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What is research?
W h a t  constitutes research in librarian- 
sh ip ? W h o  is c a rry in g  it o u t and  
w h e re ?  W h a t  top ics are be ing  ex am ­
ined ? W h o  d eterm in es  the research  
agend a? W h a t  m ethods are being  
used? H o w  are the results d is sem i­
nated to o ther researchers, and in par­
t ic u la r  to p ractitio ne rs? H o w  is 
research being funded? W h a t  indeed is 
research?

If one defines research as 'd iligen t 
and system atic inquiry or investigation 
into a subject in order to d iscover facts 
or p rin c ip le s ' (M acquarie  D ictionary, 
3rd ed ,1997 ), then perhaps few  p rac ­
titioners are do ing  it. P ractitioners are 
too busy keep ing  the ship afloat to in ­
vestigate the sea b e lo w . H o w e v e r , if 
research inc ludes such app lied  aspects 
as m arket research , a c tio n  research , 
o p era tio n s  research , e v a lu a tio n , 
b en ch m ark in g , co n tin u o u s  im p ro v e ­
m ent and quality  m anagem ent, then li­
b rarians as p ractitioners are ca rry in g  
out research.

The pracdtioner/researcher 
perspective
L ib ra ries  are, in rea lity , research  e n ­
g ines. L ib ra rian s  b u ild  and  m a in ta in  
the k n o w le d g e  base for researchers, 
assist those researchers, adopt n ew  in ­
fo rm ation  m ed ia  and  d e v e lo p  n ew  
p roducts  and  se rv ices  —  for use by 
others in the research process. L ib rar­
ians are partners in the research a c t iv i­
ties of th e ir users. L ib ra rian s , in 
teach ing  in fo rm ation  skills and search 
strategies, m ust understand  the re ­
search process itself and frequently  en ­
h an ce  user u nd erstand ing  o f the 
research process. Librarians are p rim a­
rily  p ractitio ne rs . H o w e v e r , in p e r­
form ing effectively, they adapt services 
and fac ilitie s  to m eet custom er needs, 
m anage  large budgets and  change , 
and operate  under pressure. In getting 
on w ith  the job , lib rarians constan tly  
analyse their environm ents, identifying 
p rob lem s and areas for im provem ent, 
d eve lop ing  plans for the future and de­
term in ing  priorities, using such m eth ­
ods as m o n ito ring  w h a t o ther 
lib rarians are doing, con d u ctin g  cus ­
tom er surveys, iden tifying  se rv ice  o p ­
tions and im p lem enting  and marketing 
n ew  se rv ices . T h ey  m easure  success 
and perfo rm ance, and d eterm ine  ou t­
com es. L ib ra rian s  are p ractitio ne rs  
con d u ctin g  research.

What research methods do library 
practitioners use?
L ib ra ry  p ractitioners use quan tita tive  
and q u a lita tive  m ethods such as c o l ­
lecting  and ana lys ing  statistical data 
(both w ith in  and  b etw een  libraries), 
benchm arking outcom es against others 
or them se lves o ve r tim e, m a in ta in ing  
logs of com p uter data to p ro v id e  o p ­
portun ities for com parisons, dev is ing  
and conducting  questionnaires of their 
users, observ ing  beh av iou r, and, in ­
c reas ing ly , ana lys ing  w ebs ite  use. In 
recent years, focus groups have been 
utilised to exp lore user behaviou r and 
to identify n ew  w ays of serv ice  d e liv ­
ery. O n lin e  chat or d iscussion groups 
have been used h eav ily  as a means of 
problem  solving. Librarians publish the 
results of their activities, although prob­
ab ly  not frequently enough. The 'o ra l' 
tradition and w ord  of mouth have been 
more popular as a means of d issem ina­
tion of research  in p ra c t ice  than the 
w ritten  w o rd , large ly  because  lib rary 
p ractitioners do not necessarily  see 
w hat they do as 'research ' or as having 
the potential for transfer to other areas.

Appropriate use of new  information 
techno logy  has often provided  the im ­
petus for change. In find ing new  so lu ­
tions to problem s and new  w ays of re­
a lis ing  goals, understand ings are 
enhanced  and w o rk  is im proved. N e w  
kn o w led g e  based on ev id e n ce  is c re ­
ated, although its va lue  m ay not be rec­
ognised by those w h o  have created it.

There  are m any lib rary  p ractition ­
ers w h o  'su ck  it and  see ' and  trial a 
n ew  se rv ice . Th is is rare ly thought of 
as 'research ', yet the results —  in c lu d ­
ing fa ilu re  —  w o u ld  be useful to o th ­
ers. B ro ad e r genera lisa tions cou ld  be 
m ade from  the observa tio ns  and  les­
sons learned. C ustom er surveys cou ld  
be rep lica ted  in d ifferen t s ituations, 
w ith  results ab le  to be va lid a ted  and 
then ap p lied  m ore w id e ly .

Library practitioners and current 
research
L ib rary  p ractitioners are cu rren tly  en ­
gaged in a broad range of research a c ­
t iv ity . In fo rm ation  seek ing  and  
u tilisa tio n  are re flec ted  in such re ­
search  as c o lle c t io n  use (m ateria ls  
a va ila b ility , use of w ebsites and e le c ­
tro n ic  resources), cu s to m er sa tis fac ­
tion, services for particu lar groups, e.g. 
ch ild ren , and services in particu lar en ­
vironm ents, e.g. universities.

K n o w le d g e  m an ag em en t has b e ­
com e a sign ifican t area w ith  m uch  a c ­
t iv ity  o ccu rr in g  in the  areas o f gate- 
w ays/porta ls, d ig it isa tion , s c h o la r ly  
c o m m u n ica t io n . Ex am in in g  p ro c e ­
dures in co llec tion  m anagem ent, lend­
ing and  sh e lv in g  a re  im p o rtan t and  
surveys and  ana lyses of co lle c tio n  ad ­
eq u a cy , p a r t ic u la r ly  those re la ted  to 
in fo rm ation  te ch n o lo g y , a re  ca rr ied  
out. Research  con tinues  into in fo rm a­
tion  lite racy , and  f lex ib le  d e liv e ry  as 
ed u ca tio n  b eco m es  e-educa tion . 
O the r areas being pursued in c lu d e  co ­
operative  activ ity , best p ractice , strate­
g ic p lann ing  and leadership , staff per­
ceptions and tra in ing needs, m arketing 
strategies, in n o va tio n  and  activ ity-  
based  costing , and  the in c rea s in g ly  
thorny area of cop yrig h t and in te lle c ­
tual property.

How is research in practice funded?
Fun d in g  is o b ta in ed  from  m any 
sources, often qu ite  c rea tive ly . Exam ­
p les in c lu d e : in terna l o rg an isa tio n a l 
funds targeted for research, e.g. w ith in  
u n ive rs ities , g o ve rn m en t funds from  
num erous departm ents at State or fed ­
eral level, Australian  Research  C ounc il 
research and infrastructure grants, in- 
house resources, strateg ic  in itia tives, 
p r iva te  fo un d a tio ns  and  co m m e rc ia l 
sponsorship. L ib rarians have  rare ly let 
m on ey  get in the w a y  of a good  idea 
and  results h ave  freq u en tly  been 
a ch ie v e d  through  b lo o d , sw ea t and 
tears in the w e e  sm all hours.

How to improve?
If the farm er and the co w m a n  should  
be friends, the p ra c t it io n e r and  the 
a ca d e m ic  re sea rch er sh ou ld  w o rk  
m ore c lo se ly  together. Estab lish ing  
d ia lo g u e  b e tw een  the a ca d e m y  and  
the p ra c t ice  is a first step. Each  can  
learn a great dea l from  the other. L i­
b rary  p ractitioners can  im p ro ve  their 
research and con tribu te  to good p rac ­
tice  and good research  by deve lop ing  
skills, pub lish ing  and  com m u n ica ting  
results, d e v e lo p in g  sound  p roposa ls 
and seeking funds im ag in a tive ly . A c a ­
dem ic  researchers can  benefit from the 
results o f good p ra c t ic e  through  c o l­
lab o ra t iv e  in v o lv e m e n t in real 
projects.
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