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^ O P IN IO N
E a c h  m o n t h ,  O P I N I O N  f e a t u r e s  

c o n t r i b u t i o n s  f r o m  i n v i t e d  g u e s t  w r i t e r s .  T h e  

o p i n i o n s  e x p r e s s e d  i n  t h i s  c o l u m n  d o  n o t  

n e c e s s a r i l y  r e f l e c t  t h o s e  o f  t h e  A u s t r a l i a n  

L i b r a r y  a n d  I n f o r m a t i o n  A s s o c i a t i o n .

Ja n e tte  Wright has just taken  up the role of 
C h ie f E x e cu tive  O fficer a n d  S ta te  Librarian a t the  
Sta te  Library o f Q u ee n sla n d . A s s o m e o n e  w h o  has 
w o rk ed  in different secto rs  o f the industry -  p u b lic  
libraries, g o vern m en t, a n d  co m m e rc ia l a n d  not- 
for-profit suppliers to the industry -  Ja n e tte  says h er  
p e rsp e c tiv e  on  the ‘business' o f the library industry is 
n o t typ ica l o f the se c to r . Is sh e  right?

M any librarians used to reject the term ‘industry', 
preferring to describe our collective sector as a  
profession. I believe our sector c a n  be  both -  and  
that in describing our collective buying power, 
our a d v o c a c y  for our clients, the promotion and  
marketing of our services, and  the business-like w ay  
in which w e  deliver services and m an ag e  resources 
-  w e  must recognise that w e  are an ‘industry'.

Early in my career, I left library education to work 
for a  library system 
vendor. When I 
returned to the 
library education  
field I w as struck 
by the number of 
students who did not understand the fundam ental 
terminology of com m erce. M any students wrote 
about a  library as a  profit centre, used the word 
‘profiteering' and confused revenue with profit. Then 
I realised w hat had ch an g ed  in the intervening years 
w as my understanding of the com m ercial world.

So w here do public libraries fit, in this com m ercial 
world?

Firstly, I don't regard public libraries as a  business 
in the usual sense of an entrepreneur taking a  risk 
with their own cap ital to test a  product or service  
in the market. Of course, to be effective, public 
libraries must be  m anag ed  in a  business-like w ay, 
but are they business enterprises? I don't think so 
and I'll explain why.

I strongly believe in the public library as a  ‘public 
good', something provided for the benefit of 
everyone which is best provided collectively rather 
than everyone providing their own.

Another exam ple of a  public good is the public 
road system. It m akes no sense for everyone to 
provide their own p iece  of road b e ca u se  to work, 
the roads must be part of a  system. For this reason, 
roads have traditionally been provided from 
the public purse, as a  comm unity responsibility. 
However in recent times w e  have  seen that w e  
c a n  incentivise the use, or non-use, or the roads 
by charging fees such as tolls and  road taxes.
By charging for road use w e  have been ab le  to 
supplem ent investment in road infrastructure.
This new  business m odel for road systems has 
revolutionised our private transport systems, and it 
has been m ade  more feasible through the use of 
smart technologies such as the electronic tagging  
of vehicles.

So while I contend that a  public library c a n  run 
in a  business-like w ay, and derive revenue from 
entrepreneurial activities, it is essentially a  public 
good which is best provided at a  comm unity level 
to a ch iev e  network benefits (like the roads), and  
econom ies of scale.

However, like the road system, w e  c a n  now  
track and incentivise specific activities which will 
benefit the overall comm unity and  its econom y.
An exam ple is the w a y  communities can  be  
enco u raged  to contribute and edit online content, 
so that libraries are no longer passive receivers of 
the output of the publishing industry. Libraries can  
participate in commissioning, co-creating, editing, 
and distributing content for different target markets 
while at the sam e time designing and delivering 
high-level user experiences.

I believe w e  need to preserve free a c c e ss  to 
public libraries. They are, 
after all, one of the last 
remaining civic sp aces in 
our communities. However, 
a public library can  
increase its resources for 

investment through the use of new  business models 
and technologies which allow them to m eet the 
related service needs of the market.

An exam ple is crowdsourcing, a  new  w ay  to 
generate funds for projects w hich relies on the 
technology (the internet), and  directly involves 
clients in creating and contributing to new  
activities. This type of comm unity participation and  
eng ag em en t does not rely on a  fee-for-service 
m odel w hich ca n  c re a te  barriers to a c c e ss  to public 
library services for som e communities.

I like to think of the public library as a  ‘park for the 
mind', a  p la ce  you ca n  visit without having to pay, 
w here you c a n  play on your own or with others -  
and no-one tests you on the w ay  out.
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