Nobody told us to do That!
Six Ways a Special Library Tries to Make a Difference.

SFC: (15 mins) Good evening.  Welcome to the National Geographic Society.  My staff and I are so glad to have you here and to share with you six strategies that guide us.

The title of our talk is:  Nobody told us to do that!  At first people in our organization used to ask, why is the library doing that – and the first answer to come to mind is of course, no one else is doing it and it needs doing, so why not?  

The second answer is a bit more thoughtful – of course we aren't going to start sweeping the halls because "nobody is doing it."  But within the context of the skills of what librarians really do well  – organize and retrieve knowledge – whether print, electronic, or "in people's heads" – the answer remains, why not us?
Here’s the background: 

When I graduated from Library School in 1975 the Library provided traditional reference and interlibrary loan services and focussed on building collections. Users thought of the Library as a discrete service division.  We supported an editorially-driven organization intent on the research, writing, editing, and photography of “the magazine”  – National Geographic Magazine, sent to 11 million members, published only in English. We used a mainframe to handle our membership records. We thought our closest competitors were Reader’s Digest and the Smithsonian. The Library worked independently of the other National Geographic libraries such as the Archives, Records, Map, Film, and Image collections. 

Now the Society has 8 million members including local language editions, and millions of TV viewers. We publish in 22 languages;  so now one in five readers are international. We work on PCs and Macs. Our competitors and our partners are AOL/Time Warner, Discovery, Bertelsmann and others.  

Back in 1975, our primary client was the Magazine and its associated Cartographic division. We published 6-8 books a year, NG documentary television was in its infancy, and had a small educational services division that produced filmstrips.  This was a time of no budgeting, no staff orientations or training, of hand compiled bibliographies, of calling all men Mr. and women by their first names, and wearing dresses and suits every day to work. Our Library had 28 staff members who focused primarily on building and maintaining the collection of 72,000 volumes, 800 journal titles, and 86 file cabinets of news clippings in a geographical word classification scheme that it took a geographer to find their way around.  

In 2001, the Society is more sophisticated, our members are fewer and aging, and are distracted by many more leisure-time options. The media market is more complex. The National Geographic Magazine is still the flagship and we publish four additional magazines, we still publish maps, but also create digital maps. We produce more than 80 books a year, not eight. We still do television specials, but now produce an international channel that is carried in most countries in the world.  We do 24/7 television programming with a daily news show (and it has had seismic impact on people used to one-YEAR deadlines to deal with one HOUR deadlines!) as well as a weekly Explorer TV show.  We don’t do filmstrips any more – we produce videos, a Web site, run the Geography Bees and geography educational outreach programs, take people on guided trips, make educational materials, sell catalog merchandise, and license a variety of products --- so don’t be surprised when you see NGS branded shoes! 

The Society is a different work environment, with a strong emphasis on cross-divisional efforts and good business practices. 

In response, the Library tries to add value, and give our staff the competitive edge needed to do its best work in diffusing geographic knowledge.  Our 14 Library staff now joined by archives & records management & indexing staff for a total of 30 support both the editorial and business divisions and is service and research oriented rather than editorial and collections oriented. The focus is filtering, coaching, and consulting. Our print collections are about half the size they were before, but we now also provide electronic data, we pre-select Web resources, and teach research skills.   Now we cooperate with the other libraries and divisions and many cross-divisional teams, such as Knowledge Management and Intranet.   And Library usage is up again in 2001: the Library responded to  6% more reference requests, 53% more research consultations, 24% more document retrievals, 10% more staff orientations, and did 18% more library research training than in 2000.

While the six strategies are important, and I will get to them in a minute, there are five over-riding themes or attitudes that run through them: 

· I don’t want to hear “it won’t work because” (no staff, no resources, no time, no expertise, etc.).  I try to hire people with good character, passion for their work, willingness to keep learning, the ability to work in a team environment, to be flexible, and to be able to spot opportunities where others see only problems. When people tell me they “don’t have time” – I say – we’ll all have plenty of time if the library closes.

· We try to spend 10% of our budget for the future – so that we have some flexibility when new opportunities arise to deal with them.  This means encouraging staff to share their expertise and facilitate alliances between the Library and other divisions to spearhead efforts. This means starting projects you see need to be done, without figuring out what can go first. But eventually it means that you will eliminate or seriously reduce some services so you can focus on the new. We have to be ready to make tough decisions as we go. 
· We market directly – for classes, forums, etc. we target individuals.  We strongly encourage all new staff take our orientations.  We send e-mails to targeted groups, we are developing a listserv for discrete user groups.  We use the intranet, posters at the elevators, and cross-promotions within our programs and training.  We keep the libraries recognition high by asking for acknowledgements and bylines in other people's work to which Library staff contributes. We report on individual accomplishments in the annual report.

· We are always building alliances – this starts at the reference desk, in the cafeteria, it means joining an activity (tennis, investment club – something that may be quasi organization sponsored) – any place you can meet and work with people from other divisions.  We don’t just lunch in the “library pack” – we are out among our organization.  I expect my staff to build alliances at all levels.  Having someone on our staff who has an “in” with the carpenter shop when we need something done is just as important as being able to work directly with the head of IT.

· Service, not servants: Some time ago I realized we needed to be perceived as trusted partners.  That meant eliminating some special services we did for staff.  In fact anything the users can do for themselves, we coach and encourage them to do.  We want to provide excellent service, but be sure it is really what people need from us. Some of you remember the shock when suddenly we had to pump our own gas in the mid-70’s.  Now we are all irritated when we can’t also pay with our credit card at the pump.  Taking this analogy further: The Library expects users to “pump their own gas,” but not to be mechanics. We still fix cars and change the oil, but they can pump and pay themselves.

So onto the Six Strategies:

1. Identify the “problem” no one else is solving that YOU can solve, with your librarian skills and mindset. 

For instance:  When staff from several divisions began meeting about six years ago to figure out how to share editorial assets, I was asked to join the team because they needed help with “library-like” stuff.  They knew the Library had already created the first internal Web pages (this is our first web page with our few digital offerings).  When the Geographic began work on an external Web site my staff and I were approached to be part of the launch team to assist with structure, searching, archiving and to provide content.  

Next the editor of the internal newsletter and I suggested creating an internal site, or an Intranet to share information as well as editorial assets.  We got the IS guys, who are always looking for a challenge, interested.  Then we morphed an earlier team who were working on sharing assets into those interested in developing a portal.  We found a couple of champions in senior management and then without additional staffing or resources, we put it together mostly on our lunch hours.  

We created it in part to build community as well as to provide centralized information. We built the Intranet to be administratively decentralized – so that divisions could publish for themselves division pages like Translations, International Editions and resource pages like the staff directory.  We also wanted to illustrate to the Geographic how the Intranet could capture team work (work that crosses divisional boundaries) – naturally we were the first to model with pages on the intranet and knowledge management.

To some degree we are a victim of our own success.  The Intranet Team would like to take the Intranet to the next levels, but since we’ve accomplished so much from management’s perspective with so few resources and no formal organization, they  think we will find a way to improve it the same way.  And frankly we probably will. Our President often points to us as the type of grassroots effort that he likes to see.

2. Accept criticism – Really listen and then ACT.

As I’ve described to you -- for the first 100 or so years the Society was focused on dispersing geographic knowledge via the Magazine with a few television specials each year.  By 1988, it became clear to the Geographic’s President that the Society needed to build a more comprehensive palette and become a real multi-media company.  This meant reducing and reorganizing staff and at the same time applying greater efficiencies to the operation and managing to the bottom line. We all started down that evolutionary path.

By 1995, senior management decided that we needed to re-engineer the Library.  The Library’s costs like all service divisions were just not dropping fast enough. We were reluctant to turn over online searching for instance to users because – the technology wasn't quite there yet, database protocols were arcane, computers were still pretty slow, and we knew we could do the research cheaper and better than they could. But management’s wishes prevailed.

After an initially painful time, we took this opportunity to re-position the Library. Over the past six years, we were able to drop the staff numbers from 32 to 14 by attrition, reduce our budget, and eliminate or modify some services to enable users to be able to do more for themselves – to “pump their own gas.”  We enable them to check out their own books, search news & magazine article databases, buy books directly, and order documents for online delivery. This enabled us to shift our focus to coaching, filtering, consulting.  Rather than intermediated searching, we quite a bit of end-user training.

We began teaching a five-part “Total Research” series of classes to ensure core research competencies.  We award graduation certificates, and a record of these go to their boss and to Human Resources as documentation that the graduate has become a more valuable employee.

3.  Create ongoing processes to get real and helpful feedback, because things constantly change and we have to keep tweaking

· Surveys – We work with our market research staff to conduct surveys. In a recent Library survey  we found that  Fifty percent of respondents use Library services and resources every day and that staff described us as the “heartbeat of the NGS” – the people who “create order amongst the chaos of information” and the Society’s “competitive edge"
· Focus Groups: Market Research has also helped us by conducting focus groups to get frank opinions about our staff and services and to elicit suggestions for improvements. Recently, we learned that we "exceeded their expectations, shouldn't be underestimated, and know what we're doing."  And, we had never thought of comparing our stacks to a grocery store and labelling the aisles with subject headings.

· Training sessions: After every training session, we ask for feedback so we can refine our offerings and find out what else our staff would like to learn.  For example,  business users said they need help to do research on specific businesses so we created a guide to Interactive Markets and are developing more.
· Two or three times a month, we conduct online demonstrations we call Researchers' Forums to draw staff's attention to specific resources and research methods. When we learned that editorial staff needed help locating photos not only did we create a Photo Research Guide, but we also presented a forum on this topic.

· Liaison efforts – to become partners, we have developed liaison strategies to work with divisions.  We started by addressing the needs of editorial staff and are working to broaden our efforts to address business staff as well. We work with divisions not only to enhance their understanding and use of library services, but also to help them share their information through the Intranet and knowledge management projects.

·  Because we are talking to a broad spectrum of the staff we have many informal opportunities to hear criticism, frustration, and often praise. For example, the original Library Web site I showed earlier was expanded to include information about the Library; outgrew a single home page and evolved to include subpages. Most recently went through a redesign, including implementation of cascading style sheets,  to achieve its current form.  Not that it’s a done deal; the Web team will be meeting tomorrow to consider change requests.

Now let me introduce soon-to-be MLS graduate Karen Huffman

4.  Develop intellectual capital and experience of staff; assist your staff to work across divisions.  (Karen Huffman 5-6 mins)

Recently, the Library hosted a tour for library students from the University of North Carolina.  Being impressed with the knowledge and skill of the library staff, the question was raised about “How do we keep on top of everything?”

It is very important for an organization like the Geographic where we don’t have much staff turnover to infuse the Libraries with new ideas from professional meetings and educational learning environments. These outside opportunities also provide our staff with leadership roles they may not officially have in their jobs. 

All staff – professional and paraprofessional – within the libraries and indexing are encouraged to develop skills.  To that end…

· The majority of staff are members of at least one professional organization such as SLA.  Many of us have actively participated in SLA’s divisions and chapters by taking on leadership roles.  When we attend meetings and conferences, we not only share what we learn with each other, but we also determine implications and include action items that are then incorporated into our yearly goals.

We also keep “on top” through training and education.

· One-sixth of the staff are furthering their knowledge through undergraduate and graduate-level classes and certification programs; two of us are currently pursuing MLS degrees.

· Certification programs have focused on improving our technical expertise. Staff have focussed particularly on Web development and design and systems and database expertise on UNIX, Voyager (our library management system), Lotus Notes, and FileMaker Pro.  Our Voyager expertise allows us to perform yearly upgrades with minimal support from our Information Systems division.  Since our intranet’s infrastructure is primarily built using Notes databases, our Notes expertise has given us the opportunity to take on leadership roles in content development and organization and in training.

· My focus while enrolled in the MLS program at the University of Maryland has been on

1. Developing new skills and broadening my experience through internships at the Martin Luther King Library and the Library of Congress; and

2. Taking classes on digital libraries and management of electronic archives, which have also included applicable information on metadata standards.  Last fall Susan asked me to pull together a cross-divisional group from the libraries, indexing, TV film archives, and our still images division to establish the Society’s metadata standards.  We have promoted the use of these standards on our intranet, in KM pilot projects, and in a digital media asset project.  We have also worked with our .com group to incorporate similar standards.

We are always watching and learning from each other, which has been a great way to develop our own skills.

Now let me introduce my colleague and Senior Librarian Janet Dombrowski.

5.  PUSH, PUSH, PUSH.  We use the intellectual capital of our staff to create filtered and  useful content for our intranet.  (Janet – 6-7 mins)
Research Guides – The Library now has more than 50 "subject research guides”.  The guides began in 1996 when I started teaching the Internet and needed materials for staff use; the first guides pointed out the best available Web sites and were the seeds of our first Library Web site. They have since evolved into a shared effort among several librarians to identify the best resources for staff use.  These guides encompass key resources – not just recommended Web sites, but also print materials and appropriate databases. The past few years we have not added many new guides, but have focused on maintaining and updating the existing guides.
BIR – The Library's Business Intelligence Reports summarize up to 50 articles of importance to NGS every day. Full text (2nd article) of the articles is available for 90 days. 

Barbara Ferry started the BIRs in 1996 at the request of the Senior Vice President for Strategic Planning.  The Library had been producing monthly reports for managers highlighting major stories in five NG markets which was greatly expanded to produce the BIR report on a daily basis. Originally we worked to train the Sr. VP’s’ assistant to produce the reports. But after the second assistant left in six weeks, we decided that the Library was in the best position to produce these reports ourselves: we already understood the company and its products and the Library had enough depth of staff to ensure the uninterrupted flow of daily reports. And we had a burning desire to share these reports across divisions, rather than keeping them in the executive suite. Five years later, the reports are one of the more popular products produced by the Library and the president of NGS regularly encourages "everyone" at NGS to read the BIRs

The "BIR" effort includes monitoring the press for coverage of the Society's activities to produce NGS in the News; which also includes full text.

Science Digest – I created the Science Digest in 1998 to provide editorial users (those who produce our magazines, books, films, and educational programs) with a current awareness service. We define science broadly, covering everything from archaeology and cultures to environment and conservation to physical sciences and space. Twice weekly, Science Digest staff cull through hundreds of Web-available news articles, selecting those most inline with NG interests and produce an html-based "webliography" of news twice weekly. Staff feedback has been overwhelmingly positive.

Timeline – Archivist Mark Jenkins created the NG Timeline.  He edits the work of his colleagues who chronicle the Society’s history as it unfolds year by year. The NGS Timeline assembles a wide variety of historical facts and presents them in digest form. It's always expanding with the most frequently requested information regarding Society events, accomplishments, people, expeditions, publications, and products.  It also provides an opportunity to aggregate information about the Society’s historical relationships.  For instance, following the events of Sept. 11, Mark immediately synthesized our relationship to Afghanistan, knowing that the editorial staff was bound to need this.  You have samples in your packet.

Summary – You might have noticed several threads that run through these efforts:  

the initiative to respond to needs, both expressed and perceived; leveraging of library staff's corporate knowledge to benefit many throughout the organization; and the selection and presentation of information in a way that is convenient for staff.
Let me now introduce the Library’s manager for business and editorial services, Barbara Ferry.

6.  Leverage the Library's intellectual capital to work on broader knowledge management projects.  (Barbara  6-7 minutes)
The Library's efforts to communicate with other divisions meant that we often heard grumbling about one issue or another – such as why one division couldn't see the schedule of another division's products, how new staff could submit story proposals, or that so-and-so is so is good at something – like negotiating contracts – that they wish they could learn what she knew.  Most of these problems didn't belong to one division – most were cross-divisional in nature.  And we knew that we in the Library wouldn't necessarily be able to solve all these problems, but we might be able to identify who might help, and how it might be accomplished.

Slowly the Library began to see itself differently – not as a collection, but knowing where the connections are and need to be made, and being able to facilitate and organize those connections whether the information is in print, electronic, or in people's heads. 

Lunchtime Forums:  For example, Ellie Briscoe came home from a seminar at the Poynter Institute with the idea for our monthly Employee Lunchtime Forums. A cross-divisional committee (which Ellie chairs) recruits internal speakers who describe their department’s new projects, services or products. We hold them at lunch in the cafeteria, so all Society staff can attend without feeling they are losing “work” time, and still become informed about what’s going on. The tradition of inviting the Society president to speak each January has evolved into a more formal “state of the Society” all-hands meeting. 

Competitive Edge Seminars – I started the Competitive Edge Seminars last year to provide another forum for staff to transfer knowledge from one division to another.  These seminars are more formal than the lunchtime forums – with stated curriculum and agenda and pre-registration.  

One seminar grew out of our knowledge of the story proposal process at NG. Every division had their own story proposal process which was very confusing to new staff eager to share their ideas with editors.  So we contacted several of our editors and producers and asked them if they would be interested in spending about 10 minutes talking about what makes a good story proposal for their department. Several said yes, and we've had two sessions in one year with fifty staff participating at each. 

We then worked with other departments to develop seminars – "Negotiations Skills" [2 clicks] with a great lawyer/negotiator on staff; "Due Diligence for Contracts" taught jointly by Legal and the Library, best practices for Hiring by Human Resources, Copyright Issues taught by Legal and an evolving geography course taught by Cartographic.

At first we saw and made connections, identified the speakers, etc.  Now others are coming to us and suggesting seminars – because they see the need and see US as the connecting piece.  

Knowledge Management – The Library had proposing KM for the organization for about a year when Susan was asked to create a cross-divisional team to identify and start to work formally on Knowledge Management.

Our first pilot project, after much internal discussion about exactly what Knowledge Management is (we could have a two hour presentation on just that topic), was to develop a cross-divisional scheduling information database so that authorized people in one division could see what projects were developing in another division. We hoped that by getting the information to the right people, we could help the Society to leverage the investment by one division across the organization to others. 

The KM team is now developing a “contacts” database for use by our development, communications and advertising offices. Both have proved to be challenging projects – both in their technical requirements and also in the interpersonal challenges of working with divisions that don't necessarily think like the Library thinks.

Other Joint Efforts: 

The Library has also developed joint efforts with other departments. The Library was asked by our Strategic Marketing Group to develop a monthly report on content and demographic trends in the news, which we named the BIR Executive Briefing.  This was fairly simple, since we already were producing the daily Business Intelligence Reports and could pull from that archive.  But we decided to take that request a step further.  Each month the SMG produced a list of  projects that NGS would focus on over the next few years.  The Library's business team decided to dive further into those initiatives, by analyzing what other media companies were doing to focus on that particular subject, such as the Wright Bros. Centennial celebration. We also decided to combine the talents of our archives, indexing, research and film library departments to present information on the Society's historic role on these topics to determine what assets we might already own.

After September 11, various library and indexing divisions anticipated the need for more information.  Indexing created a bibliography that will be referenced in the National Geographic magazine in December. The bibliography is also referred to on the Society's new map on Afghanistan. You have an advanced copy in your packet.  You heard how Archives also gathered and synthesized information about our historic relationship with Afghanistan.  The Records staff began compiling information about text and photo rights for content that would be used again. The Library created a set of web links that were distributed to more than 400 attendees to a lecture on Afghanistan a couple weeks ago and of course has been used internally by researchers (you also have a copy in your packet).  The Library’s business staff have tracked how the attacks are affecting other media companies.

Nobody told us to do it – we did it first and then asked for their opinion, which fortunately, was very positive.  If we asked first someone might have told us no. 

But of course, we asked Susan first…

Conclusion: (SFC) 2 minutes

You can see that the most important job I have as Library Director is to:

· Hire and develop talented people – it was difficult tonight to know what voices to present – because all of my staff have a message to share with you.  The Library is the Library staff – and increasingly special libraries – as we reduce our physical collections will have to make that point with our management.  We have to be so tightly integrated into the process of the Society that there is no articulated expensive division to lop off.

· As a leader, I want to help shape vision and provide challenges to my staff, but then get out of the way; monitor, praise, counsel, and provide recognition.

· As a leader I try to stay open to change – new ideas and ways to do things differently.

· We try to help senior management and the NG staff to understand what librarians are about.  When we tried to figure a way to illustrate how we work within the organization, this is what we came up with – a schema that is almost undecipherable.  But I think this shows you how integrated into the business we are, and that it would be difficult for the organization to make a clean slice to cut costs where libraries are concerned.

Now we’ve given you a lot of positive stuff over the past 40 minutes, because we are all basically “the glass is half fuIl types” – and we have made inroads – but life is not all roses – our reporting line has just changed and we have a new boss to educate.  The Geographic like all publishers and media companies is under huge pressure. Working with other divisions is always challenging.  The economy is going into a trough and I would imagine there will be increased pressure on our budgets and staff, which means more tough decisions - which makes our future like yours, less than certain. 

· What we can do is stay alert to the problems (read opportunities) that are rampant in all our organizations. Remember –- no one anoints you.

Questions:  10 minutes
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