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Corporate Libraries: A very selective timeline

1937

American Documentation 
Institute (ADI) is founded. 
Its initial focus was on 
microfilm technology for 
information distribution.

1957

Desk Set: Hepburn’s 
corporate librarian 
meets Tracy’s 
mechanical brain. 

1909

Special Libraries 
Association (SLA) is 
founded. The slogan is 
“Putting Knowledge to 
Work.” The name was 
never popular.

2025

SLA merges into ASIS, 
now international and 
known as the Association 
for Information Science & 
Technology (ASIS&T).

1931

The Five Laws of 
Library Science:
S. R. Ranganathan 
proposes 
foundational 
principles for 
operating a library 
system.

1968

ADI renamed American 
Society for Information 
Science (ASIS). Membership 
is up 7x. 
A merger with SLA is 
considered but not pursued.

1945

As We May Think: 
Vannevar Bush calls 
on scientists to 
focus on building 
the future of 
knowledge systems.

1993

Blow Up the Corporate Library:
Davenport & Prusak 
recommend that librarians 
ditch the “warehouse” model of 
information management and 
team up with IT/data teams or 
risk extinction.



Why think like a librarian?

Librarians are experts at organizing, curating, and 
accessing information systems.

Librarians help people find the information they are 
looking for.

Librarians are service-oriented - focus is on the user.



From dbt’s Analytics 
Engineering Guide on 
Data Cataloging



Jessica Talisman, MSLIS



From Data to Wisdom



The DIKW Pyramid

All quotes from:
From Data to Wisdom
Russell Ackoff, 1989



Data

“Data are symbols that 
represent properties of 
objects, events and their 
environments. They are 
products of observation. 
To observe is to sense.”



Information

“Data is processed into an 
answer to an enquiry. When 
this happens, the data 
becomes “information”. Data 
itself is of no value until it is 
transformed into a relevant 
form. In consequence, the 
difference between data and 
information is functional, 
not structural.”



Knowledge

“Knowledge is know-how, for 
example, how a system 
works. It is what makes 
possible the transformation of 
information into instructions. 
It makes control of a system 
possible. To control a 
system is to make it work 
efficiently.”



Wisdom

“Wisdom adds value, which 
requires the mental function we 
call judgement. 

The value of an act is never 
independent of the actor - 
ethical and aesthetic values are 
unique and personal.” 



Wisdom

“Wisdom-generating systems 
are ones that man will never be 
able to assign to automata. 

It may well be that wisdom, 
which is essential to the 
effective pursuit of ideals, and 
the pursuit of ideals itself, 
are the characteristics 
that differentiate 
man from machines.”

Reserved for 
humans

Fair game for    
machines





Knowledge distilled & integrated

Information internalized

Organized/processed data

Raw material of 
information

The DIKW Pyramid



The Reference Interview





People (patrons, stakeholders) rarely start out asking 
(librarians, data teams) for the information they actually need.

The goal of the reference interview is to identify their true 
information need.

Expressed Need Actual Need

Information Gap





1. Establish contact & listen to the initial request 
without interruption or judgement

EMPATHY

CURIOSITY

NON-JUDGEMENT



1. Establish contact & listen to the initial request 
without interruption or judgement

2. Paraphrase the request back to them

PATIENCE

ACTIVE LISTENING



1. Establish contact & listen to the initial request 
without interruption or judgement

2. Paraphrase the request back to them
3. Ask open ended questions first, followed by 

clarifying close-ended questions



1. Establish contact & listen to the initial request 
without interruption or judgement

2. Paraphrase the request back to them
3. Ask open ended questions first, followed by 

clarifying close-ended questions
4. Restate the request yet again, now altered by 

their responses to your questions. Repeat 
until the rephrased request is confirmed as 
accurate



5. Collaborate to find an answer to the rephrased 
information request, using the interviewer’s 
expertise in navigating the information system 
and the interviewee’s guidance and 
background knowledge. Depending on the 
need/relationship, either can be the “driver”.



6. Verify that the true information need was met. 
If not, the process can be repeated, or the 
requestor may need to be directed to further 
resources if their information need is beyond 
the capacity of this process. Finally, you can 
ask for feedback on the process.



Roles of a Reference Librarian

● Information provider
● Instructor
● Communicator
● Relationship Builder
● Guide/advisor
● Counselor
● Partner
● Friend
● Philosopher
● Expert



It is your job, not theirs, to discover their true 
information need before you try to fulfill it.

The translation from a business-oriented request 
into a data-oriented request should be on the 
data professional, not the stakeholder.



Perspectives to consider

1. For the Data Analyst
2. For the Head of Data
3. For you… and your favorite AI chatbot



For the Data Analyst

Talk to your stakeholders more (especially at the start).

Never assume that their initial request matches their true information need.

Make it your goal to uncover their true information need.

Cultivate an empathetic, non-judgemental, and curious mindset.

Practice active listening techniques.

Teach your stakeholders how to use the available tools to answer their questions 
for themselves next time by pairing with them.

6 steps of the reference interview as a formula for a guided conversation to do 
project intake & requirements analysis.



For the Head of Data

Cultivate an environment & culture that encourages your team to practice the 
reference interview

Create your team’s version of a “reference desk”

Stop thinking of “service” as a dirty word - think librarian’s reference desk, not IT 
Help Desk



For you… and your favorite AI chatbot

Adopt the role of a reference librarian… with yourself to elevate your prompt 
engineering skills

Interview yourself to develop a complete and fully articulated version of your true 
information need

Practice makes perfect!

CLEAR framework by Dr. Leo Lo, Dean of Libraries and Advisor for AI Literacy at 
the University of Virginia: Concise, Logical, Explicit, Adaptive, Reflective



Hana Lee Goldin, MSLIS



After the Reference Interview

Record the results of the reference interview - what information did they need, and 
were they able to find it?

Collect all of these reference interview results in a central database/spreadsheet

Analyze the results & find patterns

Make it easier for people to access the information they need - by writing 
libguides, curating the collection, and community outreach

Expand beyond just reference interview results… to search results… database 
queries… and even inquiries made to chatbots



Katie Bauer



The Five Laws of Library Science



Libraries Evolve
For centuries, librarians were effectively tasked with 
collecting and protecting books–medieval libraries 
even chained volumes to the shelves. 

But by the early 1900s, the rise of democracy and 
printing technology had inspired communities around the 
world to expand access to books.

A paradigm shift was afoot:

● Professionalized librarians: Training and best 
practices emerged for securing funding, assessing 
the community’s needs, selecting and cataloging 
materials, etc.

● New architectures and lending policies: 
Patrons could browse the collection for themselves 
and even take books home.

This should sound familiar to data professionals today!



The Five Laws of Library Science
In 1931, S. R. Ranganathan codified the new practices in these five 
laws, which are his best-known work:

1. Books are for use: The point of a library is to provide access to 
books, not to store or preserve them.

2. Every reader his or her book: Librarians should serve a wide 
range of patrons and information needs, not just scholars.

3. Every book its reader: All books should have a place in the 
library, even if they have a narrow audience. But when they lose 
their audience, let them go.

4. Save the time of the reader: Patrons should be able to find 
what they need quickly and easily, including the library itself.

5. A library is a growing organism: Libraries should be dynamic,  
growing in size and evolving in format over time.



“Who knows that a day may not 
come…when the dissemination 
of knowledge…will be realised by 
libraries even by means other 
than those of the printed book?”

– S. R. Ranganathan, 1931



In 2024, Amalia adapted Ranganathan’s laws for Locally Optimistic, 
offering them as a grounding touchstone in the anxious age of AI:

1. Data are for use: The storage and processing of data are only 
valuable insofar as they support the use of data.

2. Every stakeholder their dataset: Empower everyone to use 
data, not just specialists like analysts and data scientists.

3. Every dataset its stakeholder: Advocate for the use of data. 
Curate your data and services to stay fresh and relevant.* 

4. Save the time of the stakeholder: Optimize for self-service 
and provide multiple channels to meet people where they are.

5. A data function is a growing organism: Plan for growth and 
an ongoing evolution of our form!

*Amalia is disappointed not to be at Data Day to explore the third law further, as we had planned. Stay tuned!



Wrapping Up



Hire librarians!

Maybe even… 
become a 
librarian 
yourself?



Images are 
from the 
movie 

“Desk Set”



http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tLhZSn_NY7I



