
Kate Lundy w il l  speak and A LIA  Executive D irector, Sue H u t- 
ley w ill also be there. I am con s tan tly  energised and insp ired 
w hen I see the g roup  o f new  lib ra rians and lib ra ry  p ro fession
als that are w ith  us now. They are rea lly  cha lleng ing  us to  take 
new  paths and d irec tio ns  -  and are w o nd e rfu l peop le !

What's your vision for libraries in Australia?

I w o u ld  love to see lib ra ries  recogn ised as the p lace  suppo rt
ing co m m u n itie s  and le a rn ing  -  w ith  a na tiona l support sys
tem . The N a tio n a l L ib ra ry  does a fab u lo us  jo b  w ith  lim ite d  
resources (yes rea lly), bu t w e  all need to  w o rk  together on the 
b ig  issues, such as a n a tion a l licence  fo r fu ll text e le c tro n ic  
resources. O n ly  if w e  all com m u n ica te  to our stakeholders and 
in flue n tia l fo lks h o w  im p o rta n t it is, can w e  w o rk  tow ards a 
n a tio n a lly  fun ded  m ode l. W e a ll need to  take som e respon
s ib ility  in c o n trib u tin g  to a ch ie v ing  a na tiona l agenda rather 
than saying, 'w h y  doesn 't som eone...? ' I th in k  this is w hy  I ran 
fo r V ice -p res iden t o f ALIA . It's a great p leasure and p riv ile ge  
to be on the Board and to  w o rk  c lose ly  w ith  Dagm ar Schm id- 
maier. I feel I have a lo t to  learn and that I can do  th is  best 
by p a rtic ip a tin g  and a c tive ly  c o n tr ib u tin g  on issues such as 
chang ing ALIA's governance  arrangem ents.

You'll be ALIA's Vice-president in 2006/07 -  
congratulations. What do you intend for this role?

As V ice -p res iden t I w i l l  be w o rk in g  on governance issues, but 
w hat I rea lly  hope to  m ake a m a jo r c o n trib u tio n  to  is ALIA's 
advocacy agenda. O ne  o f the  m a jo r ach ievem ents last year 
was the D ig ita l A m nesia  C o n fe re nce  -  w h ich  pu t access to 
o n lin e  governm ent p u b lica tio n s  on the map. W e had a broad 
range o f speakers w h o  agreed tha t there  rea lly  is a p ro b lem  
w ith  A ustra lian  c itize ns  no t be ing  ab le  to  free ly  access gov
ernm en t docum en ts . The con fe ren ce  was w ritte n  up in The 
Australian newspaper, m ak ing  access a broader p u b lic  debate, 
not just one restricted to lib ra rians sharing the ir concerns w ith  
each other. Next, w e  need to fo llo w  th rough and advocate for 
pu b lic  libraries, social equ ity  and investment. The Roads To Re
covery Program is a te rr if ic  m odel fo r fun d in g  reg ional p ro jec t 
in fra s tru c tu re . A nd  it's a great nam e. There's a real pa ra lle l 
need fo r se tting  up in fra s tru c tu re  fo r e le c tro n ic  resources -  
I w o u ld  love to  see som e th ing  s im ila r fo r libraries.

What kind of long-term impact would there 
be on Australia if libraries were 'done away with'?

W ell, som etim es it does seem like  w e  are already liv in g  w ith  
'death by five  thousand cuts '. W h y  is $90M  spent on in te rne t 
filte r in g  rather than good q u a lity  in te rne t content? If they got 
rid o f libraries -  A ustra lia  w o u ld  rap id ly  becom e a th ird  w o rld  
country. L ibraries represent lea rn ing , educa tion , c o m m u n ity  
and investm ent in a hea lthy fu ture .

How do you look after yourself to maintain a 
healthy balance between work and home commitments?

I th in k  that I am not on m y ow n  w hen  I say it's not com p le te ly  
w e ll ba la nced . Though o u r c h ild re n  have no w  a ll f in ish e d

Year 12 (yes, the o n ly  th in g  worse than one ch ild  in Year 12 is 
tw ins in Year 12) there is a b it m ore tim e, some m ore evenings 
ou t and I have taken up aqua-rob ics w ith  a passion. Being f i t 
ter gives me a b it m ore positive  energy and a great new  group 
o f friends to w o rk  ou t w ith .

What are you currently reading?

I have just read the latest Janet Evanovich. I am a m em ber o f 
a book  reading group, w h ich  helps me read m ateria l I w o u ld  
not select m yself -  I am now  a fan o f m ag ic realism . I qu ite  
like  escapist fun stories -  m urders, th rille rs  and suspense. And 
I have taken up reading Stephen King; w h a t a great w rite r!

Which words best describe you?

O ne question that V ic  E llio tt (U n ive rs ity  L ibrarian, A ustra lian 
N a tiona l U n ivers ity) asks at in te rv iew s -  w e  w ere on an in ter
v ie w  panel together recen tly  -  is "W h a t three w ords do you 
th in k  best describe you?" For me, it w o u ld  be energy, desire 
to  achieve (in all sorts o f settings) and a passion for exce llence 
(pa rticu la rly  th rough c r it ic a l rev iew  and change).

Roxanne can be contacted at roxanne.missinghamdiaph.gov.au.

© 2006 Geraldine Barkworth.

Geraldine Barkworth, transformative career coach, offers a 3 hour 
workshop called F low  To Be A  Relaxed  O v e ra ch ie ve r -  reconnect 

w ith  your ow n big p ic tu re , as a satellite event with NLS2006, Sydney, 
30th November 2006. Register by 30th October by contacting her at
geraldine@boldwomenbigideas.com.au or 02 6685 1917.
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