It’s the Attention Economy! Librarians Pay Attention.
Joyline Makani MLIS, MBA

Management & Economics Librarian

Dalhousie University
Abstract
When Thomas Davenport and John C. Beck wrote about the attention economy in 2001 not many librarians paid attention. Today, librarians or information specialists can not afford to ignore this economic trend. Over the past ten years we have witnessed the digital revolution enabling the rapid dissemination of information. In Canada in 2003 about 6.7 million households had at least one member who regularly used the Internet from home, and out of these households almost two-thirds (65%) reported at least one of their members using the Internet to search for medical or health-related information. (Statistics Canada, 2004) These statistics indicate that the Internet has clearly become a viable medium for accessing/delivering important information. But this medium has also brought chaos and confusion to the consumer. Consumers are being challenged to select from the torrent of information that is flooding the Internet. “One of the striking realities of our time is that we have catapulted forward from an era of information overload to one of information assault.” (Davenport & Beck, 2002)
As Herbert Simon, (1971) the Nobel Prize winning economist wisely remarked, “a wealth of information creates a poverty of attention.” Information assault has consumed the attention of our customers. Librarians have to formulate new strategies for the new economy in which attention is a hot commodity. Understanding and managing attention is now one of the most important determinants of an organization’s strategic success. To make this generic applicability a bit more specific, this article looks at the library scene in North America, giving advice on management strategies for gaining competitive advantage in an attention economy. Of course libraries need to retain most of the skills and competencies that made them successful in the past but if they hope to grow and prosper in today's economy, “the attention economy,” they will need to develop major new understandings and competencies. 
The Attention Economy Explained

In 2001, Davenport and Beck’s book entitled “The Attention Economy” hit the bestseller list on Amazon.com. In this book, attention is defined as, “focussed mental engagement on a particular message or piece of information” and the attention economy as one where the scarcest resource is no longer just “capital, labor, information and knowledge,” but human attention. (Davenport & Beck, 2001) Thus, there is a new challenge for managers out there –attention management.

Human attention has become one of the scarcest resources, partly because of the torrent of information that is flooding people’s homes, offices, schools, etc via the Internet. Globally the number of internet subscribers grew by 24.9% in 2003 to reach a volume of 793.4 billion users and “in 2008, the number of global Internet subscribers is forecast to reach a volume of 1.62 trillion users, an increase of 104.3% since 2003”. (Datamonitor, 2004) Here in Canada, in 2003, approximately 6.7 million households had at least one member who regularly used the Internet from home and out of these households almost two-thirds (65%) reported at least one of their members using the Internet to search for medical or health-related information.  (Statistics Canada, 2004) Today’s consumers can, with just a few mouse-clicks, call up more information on their home computers than any of us can fully absorb.  It is also important to note that it’s not just information via the internet that is overwhelming our customers – there is the constant competition for their attention from cell phones, text messaging, faxes, mail, and television to name just a few. The key question for librarians or information managers is how can you reach your targeted audience or customer and make sure your service or product become one of the few that the customer pays attention to, uses or buys.  Can we manage attention?
According to Davenport and Beck (2001) attention can be managed.  Every organization should be able to get and hold attention (consumers, potential employees etc), and should be able to allocate its own attention “in the face of overwhelming options.” Some of the suggested attention management strategies are discussed below.  These strategies are not provided as a neatly packaged to-do list. The attention economy requires something other than a cookie-cutter approach. Librarians are urged to view things differently, consider a variety of options, and try out new approaches which might not have fitted together very nicely in the past. 
Positioning your Organization in the Customer’s Mind
When something gets a person’s attention, they look at it. In so doing their ability to look at other things is limited. This is why it is important in the attention economy for information organizations to define ways they can command and hold consumer attention. The key to organizational success is achieving and holding an advantageous position in the customer’s mind. Understanding and adapting Michael Porter's framework of four competitive strategies (cost leadership, market differentiation, innovation differentiation, market focus) (Porter, 1998) can be used as a starting point by library or information managers. Your choice of one of these four generic strategies defines how you should attempt to position yourself in the user’s mind. I should state at this point that although Porter emphasizes that a business should commit to one and only one generic strategy, it is my view that for the library environment, under certain conditions, a combination of strategies, such as market focus and differentiation, may be the best way of creating a sustainable competitive advantage. 
In addition, in the attention economy, organizations participating within the information sector must carefully assess their strategic strengths and allocate their resources accordingly. The advent of the Internet and the advancement of information technology (IT) products have ushered in a different market for information products and services. For instance, Google has demonstrated that it can successfully challenge libraries entrenched in a traditional market with new business models and innovative processes powered by new information technologies. To survive and succeed in the increasingly competitive information market, I suggest that “traditional libraries” should establish and implement strategies based on differentiation - market and innovative - rather than cost.
Differentiation Strategy
The differentiation strategy aims at creating a service that is unique. The key is to be viewed as valuable by the customer. According to Porter corporations should not “pour corporate energy into being better than [their] competitors, instead, try to be different.” Benchmarking the competitor can result in what Porter describes as the “competitive convergence, where, to the customer, everyone looks like everyone else.” (Porter, 1998) For libraries to stay competitive their strategy should be about performing different activities from rivals or similar activities differently. For instance, library managers should be striving to show the customer how different their service and products are from Google Scholar, not just propound the fact that their library services are better than Google. In the attention economy being better is not just enough. This isn't about innovation for its own sake, but being innovative enough to meet an as-yet unrealised consumer need or to take a traditional industry approach and turn it upside down. 
As Stephen Abram aptly puts it, “When you experiment you become expert as innovations hit their stride.” (Abram, 2005) Today librarians are well positioned to experiment using technology. We should harness the power of information technology to innovate and differentiate our organizations as unique organizations in the market. In the business world IT has played an increasingly important role in innovation based differentiation strategies. For example “Amazon.com took advantage of IT and built a highly efficient warehousing and delivery system to differentiate itself from traditional as well as online competitors.” (Koo, Chang, & Kichan, 2004) At Amazon.com customers are greeted with a cheery “Welcome Jane Doe” as soon as they sign in. The site also targets previous customers by providing gift registry. These kinds of personalization features give users a strong sense of belonging and ownership. A sense of community can be a powerful attention magnet and an effective marketing advantage.  
Like Amazon.com libraries can sustain a competitive edge by continually introducing new and innovative ways of conducting business using technology such as tools that enable libraries to readily develop highly configured search interfaces. With tools like these, libraries can customize information, i.e. address specific user needs by targeting information relevant to particular research or teaching needs. We can pull together information that is available from our licensed databases, our OPACs, and the World Wide Web and personalize it to suit specific user needs. As noted by Janet Balas in her recent article appropriately entitled “When Every Search Engine Knows Your Name,” in these days of information overload, “we need to explore how personal search technologies are being used on the Web so we can make patrons feel as welcome on our sites as they do in our buildings.” (Balas, 2005)
Amalgamation Strategy

After witnessing the recent wave of library amalgamations in Canada there is no doubt that adopting the amalgamation strategy offers some inherent benefits. If carefully managed, amalgamation is a great strategy for focussing attention on your organization. Last year in an article in the Ottawa Citizen, the Chief Librarian at the Ottawa Public Library declared the Ottawa Library as one of “amalgamation’s success [es].” (Reevely, 2004) Circulation increased from 6.6 million books in 2000 to 8.9 million in 2003 evidence enough that amalgamation helped the library to capture customer attention. Despite the documented successes, there have been some drawbacks. In 2003 and 2004, the Ottawa Library was threatened with huge budget cuts leading to discussions of possible branch cuts. 
Josephine Bryant of the Toronto Public Library in 2003 confirmed that amalgamation’s advantages also posed new challenges. She stated that after amalgamating “TPL has worked hard to meld ‘seven cultures,’ but some problems persist.” (Oder, 2003) Research has shown that when amalgamation attempts fail, attention is the issue more often than not. Because of the uncertainty of the environment most managers usually shift their attention to more internal than external issues in an effort to calm down scared employees. Managers spend their time answering questions such as, “Is my job safe?” or “Who will I report to?” at the expense of the attention of the library’s valued customers, suppliers, partners and other stakeholder. In an attention scarce environment managers have to be extra careful to manage both the internal and external attention demands. As Davenport and Beck concluded “not everything that we pay attention to succeeds, but things we don’t pay attention to nearly always fail.” (Davenport & Beck, 2002)
Outsourcing/Contracting Out or Spin-off Strategy

Yes, amalgamation is a great strategy for focussing attention, but so are outsourcing or contracting out and spin-offs. In dealing with “attention deficit” library managers have to realize that there are some limits to how much one organization can or should do itself. Spin-offs, for instance, have had positive bottom line effects in business. Who doesn’t know that Dr. Phil is a spin-off from Oprah and a successful market strategy?  Also, when, in 1997 PepsiCo spun off its $10 billion fast-food unit as TRICON Global Restaurants, (now known as YUM! Brands, Inc.), it placed itself in a better position to sell its soft drinks at other restaurants. In the face of competition from the Internet and mega-bookstores, spin-offs can be a very viable competitive strategy for libraries. For instance, they can launch autonomous coffee and food outlets inside the library – a quick response to competition from bookstores like Chapters. 

It is clear that the outsourcing of some functions can also benefit the library. A number of articles have been written on this topic (Brooks, 2004; Breeding, 2004; McNew, 2005; Tusa, Stefan, and Michael, 2004), but they all point to cost reduction as the driver behind outsourcing. In today’s economy, cost cutting is not the only impetus. In order to integrate more closely with customers, suppliers, and partners, libraries should move away from vertical integration models to horizontal structures. The enticement is enhanced customer, employee, or supplier attention, an effective lure in the attention economy. One avenue is through outsourcing alliances. If a library wants to broaden its consumer offerings, to add some new technology, or to maximize its presence and value to their users the new trend is to form alliances. For instance a number of large-scale consortia Integrated Library Systems implementations have been reported in North America, e.g. NOVANET, a consortium of over 10 academic libraries in Nova Scotia, OhioLink automating 85 academic libraries in Ohio, and The Rolling Prairie Library Consortium supporting 150 member libraries in Illinois. By allying with other libraries that are already doing something it needs to do quite well a library can hurry its core processes along. Also with less to consider library managers can focus their attention on the remaining elements. Smaller units usually have narrow strategic foci resulting in their values being clearer to customers and employees alike.
Conclusion
 
With the emergence of the Internet, the information marketplace has become more dynamic and volatile. Information is now plentiful but human attention is scarce. Librarians have to pay attention and adjust their strategic plans if they are to remain differentiated and competitive. In the future library leaders who understand and manage attention will be long strides ahead of their competitors. Remember, “Anybody can put up a Web site, but not everybody can attract attention to it.” (Davenport & Beck, 2001)
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