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Academic librarians today face a paradoxical dilemma: as the explosion of information con-
tinues and the tools available for accessing information increase in number and sophistication,
we realize that we will be able to offer only a portion of such resources to our patrons. Given the
growing importance of information in our society, the demands upon us can only increase.
This paper examines the ideals and realities of public service in this environment and explores
the potential of new services to meet these demands.

he growing importance of in-
formation in our society and the
technology now available to ac-

=== cess this information provide li-
brarians with the unprecedented opportu-
nity to take a leadership role in academic
institutions. Yet, as the demand for ser-
vice increases, funding is on the decline,
confronting academic librarians today
with a difficult paradox: as the explosion
of information continues, we have been
forced to forsake the ideal of acquiring all
of the information needed by our patrons.
As the tools available to access this infor-
mation increase in number and sophistica-
tion, we can, ironically, offer only a por-
tion of such resources to our patrons. The
finite reality of our buildings, our budgets,
and our staffs forces us to limit our collec-
tions and our services at a time when in-
formation and access to it are gaining im-
portance in our society.

TOO MUCH SERVICE?

When considering the prospect of draw-
ing the line on the services and resources
we offer, one is struck by how antithetical
the notion of ““too much service”’ is to

public service librarians. After all, most of
us became public service librarians be-
cause we wanted to assist people. Yet of-
ten peoEle ask for more help than we can
reasonably offer. They demand materials
that are not in our collections, services that
overtax our resources, and answers that
are beyond our individual capabilities.
These requests are usually not unreasona-
ble or out of the domain of academic librar-
ians. Yet public service librarians face, on
adaily basis, the reality of not being able to
provide enough, because we do not have
good ways of saying no.

Why? Because we are taught to say yes.
Yes, we can find the answer. Yes, we can
help you find a book that will meet your
need; if we cannot find the one you want,
yes, we can locate a good substitute. And if
we can’t find a good substitute, yes, we
can get you the one you identified from
another library. We may not have exactly
the thing you are looking for, but yes, we
are sure we can find some way to help
you.

Furthermore, we are taught to say yes to
every request. Consider the first tenet of
the ALA Code of Ethics:
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Librarians must provide the highest level of service
through appropriate and usefully organized
collections, fair and equitable circulation and
service policies, and skillful, accurate, unbiased
and courteous responses fo all requests for assis-
tance.! (Emphasis added.)

The underscored parts of this statement
are admirable and establish an ideal, but
in the context of today’s libraries, is this
goal possible? What does it really mean?
And if we do not meet this ideal, how does
that affect our views of ourselves and of
our profession? In light of the ethics and
the ideals of our profession, can we draw
the line?

The value of meeting the information
need is very strong in our profession. So is
the value of equal service, and therein lies
another paradox. To provide the same
level of service to everyone may mean that
we provide the highest level of service to
no one. Is equality worth the price of in-
adequate service? If we say yes to every-
one, does it mean that the service we pro-
vide our “‘primary clientele’’ is dimin-
ished?

To some degree, the answer to the latter
question has to be yes. For some of our
services, such as online searching and in-
terlibrary loan, it is possible to offer ser-
vice only to a primary clientele. But for our
basic public services (access to the collec-
tions and reference assistance) it is usually
not possible—or even desirable—to limit
service. The answer to how we control the
flow in order to prevent overextension
may lie in the way we view and organize
our services.

THE REALITY GAP

Before we consider these issues, we
should take a closer look at our ideals.
How does the reality of public service in li-
braries today match our ideals? As indi-
vidual librarians, how do we cope with
compromises and limits on the services
we provide?

In a very perceptive article, Charles
Bunge outlines the ideals of reference li-
brarianship and examines the gap be-
tween those ideals and reality.? Those
ideals extend beyond reference to all pub-
lic service librarianship. He finds that the
joys of reference librarianship come from
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working directly with people. We give of
ourselves as persons to help other per-
sons; we tailor our response and service to
the specific needs of the person we are
serving. We help persons to learn and to
know, and, as a bonus, our own knowl-
edge grows in the process. Each reference
question is an opportunity to learn more
about information sources, more about
our clients, and more about the world at
large.

In a broader public service perspective,
we have similar ideals for the programs
and services we offer. We want reference
desks that are staffed well enough to deal
properly with all questions. We want col-
lections that will meet at least the basic
needs of our students and faculty. We
want access systems that will allow these
patrons to find the materials they need
and to check them out when they need
them. We want instruction programs that
will enable us to teach patrons how to use
these collections and services well. We
want services that recognize the special
needs of certain patron groups and make
their library experiences successful. We
want to harness the new technology to
help us do all these jobs in a more benefi-
cial manner. Most of us view these ser-
vices as basic necessities, not blue-sky
dreams of the ideal library.

But the reality is quite different. Infor-
mation resources today allow librarians,
more than ever before, to answer a wider
range of questions more effectively and to
tailor answers to the precise information
needs and preferences of the patron. But
do we have enough money to buy them?
Or, if we have squeezed out enough
money for a few, how do we decide which
to choose? Do we have the time to learn to
use these tools effectively? Do we even
have a grasp of the multitude of new
sources available to us in our libraries and
computer centers and through our online
systems and networks? And do we have
the time to communicate effectively what
we do know to our patrons?

And what about our patrons? Many li-
brarians have observed that we see a
much wider range of patrons on our cam-
puses than ever before. Our faculty have
more intense and diverse research inter-
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ests and needs. Our students come from
more culturally diverse backgrounds,
with varying degrees of basic skills and
language capabilities. We have more stu-
dents in reentry and extension programs,
and we see more disabled students at-
tending classes. In many academic li-
braries, we are seeing more community
users. Each of these patron groups brings
to the library a unique set of needs. A
wider variety of users offers us a greater
diversity of serious and legitimate ques-
tions, challenging us to use the full range
of our skills and knowledge to find an-
swers or to suggest sources and strategies
for solution. But do we have time to pro-
vide the individual attention our patrons
need? Are we prepared to provide special
services? Does meeting the need of one
patron detract from many others?

We are stretched further each day. As
living costs rise for patrons, reliance on
free services such as libraries increases.
Academic institutions are not immune ei-
ther to this additional library use or to the
rising costs of operations. The result of
these combined pressures is that our pro-
fessional staffs have been reduced while
the volume of activity has increased. Yet
we have taken on new responsibilities in
areas such as bibliographic instruction,
computer searching, and outreach to spe-
cial patron groups, in addition to more tra-
ditional duties. Involvement in campus
and professional organizations, research,
and publication may distance us from di-
rect public service, leaving staff with less
expertise to provide our frontline services.
And resources to support collections, fa-
cilities, and automation continue to dwin-
dle in the face of spiraling inflation and
campus budget deficits.

THE STRESS FACTOR

The tensions between patron needs and
staff capabilities cause personal and orga-
nizational stress. The line limiting how
much service we can provide is often
drawn for us due to lack of resources, lack
of expertise, and lack of time. Staff mem-
bers feel dissatisfied and frustrated as they
perceive a gap between the ideal and the
reality of librarianship.
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““The tensions between patron needs
and staff capabilities cause personal
and organizational stress.”’

These feelings of dissatisfaction are not
unique to librarians. Other public-service
professionals in fields where the demand
always increases to meet the supply of ser-
vices experience them as well. By now
most of us are familiar with the concept of
““burnout,’” and at one time or another we
have all suffered from its symptoms.
There exists a classic cycle of burnout re-
lated to a project, an assignment, a job, or
an entire profession. Enthusiasm for the
undertaking, its challenges, and its prob-
lems is replaced by a sense of stagnation
when solutions do not materialize and ex-
pectations are not met. This is followed by
frustration with the system and the indi-
vidual situation, which finally results in
apathy.’

How do we deal with this? Michael
Lipsky, in his work Street-Level Bureau-
cracy, describes the responses of public-
service professionals:

First, they develop patterns of practice that
tend to limit demand, maximize the utilization
of available resources, and obtain client compli-
ance over and above the procedures developed
by their agencies. They organize their work to
derive a solution within the resource con-
straints they encounter. Second, they modify
their concept of their jobs, so as to lower or oth-
erwise restrict their objective and thus reduce
the gap between available resources and
achieving objectives. Third, they modify their
concept of the raw materials with which they
work—their clients—so as to make more accept-
able the gap between accomplishments and ob-
jectives.

If we stop to think about the compromises
we have all made to help public service
work within academic libraries, this pat-
tern should seem familiar. We do the best
with what we have. But if, in the process,
we have lost the service ideal with which
we started and reduced the needs of our
patrons to fit within the limited services
we can offer, can we still say we are fulfill-




ing our purpose? Charles Bunge would
put a darker cast on this response. He
says,

Reference librarians perceive a gap between the
ideals of reference librarianship that they be-
lieve and espouse and the realities of the refer-
ence service that can be practiced. The intensity
of this perception has increased as funds have
grown shorter and as we have become more
and more aware of the complexity and immen-
sity of the information needs of people in mod-
ern society and of the information resources
available to serve them. To cope with the psy-
chological dissonance caused by this percep-
tion, we stereotype our clients, respond to their
needs in ways dictated by routines and proce-
dures, blame them for their problems, and iso-
late ourselves from them. The unique needs
and interests of the individual client have be-
come less and less central to our value system
and practice. These changes, however, only
serve to perpetuate our feelings of dissatisfac-
tion, guilt, resentment, isolation, and lack of
confidence.’

Though this burnout is real, many public
service librarians have maintained their
integrity in the struggle against limita-
tions. At times we all feel frustrated, but it
is helpful to understand that this frustra-
tion is part of a larger problem for many
public service professionals.

Many coping mechanisms for burnout
exist, including emphasis on client-
centered service, development of support
systems among colleagues, and continu-
ing efforts toward self-awareness. Strong
identification with a professional and indi-
vidual value system is also essential. Li-
brarians are coping well with these cir-
cumstances and are continuing to provide
a high level of service, though constrained
by limits on time and resources. Most li-
brarians provide the best possible service,
given the particular situation, to each pa-
tron who presents himself or herself at the
desk, without reducing service to the level
of lowest common denominator implicit
in the notion of equal but inadequate ser-
vice.

The concept of burnout, and the models
for understanding and coping with it are
closely linked to the notion of our service
ethics and whether we can, in fact, draw a
line in the services we provide. As individ-
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ual librarians, we must find ways to live
with the compromises that must be made
within the context of our system and still
provide services that meet both the pa-
trons’ needs for information and our own
ideals of public service. Drawing the line
in providing service in the specific case is a
personal and individual decision based on
immediate circumstances, available re-
sources, institutional policy, and, most of
all, individual values. We need to keep
these values intact if we are to make good
decisions about the services we provide.

ORGANIZATIONAL OVERLOAD

Up to this point, we have looked at ser-
vice limitations from the perspective of the
individual librarian. It is also important to
view these issues from an organizational
and administrative perspective. Here,
too, the ethical foundation is important,
for the academic library’s ideals must also
be drawn from the parent organization—
i.e., the college or university—of which it
is a part. American universities and col-
leges are founded on the belief that the ex-
pansion of critical understanding and the
development of individual autonomy are
essential for a free and democratic soci-
ety.’ The library’s collections have always
played an important role in this mission,
but in recent years the library’s public ser-
vices have increased in prominence as
more advanced research strategies and
information-acquisition skills have be-
come necessary to gain access to the grow-
ing amount of available information. The
library’s participation in the central mis-
sion of the university thus requires a com-
mitment to reasoned inquiry, to the value
of public discourse and scrutiny of con-
tending opinions, and to the principle of
free access to information.” In public insti-
tutions, this commitment often extends
beyond the students and faculty of the
university to the surrounding commu-
nity, to the region, state or nation, and to
academe as a whole.

As the role of information in our society
and in our universities expands, campus
administrators are putting more pressure
on libraries to respond. New demands to
offer automated services, supervise com-
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puter labs, support faculty research, and
meet the needs of a more diverse student
population abound. At the same time,
budgets have not kept pace with this
changing library. Even traditional library
functions such as collection building and
reserve book rooms are not funded to op-
erate effectively in today’s economy. It be-
comes impossible to contend with physi-
cal constraints such as building size,
inadequate wiring, and antiquated tele-
communications systems when the aca-
demic institution itself is faced with little
funding for capital improvements.

““The notion of a primary clientele di-
rectly contradicts our service ethic.”

As the demand from above and without
increases with little or no new support,
the pressures to provide service strain the
library’s budgetary, physical, and person-
nel resources. The threat of failure—both
real and perceived—of both the individual
and the organization forces administra-
tors to weigh the ethics of their primary
purpose against the realities of financial
support from the larger institution. Thus,
the manager looks for other ways to re-
lieve these stresses. In this organizational
overload, such decisions can result in the
eclipse of lower priorities, an increased
emphasis on the conservation of re-
sources, and the reduction of standards of
performance.’ As procedures and systems
are streamlined to handle increased vol-
ume, attention to individual needs and
problems diminishes. A factory atmo-
sphere replaces the library’s thinking at-
mosphere, making both the patron and
the provider feel lost in an impersonal in-
tellectual world rather than encouraged
by the surrounding wealth of knowledge.

PRIMARY CLIENTELE:
A FALLACY?

Given that today’s academic libraries
are, by their nature, in a state of overload
in terms of both information and demand
from the environment, it is easy to see
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how the notion of serving a primary clien-
tele with a basic set of services has devel-
oped. Policies based upon restrictions in
service can provide a buffer against the
traumas of overload and burnout de-
scribed above. But what of our users who
do not fit into the standard categories? Do
we ignore the needs of our disabled pa-
trons or our reentry students? How do we
serve those with language barriers or
learning difficulties? Do we fail to recog-
nize valid demands for library service that
present themselves in unusual forms? If
we are to hold to our professional ethic of
the highest level of service to all requests
for assistance and to our institutional ethic
of individual autonomy and free access to
information, we must address the unique
information needs of our individual pa-
trons.

The notion of a primary clientele directly
contradicts our service ethic. When build-
ing collections, setting hours, and offering
extended services such as microcomputer
labs or interlibrary loan, consideration of
the primary clientele can be an integral
part of the decision-making process. But
when providing access to information and
assistance in locating it, limiting service to
a primary clientele does not make sense.

Often we cannot tell whether the patron
standing in front of us is a student, a fac-
ulty member, a student from another
school, or a member of the community.
Perhaps we can venture a guess, from the
way they look or the question they ask,
but to base the level of response to the in-
quiry on such questionable grounds
would be inappropriate and even a disser-
vice to our perceived primary clientele.
Furthermore, even if we could identify the
nonprimary user, given the growing im-
portance of information in our society and
our traditional belief in the values of ac-
cess to information, it would be irrespon-
sible to deny or limit their assistance. Our
democratic society’s fundamental belief in
freedom of expression implies freedom of
access to information. Therefore, it is the
ethical duty of academic librarians, as li-
brarians and as members of the academic
institution, to guarantee that access and to
resist any policy or practice that limits or
denies it.” We must not draw the line in




the service we provide, but develop a cir-
cle which can encompass as many of the
needs of as many of our users as possible.

THE PATRONS’ LIBRARY

At the same time, overextending librari-
ans at the reference desk does not make
sense. The results of burnout are bad for
librarians, for patrons, and for the library.
We must find a way to ease the burden at
the individual service point so that the in-
teraction taking place there can be positive
and productive.

To do this, we need to look carefully at
the role of the librarian in providing access
to the collection. The time when the librar-
ian served as the key to the collection is
long gone. The librarian’s library, where
resources were devoted primarily to
building pristine collections, and where
the best access was through the minds of a
few librarians, is a library of the past.

Today’s approach in academic libraries
is to teach patrons to help themselves. We
need to go one step beyond this and recog-
nize that our libraries belong to the pa-
trons. We need to listen carefully and be-
come aware of their needs. We need to be
creative in developing programs and ser-
vices and in finding tools and technologies
that will enable our patrons to help them-
selves. We need to view service at the ref-
erence desk as one of many tools available
to patrons for access to their library and
aggressively pursue alternatives, both to
enhance their capabilities for finding in-
formation on their own and to protect the
reference librarian from overextension.
We need to assert our control over poten-
tially chaotic situations by placing the
knowledge of the library’s resources in the
hands of the patrons before they come to
the library.

These ideas and solutions are not new.
Many of our libraries have had extensive
bibliographic instruction programs in
place for years to provide students with
ways to help themselves and to cut down
on routine questions at the desk. Library
handouts, workbooks, tours, orientation
sessions, and information desks have all
been developed for this purpose. Library
instruction, integrated into subject-based
curriculum, goes even further, preparing
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students for library research when they
are most motivated to learn these skills.
We have all worked to make it possible for
our patrons to use our libraries, thus free-
ing staff for more direct public service
work. We place a high priority in reference
interactions on providing patrons not
with the answers, but with the tools they
will require to find the answers them-
selves.

INNOVATION:
WORTH THE EXPENSE

We have also incorporated new technol-
ogy, as it becomes available, to help our
patrons use their library. Many of us are
actively looking for online catalogs that
are easy for our patrons to use, developing
dial-up systems for downloading, and in-
troducing CD-ROM systems to put online
searching capabilities directly into the
hands of our patrons. We are beginning to
address the needs of disabled students
with special equipment to make it possible
for them to access our collections without
extensive assistance.

‘“We can make direct access to remote
materials possible for our patrons
and break down the barriers to infor-
mation that our physical limitations
and budgetary constraints create.”’

We now have electronic systems that
will open up resources to our patrons from
far beyond our own collections. With the
resource-sharing networks developed to
support these systems, we can make di-
rect access to remote materials possible for
our patrons and break down the barriers
to information that our physical limita-
tions and budgetary constraints create.

Stretching already-tight budgets to
meet these needs and develop these ser-
vices is no easy task. We must actively and
creatively pursue funding to support new
and innovative programs. As we orient
the library to the user, the need for trained
personnel to manage instruction and de-
velop new services will grow. We must
work with teaching faculties and campus
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administrators to underscore the impor-
tance of information and raise the position
of the library on the university’s political
agenda.

These programs and services may seem
to be expensive investments of operating
funds and staff time. But this investment
will continue to pay off in helping us to
maintain the quality of our public services
in the face of an increasingly complex and
ever-growing demand. By viewing the
reference librarian as one source among
many, rather than as the only source, we
will extend our resources as far as possible
to provide the access to information that
our patrons need.

We must, therefore, not approach the
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need for new and extended services with
the intention of drawing the line. Given
the explosion of information resources
and the growing importance of informa-
tion in our society, the demands upon us
can only increase. We must aggressively
pursue new services and innovative pro-
grams if we are to extinguish burnout in
trying to meet this demand. We need to
avoid drawing that line wherever possible
and remain open to new ways of provid-
ing service. We need to seek new methods
of providing service if we are to maintain
our ethic of providing free access to infor-
mation and our ideal of providing the
highest quality service to all of our users.
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