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Thinking of offering 
electronic library services?
M any o f us m ay a lre a d y  have 

ventured to  tha t p o in t o f v irtua l 
no -retu rn by o ffe rin g  e lec tron ic  
services to  lib ra ry  users. Some 
m ay be a flo a t in th e  sea o f 

change by  s tag ing and im p le m e n tin g  a 
c o lle c tio n  o f e lec tron ic  services. Some o f 
us m ay be ab ou t to  toss o ff the  life jacke t 
and take the  p lunge. A nd  others m ay be

th in k in g  th a t th e  tid a l w ave  w i l l  pass (I 
hope th a t these pe op le  can breathe u n 
derw ater).

In any event, decision-m akers w ith in  
the institu tion /organ isa tion  responsible for 
the p lann ing  and im p lem enta tion  o f e lec
tro n ic  services m ust th in k  s tra te g ica lly . 
They need a v is ion , they must m ake plans 
and choices regard ing w ha t w il l and w ill 
no t be done, they  need to  m an ipu la te  re
sources, they  must know  the cu rren t and 
potentia l in fo rm ation  needs o f lib ra ry  us
ers, they  need to  target services and re
sources to  spec ific  users, th ey  need to  
e x p lo it co m p e titive  advantages, and they 
need to  p o s itio n  the lib ra ry  in bo th  the 
larger in s titu tion  that the lib ra ry  be longs 
to, and the e lec tron ic  co m m u n ity . A  stra
teg ic  posture is o p p o rtu n is tic  —  it relies 
on bo ld  dec is ion -m ak ing  and is a stance 
that attem pts to  set agendas rather than re
spond ing  to  them . It also recognises the 
im po rtance and use o f pow er and po litics .

The deve lopm ent o f a strategic p lan is 
a d isc ip lin ed  effo rt to  produce fu ndam en
tal decis ions and actions tha t shape and 
gu id e  w h a t the o rg an isa tio n  is, w h a t it 
does, and w h y  it does w ha t it does. Strate

g ic  p lan n in g  becom es a short-term  (look  
to the im m ed ia te  ho rizon —  that po in t in 
the fu ture  that is still w ith in  con tro l o f the 
organ isa tion), service-oriented, o p p o rtu n 
istic process, th a t provides a ra tiona l re
sponse (that is, m in im ises  the risks) to  
uncerta in ty  and change, focuses atten tion 
on o rg an isa tio na l ou tcom es, establishes 
p rio rities  fo r resource a lloca tion  decisions,

p rov ides  a basis fo r a c c o u n ta b ility , e n 
courages the deve lopm ent o f processes to  
gather in fo rm a tion  useful fo r fu rthe r p la n 
ning, educates staff and others abou t fac
tors a ffec tin g  the  success o f p a rtic u la r 
in fo rm a tion  services, in form s the gove rn 
ing b o d ies /boa rd  o f d irec to rs /ex te rn a l 
c o m m u n ity  ab ou t the m a tu rity  and suc
cesses o f the organ isa tion, forces in fo rm a
tiona l in pu t in to  the o rgan isa tion  from  a 
broad range o f stakeholders, reduces the 
risk that the o rgan isa tion /ins titu tion  w il l  be 
m arg ina lised by p ro v id in g  con tem p ora ry  
m ethods o f d e liv e ry  o f t im e ly , e ffic ie n t 
and e ffective services, and orients the in 
s titu tion /o rgan isa tion  to  id en tify  o p p o rtu 
nities and be fu tu re -o rie n te d  ra ther than 
respond ing p rim a rily  to  d a ily  d ifficu ltie s .

O n e  o f the p rim a ry  d iffic u ltie s  faced 
by those w h o  w ish  to in tro d u c e  e le c 
tro n ic  services in to  an o rg a n isa tio n , 
w he the r it be a lib rary  or any o the r type 
o f o rgan isa tion , is tha t program  d e c is io n 
m a k in g  is o ften  le ft to  those w h o  have 
fe w  techno logy-based skills . Those w e ll-  
versed in te ch no logy  often m ake matters 
w orse by k n o w in g  to o  m uch  and le tting  
te c h n o lo g y  d ic ta te  w h a t se rv ice  is p ro 

v ide d  instead o f th e  o th e r w a y  a ro un d . 
Some coun tries  have a c tu a lly  w rtte n  leg
is la tion  to  fo rce  end-users to  d icta te  the 
design o f  th e  service  to  be offered. But 
th is in itse lf can lead to  prob lem s, pa rticu 
la rly  if the know ledge-base o f the end-us
ers is lo w : w h a t is a w e b  site, fo r 
exam ple? Put s im p ly , m any potentia l us
ers o f e le c tro n ic  services d o  not k n o w  
w h a t is possib le, d o  no t k n o w  the te rm i
n o lo g y , d o  no t ye t k n o w  w h a t bene fits  
are lik e ly . In the  face o f th is  d if f ic u lty , 
m any service providers so ld ie r on regard
less, w ith o u t due  regard to  b u ild in g  a 
leve l o f  k n o w le d g e  at bo th  ends o f the 
equa tio n  —  fro m  user to  provider. L ike
w ise, there  are dec is ion -m akers  w h o  re
gard the  w h o le  process as inev itab le , o r 
useful, bu t have no firm  understand ing o f 
c r it ic a l issues such as the  d e s ira b ility  o f 
ease o f access to  the service, em p loym en t 
o f se t-up  s ta ff versus m a in ten ance  staff 
versus con tracted  assistance, tra in in g  re
qu irem en ts  fo r in cu m b e n t staff and end- 
users, the  need to  p ro v is io n  fo r con tinua l 
upgrades and m a in ten ance  (this is one  
fa c to r th a t is missed by m any!), and the 
d e ve lop m e n t o f a strategy to  evaluate the 
n e tw o rk  service  p ro v id e d  - see the d ia 
gram  alongside .

The d e ve lo p m e n t and e va lua tion  o f 
ne tw ork-based program s and services re
qu ires cons ide rab le  though t. It is not pos
s ib le to  transport an eva lua tion  procedure 
from , say, a p rin t m ed ia  analysis. A  d iffe r
en t set o f  c rite ria  need to  be deve loped. 
A nd  a d iffe re n t set o f data needs to  be 
co llec ted , data w h ic h  has yet to  be c o l
lected fo r the  d e liv e ry  o f n o n -e le c tro n ic  
lib ra ry  services. As an exam ple , if Q antas 
know s th a t pe op le  w o n 't  w a it fo r m ore  
than 45 seconds w he n  ph o n in g  in fo r res
erva tion  o r flig h t in fo rm a tion , and can de
ve lo p  program s to  enhance the speed o f 
response to  custom ers p h on ing  in, w h y  is 
it tha t lib ra ries  do  not have th is  k ind  o f 
data? If end-users o f lib ra ry  services de
c ide  that they  are rece iv ing  po o r service, 
they w il l s im p ly  look  elsewhere. It is not 
enough  fo r d e c is ion -m ake rs  to  be c o n 
v inced  o f the w o rth  o f lib raries on  the ba
sis th a t th e  h a lf o f th e  p o p u la t io n  o f 
Austra lia  that do  not regu la rly  v is it lib ra r
ies regard the  preservation o f lib raries  as 
essential and that th e ir taxes shou ld  ad
equa te ly  fund  these institu tions. W e  need 
m ore  in fo rm a tio n  ab ou t w h a t end-users 
w an t, w h a t they  need, w h a t they  use and 
w he n  they  use it.

In tha t w ay, w hen  the tide  f in a lly  re
cedes, w e  w i l l  have th e  to o ls  th a t w e  
need to  b u ild  a structure on a strong fo u n 
da tion  tha t w il l  survive the next b ig  w ave. 
W ith o u t th is  level o f p lann ing, w e  w il l  be 
un ab le  to  su rv ive  fo r lo ng  w h ils t others 
are b u ild in g  bigger, be tte r and s tronger 
ne tw orked services around us.
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