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Title: The Opportunities of Crisis; or the Inspiration for Increasingly Sophisticated Services

Abstract:  Interviews were conducted  in June 2009 with several dozen directors of global and North American information centers  serving the law, financial services and consulting/ professional services as to the most profound challenges both professional and personal facing them in this economic crisis. The targeted firms are predominantly medium and global sized organization with some government and solo information centers present.  The Directors spoke about the decisions made within their organizations and the changes their practices made to align with the goals of their organizations. What resulted was an insight into their organizational attitudes and “personalities” and the influences those attitudes made on the directors’ opportunities for change. Data was collected on the challenges presented with some synergy demonstrated.

 Many of the organizations had business plans in place rather than strategic plans. While most of the organizations had to reorganize, resulting in a reduction in staff, those organizations with strategic plans had a clear knowledge of the drivers that would change or influence the current scenario. These organizations took the opportunity to seize the challenges presented and looked to create new services and products as they reviewed historical practices, retiring some and super-sizing others. The strategic plans provided those organizations with an articulated vision that was not present in the other organizations. 

Conclusions: Organizations with strategic plans in place are more flexible and confident and are more likely to adapt to challenges rather than wait until conditions return to normal. These agile organizations have processes in place that enable them to embrace a new normal.

 
Libraries and information centers in the best of times work hard to demonstrate the value that they bring to organizations. Special libraries and information centers field inquiries about value at least every quarter and the annual budget discussion demands demonstration of their alignment with the core business or the organizations’ goals for that year. 
 But 2009 brought new challenges and stresses to firms and organizations, creating organizational disasters that most managers could not have anticipated. There was a whole generation of professionals and managers who had arguably only witnessed expansion, or correction, but not complete reduction or reorganization.  2009 was arguably becoming a very challenging year, and the challenge radiated globally. 

 The question became, were the tools historically in play going to be able to solve the problems that were posed by industry consolidation, business closings and the impending failure of the banking system.  Rumors quickly became reality as the economic impact was made: firms collapsed, municipalities made severe cuts and employees were made redundant.  
As the year progressed, I became very curious as to the nature of the challenges that information centers were confronting   and with what tools and skills were they providing solutions. I wanted to document in real time what the experience was and to make sense of the newspaper stories and the rumors that were being circulated. What was certainly real was the number of information professionals being made redundant and the number of organizational and information centers closing. Whatever managers were during this year was going to become a major insight to or possible influence of organizational solutions – this year’s activities were going to be the test.
But how to investigate?

This was an interesting project as data was collected in real time. We didn’t allow a reasonable amount of time to lapse to test our theories or to allow our colleagues to second guess their responses or actions.  The information that our subjects had on hand was the information on which they acted. They and their firms had little relevant data with which to make decisions and those decisions were made based on interpreting the present through a historical understanding.

In pursuit of this documentation,   I spent several weeks speaking with directors and managers of special libraries about the pressures and risks that they were managing as they continued to serve their organizations. I contacted the directors of information centers, knowledge management organizations, and solo practitioners in the financial sector (for and non profit), consulting practices and law firms as I was better familiar with the information service infrastructure of these organizations. I chose not to quote them in my paper enabling them to speak freely and independently of their employers. Most of the interviews were with professionals headquartered in New York, but a representative number of our contributors were located in Washington DC and London. Many of the contributors manage global practices.

I asked our colleagues only four questions:

· What has been your biggest professional challenge this year?

· What has been your biggest personal challenge this year?

· Did you already possess the expertise and skills necessary to confront this challenge?

· If not, what new expertise did you need to develop, what new skills did you need to acquire?

What was revealed by these very basic questions was expansive as the contributors had the opportunity to apply the questions to the roles and experiences that were making the most impact on them as leaders and managers. The interviews revealed several variables that influenced the managers’ approach and arguably their success. Those variables were:

· The “corporate personality “of the firm for which they worked.  
· The area to which the information center reported.

·  The presence of a strong business or strategic plan.

Experiences Shared:
The following section will capture much like a balance sheet, the answers to the above questions by sector and much more as the contributors shared the goings-on in their organizations.
Information Services within Law Firms
Law Firms have met the challenge by following the seemingly simple rules of supply and demand. As business constricted, talent pools were adjusted accordingly, but conservatively and in some firms with an eye to recalling that talent when business returned.  There have been layoffs at these information centers but not to the same breath and depth as has taken place within other sectors.

Professional Challenges:

Staffing:
 Directors stepped into new roles when others were made redundant, As roles were cut in both management and resource negotiation, many colleagues had to catch-up-quickly to learn the important issues to be able to advise executive management. Open positions were closed and the current team had to cover for those offices that lost their information professionals.
Resource Choice and Value: Budgets were cut deeply between 5% and 20%.
Personal Challenges

Personal Job Security: 
Those professionals remaining, particularly managers had to continue to do one’s best work and to set an example for staff.
New Skills Developed:
Communication Skills: 
Directors must learn to communicate more effectively with senior management.

Technology Knowledge: 
New demands are made on technology knowledge as programs must be evaluated for expansion or closure.

Time Management:
 Simply more must be done during the business day.


Information Services within Financial Services and Consulting Organizations
Directors in both Financial Services and Consulting Organizations were faced with making layoffs, some deeply. Offshore outsourcing continued to be a disruptive strategy. It became more than an experiment, but an ongoing staffing standard resulting in major ramifications. Remaining professional staff saw a change in role and work product. Content management and content contracts were aggressively reviewed and in some cases renegotiated.
Professional Challenges:

Staffing
Centralized information centers dominate the model with some centers already embedding staff within the user groups. Regional information professionals continued to report into a central Director. Most organizations then and now provide/manage content for end-user portals, intranets and desktop tools to be used by front office professionals. Most of the interviewed organizations use offshore outsourced staffing either on a contractual basis or as a captive organization.

· Convincing remaining professionals that they could make their best contribution by stepping up to advisory roles and leaving hands-on research behind.
· Coaching professionals to proactively contact their internal clients to provide instruction, advice and tackle higher level or custom research.

· Smaller organizations had to create the proper balance between working as a manager/leader while providing hands-on help with research and internal client management.

· Reduced experienced onshore headcount and the resulting knowledge vacuum.

· Encouraging better results from offshore outsourced personnel by creating and executing new efficiency standards and work processes.

· Aligning staff with client work groups creating a team environment or embedding professionals within the team.

Work Product
Work Product for these sectors historically has three objectives: make the front office smart quickly about a topic, help persuade customers to engage the firm and lastly, provide due diligence to complete the transaction/engagement. 

· Work historically completed by paraprofessionals and junior professionals migrated to offshore outsourcing relationships. While error rates declined, there continued to be accuracy and performance issues within the practice.
· Particularly in consulting practices, there is an emphasis on changing the work product and the work process by aligning increasingly with the business unit.

· Financial services, while not radically changing the work product, concentrate on new ways and roles to contribute through instruction and research advisory.
· Identifying new internal clients to serve and creating new work products with the staff and resources already available.

Resource Choice and Value

· Defining the tools and processes that demonstrate that the resources under contract make an actual ROI impact to the bottom line; does the Firm get more deals or better deals based on this investment?

· Tracking the usage of resources and determining if the resource is being used frequently, for the intended reasons and by the intended audience (the prevention of password explosion and resource convenience).

· Tracking end-user satisfaction with desk top resources to determine if user preference is based on real satisfaction or a perception that what is provided is all that is available in the market place.

· Educating users on the costs of resources and ensuring that senior management wants to continue to make the investment.
· Working with online and market data vendors ensuring fair contracts so that relationships and partnerships can continue subsequent to the crisis. Communicating to vendors how they must help in messaging about the value of their products.

· Doing more work with less investment.

Personal Challenges:

Coaching and Mentoring
· Maintain and if possible improve staff morale. A major objective is in maintaining a level of security and normalcy among remaining staff subsequent to lay-offs.

· Providing one-on-one coaching to professional staff to help them into their new roles and to provide them with the confidence to succeed.

Technology
· Looking for new management tools that will help capture adequately the use of resources (human and electronic) and provide the analysis that demonstrates the value and impact of electronic resources to the bottom line.
· Building better online instruction and bringing more resources to the desktop.
Creating and Testing New Strategy

· In the midst of managing the daily crisis, leaders and directors struggled to find the amount of time necessary to the defining of new strategy to put before management.
Communication

· Developing the communication style and skills that informs staff regularly of both good and bad news. Providing clarity as to how they can better manage their clients, and their contributions.
· Communicating clearly that staff can rise to the occasion, outlining the process steps taken to the new role.

· Doing more internal marketing and connecting with individual practices.
Decision Making

· Making major decisions quicker and shortening the amount of time to gather and analyze data; in effect making decisions on less information.
Personal Job Security

· Maintaining one’s own level of enthusiasm and the calmness necessary to succeed. The ability and desire to continue doing one’s best as one’s personal morale was the key to everyone else’s security.

Continued Learning 

· Developing a reputation as a perennial investigator of new knowledge in an effort to make oneself more valuable to the organization and provide inspiration for new approaches.

Pursuing Life/Work Balance

· While working through a stressful time at work, family and friends are an important and a necessary antidote, a complement to this was leaders reminding themselves they also had family responsibilities.

Impact of Strategic Planning:

Both financial services and consulting/professional services were much more likely to have constructed a strategic or business plan. Financial service organizations usually pursue business plans as they are shorter and more agile. Decision making in these organizations is driven by short cycles and immediate responses behaving more like the stock market they follow and driven by real time information. 

Information Centers within consulting organizations are more likely to align with the planning structure of their organizations which pursue the strategic plan cycle of 3 to 5 years.  Our consulting firm contributors had long term strategic plans in place.

In both scenarios, it was the components of the strategic/business plan that provided agility and flexibility. The long history of metrics collected over time, the clear understanding and weighting of current services and strong knowledge and control of expenses enabled the Directors to make difficult decisions quickly.

The difference in outcomes of these two types of organization was influenced by their reporting structure and organizational personality. 
The Mission Crisis or Opportunity:
But as we can see from the challenges identified by our directors and managers,  the situation remained, that even those information centers and libraries with plans intact grappled with a mission crisis as they were forced to make crisis oriented decisions based on their firms’ and organizations’ desires to cut costs. 
“Crisis leadership has two distinct phases. First is that emergency phase, when your task is to stabilize the situation and buy time. Second is the adaptive phase, when you tackle the underlying causes of the crisis and build the capacity to thrive in a new reality. The adaptive phase is especially tricky: People put enormous pressure on you to respond to their anxieties with authoritative certainty, even if doing so means overselling what you know and discounting what you don’t.”*
The crisis called the basic mission of the information center into question. In the “new normal” was the current work product of the information center relevant and were the right people performing the right jobs for maximum effectiveness?

Both financial services and consulting organizations even with so much performance data in place still confronted the on-going struggle to demonstrate value linked to the organization’s bottom line and goals. While the vision statements may have held, the mission platforms were under attack and many decisions full of future impact were made under short term scenarios.

These organizations experimented with new mission platforms as historical services were reframed into new services.  Expensive reference services were replaced by less expensive training services and shifting services to new labor pools. Information centers in consulting organizations looked to upgrade their work product and began exploring the commercialization of their original research.
Components of the strategic plan

The information centers and libraries with strategic and business plans didn’t have the opportunity to use the plans traditionally. In most organizations, the plans were a point of departure, the last sure footing that the information center had before it stepped into the unfamiliar. The components of the plan represented what they did know, and provided the standards by which they judged what would and wouldn’t work in the new environment.
The current components of the plan also revealed what they didn’t know. As information centers and libraries were instructed to cost cut, knowledge gaps were revealed.  The plans supported the information centers current missions which was still overwhelmingly research dominated providing quick reference, trend analysis, company and industry overviews.

 The creative use of the plan that made the most impact was demonstrated by those firms which accelerated their plans. There were firms which were in year two of a three or five year plan and that made the leap to the next stage of the plan trusting that future services and products would fit the crisis year. In some cases, new services, such as the commercialization of the information center’s original research, benefitted from the crisis year as services were sheltered in an incubation year. This ability to experiment and accelerate a plan was the major difference in approach between financial services and consulting services information centers.
Financial Services – The Take Away

Consulting Firms – The Take-Away


Consulting Firms: The Take-Away
Reading between the Lines: Manning the Barricades
What does Normal look like now?
The information professionals whom we interviewed reflected the kind and type of organization in which we found them. All of them are recognized and talented leaders, and those leaders work in the confines or expanses of their firms. All of them have had to confront tremendous challenges during this very difficult time, both professional and personal.

The Firm’s corporate culture and world view is an overriding influence in the capacity for change that the information professional can exert. 

While we don’t know where the pendulum will stop swinging, financial services firms and law firms are preparing for a time when business returns. Financial Services firms continue to analyze process and document performance in stark financial terms. 

Consulting Firms want to adopt or adapt to a new vision. They are convinced that business will be different and that this crisis calls for change.  The future for them is full of experimentation in addition to the well managed lines of business they already support. Each of these firms has a distinct firm culture that differentiates them in our eyes.

Offshore Outsourcing is here to stay and has made a dramatic impact on work product and staffing. Basic and traditional research skills taught during library graduate education and/or learned on the job, those traditional or repetitive and transactional tasks in larger organizations, have gone offshore or to the end user desktop. 
There will continue to be frustration as those intermediate research functions that are performed easily and well by experienced information professionals are shifted to offshore outsourcing.  These are questions that still demand evaluative expertise and still lean on experience and intuition.  There will be a decided push and pull as to what services  stay or go off shore for a while to come. The boundaries of what are best done by people near-by and seen day to day will be tested by those who are convinced that intellectual pursuits know no physical boundaries; this may be solved by selective onshore outsourcing.

The Information Professionals that will graduate and be recruited in the very near future will need a somewhat different education and some experience before they are ready for the new information services roles that are being shaped inside of professional services firms.  The organizations that shared their challenges with us are experimenting with their current staff and we should revisit where this evolution goes.  

There is no doubt that organizations will continue to experiment with business planning and strategic planning. Library literature and academic experience will have to catch real time experience in the field. 
When reviewing the professional literature originating within the United States for this paper, it became abundantly clear that strategic planning was relegated to planning technology infrastructure and disaster recovery or in building a new library building. The performance data collected by special libraries continues to be more in-depth and financially grounded than documentation for other types of libraries.  The events of the past year taking place within special libraries and the impact made on the coming year will write new chapters in managing information services. 
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Take-Away


Law Firms were conservative in comparison to other professional service firms in the way they reacted to the economic down turn in regards to the changes made in libraries. While there have been lay-offs, these are linked to overall headcount reduction. Neither work role nor work product has changed demonstrably. Generally, law firm libraries did not see the need for an overall strategic plan but used project management techniques for particular planning targets. Directors saw this as a time of adaptation and adjustment and not reinvention.





This sector’s directors shared many of the same experiences and found many of the issues familiar in that they have been through several economic fluctuations before. The major difference was the dramatic call for the change in staff roles driven by offshore outsourcing. There were two other systemic conditions that negatively influenced information center services:  static end user information gathering behavior and the would-be dearth of shrink-wrapped analytical tools for resource evaluation and tracking.


Layoffs in this market place were driven by an overall firm/organization decision to reduce headcount, the decision to relocate work process offshore and/or the organizations’ decisions to leave lines of business. Non managers/Seasoned research staff seemed to have the highest survival rates. Those organizations where offshore outsourcing has been in place continued to keep the offshore population size stable or expanded it and in one case an entire information center was outsourced. 


Managing resource expense at the desk top was a tremendous challenge as data costs became static overall or increased with a specific vendor.  Subsequently, the need to reduce costs often meant walking away from resources or dramatically reducing access, sending some queries back to a still standing but staff depleted information center and/or its offshore support structure.


Our leaders experienced more autonomy and ability to maneuver in their organizations based on culture firm culture.  Information practices reporting to the front office enjoyed more control in shaping the right service for the current economic climate than those information practices reporting into centralized service or administrative centers. 


Leadership in financial services while incredibly adaptive responded to mandates from management often within very quick time frames and providing best available solutions.





Consulting Firms increasingly embraced knowledge management practices. In addition to research support, online and commercial resource management, staff have historically built client specific intranets, managed the firm’s original intellectual property, and contributed to internal and external publishing.  


A major difference in the approach to professional challenges between financial services and consulting practices was the commitment to a new vision. Rather than waiting for historical business to return, information professionals within consulting organizations saw the crisis as the end of something old and the beginning of something new, an opportunity if not a mandate to use this change as the springboard not only for new internal processes but for new lines of business.  Directors strove to reshape their knowledge management practices to demonstrate how their practices would support the firm’s desire to see current economic conditions as a disruption that would create new opportunities for business services.  


Professional Challenges


Vision


In conjunction with the Firm’s new positioning in exploiting the new economic reality, rethinking the role of the Knowledge Management service.


Comparing current Firm needs to legacy KM strategic plans and defining a new service.


Constructing a model of the new service and winning executive support and concurrence.


Many Directors responded or anticipated the call to rethink the services they offered and engaged in a lightning round of reconnecting with internal clients and stakeholders to redesign and refocus their organizations, often after staff reorganization. Some pursued initiatives that had been historically explored but deemed too difficult or too foreign. This was the year that everything was on the table. In a substantive shift from being a support to the firm’s business, KM organizations are investigating how to becoming a line of business themselves.
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