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“Information Professionals at the Crossroads: 

Opportunity for Change” 

 

Death of the Librarian – long live the librarian?  The 

role of the Library Association in the transformation 

and revitalization of African Librarianship. 

 

His Worship the Mayor of Kadoma City, Clr Matambo 

Dr E Marunda, Principal Director Policy and Research MoESC 

Mr tg Bhowa, President of the Zimbabwe Library Association 

Members of the Zimbabwe Library Association 

I bring you greetings and well wishes from the Library 

Association of South Africa.    



Naomi Haasbroek 46th Annual ZIMLA Conference 29-31 May 2012 2 

 

It is indeed an honour and privilege to be part of your 

conference.  I am looking forward with great anticipation to 

the rest of the week and what promises to be a thought 

provoking programme.  This is a great opportunity for 

professional networking and I hope to be able to meet with 

most of you.    Thank you to Mr Bhowa, the President of the 

Zimbabwe Library Association for inviting me.  Last year Mr 

Fusire and Dr Hikwa joined us at the LIASA conference and 

during my visit to Bulawayo in February I met with other 

members of the ZIMLA Executive.   We agreed that LIASA and 

ZIMLA would form a partnership and that we would support 

ZIMLA in its quest for renewal and revitalization.    So it is 

great to be back to participate in your conference and able to 

share some thoughts with you.  I hope this will stimulate 

debate and discussions on the way forward. 

 

The Librarian is dead – long live the librarian!   

  

Is librarianship under threat of extinction and should we 

worry about the future?   Are we once more finding 
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ourselves at a crossroads?  The world of information 

continues to change at a rapid pace bringing with it the need 

for librarians to continuously redefine themselves – 

demanding an analysis of how the basic principles of 

librarianship of collecting, organizing and delivering 

information should be adapted to keep track with 

developments.   The shift from print to electronic information 

resources and formats have impacted on the management of 

information in recent years and have required new skill sets 

and paradigm shifts for librarians.         

  

 I am going to highlight some trends emerging as a result of 

the changing landscape in which we work – identifying the 

challenges and opportunities and how the library and 

librarian has to adapt or transform to remain relevant.  

 

I will reflect on the Role of the Library Association and the 

need for strategic leadership for the profession.   

 

Librarians need to transform and libraries redefined in 

response to the opportunities presented. 
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Challenges and Opportunities 

What are the challenges facing today’s librarian?  Can we 

turn those challenges into opportunities? 

 

Technology and user expectations 

Exponential technological developments have influenced and 

changed the way society functions, how people communicate 

and engage with the world.   Technology has created exciting 

possibilities for business, education, and research.  It is a 

complex and dynamic environment in which organizations 

have to adapt or die.  Libraries are no exception - the new 

developments in technology have brought new modes of 

information delivery, new platforms, and new access points.  

User expectations have increased and changed.   

E-books are here to stay and Amazon reports the sale of e-

books exceeding those of print books.  How do we deliver e-

books to our library users?   How do we choose amongst the 
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available business models?  What about copyright and digital 

rights management?       

We are faced with Googleization of the world of 

information.  Researchers know that the library has the 

best, most authoritative content but Google™ is 

irresistibly easy and fast. Increasingly, convenience 

wins and thus the library gets bypassed. Their valuable 

resources go undiscovered, unused, and underutilized.   

“Everything is available on the Internet – do we need 

libraries if we have Google?  We have all heard this 

argument.  Google-isation of learning – does this mean we 

have to teach people how to find and access information as 

and when they need it rather than transferring knowledge?   

The Google search engine has revolutionized how people 

want to access information – they don’t want complicated 

menu structures – they want to get to the information with 

one click of the mouse!   They want information delivered to 

their desktops – they no longer want to go to the library and 

ask a librarian.   Information Literacy skills are more critical 

than ever – people have to be empowered to filter, evaluate 
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and manipulate the information found on the web.      

Digitization and curation of content opens access to 

collections and preserve precious materials.    Librarians have 

to adapt and acquire the skills to convert print material into 

digital form. 

 

Communication 

Mobile phones, e-mail and social media have transformed 

communication.   Information from the critical to the 

insignificant details of someone’s life can be transmitted 

across the world in an instant.     Everyone who has 

something to say can do so and attain fame or infamy.  We 

live in a world of user-generated content.     

  

Open access 

Open access is perceived by Meitei and Devi (2008) to be a 

significant contributor to an information society. Open access 

facilitates the free flow of information which is fundamental 

to bridging the knowledge gaps between privileged and 

under-privileged communities. Social inclusion and economic 

empowerment are also achieved in a society where citizens 
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have universal access to information and knowledge, ranging 

from public information to specialized or customized 

information related to ones’ profession, vocation or culture.   

African librarians need to take up these challenges to bridge 

the gap with the developed world. At no time in the history 

of information provision have African librarians such 

opportunity to apply their skills to contribute to change, 

growth and development and, innovation.   It is time to 

capture, preserve and distribute the wealth of information 

representing the culture, history and research emanating 

from the continent and to share it with the world. 

    

Virtual Research and Learning? 

Virtual Research Environments are where researchers across 

disciplines can collaborate in an online environment.   A 

virtual learning environment refers to e-learning or blended 

learning which provides access to learning materials, online 

teaching, collaboration and networking between students.    

This of course implies that learning materials and books have 

to be made available in a different format and space. 
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Generation Y  

 

The terms Millennial, Netgen, Digital Generation or Gen Y 

refers to those born between 1982 and 1991.   They are also 

referred to as the “Google” Generation.  In Google we Trust.  

This group of users multi‐tasks, constantly communicates, is 

globally and visually oriented and tends to have short 

attention spans. (2011, Schmidt, J; Cribb, G).  Generation Y 

users are digitally savvy and communicate via social 

networks.   These users have vastly different expectations 

and needs and do not respond well to traditional library 

services or spaces.  Knowledge of the behaviour, habits and 

preferences of all users of library and learning spaces is 

essential when designing both physical and cyberspace. 

 

 

Library as a space 

The notion of the library as a space is rapidly changing.   

Technology and ubiquitous information means that the need 

for a physical space as the only point of access to information 

has changed.  The development of the “research or 
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knowledge commons” for academic libraries is a clear 

indication of how library spaces are changing to 

accommodate new ways of learning.    Public libraries are 

increasingly addressing other needs in the community, for 

example study space,   access to learning materials in the 

absence of school libraries, ICT access points, access to 

government and health information.  It is time to explore 

new models and to increase collaboration and partnerships.    

Library space design has changed fundamentally in most 

parts of the world with the impact of new information 

technology on libraries; the growth of the internet; the 

impact of Google, the changed behaviour of information 

users and library clients; economic and financial pressures, 

the need for sustainability, altered research priorities, the 

development of multidisciplinary approaches; new methods 

of teaching and learning; social networking; the need for 

collaborative activity; new ways of working; globalization; 

and mobility of users. (2011, Schmidt, J;Cribb, G). 

 

Economic and Financial Impact 
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Budgets or the lack thereof for libraries or library resources is 

very familiar terrain for the librarian.    Recent global 

economic crises have increased the competition for funding 

and mean that institutions are critically reviewing how 

already tight budgets are spent.  This has meant that libraries 

have to defend their value, demonstrate Return on 

Investment or risk downsizing.   

Changing Roles – the embedded librarian 

Digital content frees the librarian from the reference desk – it 

means the librarian can work from anywhere, be it physically 

or virtually.  New models have to be developed and the 

important role of the librarian has to be demonstrated.    

The Embedded Librarian is a new generation librarian who no 

longer sits in the library waiting for the client to visit the 

library, but who “embeds” him/herself in the faculty, 

department or classroom.    This new role requires of the 

librarian to become an integral part of the team, to build 

relationships with faculty and to add value by providing 

relevant information and assistance to access, evaluate and 

manipulate the information as needed.   David Shumaker, 
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Associate Professor at the Catholic University of America, 

School of Library and Information Science (2012) states: 

“Rather than receiving a question and returning an answer, 

the embedded librarian shares knowledge.  Rather than 

counting transactions, the embedded librarian builds 

relationships. The embedded librarian doesn’t focus on a 

traditional, carefully outlined job description, but contributes 

to the team in whatever ways are needed”.  As early as 2005, 

the Johns Hopkins Medical Library placed librarians close to 

where the users of the information are – at the point of 

need.    

 

Tony Horava (2010) says “our challenge is to creatively re-

imagine our role in light of these rapid developments in 

scholarly communication, acquisitions activities, access and 

delivery issues, and innovation, while maintaining our core 

professional values of equity of access, intellectual freedom, 

and stewardship. We need to carefully examine our rapidly 

changing environment so we can demonstrate clear and 

compelling value to our patrons and to our institution as a 

whole.  
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The critical role of the Library Association  

The Library Association plays a critical role in providing 

strategic Leadership to and on behalf of the profession in a 

country.   

  

Professional associations and societies are influential 

organizations representing the voice of the professional 

community addressing issues relating to their welfare, status, 

working conditions, physical facilities, education and training 

including the research and development activities. The core 

purposes of associations have always been to serve the 

needs and to protect the interests of the community.  A 

strong library association is critical to ensure that the voice of 

the profession is heard.  The growth and sustainability of a 

democracy is dependent on equitable access to information 

and knowledge which is the core business of the library and 

information sector. The addressing of Millennium 

Development Goals is significant for the developing world.  

By participating on the international professional arena via 

IFLA, the African Library Association can keep abreast of 
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changing international LIS paradigms and policies and 

practices of international organizations such as the 

International Federation of Library Associations and 

Institutions (IFLA), UNESCO and the United Nations.   

The Association has to provide strategic leadership to the 

profession that is appropriate and relevant, but forward-

thinking and visionary.    It has to raise awareness, advocate 

for libraries, seek partnerships, and engage stakeholders.    

The Library Association needs to set standards, engage with 

library schools to ensure that relevant critical skills are taught 

and that librarianship becomes a sought after career choice.   

 

In Conclusion 

The information professional is at a cross-roads – which 

road are we going to take?  Are we ready to redefine the 

library as a concept into the 21st Century? 

 

We can look at all of these developments as challenges or 

we can view them as opportunities for change and renewal. 
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 African librarians need to take up these challenges to bridge 

the gap with the developed world. At no time in the history 

of information provision have African librarians such 

opportunity to apply their skills to contribute to change, 

growth and development; and, innovation. 

 

Charles Darwin, is credited as saying “It is not the strongest 

of the species that survive, or the most intelligent, but the 

one most responsive to change”.  Librarians have embraced 

change or have been the creators of change for some time 

now.  Change will however no longer be an occasional 

feature but will be constant.  It is how we approach this 

change and what we do in response to it that will determine 

where the profession and, institutions will be in years to 

come.   

 

The librarian is not dead…. 

But must transform and re-invent.   Technology is the 

catalyst – the opportunity to challenge ourselves – time to 

adapt, to think out of the box, to move way out of our 

comfort zones – to be visionary and see a bright and 
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exciting future for the librarian.  It will take a mind-shift – a 

move away from the conservative, the traditional, the 

“business as usual” mindset.  I challenge you today to 

stretch yourself – to look into your future with an open 

mind and to ensure that the librarian will survive into the 

21st Century and beyond. 

 

I believe that this is an exciting time that we live in and more 

than ever the librarian has a critical role to play in the 

knowledge society – to facilitate access to information – for 

the development and empowerment of our communities and 

countries.   

 

I want to congratulate the Zimbabwe Library Association for 

taking brave new steps into the future and challenge you at 

the same time to embrace change, to grab the opportunities 

and to lead the library profession in Zimbabwe to new 

heights. 

 

So I say long live the librarian! 
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