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Strategic Questions for Special Librarian Dreams
by Stephen Abram

One of the neat benefits of our membership in SLA is the free execuBooks subscription where we can receive wonderful 4-5 page summaries of popular business titles in our e-mail once a week.  I love them and print out each and throw it in my PC bag to fill those moments when I need a quick read or two.  One of the latest summaries I read was this book:

The Five Futures Glasses: How to see and understand more of the Future with the Eltville Model by Pero Micic (Business Plus, 2010, ISBN 9780230247055)

I think there is an interesting process for us as library and information service planners in this book.  Micic poses that we can frame our future challenges by using the five key future management questions:
“1. How will our market, work and life environment change in the next 10 to 15 years?

2. How should we prepare ourselves for possible surprising event and developments in the future?

3. Which opportunities and threats to our markets, products, strategies, processes and structures will arise out of these changes?

4. What do we want our company [or enterprise/institution] to look like in five to ten years in terms of a strategic vision?

5. How do we need to design our strategy to realize our strategic vision?”
These are simple questions; and, of course, we can expect that there are many not so simple answers.

Micic suggests using five ‘glasses’ as an exercise to frame the conversation about these questions.  These glasses are like eyeglass lenses which enhance our view and allow us to focus or telescope in on the issues.  I’ve been accused of seeing the world through rose-colored glasses.  In my opinion, that’s not a bad thing since I believe that you get the future you imagine and those who frame the future solely in a negative light, do themselves a disservice.  There is a big difference between critical thinking and fatalism and criticism.  It’s always good to diversify the facets of our approaches to any big picture plan and try to see the big picture and the full picture.  Micic’s approach is very similar in intent to Edward de Bono’s six thinking hats or his six action shoes, if you’re aware of those excellent books then you know that there are many ways to include all future thinking styles.  Micic’s glasses are:
· Blue for teasing out and analyzing our assumptions,

· Red for imagining possible surprises.

· Green for recognizing the opportunities in anything,

· Yellow to focus on vision and the long term,

· Violet to think strategically about what steps are next.

So let’s think about this type of futures exercise for special libraries, knowledge managers, special librarians and information services.  I’m not going to promulgate my own thoughts in this issue’s column but I will help you get started.  It might be quite different for all of us, but the next 5, 10, or 15 years will certainly be transformational and chaotic in the information services space.
So, to get started all you need is a group of people. It can be a chapter or division meeting or other SLA unit meeting to include just SLA members.  It can also be a simple group of people that can be simply librarians or can include allied information professions or even clients or bosses.  All in all, just get a group together.

There now you have a group.  Ask the five questions. It’s as simple as that.  Explain the glasses to everyone and ask them to ensure that they try to think broadly about the double edged opportunities and threats facing our enterprises and profession.  Don’t be afraid to take the blinders off too.  Give everyone permission to imagine a future.  As always, your facilitation keeps the conversation on target.
You may choose to use flipcharts or record the conversation’s highpoints.  It might be just a neat experience to exercise your brains to think about the future. Can we affect the course of the future?  Can we have an effect on certain dimensions of the predicted changes that may matter to us?  What is the role of individual professionals, SLA or your role in your host organization?
Here are some simple topic domains that may help spark deeper conversations:
· What will e-books be like in 10-15 years? (focus on all books – not just fiction)
· What would happen if the major free services went to a hybrid fee-based model?
· What is the future of privacy, copyright, authorship, information ethics, etc?

· Will there be a place for search engines that cannot be influenced by political algorithms, commercial optimization or advertising?

· What will the impact of geo-location and geo-search be on information users?

· What happens if most book, news, government and periodical information are available digitally?

· What would happen if the advertising marketplace collapses and fails to support the free services some depend upon?

· Does the information container exist in 2025? (CD, DVD, print, etc.)

· As devices become totally individualized, whither the intranet, institutional sites, commerce, etc.?
· Will e-learning have reached its potential and dominate all forms of education including continuing professional education?
· Can the digital divide be applied to companies, schools, academic institutions, countries, etc.?  Is this really an issue beyond individual socio-economic status?

· What would 2020 look like if one or more of the following no longer existed: Google, Facebook, YouTube, AOL, Twitter, landlines, Time, magazine, broadcast television, print newspapers?  What changed?
Now use the glasses.  What are our assumptions about the future?  How valid are they?  What could happen that will change everything?  Few of us would have predicted the full extent of the Internet, the web, social networking, mobile, etc. and their continuing transformational power before their existence and yet they have transformed our lives.  Can we truly imagine as long-term as we need to?  How quickly does someone try to pull the conversation back into 1 to 3 year planning exercise but you can’t be ‘right’.  Recognize that this is a subtle attack on the power of imagination.  Stay the course.
Here are some of Micic’s questions to move the conversation forward:

1. “How could our customers’ demand for our services suddenly fall dramatically?

2. How could our core product be substituted by a new technology?

3. How could the situation competitive dramatically change in the short term?

4. How could the legal and regulatory framework change in such a way that we could be severely affected by it?

5. What could happen in nature and the environment that would affect the existence of our business?”
Future thinking requires that we exercise our brains.  It is neither totally accurate nor trivial play.  Imagination can drive behavior and imagination drives our shared vision of what we want to achieve.  Try Micic’s process and see what dreams you and our peers want to come true.
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