This is the season when new college graduates emerge from academia to take on the rest of their lives. That’s what “commencement” means – not the end but the beginning of something new. In addition to the ceremonies, family gatherings and parties, it’s practically a ritual for the graduate’s family, friends, acquaintances, and just about anyone else within earshot to offer advice. 

SLA member Susan Fifer Canby is the vice president for libraries and information services at the National Geographic Society, in Washington, DC. She gave the commencement address to the College of Information Science (CLIS) at the University of Maryland last December. Fifer Canby, a 1974 CLIS graduate herself, called on nearly 30 years of experience to give advice that’s useful for all of us, not just newly minted graduates. The following has been adapted from her speech.

Leadership and librarianship may sound antithetical, but I’d like us to reconsider the role of the librarian in today’s world. There are all kinds of leaders – some become directors and managers, some become technical experts or subject specialists, some help a team to work well together, and some are asked contribute to professional organizations or serve on boards.

Successful leaders organize others, help others, and most importantly, influence others. Leaders have a passion for what they do. When I graduated from CLIS in 1974, I didn’t understand that leadership was an inherent part of my new profession and today is an essential reality of librarianship. That is why I want to talk to you about leadership. 

In a sense, librarians and archivists are well positioned for leadership, because ours is a trusted profession. We are seen as impartial and concerned about the public good. We tend to have a reputation for learning and knowledge and, increasingly, for technology. We are collaborative. We have a tradition of being concerned about important issues such as, literacy, civil rights, censorship, fair use, information access, the Digital Divide, and now the USA Patriot Act. Our profession includes a social, as well as a strategic, in our organizations and communities.

   As you have learned in your studies, libraries are as old as civilization – the object of pride, envy and sometimes senseless destruction. The rise of libraries in America was an amazing phenomenon. In 1896, there were only 971 public libraries with 1,000 volumes or more. Andrew Carnegie, the patron saint of American libraries, donated much of his personal fortune to personally double that number as well as to add more than 800 libraries in other parts of the English-speaking world. He believed that libraries support what he called the “merit-o-cratic” nature of America. He believed that anyone could educate themselves to achieve their dreams and libraries could be the means of that education. He saw the library as the place immigrants like himself could go to learn about America’s opportunities and understand democracy.
    Libraries, like democracy, don’t come free. There is always a tension for resources, whether in organizations or in school systems or in communities. At the National Geographic, if I can’t make the case to management about the library, the resources will go to its many other worthwhile endeavors. I must make the case every year that without a corporate library, our staff will not have the tools to ensure the quality of the Society’s research, and the effectiveness of decisions will be impaired. My team and I believe that it is the Society’s libraries that give it a competitive edge in a changing global environment. To insure that others share these convictions, we must manage our libraries rigorously – setting goals, writing business cases, managing resources effectively, marketing, branding our services, doing the metrics – so we can prove the Library’s worth.

Be assured that you have not signed up to work in a back room somewhere.

Most people think they know what we do because they’ve used a public or school library where they saw people (librarians) who appeared to be merely caretakers of these facilities. It is a constant educational effort to help people understand what librarians can do to further our businesses, schools, communities, country, and the world. For your family and friends who are here, this is what librarianship is not:
It is not about checking books in and out. 

It is not about sitting at a reference desk and hoping people will ask you a question. 

It is not just picking a bunch of books for the library or adding a bunch of links to the website. 

It is not merely working 8-5 or putting in time. 

It is not getting that MLS and figuring you’re done with education.

Your job is awesomely important. You are tasked with managing and ensuring the sharing of the world’s knowledge. As librarians we have a responsibility to our customers, organizations, and society to ensure that:

   Government and business decision makers have the most reliable information with which to make decisions.

   Scientists, lawyers, and the medical profession can build on knowledge past and present.

   School children have an accessible and safe haven in which to explore ideas.

   Immigrants have a place to learn about democracy and their adopted country.

   In my case at the Society, to ensure that the editorial and business staff have the most current and reliable information for understanding and explaining the world.

Like some of you, I was drawn to library science as a second career. I started out as a teacher and then a researcher and was instinctually drawn to libraries because of an interest in helping people, organizing things, literacy, teaching, learning, and, frankly, the comfort I associated with libraries. Growing up I went to 12 schools in 12 years. One of my memories was discovering the library in each new place – a friendly spot to come where I could wander at will through the collective memory of civilization.

Become a Spokesperson

After graduating from CLIS and starting my job at the National Geographic, I realized pretty quickly that the only way I was going to be able to do my job effectively was to become a persuasive spokesperson for the library. In my first years, I made a point of sitting down with someone that I didn’t know in the cafeteria each day to learn about what they did, and to listen for an opening to talk about what the library did.

I need to say here that I am only a slight extrovert. As a librarian and a library director, I am much more comfortable organizing, facilitating, and cheering others into the limelight. But if libraries are to be essential to others – if they are to provide the information and services that others need – it means we librarians have to move out of our comfort zones. This mingling with all the staff had an unexpected spin-off. In time I became one of the more knowledgeable staff members about the workings of the organization – a helpful attribute when management has rapid turnover.

I have worked for the Society for nearly 30 years – I am the fourth library director since 1888 - and the first librarian promoted to vice president. Working for one organization for one’s career, can create a real problem with potential comfort zones – with their seductiveness. I had to work hard not get parochial. I had to be sure that part of my job was to stay uncomfortable and energized, to take risks and lead, to establish credibility outside my organization, and to try to anticipate that next challenge or opportunity. Some of the ways I tried to manage this were:                           

To read widely outside our field.

To participate in and lead, not just join, professional organizations where I could learn new skills and to get to know my colleagues. Those colleagues in other organizations have helped me enormously and I try to reciprocate. 

As a manager, to always select staff who are brighter than I am and can take the libraries to the next level.

To realize that it was not my boss’s task to make my job interesting – it was my job. I found that by looking at the white spaces on the organization chart – the gaps between jobs, where no else had responsibility -- that there were new job opportunities, like building an intranet, starting a corporate university, creating a daily business intelligence report, that needed to be done. As it turned out, sometimes I was promoted into a job and sometimes I was promoted because I created the job that needed doing.

 My team and I have found that librarianship is much like managing a small business. It is about:

Anticipating the implications of constant change, setting goals, creating business plans, justifying “Return on Investment,” and developing budgets.

Marketing the right services and products to your customer.

Interpreting the implications of technology for your users and applying them to your collections.

In our business, teaching people to find and evaluate information and how to get to the right information when they need it.

Looking for ways to be cost-effective, defray costs, or actually create revenue.

Listening to both customers and management staff to find the right balance between their interests.

And finally understanding there are no guarantees you can sustain current staff, space or budget. Libraries too go into Chapter 7.

What People Think About Librarians

If you haven’t learned this already about librarianship, you’ll discover that the world expects certain things of us in our personal lives:

People think we are well educated and smart. Be prepared to converse about a recent article in the New Yorker, in the Washington Post, or on NPR’s Morning Edition. You’re expected to stay informed about your world.

They expect you to be ready to recommend a good book for them to read or advise them about how to get somewhere on the Web.

They’ll expect you to be super-organized: your kitchen spices to be in alphabetical order, your books to be arranged by in some logical system – this will be no problem as I suspect some of us become librarians because we are already organized.

When you go to your company cafeteria or elsewhere, people who know you’re a librarian will associate you with information they need -- and will seem to be waiting for you – to ask you to find out the oddball piece of information for them. Carry your business cards and ask them to send you that question by e-mail or have a pen and notebook handy – you’ll need them, because part of our deal is that we do what we say we will! 

Be ready for that inevitable question: So…what do you do? I say, “I’m a librarian. I work with a staff of 26 for the National Geographic Society to help the writers, photographers, editors, researchers, producers, and business staff get the information they need when they need it. I do this by filtering information, teaching them to use new technologies, and helping them to share knowledge. I like my job because I get to learn every day, work for an institution whose mission I believe in and with people who are excellence oriented.” After they hear this pronouncement, here comes the request for that oddball factoid.

Graduate school has been a reassuring place where there are grades and tests with which to clearly measure your progress. Once you leave school, you may have to evaluate your own progress. You may work for a boss who doesn’t understand what librarians do; you may have to teach your boss how librarians can lead and add value to an organization. And for those already in library jobs, typically no one anoints you for that next job, new responsibilities, or even promotions. Therefore it is important to analyze the needs of your new employer, to set goals to meet those needs, and to follow through to put yourself in a position to be productive and promoted.

Your teachers at CLIS have taught you the fundamentals to becoming information experts, but you will need to continue to add new skills to your life tools while on the job. For instance: 

To negotiate a successful contract.

To write a useful performance appraisal.

To motivate an employee.

To mentor a colleague.

To build and nourish a great team. 

No matter what organization you work for, including yourselves, it will be important to move out of your comfort zone, to take risks, and to lead. To do this you:

Focus on your organization’s mission.

Expect and anticipate change.

Plan strategically.

Be accountable.

Keep your finger on the pulse of your organization, by leaving your library every day for an outside meeting, for lunch with people outside the library, or just to walk around. 

Leverage your considerable strengths and keep learning.

Look for the white spaces in your organization, where there are unmet needs, and fill the ones you can, volunteer for committees, take on seemingly unrelated projects where you can be of assistance, and take the lead! I can’t tell you how many times I’ve watched a young staffer’s career simply take off as a result of their showing their ability on a corporate project which at first seemed unrelated to their task in the library.

Librarianship is an incredibly rewarding profession that will provide you with many opportunities to make a difference -- if you are willing to take risks and to be a leader. 

As Eleanor Roosevelt said, “You gain strength, courage and confidence by every experience in which you readily stop to look fear in the face. You must do the thing which you think you cannot do.”

