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Report of the President

ELIZABETH FERGUSON
1952 - 1953

THE FIRST RULE of the “clinic ap-
proach” which has been injected
into SLA's life this year is: “Define the
problem.” Following it, I should like to
look at the activities of this administra-
tion in terms of the problems we faced
and what we have tried to do about
them.

Problems
1. Lack of a Clear Statement of Purpose
and Objectives of SLA

This is peculiarly a president’s prob-
lem. When you asked me to assume
this office it became my duty to be your
spokesman —to explain and interpret
our Association in all sorts of situations,
to our own members and to outsiders. I
had to try to get into words the values
and ideals we all know SLA has, but
which we don’t state very well. This
isn’t as easy as you might think. Wood-
row Wilson once said that you don’t
really have an idea until you can ex-
press it clearly. The longer I live the
more I believe this. So it seemed vitally
important to me to formulate a good
definition of what SLA means.

Why is this process of clarification,
this formulation, so difficult for us? I
think because we are essentially “do-
ers” and not “theorizers”. We are hired
to do a job. Problems come up and
there is no rulebook to guide us in solv-
ing them. We get together with other
people who are doing similar jobs and
talk them over. If it seems desirable, our
group forms itself into a working party
to try to find a solution. Gradually
working parties evolve into committees,
chapters, divisions. This has been going
on for over forty years now.

It’s not at all surprising that we find
ourselves in this year of our Lord 1953
with an intricate organizational struc-
ture which has literally “just growed”

like Topsy. It is so complicated that
we have had to be concerned about it.
All honor to the noble efforts of my
predecessors to set our house in order.
We needed it! The progress, from the
time the Association bound itself to the
risky responsibility of supporting a
headquarters office, through a useful
period of developing directives and
manuals for operation and general
tightening of internal organization, has
been more than satisfying.

But, in our concern about our organi-
zation, we were in danger of forgetting
what the organization was for. Organi-
zation without a useful and clearly de-
fined purpose is an empty shell. We
recognize that every unit of our Asso-
ciation started with a purpose—a job
that needed to be done. Let us pause
now to look at the Association, the sum
total of all these units. Let us see if it
has a clearly defined purpose and if its
activities bear out this purpose.

For your thinking (not for official or
constitutional action), I offer this analy-
sis of our purpose and activities, what
we are and what we have:

What are we?

A membership of working librarians un-
swervingly devoted to the principle of service
on the job no matter what the difficulties.

An Association based solidly on the inter-
ests involved in these services rendered by
our members to business, professional, gov-

ernmental and industrial organizations, and
dedicated to these interests.

What do we have?

A history of mutual helpfulness, of individ-
ual and joint accomplishment, and the vitality
and enthusiasm generated by creative people
who are literally making their own jobs.

An organizational set-up which offers an
apparatus (division, chapter, local group, as-
sociation committee or headquarters) through
which any special library problem can be
tackled.

An Association of individual and institu-
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tional members in which the greater part of
the creative work is carried on not by the
officers or the Executive Board but by the
members, with assistance from headquarters
and editorial services.

I personally am very proud to make
these claims for SLA and we all should
be. I think they are realistic—what we
actually are and have—not visionary
hopes for the future. They look to me
like solid bed rock to build upon. Let’s
have confidence in them.

To complete the picture, however,
let’s give a little thought to the claims
I do not make. Obviously there are a
lot of things which might be expected
of a professional association like ours,
but which in actual practice, we either
do not do at all, or we do in a most
limited way. By our very nature we do
not:

(1)

(2)
(3)

)
()

operate under an endowment of
any sort

have facilities for research jobs
conduct a big-time publishing busi-
ness

act as a lobby group or a protec-
tive brotherhood

make and enforce professional
standards

But, let us remember, because we
aren’t committed to any such rigid pro-
grams and policies, we are free to make
a distinctive contribution to the work
of the world. What’s more, we can move
with the times. Nobody would dream
of denying, for instance, that science is
the keynote of the world today, so our
members in that field carry a particu-
larly heavy responsibility .This wasn’t
true forty years ago when SLA was
founded. And as for the future, I see a
great deal of literature which says that
the human or social sciences must
match the development of the physical
sciences. Special librarians are going to
play their part wherever they are need-
ed and whatever develops and their
Association is going to back them up.

2. What Are SLA’s Proper Professional
Activities?

Practically speaking, I ran up against
this problem when I tried to organize
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the Professional Activities Committee.
Here was a committee elaborately set
up into five sub-committees to deal with
such questions as education, standards,
and recruiting with which the Associa-
tion was obviously concerned. It sound-
ed logical. And yet the surprising fact
was it hadn’t been functioning. Why
was this and what could be done?

I decided to appoint a chairman on
the understanding that his primary job
would be to see if a workable program
could be evolved in this area during the
year. I also counted heavily on the
study being made by the Committee on
Committees.

The findings of the Committee on
Committees seem to me to clarify a
basic concept of professional activity as
it applies to us. This committee sug-
gests that the Public Relations Com-
mittee should assume an overall respon-
sibility “to promote and stimulate the
entire field of special librarianship and
to initiate any programs that will add
to the professional status of the Asso-
ciation and to the profession itself”.
This is with the understanding that the
specific and wuseful functions of the
present sub-committees on training and
recruiting be assigned to the joint com-
mittees representing all library associa-
tions or to independent committees.

To me this means two things: (a)
that it is inconsistent to label any one
part of the program of a professional
association “professional activities”; and
(b) that the best professional approach
for us is the public relations one—
building understanding rather than is-
suing edicts. This seems to me a real
addition to the effort to define purpose
and activities. It is not simply reorgani-
zation of committees.

3. Public Relations Problem

If you ask any special librarian what
his most pressing problem is, the
chances are about a hundred to one he
will say “Selling to management”. This
is our distinctive definition of our pub-
lic relations problem. Over the years,
individual libraries and groups have
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produced some splendid stories, bro-
chures and the like. Obviously many
librarians do a superb personal selling
job, either consciously or unconsciously,
as the popularity and success of their
libraries bear witness. But no one was
satisfied. I had come to think of the
dilemma as, “We think we have a story
—why can’t we tell it?”

1 seriously believe we had gone as
far in our thinking on the problem as
we could among ourselves. We were
probably too busy doing our jobs to
describe or evaluate them effectively.
It seemed to me that we badly needed
perspective, the fresh approach of a
sympathetic outside expert. So we tried
the Public Relations Clinic as a way of
getting this outside view from Mr.
Sidney Edlund who specializes in such
problems.

To my great satisfaction, Mr. Edlund
and the Clinic were able to shape up
some fundamental working concepts on
which we can build library stories for
years to come. They sound simple now
that we have them but I would ask
you to remember that we had never
before succeeded in stating them. The
secret is that they spell out the values
a library has to management in man-
agement’s own terms. Some of them are:

Special library services are not widely recog-
nized because the public as a whole does not
understand the exfent fo which the recorded
past can be of value in solving current prob-
lems. (Our slogan Putting Knowledge to Work
is evidence that we believe the recorded past
is useful. The principle applies to all library
service, of course. It has undoubtedly always
been felt by thoughtful librarians but never,
to my knowledge, so clearly defined.)

Libraries are the key to the recorded past
(a corollary of the above).

The value of special library services to an
organization may best be shown in terms of:
(a) saving time, (b) saving money, and
(c) providing better information.

Concrete illustrations of actual services
rendered are most effective in describing a
special library. Each illustration should cover:
(a) statement of the problem, (b) what was
done about it, and (c) the results. (Writers
have been asking for these illustrations and
we haven’t been able to furnish them.)

Since special library jobs and working situ-
ations are so varied and individual, the libra-
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rian himself can do the most effective public
relations job.

Using these basic principles, the
Clinic project has produced two public
relations tools: (a) A visual presenta-
tion, Our Library, by which the individ-
ual librarian can more effectively tell
the story of his library services in his
own situation. This is implemented by
a guide for its use and a plan for dem-
onstrating its use throughout the Asso-
ciation. (b) A pamphlet, Every Special
Librarian Should Have a Sound Pub-
lic Relations Program, to be provided
with the visual presentation and to be
available for wide distribution.

4. Recruiting Problem

This is too well recognized to detail.
It was another problem to which the
Clinic gave serious attention. The group
decided that the theme, “Make Your
Own Job”, had real appeal to energetic
and ambitious young people. Building
on this, it has produced a folder which
can be used as a poster. This is designed
for use by vocational advisors, to at-
tract students and to promote fuller use
of existing career literature.

5. Chapter Problem

Like the first problem of defining the
Association, this is a problem a presi-
dent tends to take to heart. Almost no
one else has the privilege of visiting and
being royally entertained by so many
chapters in quick succession. Neither
do other members undergo the salutary
experience of having to answer pointed
questions like “What does National
(sic) expect of us?” or “Why aren’t
more of our members appointed on na-
tional committees?” The cumulative ef-
fect of all this on me was the determina-
tion to bend every effort to bring chap-
ters into closer relation with the Asso-
ciation they so loyally represent and
support.

It seems to me that chapters differ
strikingly from other units in the Asso-
ciation. In a very real sense they are
the Association, SLA localized, at the
grass roots, whatever you choose to call
it. The roster of any chapter is a cross-
section of divisional interests. Chapter
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meetings keep alive our most vital tra-
dition—the cooperative solving of in-
dividual problems and that intimate ac-
quaintance with fellow librarians and
knowledge of their resources which I
have been calling our “secret weapon.”
The groups get recognition by, and
make contributions to, the community
or area in which they function. Certain-
ly, to its community, a chapter is SLA.
For these and many other reasons they
are a very special source of strength.
No other library association has such
effective units.

But there is a lot of work to be done
by way of integrating chapters into the
overall program of SLA. There are
shortcomings on both sides of the pic-
ture. Chapters feel that they get very
little help or recognition from the Asso-
ciation. The Association, on the other
hand, is the loser because it fails to
make the use of the new ideas which
constantly originate in chapters.

It isn’t enough to say that communi-
cation is difficult. Actually this past
year shows a big improvement in com-
munication. I am much impressed with
the missionary work accomplished by
the simple expedient of exchanging
chapter bulletins, for instance. Each
chapter president and editor reads all
of them carefully, I find, and shares in-
teresting items with his group in one
way or another. Furthermore, the As-
sociation editor reports a great deal of
chapter news in SPECIAL LIBRARIES.
This is good communication.

But two-way integration means more
than reporting activities. The Public
Relations Clinic was keenly aware of its
obligation to make its findings helpful
to chapters. From its study three sug-
gestions have been developed.

a. Work with the visual presentation:
Chapter representatives have the opportun-
ity to see and discuss demonstrations of the
presentation at convention. They are thus in
a position to devote one or more chapter
meetings to similar working sessions. This
guidance will make it possible for individual
members to put the tool to use in their own
public relations efforts—the purpose for which
it is designed. ‘Then, as it is hoped, chapters
will collect copies of individual adaptations
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of the outline and channel them to the Public
Relations Committee so that they can be used
in future publicity articles and projects.

b. Use of clinic ideas in chapter programs:

The official report of the Public Relations
Clinic, which was required in its directive, is
published under the title, The Clinic Approach
to the Solution of Special Libraries Associa-
tion’s Problems. It is a “how-to-do-it” guide
book. The Clinic believes that this method
of joint study is a “natural” for chapter pro-
grams. It can be applied to many problems
of professional interest.

c. Chapter contribution to conventions:

Our new Convention Manual recommends
that matters of general interest, anything from
filing to administration, be handled at con-
vention by the workshop or seminar method.
This suggestion is designed to leave division
programs free for subject interests.

The Clinic makes bold to suggest that the
planning and production of these workshops
might well become the function of chapters.
Ideas could be tried out and preliminary work
done in chapter clinics and programs. Many
programs that chapters have already con-
ducted might well be adapted to this use. The
plans could be correlated through the existing
machinery of the Chapter Relations Com-
mittee working with the Convention Advisory
Committee.

It seems to me that this proposal has every-
thing to recommend it. To cite just two of
its good points-—it gives chapters a well-
deserved place in our conventions which they
have not had and at the same time it gives
the Association a chance to benefit from rich
chapter experience.

With all my heart, I hope this can be put
into practice.

6. Division Problem

One of the first questions this admin-
istration faced was a request to have
help from Headquarters on mailings to
sections as well as to divisions. Since
the answer to this question involved a
lot of tricky points of division organiza-
tion, it was recommended that the Di-
vision Relations Committee make a
survey of division structure. Mrs. Blom-
shield’s interpretation of this directive
was the study she gave at the October
Advisory Council meeting and has since
had published in SPECIAL LIBRARIES,
“SLA Division Structure.”

This is a classic statement, under-
standing and realistic, of a state of af-_
fairs which is intrinsic to SLA. We repre-
sent subject interests which will al-
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