Choosing a New Name – Pandora’s Quandary!

A sample of the final conversation we had as a task force that might assist the Board in seeing some of the thinking behind our decision.  In any two year long process it’s impossible to capture every nuance and idea at the decision point.  Be assured we listened, cared and considered everything we heard seriously and with an open mind.

This document is informal.  It is meant to give the Board a flavour for the kind of thinking we achieved in the Task Force.  It is not a representation of the depth of the polling, the breadth of consultation or other information and feelings that informed our ultimate recommendations.  Please accept it in this spirit.

A key issue to our final conversation was that we do see the potential for this vote on a new name to be divisive and to hurt our Association over the long term.  We are very concerned and believe that that this must be avoided or mitigated as much as is possible.  This is a critical factor that must be addressed in the communication plan.  

It is also why we chose a clear choice rather than two or three similar but acceptable names.  Our research shows that a clear majority of our members want and need change.  Therefore, we are recommending that not changing the name is not an option.  However, we are do think that we must offer clear options that allow each significant member constituency to find a comfortable home for their vote.

Without prejudice we could call these two groups traditionalists and non-traditionalists.  Each group has valid and respected foundations for their positions and thoughts.  We have named each group for the purposes of facilitating discussion and no value judgements are meant to be inferred, one way or the other, based on these names.  We’re simply trying to tag two key positions, which were clearly delineated by our polling, for discussion purposes.

Traditionalists see value in the name reflecting the wonderful history and foundations of the Association.  They also see value in the words library, librarian and “L”.  They tend to be more represented in the academic and not-for-profit sectors as well as over 55 cohort.

Although this may be a generalization, we thought that the SLA name would be palatable to the traditionalists or those who can't live with a more aggressive repositioning.  Only a vote will tell!

Non-traditionalists see value in change and strongly support the need for change.  They respect the value in history but want the name to be more open and reflect a wider diversity of future opportunities.  They tend to not want to see the ‘L’ series of words.  They tend to be more represented in the corporate, independent and vendor groups as well as in the under 55 cohorts.

Again we may be generalizing, but we felt that few were ready for names that were 'off-the-wall' or too 'out-there'.  We think that it's unlikely that our members are ready for too much change or trendiness.  There was a strong tendency for many polled to want significant change and in the opinion of the Task Force, Information Professionals International reflected this view.
We also believe that - whatever way the vote falls - that our members will rally around a new name.  However, they will only do this if they feel that they had their say, they perceived fairness and voted democratically.  The very vast majority of our members come from countries with long democratic traditions (even though Neil and I have a monarch).  Our members have a long history of living with what the majority decides in our work and nations.  Most of us don't up and leave the country when we elect an idiot as president or Prime Minister.  We don't think many will up and leave our Association at any greater rate over a name - they'll have plenty of reasons if we don't step up to the plate and prepare our Association for the future needs of our members.

Let's put it to a vote and remain sensitive to listening to the needs and concerns of the minority.

Here's are some short points:

A) The name "Special Libraries Association, Inc." is irredeemably broken and cannot be repaired without excessive effort and dollars in building new meaning into the brand (and there is no guarantee that it would work or that we have a long enough window of opportunity to make the resuscitation succeed).  After two years of thinking on this issue, the Task Force is resolute that this is the case.

B) We believe that is especially difficult to use the old name brand for recruiting, communications with decision makers unfamiliar with our profession, and for use in certain core markets like corporate, for profit, independent consulting and emerging alternative roles.

C) The markets most essential to our Association’s future success (younger or newer librarians, corporate librarians, librarians and other information professionals practising outside of traditional libraries, etc.) were overwhelming in favour of a changed name.  This is not to say that other sectors are not very important but in sheer numbers we must acknowledge where the Association’s growth must come from.

D) The two names represent a clear choice.  Our Association can live with either and be very successful at an image repositioning.  We have not stacked the desk and the Task Force feels that each name has equal advantages and disadvantages.

E) There is a significant group who want a more traditional choice.  These largely pool in the academic, non-profit or over 55 segments. These segment's views must be respected and the more traditional "SLA" gives them a place for their views to be counted but gives the Association the opportunity to be more creative in our image and communication activities. It is possible and desirable to reflect the 'information professional' and 'international' concepts in the tagline(s).

F) There was also a significant enough cohort who wanted a choice that was in no way associated with the traditional Association name.  This segment’s views must be respected and we believe that "Information Professionals International" most closely reflects the needs and desires of this group based on the feedback.  It is possible, and likely desirable, to reflect the 'L' in the tagline's).

G) Each name allows for each member to place their vote into a name that represents the key messages (and contradictory messages) we have heard over the past two years.

· Keep the L there - Remove the L

· Change it to "Librarians" - Be more inclusive

· Do International, Do Global - We're National let's admit it.

· Make it short - make it long enough to include everyone

· Care about the initialism - Ditch the Acronym and have it say something

· Librarians ARE Information Professionals (Don't make it look like we're not)

· Shorter is better - find a short, easy name and good acronym.

· Keep our history - Find our Future

· The most common suggestion - using Specialist or Specialized was thought to be a small enough change or too small.

H) We listened to the members and have made the decision about the name clearer.  Issues about taglines and logos can follow.  This was the key message from Los Angeles.  We can use more than one tagline since that would allow us the flexibility to attract good attention in variant markets.  This is desirable in the opinion of the Task Force.  “Putting Knowledge to Work” is an excellent tagline for certain purposes and members like it.  We will need to focus on a single logo.  Logos are artistic 'business' decisions and rarely (probably never) benefit from votes.  We can use various logos and taglines as part of the fuller sales pitch but must be careful not to muddy things.

I) Both choices work well with our current, trademarked tagline "Putting Knowledge to Work".

J) We were cheered as a Task Force that most of those who hated the choices we've tested felt that they couldn't think of anything better!

I’ll be at your Board meeting to discuss this and take any questions.

Respectfully,

Stephen

