The Public Library’s Future:
From Challenge to Opportunity

Robert Burgin and Duncan Smith

& lAS the public library faces the decade of the 1980s, it also faces several
sua ]_enges—challenges which, som(_z_feel, call into question its very ability to
acr"“"&_ The catalog of woes is familiar. The public library faces budget cuts,
mCU_S_atlons that it is no longer relevant to the needs of individuals and com-
Iibl:nltles, claims that the public library has lost a sense of purpose. “The public
ary, once a symbol of local pride, is fast becoming an endangered institution
_AVictim of declining tax revenues, rising costs and public indifference.” This
soh?le examines four of the challenges facing the public library: the challenge of
ch‘“etai complexity, the challenge of technology, the fiscal challenge, and the
al]enge of planning.
e ese challenges are by no means simple, a:::d yet they are b;,_; no means
put']bhpuntable. In fact, out of these challenge_s will ccome opportunities for the
0 library to perform, to reaffirmitself as a viable institution, “to so mutate as
Provide for more effective adaptation to its changing environment.”

The Challenge of Societal Complexity

liby. Qﬂe challenge which the public library as a public institution and public
e]a_r !ans as practicing professionals will face in the 1980s is the challenge of
thispmg' patrons cope 'fuith an mc_reasmg]g complgx world. As individuals face
av .lgrounng complexity, they will need information to help explore options
allable to them in almost every phase of their lives.
ve Scveral developments present individuals with the need to seek alterna-
.“€ Solutions to daily problems. The inflation and economic uncertainty of our
:: h_ave called into question many traditional economic solutions and now
- d'\fae Individuals to find new answers to financial problems. Technological
m_ans, a decline in public sector employment and the development of the
ang ice _1ndu§try, coupled with the fact that individuals now seek new rewards
Elr‘eSé\ltlsf“:u:t:ons from their jobs, increase the number of individuals making
eﬂerer change decisions. Dwmc_i!mg energy resources, the need for alternative
meetgy sources and the feasibility of certain high technology approaches to
numtl)ng energy demands have also become topics of concern for an increasing
er of individuals.
SQekiSOCIGW also offers individuals an abundance of information to be used in
agen, ng solutions to the above problems. The number of governmental
Cles available to help individuals has doubled in two decades. Information
Nformation services continue to grow. Paradoxically, this information
5nf0:‘dan_ce is often an information maze, and citizens are unable to find the
Mation which they need and which is available to them. The future
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promises more of the same as “pluralism, once the bedrock of the America?
heritage, now rises to claimits birthright and to multiply options until the huma?
mind has difficulty in coping.”

Because the public library derives its demands from the public at large, thé
library and public librarians will be challenged to provide access to opportunitie®
which allow patrons to explore options and choose the ones that meet thelf
personal needs and requirements. The public library must help its patrons find
solutions to the increasingly complex problems presented by today’s world. In
doing so, the public library must help individuals sift through the glut of infor*
mation to find the relevant resources and experiences. _

If the public library does not provide these kinds of information services, i
will become irrelevant to the needs of its patrons. Already, as one study of Nev
England residents has shown, many individuals do not consider the publi¢
library an effective information resource.

Libraries were rated as less effective than professional people,
businesses, and government agencies. . . . Libraries are not the
first or only phase that the majority of survey respondents
turned to for the resolution of an information need. In fact,
marcliy of them labeled libraries as irrelevant to their information
need.*

If the public library is irrelevant to the needs of the individuals of society’
other groups and organizations will usurp important functions that the publi®
library can and should perform.

Within the last ten to fifteen years this country has witnessed
rapid growth of information brokers and information-on-
demand enterprises, increased specialization of the media—
particularly periodical literature—the emergence of many
special purpose | & R services, the development of new home
entertaining/informing media, the improvement of biblio-
graphic control devices such as indexes and current awareness
services. All of these can be expected to compete to some
degree with the public library in its reference and information
mission: like a library, they all facilitate the individual’s access to
information.?

The challenge to the public library to respond to patron needs in the areaoi
societal complexity is not a challenge to perform a new task. It is, rather,’
challenge to expand public library’s traditional role as a provider of info”
mation for self-fulfillment and self-education.

Public libraries have always provided information in a number of ared®
They must now provide information, resources, and opportunities to patrons
that they may explore their personal goals and meet their personal needsint
face of an increasingly complex world. Such a task includes identifying the are?’
in the daily lives of individuals which will be affected by increasing 1-‘.(::cietal
complexity. It will also become important for public librarians to develop inte".
personal skills and to understand the processes of change through which ma”
individuals are going.
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For the practicing librarian, knowing the library’s collection is no longer
enough. Librarians must also know the information resources of their
“Ommunities. They must be prepared to provide their patrons with access to

PPortunities and experiences that are not limited to print. Public librarians
mUS_t, for example, be as comfortable and as confident in recommending career
€Sting and counseling services as in recommending a book on career change.
nowing the community’s information network also means knowing where

93ps exist in that network.

We intervene in the system when it does not work. And the
commercial system can break down at different points—which
is to say that for some reason people are not getting the infor-
mation they want, the information to which they have a legal
right, or the information they should want if they are to be
responsible members of society.®

The public library has a challenge and thereby an opportunity and respon-

tv to fill such gaps in the information network of its community.

ik The challenge of societal complexity also requires that the public library
€Qrate itself into the information network of its community. The public library

rel;st Provide information about and make use of its community information

(.PaOUrces, even those which might be seen as competing with the public library.
fadoxically, some of these ‘competing’ developments, when used by the

ary, can also enhance its services.”?

sibil;

liby

The Challenge of Technology

dey ;[‘he past dgcade has seen numerous technological advanpes—the
?ione Opment of microcomputers from Intel's hrgt chips to the recent introduc-
Suc of 16-‘blt microcomputers, the mass marketmg, of vldfzo recording devices
Visionas video cassettes and video discs and the increasing use of cable tele-
techf”ublic libraries themselves have not be_en un_affected by the new
oy nOlOg_y. Developments such_ as automated circulation systems, computer
CabI])m mlc‘rc‘lform catalogs, on-line reference services, and library access to
th © television are only a few of the technological revolutions that libraries
Selves have experienced.

the | ut technology continues to develop. In only one area, that of computers,
Shoylq should produce a number of important developments. The decade

e See the realbpopu!ar!zatlor‘l of the computer, as microcomputers drop in
o and increase in capacity. Wathm fl\{e years, for example, every freshman at

niueegl-e ’Mellpn Up:uersnty will receive a microcomputer as part of _the
digita]mty s orientation program. Furthermore, the development of optical-
incre computers will not only reduce hardware size by 2500-fold but also
t ase capacity and processing speed by allowing for parallel processing of
& Omputers will be even less expensive, even more powerful and even

Pervasive,

me fee|l that the coming technological changes threaten the very

eXis e Al ; A
tence of public libraries. “F. W. Lancaster, professor of library science at
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the University of llinois, and Lewis Branscomb, vice-president and chief
scientist, IBM Corporation, predict that the public library may be bypassed and
that public libraries may be only a passing fancy. ... I the public library does not
soon develop a role in the emerging electronic revolution . .. we will becomé
irrelevant to the people who require rapid, convenient, and energy conscious
access to information and materials.” Public libraries may be superseded by
commercial information brokers who will go directly to the former library
patron, who will have a computer at home.

A less pessimistic, but hardly optimistic, forecast emerges from a recent
Delphi study on the future of lifelong learning in the public library, which
predicts that “the library will become an electronic entity . . . probably against its
will, and definitely at least one full decade behind peak demand.” The publi¢
library, it is predicted, will arrive on the scene with too little, too late.

The technological challenge to public libraries is to use the new tech’
nologies to better accomplish the library’s old goal of providing access to infor:
mation. “What is the potential of technology in public libraries? It is to expan
traditional functions. It allows the library to capture, publish, store, and retrievé
information for the community.” Or, as the Director of the Pikes Peak Librar¥
District recently expressed the challenge of technology, “The issue is not
technology. The issue is access and the use of technology to increase access.”

In order to use the new technologies which will inevitably arise, publi¢
librarians must develop criteria by which those technological advances can b¢
evaluated. What is crucial is not the particular technology but the developmer
of a framework by which any technology can be judged and, if useful, added t
the public library’s “range of tools available to solve problems.”1?

A second, and more ambitious, aspect of the technological challenge is that
the new technology can allow the public library to provide amore incli\,ridua]iz'e‘i
service to its patrons, “to achieve ... a custom-tailored presentation of info”
mation to a user inaform that is possible even uniquely suited to his own lexica"
syntactic, rhetorical characteristics.”?

Library service has largely been a matter of providing information
patrons with little regard for the individual’s uniqueness—the specific reason®
for the request, the individual’s skills and abilities in using the information, of
preference of format. In short, the user is made to adapt to the library’s inform@
tion system, instead of vice versa. Public librarians, facing “the increasin?
demand by users of systems that they be treated as individuals,”** will have ¢
use the new technologies to make public libraries “user need-driven, rather tha
primarily driven by what happens to be available.”!®

The development of increasingly individualized service is by no mean”
easy. It requires a more sophisticated understanding of user needs and of th¢
situations in which individuals use libraries.'® It requires an understanding of t
psychology of information processing and the potential applications of tec
nology.

The challenge of technology demands a retooling and re-educating d
professional librarians. They must not only be aware of technological advanc®
ments: they must understand how those developments can be used to impr0
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access for individuals. Given the information explosion and the increase of
User-initiated demands, the implementation of new technologies by public
Ibraries may not be a question of better service; it may be the only way that
adequate service can be provided.

The Fiscal Challenge

The 1970s ended with California public libraries reeling from the blows of
Proposition 13. Fear that a rash of comparable tax cutting measures would
SWeep the country was somewhat quelled when only one of eight such pro-
Posals passed in 1980. While similar referenda did fail in other states, the mere
Possibility of more California-like experiences does point to the fragile fiscal
Structure of our public libraries, which depend on the local property tax for
Nearly eighty percent of their funding.

. Many public libraries ended the 1970s and began the 1980s faced with the
Iscal crisis of budget cuts. Few of the nations’ large urban libraries escaped local
Unding shortages. Although most medium-size and small public libraries have
aVoided similar large scale cuts in budgets, few have kept pace with inflation.
or all public libraries, potential budget cuts and the corrosion of inflation are
;:El;v real problems which again point to the fragile fiscal structure of public
aries,
¢ Recent studies have argued for an increased role for the states in the
Unding of public libraries. A study conducted by Government Studies and
: Stems, Inc., for the Urban Libraries Council in 1977 found “a need and valid
ationale for state government to increase state aid for public libraries.”” The
atifllnall Commission on Libraries and Information Science study, Alternatives
Or Financing the Public Library, proposed that state government provide 50
I;“‘3"‘39_11'( of the funds needed to support public libraries. (Presently, public
raries receive only 13 percent of their funding from state sources.)
i Incrgased state funding would free public libraries from their presently
: ewed fiscal base. The current funding situation allows public libraries to be
Ontinually buffeted by the vagaries of local governments.

America’s public-library resources have been developed in a
hit-or-miss fashion. By being dependent primarily on local
funding and local decision-making, they have been subjected
variously to stringent budgets and backwoods thinking; to
openhanded funding and gifted leadership; and to every shade
in between.!®

g}cfased participation by state government would help stabilize a large portion

the public library’s funding base.

= urthermore, state funds are primarily derived from

1ax0me and sales _ _

b es. These two taxes generate more revenue as wages and prices rise.

. Contrast, revenue from local property tax remains relatively constant,

ng;’;as}ng gradually as either assessed valuation or the tax rate rises. Tying
3 ic library funding to the more flexible state revenues generated by income

sales taxes is especially preferable in times of inflation.
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The public library’s function as an educational institutional also argues for
an increased role for the state in funding. The states participate more in the
funding of public education, providing on an average of 45 percent of the funds
needed to operate public schools. Likewise, state government should assume @
larger share in public library funding. But a state’s share of public library funding
is only one part of the fiscal challenge. There s the further question of how those
funds should be distributed.

The goals of state funding in North Carolina need to be more adequately
developed. The General Statutes of North Carolina provide some guidance in
specifying that state aid “shall be used to improve, stimulate, increase and
equalize public library service to people of the whole state.”’® But more specific
goals and objectives must be formulated, and the state aid program should then
be evaluated based on those objectives.

Much has been made, for example, of the recent Renfrow report?’ regard-
ing North Carolina’s state funding of public schools. Such funding, says the
report, should be based on the ability of a county to pay for educational
services. Every student deserves a certain level of education. Where the school
district cannot afford to provide this level of service, the state must step in with
the funds needed to reach that level.

The parallel argument is clear: each citizen deserves a given level of library
service and, where the county or region or municipality cannot afford that level
of service, the state must step in to provide the necessary funding.

The Renfrow report also argues that the funding of public education should
take into consideration the actual costs of different educational programs. The
cost to educate a mentally retarded child, for example, is more than the cost to
oducate a non-retarded student. Rather than fund schools based on the simple
average daily attendance, the report argues, aid to the schools should consider
the actual service demands of a school’s students.

Likewise, public library funding by the state might take into consideration
the constituencies served by the various libraries. Such a state aid program
would give added weight, for example, to the geographically isolated or the
urban poor or other individuals that require more costly library service.

Sara Hodgkins, Secretary of the Department of Cultural Resources (which
includes the Division of the State Library), is convening a committee to review
the present formula for state aid to public libraries. That committee, composed
of legislators, public librarians, library friends, and library trustees, must deal
with the question of the goals of state aid to public libraries. Without clear goals
state aid to public libraries will be an ineffective, hit-or-miss program no matter
what level of funding the state provides.

The Challenge of Planning

In order effectively to meet the challenges of the future and to avail
themselves of the opportunities of the coming decade, public librarians must
make a commitment to long-range planning. If public libraries are to develop
services and bring together resources to meet the educational and enrichment
needs of their users in an increasingly complex and information-based society:
there must be plans of action.
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Otherwise, the public library will react to the future rather than plan for it.

The public library will become an ineffective, reactive agency rather than a

Creative, visionary institution. Weingand’s Delphi study paints a grim picture of
e future without adequate planning: “The projected time lines indicate a five to

ten year lag between societal change and library response.”?! The result of not

Planning is that public “libraries will change only under pressure and will

Probably not realize the dynamic, risk-taking leadership potential.”?2

In order to insure that the public library remains a vital institution—that it

Continues to develop ideas and services to solve future problems and to meet

COmmunity needs—public librarians must engage in community-based

Planning, Note that there are two key concepts here: that there should be

I3‘]*'=1Tming,, and that the planning should be community-based.

b It was suggested above that public libraries individualize service to users

ased on those users’ particular needs, abilities and purposes. Likewise, a

Public library must individualize itself and its services to the community that it

Serves, taking into account the particular needs and resources of that

COmmunity, A glaring weakness of the standards approach to public library

Service has been that local conditions and needs were largely ignored. “What

Public librarians need now are not rules for sameness but tools which will help
em analyze a situation, set objectives, make decisions and evaluate

achievements.”23
. From an understanding of its community, a public library derives a sense of |

Mission. “Useful standards can be formulated; reasonable measures of achieve- -

Ment can be devised, if one knows what they are being devised for.”?

Reviewing the challenges outlined above, we can see the importance of

?laﬂning in each area. Public librarians must be ready for the coming societal

tSSLles which will face their patrons. Public librarians must plan for future

aethnologies, developing guidelines by which to evaluate them. Without an

; equate explication of its goals, state aid to public libraries will be largely
Cllective, no matter what amount of funding it receives.

. e recent publication of PLA’s Planning Process?® presents public
Taries with a valuable tool in meeting the challenge of planning. The Planning
Ocess recommends that public librarians assess the community and library

n"'1¥0r1r1'uar1t, evaluate current library services and resources, determine the

D“_blh_t: library’s role in the community and set the library’s goals, objectives, and

E:)‘Ul‘ltles: The document should be immensely helpful to librarians engaged in

P Mmunity-based planning. “If communites differ, and they syre!y do, the

sg“"_nmg Process will aid the library manager in tailoring the institution and its
TVices to meet the particular needs of the community.”26

From Challenge to Opportunity

Pat We have examined four challenges which currently face the public l{brary.
inf. fons giealing with an increasingly complex society make more complicated
Du%?na-hon demands of the library. Developing technologies challenge the
ic library to participate in the emerging electronic revolution. Economic
NCertainties highlight the fragile fiscal base of most public libraries. The future
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challenges the public library to plan creatively for what will come or else to react
ineffectively to what takes place.

These challenges derive from the fact that the public library is a public
service institution and, as such, receives its goals and objectives, its objectives,
its support, its patrons and its demands for service from the community of
which it is a part. As the demands of society change and as the needs of individ-
uals change, the public library must adapt or else become irrelevant. “When
change produces new types of stress for an institution, it has to adjust—or
die.”??

But challenges are also opportunities. The challenges facing the public
library are opportunities for it to reaffirm its viability and relevance in
tomorrow’s society. This link between challenge and opportunity has been
effected before in the history of the public library. The public library has always
had the capacity to adapt to society’s changing needs. Such adaptability
“underlies the creation of telephone reference services, reference depart-
ments, business and industry information services, and, most recently, infor-
mation and referral (I & R) services and the introduction of computer-based
bibliographic search services.”?

What is now required is that public librarians continue in this tradition of
durability—through flexibility and adaptability. To continue in this tradition
requires a sensitivity to present situations, an appreciation of future challenges
and an ability to produce creative solutions. Such a program is especially
important for librarians in these times of turbulence and challenge.

And in turbulent times, the first task of management is to make
sure of the institution’s capacity for survival, to make sure of its
structural strength and soundness, of its capacity to survive a
blow, to adapt to sudden change, and to avail itself of new
opportunities.?

Robert Burgin is Associate Director and Duncan Smith is Adult Continuing Education
Librarian, Forsyth County Public Library.
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