
New age competencies for information professionals

Item Type Conference Paper

Authors Rehman, Sajjad ur

Citation New age competencies for information professionals 2006, :27-34

Publisher School of Communication & Information, Nanyang Technological
University

Download date 24/05/2023 20:14:50

Link to Item http://hdl.handle.net/10150/106367

http://hdl.handle.net/10150/106367


Asia-Pacific Conference on Library & Information Education & Practice, 2006 

 27

NEW AGE COMPETENCIES FOR INFORMATION PROFESSIONALS 

SAJJAD UR REHMAN 
Library and Information Science 

Kuwait University, P.O. Box 5969, Safat 13060. Kuwait 
E-mail: rehman503@yahoo.com 

Abstract. The paper discusses competencies for new age information professionals. Emphasis has been 
on the changes within LIS market during the last 2-3 decades, with a particular emphasis on the new 
roles LIS professionals have to assume in information and knowledge management positions in the cor-
porate world. Management and functional competencies have also been explored, that would make LIS 
professionals relevant in the emerging market.  

 
The future is uncertain and ambiguous. However, there can be no denying that the future is shaped 
through today’s thought and action. What we find in today’s trends is an objective pointer to possibili-
ties in the future. Newman, et al. (2001) predicted that no profession would undergo more radical 
changes between 2000 and 2010 than the information profession. Lettis (2000) asserted that the para-
digm for today’s information centers has shifted from the modes of gathering, collecting, and protect-
ing data to the modes of choosing, evaluating, organizing, and distributing information for maximum 
sharing potential. Now the information professionals need to be more businesslike, cultivating partner-
ships with business colleagues and IT professionals; capitalizing on innovation for growth and expan-
sion; adding value to information through filtering, synthesizing, messaging, and packaging; and, using 
business metrics for proving value and worth.  
 During the last few decades, LIS has transformed itself into an almost new field of practice. 
Changes in context, technologies, and organizational approaches have changed roles and functions of 
all types of LIS organizations. New roles demand fresh sets of competencies in those professionals who 
have to work in LIS organizations. This paper attempts to identify major trends in LIS practice that 
have brought new challenges and demands for LIS professionals.  In order to have clear parameters for 
this discussion, certain terms have been operationally defined. When we are referring to new age, we 
will be generally confining ourselves to the developments during the last 2-3 decades since LIS organi-
zations assumed leading roles in information management (IM) applications. Competencies are gener-
ally defined around knowledge, skills and attitudes or perceptions. These are significant distinctions for 
curriculum design and preparation of LIS professionals. Yet, for the purpose of this discourse, we will 
be treating competencies in their generic sense, referring to capabilities that the LIS professionals need 
to possess. Most importantly, the term information professional is not used in its generic sense, which 
would cover ICT, systems, media, and other information and knowledge roles and positions in organi-
zations. We are using the term in a limited sense where we will be focusing on LIS professionals who 
are the products of LIS schools. Even within the domain of LIS, we will focus more on the changes that 
have introduced new roles for these professionals in the organizational context. It is assumed that one 
of the critical sectors with tremendous opportunities for LIS workforce is the expanding information 
market in the corporate world where new information and knowledge roles hold obvious opportunities. 
In this sense, we might have a biased treatment of this particular LIS segment, as it poses altogether 
new opportunities and challenges for the LIS professionals.  These broad and general definitions used 
in this paper might not be as clear and bona fide, yet they help provide a framework for discussing is-
sues with some clarity and focus.  

Developments in Information and Knowledge Management 
During the last two decades, library and information organizations had to assume new roles in the crea-
tion of databases, information systems, digitization, creation of virtual libraries, metadata, and devel-
opment of intranets, extranets, and portals, which required new skills in information entrepreneurship, 
architecture, human-machine interface, connectivity,  data warehousing, information packaging, and 
delivery. The exercise required collaboration with other key players in these activities–the IT profes-
sionals and those active in the business domain (Cortez, et al. 2004; Rubin, 2000; Tanner, 2001). In-
formation professionals had the responsibility to provide a link between domain experts, content ex-
perts, and IT experts, requiring a high-order meta-knowledge (Choo, 1995).  
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 During the last 15 years, organizations have turned to knowledge management (KM) applications 
for gaining competitive edge. Since then, it has been discussed how LIS professionals could contribute 
to KM roles and responsibilities. A body of literature has emerged that explicitly addresses KM from 
the perspective of LIS professionals (Broadbent, 1997; Loughridge, 1999).  TFPL noted that LIS pro-
fession had developed and changed significantly during the last decade in a way that affected the roles 
and opportunities for information professionals. They emphasized that KM presented a unique oppor-
tunity for LIS professionals, if they recognized the complete picture on which an organization worked 
and the role of LIS as partners with a number of other stakeholders. 

Relationship between IM & KM 
For any effective KM role, LIS professionals need to understand what knowledge is; what the nature 
and structure of organizational knowledge is and what makes it distinct from other forms of knowledge 
(Choo, 2000). Broadbent (1997) maintained that if libraries and information centers wished to be the 
key players in KM, they needed to understand the multitude of perspectives of other players. One major 
source of confusion within LIS community pertains to the relationship of IM to KM (Davenport & Cro-
nin, 2000; Loughridge, 1999; Oxbrow & Abell, 2002; Southon & Todd, 2001a). There also exists a 
considered view that KM is at least partially reincarnation or resurrection of familiar library and infor-
mation management processes and procedures (Koenig, 1996; Broadbent, 1998). Davenport and Cronin 
(2000) viewed that librarians in general were confused about the transition from IM to KM and they 
mostly took it as a semantic shift. Southon and Todd (2001a) also noted that the view of LIS profes-
sionals was fragmented as most of them focused on explicit pieces of knowledge and these were also 
seen in isolation to other functions, processes and personnel. They perceived IM to be well-defined, 
achievable technical processes, dealing with hard copy or digital resources, and system-based. KM was 
perceived to be complex, holistic, involving organizational issues and human and social processes. In a 
subsequent paper, based on the same research, Southon and Todd (2001b) identified what understand-
ings were required if these professionals desired to have an effective KM role. They grouped them as 
knowledge about knowledge, organization, technology, people, and information. Loughridge (1999) 
maintained that KM differed significantly from the theory and practice of librarianship, information 
management, and information resource management, requiring new set of skills. Koenig (1999) noted 
that the areas of IT applications, corporate culture, business background, and knowledge organization 
were most significant for LIS professionals and he developed a checklist for the design of curricular 
content of LIS.  
 Abram (1999) argued that only the knowledge environment could be managed and here LIS pro-
fessionals could play a vital role as a key catalyst in the knowledge continuum.  Abell & Oxbrow 
(2001) linked KM competencies to information management skills and observed that the professionals 
with information management expertise could add significant value to the creation of KM environment. 
Marouf (2004) investigated the perceptions of six leading corporate information managers about the 
contribution of their libraries/information centers toward KM initiatives in their parent companies. She 
noted that just a couple of these information centers were engaged in hardcore KM activities, making a 
significant contribution to the overall organizational initiatives. By and large, the others were primarily 
engaged in IM activities and services.  

IM & KM Competencies for LIS Professionals 
Features like taxonomies, indexing and classification, typically the domains of librarians, are being 
developed in all types of organizations. Here, the information professionals will have to work in teams 
with IT, OD and HR people. McInerney (2002) argued that effective KM in many disciplinary contexts 
must be based on the understanding of the dynamic nature of knowledge itself.  Many of the informa-
tion managers lacked the capabilities of journalist-like skills of capturing, recording, and reporting new 
knowledge. Prusak viewed that information professionals had to come up with drastically different 
understandings and outlook. They must be engaged in human networking, believing in the notion of 
‘access to right knowledge at the right time.’ He noted the technology-centric KM would be a disaster 
and the notion of virtuality defied relationships and creativity, which are the essence of social organiza-
tions (De Cagna, 2001). Lamb (2001) also emphasized that LIS professionals needed to serve as info-
mediaries in organizations with the capability and expertise to connect people with the information they 
need in order to build a balanced and sustainable knowledge management program.  
Koenig & Srikantaiah (2002) analyzed the development of the field of KM and noted that it was now 
entering its third stage of content management. In this stage, LIS community can play a major role, but 
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the corporate world does not recognize their competence in this area. They observed that KM matura-
tion into this third stage might give librarians an opportunity to bridge the gap. Kabadse, et al. (2003) 
explained that one way of approaching the intellectual analysis of knowledge management and knowl-
edge strategy was the use of knowledge mapping, which itself led to knowledge organization ap-
proaches (Stanford, 2002). Perez (2002) maintained that corporate libraries could play a substantial role 
in KM processes if they move away from the old paradigm of information service and delivery. It will 
involve intensive effort in communication and social interaction throughout an organization, as well as 
effective methodologies and facilitation in the capture, identification, synthesis, and recording of hu-
man knowledge and experience.  

Content Management 

The corporate world has witnessed a major transformation in the content it has been dealing with. Digi-
tal and virtual libraries are a natural outcome of the movement of digitization and networking. Compa-
nies have increasingly used the technologies of intranets, extranets, and portals for specialized tech-
niques of content management and deployment (Watson, 1999). This information has been put to dis-
tinct business advantage by using the techniques of data warehousing, data mining, taxonomies, on-
tologies, and company-specific knowledge maps (Cheng and Chang, 1998). Use of infomaps and 
knowledge mapping are additional competencies for creating visuals for knowledge maps, which 
makes search and retrieval much easier and enjoyable. Available visualization technologies need to be 
employed for this purpose.  

Digitization 

Digitization of content has also changed the landscape of information resource management in organi-
zations. Organizational archiving systems have facilitated this process.  Capabilities needed for this 
area are related to imaging, archiving, databases, organization through data/text mining, and creation of 
integrated utilities by having common interfaces. Information professionals also need to deal with is-
sues of copyright, licensing, and various patterns of production and licensing by vendors and produc-
ers. Stratigos and Strouse (2001) urged that while moving to a virtual environment, information profes-
sionals had to contend with the issues of vendor reticence, technological fragmentation, wavering user 
preferences, budgetary challenges, and unknown futures. Corporate information centers are now re-
sponsible for producing the new content in standard formats for production and organization.  

Portal Management  

One real challenge for companies is making the access of intelligence data, from the Internet, intranets, 
and other electronic resources, in an effective and cost-efficient way. Portals have been the software 
solution sought by most companies as an effective means for content management and delivery. Galla-
gher (2001) noted that the premium solutions provided by Dialog, Factiva and other similar companies 
had major cost implications. Public solutions such as Yahoo, Alta Vista, and Northern Light were eco-
nomical, yet these hybrid solutions failed the company and customer needs in terms of relevance and 
specificity. Portal development is the result of collaboration and content, an intelligent solution that 
addresses concerns for individualization, customization, and personalization. These software solutions 
offer push-pull technologies that transmit information to users through standardized interfaces. They 
integrate content management, business intelligence, and data warehouse information and package ap-
plications that target their content for a particular function or industry. These are the essential compe-
tency arsenal for the modern day information professional. 

Functional Competencies for Information Professionals 
Beside traditional technical and public service functions, the dawning of a new age has brought forth a 
number of fresh avenues and challenges for professional practice that requires new sets of competen-
cies. Some of these new competencies are reviewed in the following sections:  

Corporate Mindset 

If the LIS professionals are to survive and prosper in today’s competitive employment market, they 
need to develop a corporate mindset. In a research conducted for the UK Library and Information 
Commission. Oxbrow (2000) had a highly critical view of the role of information professionals in the 
knowledge economy. He noted that that LIS professionals did not have strategic understanding of busi-
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ness, lacked breadth of experience and mindset, and did not have the ambition needed for risk-taking 
ability. They were also unprepared to go beyond the realm of explicit knowledge. Gregory (1999) 
noted that if the professionals had to function as effective team members in a learning organization, 
they had to proactively work with other members.  The real challenge for them is how they package 
knowledge to make it usable by individual knowledge workers and communities of practice. Mosenkis 
(2002) noted that the bitter economic realities created threat of retrenchment, layovers, and frequent 
and unpredictable changes of managers and executives. All these factors created a threatening situation 
for information professionals. There was a need to provide continuous career development opportuni-
ties to their personnel who might apply their new capabilities in their work-settings. In an interesting 
scenario-building exercise, Horton Jr. (2000) took cues from the developments during the last 50 years 
and projected these unto the impending stages of evolution of the information professional. He outlined 
these developments through the stages of data analyst, information manager, chief information officer, 
chief knowledge officer, wisdom administrator, and an executive head. It reflects how the roles have 
evolved with the passage of time as changes took place in the character, identity, and nomenclature of 
the information center in the corporate world. 

Dealing with Vendors 

Role of vendors has become crucial in the professional work. Information professionals have to deal 
with the issues of pricing, licensing, and copyright. They need to be real astute in their contract negotia-
tion. Outsell (2003) reported that there was a slight increase in the number of vendors with whom the 
corporate information centers plan to have contracts within the next few years. 

Outsourcing Capabilities 

Fresh competencies are needed for outsourcing a number of technical processes, content deployment, 
and maintenance of ICT. Agada (1997) maintained that information professionals in corporate setting 
feared their survival, as all the traditional services could be outsourced. Now these libraries need to 
shift their focus to diagnostic level of service and information counseling on multifunctional project 
teams, if these are to survive in the new environment. Outsell (2003) reported that corporate informa-
tion centers continued to outsource activities that they deemed as non-core or low value. 

Competitive Intelligence 

LIS professionals in the corporate world need to appreciate how they could meaningfully contribute 
toward competitive intelligence of their parent organizations. For this purpose, they need competencies 
related to identifying competitors, selecting criteria to benchmark operations against the competitors, 
employing a variety of methods for collection of data about the competitors, assigning responsibilities 
for data collection and analysis, analyzing the data and building a comprehensive profile of each com-
petitor, conducting own information audit, having constant and open discussion with staff, communi-
cating results to management and other stakeholders, and continuously monitoring the competition’s 
actions. Hohhof and Chitwood (2000) observed that few information professionals have moved to posi-
tions of intelligence analyst. They addressed the questions why many corporate information centers 
were not active in providing this service. The results of this research indicated that the key characteris-
tics for the analyst included intellectual curiosity, balance in an environment that contains chaos and 
uncertainty, intuitive thinking, diplomacy and confidence, self-direction, focus on problem solving, 
logical skills, understanding of business issues, strong communication skills, and persistence.  

Management Competencies 

LIS organizations are undergoing major changes with regard to their strategic planning and decision 
making, organizational relationships and connections, physical dimensions, fiscal aspects, personnel, 
valuation and measurement of their processes and services, and marketing and public relations.  These 
competencies have gained a new focus in today’s information market.  

Strategic Planning and Decision Making 

Dearstyne (2000) noted that LIS organizations had to engage new strategic initiatives for enlightening 
the stake-holders; articulating public interest; instituting effective mediation among people, information 
and technology; using new approaches for solving today’s problems; responding to emerging user ex-
pectations; networking creatively; improvising; and measuring and interpreting the value in an intelli-
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gent manner. According to Jacobson and Sparks (2001), information professionals have to align their 
plans along strategic directions of the company, fiscal realities, and technological imperatives. These 
competencies required determining the central value propositions and objectives, conducting opportu-
nity assessment, building strategic maps, and having an implementation and measurement system in 
place.  

Marketing and Public Relations 

LIS professionals need to have competencies for marketing and public relations so that they could re-
late to their potential markets and create a positive image about their role, products and services. 
Stuhlman (2003) argued that a goodwill program ensured positive return on investment. Kassel (2002) 
noted the importance of developing institution-specific marketing plans, using outside consultants, cre-
ating support alliances within companies, and setting aside finances for these tasks. Steele (2002) 
elaborated on her information networking model for attaining a strategic visibility and partnership 
through an aggressive campaign of collaboration and visibility. Kopp (1999) noted that the process was 
essentially political where the professionals need to engage in discussions, communications, and ap-
propriate levity. 

Physical Dimensions  

The professionals need to be equipped with understandings and capabilities that would help them cope 
with the challenge of diminishing spaces. Availability of electronic resources; digitization of internal 
documents; connectivity with systems, departments and users; user preferences; new architectural con-
siderations; and economic pressures for cut-downs are modern day realities. Outsell (2003) analyzed 
that geographic location was less and less important, concomitant with the increased focus on digital 
content and electronic deployment. Finnerty (2002) observed that today’s information organizations 
need to have the capacity to function anywhere in their new role of more like a production shop.  These 
realities necessitate new sets of competencies for handling the physical dimension of modern day or-
ganizations. 

Financial Strategies and Budgeting 

It is a matter of common knowledge that recession; rising costs, growing demands, and needs for con-
tinuous change and development make an extremely difficult financial situation for LIS organizations. 
It is vital that the professionals develop capabilities to cope with these financial uncertainties. These 
might be related to budgeting, fiscal management, cost-benefit analysis, and scenario planning.  

Benchmarking and Valuation  

During the last few decades, we find a series of initiatives urging a variety of methods, tools, and 
strategies that could measure the value of the products and services and prove return on investment 
(ROI) in definite terms. Special Libraries Association published two monographs in 1993 and 1994 
(Griffiths & King, 1993; Matarazzo, 1994) that had a clear focus on achieving an edge through estab-
lishing the worth of the library. Koenig (1992) has also proposed the use of quantitative metrics for the 
ascertainment of value. Matthews (2003) reviewed earlier literature on the subject and reiterated the 
need for using output and process measures for proving ROI. Strouse (2003) emphasized the worth in 
the measurements of time saved and dollar saved.  A number of other recent writings have pinpointed 
different benchmarking measures and strategies that were relevant in different contexts of corporate 
settings (Deutsch & Silcox, 2003; Henczel, 2002; Poling, 2002).  

Competencies for Service Enhancement and User Empowerment 
In today’s LIS context, user empowerment and literacy are viewed from a fresh perspective. A number 
of pertinent factors have provided a new focus, which includes location of the user, enhanced capabili-
ties of users, new modes of interfaces, widening access modes, networked functioning, and desktop 
delivery. It has resulted in remote access of information resources, services, and products. Against this 
background, information professionals have to use fresh approaches of alliance-creation and partner-
ships. They have to adopt new roles of diagnosis of service and information counseling on multifunc-
tional project teams (Agada, 1997). Now, there are diverse demands for packaging and desktop deliv-
ery of information. Information centers have to deal with internal and informal knowledge by using 
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new technologies and approaches. Most vital competencies in this area might be related to customer-
focus and information literacy. 

Customer-Focus 

Outsell (2003) reported that the average number of actual users had dropped about 21% during the pre-
ceding year while they had a potential user estimate drop by a whopping 35% for 2004. It means that 
the professionals have to focus on non-traditional customers who might be more virtual than physical. 
Nielsen (2003) profiled the transformation strategy that focused on establishing patterns of communica-
tion and services, applying foresight in getting ahead of the curve, and applying the risk-taking outlook 
in exceeding user expectations.  

Information Literacy 

The primary focus of KM has been on empowering employees in the intelligent use of knowledge. It 
serves as an underpinning for both KM and learning organization initiatives. Many information centers 
have attempted to capitalize on these initiatives. Oman (2001) reviewed different areas in which these 
employees needed to develop skills, which are: information infrastructure of the organization, availabil-
ity and access to external and internal content, and integration of these competencies to their work. The 
employees need to be empowered about the construction and leveraging of personal and corporate 
knowledge bases. Vine (2001) maintained that the users lacked retrieval skills that could help them in 
extracting needed resources. They needed to develop a mental sense of the Web. Most of them are also 
clueless about research and information gathering process. An appreciation of these facts might help 
the information professionals in coming up with strategies for cultivating literacy skills among users. 

Corporate information professionals who expect to prosper must assume an effective role in IM 
and KM initiatives. They need to be aggressive in market segmentation, developing an understanding 
of the corporate business, becoming strategic partners in decision making, and transforming their op-
erations in accordance with today’s realities. These information professionals need to engage in strate-
gic planning; demonstration of ROI; virtual information exchange; and accurate and current informa-
tion from external and internal resources with sensitivity to deadlines and economics.  
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