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Academic Libraries don’t get no respect. Just ask Bill Crowley. Throughout the
nineties, academic libraries in Canada were subject to cutbacks in funding and
support at atime when competition from other information sources was increasing.
Several authors have tried to lay blame for this situation on university administrators
and public sentiment (Crowley, 1997; Stoffle, 1996). The blame, however, lies with
the library. The administrators of academic libraries need to turn around and pay
attention to the landscape around them.
The value of academic librariesis being called into question:
“ Funding stagnation and cuts are not simply the results of temporary
downshifts in the economy, but represent a shift in priorities and a public
disillusionment bordering on hostility for what is seen as unnecessary and self
servicing academic privilege.” (Soffle, 1996)
It seems that academic libraries lack the ability or resolve to change the current
environment. Stoffle tells us that a*“transformation” isrequired and that library
administration needs to adapt and evolve. Vague calls for updating and improving the
entire gamut of library operations counters the laws of nature as described by the
Fitness Landscape Paradigm. As this paper will demonstrate, Fitness Landscapes
suggest that focused intervention efforts will be more successful at overhauling the

entire system.

Fitness Landscapes



The notion of Fitness Landscapes evolved from the engineering concept of
entropy: energy will flow from high to low until no energy differential exists. This
dynamic is represented as Figure 1. The spike represents an area of high energy

(Heylighen, 1999).

Figure 1 Idealized Fitness Landscape

This notion of entropy has been extended to biology. In evolution, life forms
climb the spikes of the Fitness Landscape in order to control more energy. The
landscape is not static. As alife form evolves, the local pesk it is evolving toward
may collapse due to a changed environment or the valley between peaks may

suddenly heave as Kuhn has hypothesized with his Paradigm Shifts (1962). It is



obvious, however, that the evolutionary success of the life form is not dependent just
on how well it adapts to the local peak but how it adapts to the entire Fitness
Landscape.

Applying the principles of Fitness Landscapes and complexity to everyday
problemsis well documented in fields such as business administration and product
management (Brown, 1997; Coleman, 1999). Thereis even ajourna devoted to the
topic (Emergence). It is appropriate to apply these principles to the administration

issues of academic libraries.

The Library Landscape
Crowly’ s assertion that “excellence in academic library science” has become
“commonplace” and less likely to attract support shows faith in the local peak of the
library’ s fitness landscape. It also shows a dangerous level of apathy for the landscape
that will ultimately define the longevity of the academic library: funding. Crowly’'s
fitness landscape can be represented by Figure 2. Note that the entropy of the

organization is very low and it is threatened by the surrounding environment.
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Figure 2 Fitness Landscape of Academic Libraries

The environmental threat has been noticed by authors such as Stoffle (1996).
She attempts to restore the fitness of academic libraries by borrowing practices from
the world of business such as reengineering and benchmarking. The call has been
taken up by several authors. Giesecke & McNeil (1999) with Core Competencies,
Deiss & Giesecke (1999) with Scenario Planning, and Patkus & Rapple (2000) with
Core Values. In many ways, Library Administration and Management contains much
of the dogma that was contained in the Harvard Business Review during the early
nineties. Unfortunately, libraries may also experience the 80% failure rate of

organization transformation projects that these practices (Harung, 1999, p. 205).



The problem with Stoffle’ s recommendations and the high failure rate for
organizational change projects is obvious from Figure 2. Organizational change
projects attempt to inflate the entire entropy dome of the organization leading to high
levels of energy exerted over alarge area. The energy then dissipates as radiated
energy after making little change to the landscape. A better solution would be to
quickly create a small but extreme localized peak. A sharp peak will require less
energy to create and will radiate energy very quickly. The energy release may be
sufficient to peturbate the local system and force it to change to a new regime. See

Figure 3 for a visualization of this concept.

Figure 3 Fitness Landscape with Localized Peak



The notion of small peaks or outgrowths forming to dissipate energy is
common in nature. Lavaflows, for example, often release energy through pillows,
diversions, or shoots that branch from the main flow. These local branches occur
when the prevailing environment limits the extension of the main lava flow (Griffiths,
1993). The lava analogy is similar to Stoffle's discussion of “funding stagnation” and
capabilities of “leaps forward and breakthrough performance.” (Stoffle, 1996)

In administration terms, small and focused improvements are more achievable
and have a greater chance of long-term success than complete and vague overhauls
just as lava has a better chance of forming aflow rather than a massive dome.

The current business literature supports this idea of making dramatic changes
to the local fitness landscape. Brodbeck (2002) recommends the use of “Pockets of
Excellence” within an organization to change business models and interactions with
customers. Business has interpreted these pockets as special teams devoted to
particular projects or skunkworks. Library administrators may create pockets by
creating specia library divisions that are more amenable to customer requirements for
funding demands.

Pockets of library excellence already exist at the University of Western
Ontario. Unfortunately, these collections are not listed in the OPAC but they receive
rigorous use by patrons and are the result of grants and endowments. Examples of
collections are those contained at The Center for Research on Violence Against

Women and Children and at The Institute for Catastrophic L oss Reduction.



A practical example of an academic library overcoming the funding
constraints of its fitness landscape by applying Pockets of Excellence isthe Queen's
University Belfast library (Latimer, 1996). Due to the funding constraints and the
local political economy, the university library required external sources of financing.
They created a value-added for-fee information retrieval service for several
professional associations. The popularity of this Pocket of Excellence grew and the
library began to offer these services to many other associations. The localized peak of
for-fee services essentially created a change in the fitness landscape that has resulted
in an income stream for the library and increased public awareness and respect for the

role of the library in the local professional community.

Competition on the Horizon

Fitness Landscapes are valuable for assessing the fiscal environment of an
academic library. Fitness Landscapes are also an effective tool for recognizing the
evolutionary competition faced by academic libraries. This competition has recently
come from sources such as bookstores, online education, and even bibliographic
database vendors (Soffle, 1996).

Competitorsinteract on the same fitness landscape and struggle either to attain
the same fitness peaks or to create new ones. This competition resultsin a great deal
of energy flux and interchange as demonstrated by the competing peaksin Figure 4.
This profile of competing peaks is common in biology with life forms that are
evolving to a similar fitness profile despite geographic isolation such as jaguars and

leopards.



Figur e 4 Fitness Landscape showing Competition and Energy Flux

Although evolving along parallel paths, jaguars and leopards never have to
compete for the same resources. Fortunately, in business there is an alternative to
competition: co-opetition. Co-opetition (coined by Novell founder Ray Noorda) is a
scenario where erstwhile competitors agree to cooperate to attain acommon goal.
Using co-opetition two organizations can essentially combine their local peaks to
create an uber-peak that may radiate sufficient energy to cause a paradigm shift. See

Figure 5.



Figure 5 Fitness Landscape showing Co-opetition

It may not have caused a paradigm shift but Bowling Green State University’s
business library has embraced co-opetition as an operating principle (Forsythe, 1997).
Due to funding pressure, library administrators agreed to cooperate with their
erstwhile competitors: publishers. The library has now established a bidding process
for books where the library administration essentially creates a specification of their
budget and the type of collections development they require. Publishers can then bid
on Bowling Green's specification. This agreement between the library and the
publisher enables both parties to remain true to their strategic plan while eliminating

competitive friction.
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Conclusion

Academic libraries are under pressure. Large scale reengineering is not the
solution. For academic libraries to survive in the future, administrators have to be
aware of their environment. Fitness Landscapes provide us with atool to interpret the
prevailing conditions of the environment and to deal with competition. Thistool is
currently telling administrators to proceed with small and aggressive “Pockets of
Excellence”. Academic libraries as massive and centralized edifices may be evolving
toward smaller and nimbler organizations. Can Jurassic University’s Brontosaurus
Library convert itself into the Aviary Centers of Excellence? The laws of nature tell

usthat survival depends on it.
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