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Abstract 

 
The economic reality that pervades the Caribbean landscape has enhanced the need for English-

speaking Caribbean libraries to closely consider how they do business.   Instead of responding to 

the economic recession by lessening the services offered to their stakeholders, Caribbean 

libraries are encouraged to reinvent and reposition themselves. The article suggests that 

Caribbean libraries should gradually move towards a profit-oriented position. This can only be 

achieved by reinventing the library’s business model.  The author also accepts that this will be 

both challenging and game-changing but is needed to propel Caribbean libraries to a sustainable 

position. The libraries are therefore asked to initiate such changes themselves rather than have 

them mandated by external events.  Otherwise, they incur the risk of becoming expensive and 

irrelevant.  In order to advance towards a profit-oriented position, Caribbean library management 

has to move beyond operational effectiveness towards strategic positioning. 
 
The article reviews the literature on business modeling to highlight the applicability of this 

concept for Caribbean libraries. Examples would serve to goad the libraries into action. The 

recommended business model for Caribbean libraries encourages: strategic positioning, 

leadership, and thinking; creating new market space, strategic assets, and shared value and 

strategically saying no. 
 
Significantly, the near absence of Caribbean literature directly addressing the phenomena of 

library reinvention and repositioning speaks much of dearth; the article thus seeks to fill this 

void. 
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Introduction 
 
The systems of administering Caribbean libraries have been continually influenced by new and 

emerging technologies, advancements in publishing and pedagogy, and changing user needs. 

These events have been coupled with the economic reality, which has accounted for the drastic 

decline  in  the  funding  provided  by  some  regional  governments  and  institutions  to  some 

Caribbean libraries.  This has amplified the need for Caribbean libraries to consider not only how 

to address user needs more astutely, but also how to capture value from existing services and by 

providing new services.  Instead of responding to this economic recession and the increasing 

budget cuts by lessening the services offered to key stakeholders, Caribbean libraries must not 

only adapt to, but also evolve with the changing landscapes of their respective communities. 

Otherwise, they incur the risk of becoming irrelevant, and having these vast and costly 

repositories of collections and all-encompassing resources being relegated to white elephants for 

the affiliated institutions and governments.  Research was conducted on a sample of academic, 

public, school, and special libraries in a small island territory in the English-speaking Caribbean.  

The paper therefore advances analysis of the aforementioned types of libraries existing in the 

English-speaking region. 

 
Caribbean libraries cannot afford to “blindly cling to legacy values and nostalgia” (Matthews 

 

2014, 16).   They must confront the perpetual changes, compounded by the economic challenges, 

with a definitive position for reinvention and repositioning. This is by no means an easy feat. 

Being committed to reinvention and repositioning before the need becomes glaringly obvious for 

most organizations does not come naturally. Therefore, one cannot assume that Caribbean 

libraries would readily accept, and speedily embark upon the arduous journey of changing 

decades of tradition, history, and organizational memory.  Nevertheless, the stark reality is that 

all  businesses,  including  the  most  successful  ones,  become  stagnant,  and  are  compelled  to 

reinvent themselves in order to remain competitive. The ability to accomplish this difficult 

undertaking, which is, to soar from the maturity stage of one business cycle to the growth stage 

of the next, is what separates high performance firms from those whose time at the top is all too 
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brief (Nunes and Breene 2011).  One such way for businesses to transition successfully from the 

maturity stage to the growth stage of development is by reinventing their business models. 

 

Business model reinvention requires a paradigm shift in the way the business goes to market. 

However, many organizations are usually apathetic, and are often resistant towards any changes 

with their status quo.  In the case of Caribbean libraries, as are the cases of all other business 

entities,  it  is  advisable  that  they  initiate  such  changes  themselves,  rather  than  have  them 

mandated by external events, as several investment banks in the United States and elsewhere 

have  experienced  within  recent  years  (Teece  2010).  Thus, the management of Caribbean 

libraries, irrespective of level, whether it is operational, tactical, or strategic, need to refocus and 

redefine the way they do business. 

 
With the rapid and critical changes pervading the social, economic, and technological 

environment, Caribbean libraries must be more assertive in the competitive business arena.  They 

need to leap beyond the bounds of their levels of comfort.  One crucial necessity is to engender a 

new paradigm; they are urged to erect a profit-oriented posture.   In reality, some types of 

libraries are better poised than others to achieve this end.   Though the quest for a new business 

model is timely, there are foreseeable challenges for the residing communities in which the 

libraries operate, especially since libraries have traditionally been perceived by economists as 

performing a public good.  Being profit-oriented was never an objective.  In emphasis, any 

discussions on the creation of revenue streams would be perplexing because of user expectations 

that basic library services should be either free or at a minimum cost.  Harvard’s libraries 

understand this all too well. Their move towards a for-profit business model has met strong 

opposition, especially among employees who believe that, in the attempt to be more efficient, the 

libraries have discounted their roles as professionals (Korn 2012).  Similarly, when Jackson 

County, Oregon reopened 15 of its public libraries after a six-month closure due to a lack of 

funds, it did so under private, for-profit management (Yoshikane 2007).  They too were strongly 

criticized. While the need for a new business model for Caribbean libraries is being advanced, 
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the author’s approach towards a profit-oriented stance is a departure from that of the privatization 

of libraries and the trivialization of the profession. 

 

Some Caribbean libraries have found themselves in that grey area between the non-profit and 

the profit-oriented worlds and that precarious position of straddling the two worlds has an 

impact on the library’s sense of purpose outside of its professional duty. Arguably, some 

Caribbean libraries have been engaged in entrepreneurship. Ahula and Lampert (2001) defines 

entrepreneurship as a field which “seeks to understand how opportunities to bring into existence 

‘future’ goods and services are discovered, created and exploited, by whom and with what 

consequences” . The aforementioned authors further elaborate that true entrepreneurship involves 

the creation of both private wealth and social benefits.  Entrepreneurship has continued to attract 

huge interest across disciplines and at least one Caribbean university, University of Trinidad and 

Tobago has incorporated this into its curriculum (Preddie 2013).  Librarianship also has to 

incorporate entrepreneurship in its teaching and practice. It is important that librarianship attract a 

new generation of professionals interested in business innovation to revisit the traditional model 

of practice. Although there are similarities between the non-profit and profit-oriented enterprises, 

the differences lie in their governance and how they develop and evaluate their mission. Thus 

finding a balance between financial considerations and other aspects of a Caribbean library’s 

mission will be a challenge. But a commitment to business model reinvention coincides with 

defining a worthwhile mission (Sahlman 1999). 

 
The traditional approaches to management manifested in some libraries can stifle growth in 

Caribbean libraries. The bureaucratic style of management, which places “specialization, 

hierarchy of authority, a system of rules, and impersonality at its helm” (Knight 2009, 52), still 

pervades Caribbean libraries.  Rubin (2004, 372) reiterates that “the increasing complexity of 

librarianship makes the traditional structure obsolete”. This style of management has its 

disadvantages as it encourages rigidity and predictability, and eliminates creativity.  Therefore, it 

does not facilitate the reinvention and repositioning required to transition to the new paradigm. 

Flatter management structures must replace any bureaucracies. Among other things, a flat 
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management structure promotes cooperative efforts, encourages communication, and maximizes 

the abilities of staff.  Fundamentally, a flat management structure fosters strategic partnerships, 

which will be the fulcrum of library success.  Bloss and Lanier (1997) mention that as more 

flattened organizational charts emerge in libraries, the responsibilities of the traditional Head 

would now have to be accomplished with a different approach -  namely, teamwork and team 

empowerment. Rubin (2004) states: “No longer can one individual be expected to be 

sufficiently knowledgeable to make the necessary decisions…The system must be designed to 

coordinate and share information so that decision making can be a joint process”. 

 
People are critical assets to an organization since they drive competitive advantage.  Although 

libraries are more often a part of a larger institution and are guided by its policies and practices, 

they still have to ensure that their human resource management (HRM) policies and practices, 

and their human resource development (HRD) activities lend to productivity, competitiveness, 

and sustainability. The libraries’ HRM policies and practices, and HRD  activities  must  

respond  to  job  changes  and  integrate  the  long-term  plans  of  the organization.  Such 

policies, practices, and activities encourage the efficient and effective use of resources. 
 
According to Matthews (2014, 17), “librarianship is a profession where the myopic approach is a 

prevalent theme”. He goes on to say that although some libraries may argue that they are 

constantly innovating, they may just be applying new technologies to the same outcomes.  To 

profit from innovation, Caribbean libraries have to excel not only at innovation in service 

delivery, but also at business model design, understanding business design options, as well as 

user needs and user demographics, and technological trajectories.  It is imperative that all the 

forces of change that suffuse Caribbean librarianship be considered. Moreover, to make 

reinvention a success, Caribbean libraries must begin by supplementing their traditional 

approaches to management with a parallel strategy position.  The simple reason for this is that 

most library managers tend to allow operational effectiveness (OE) to supplant strategy, which is 

an anomaly since these libraries would have invested heavily in formulating strategic plans. 
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Defining the Business Model 
 
While Teece (2010, 173) defines a business model as “how the enterprise creates and delivers 

value to customers, and then converts payments received to profits”, Johnson, Christensen and 

Kagernann (2008) offer a more detailed definition.  According to them, a business model consists 

of four interlocking elements that collectively create and deliver value: customer value 

proposition (CVP), a profit formula, key resources, and key processes.  The CVP identifies the 

customer and what the customer values.  Johnson, Christensen and Kagernann (2008, 52)  cite: 

“The more important the job is to the customer, the lower the level of customer satisfaction with 

current options for getting the job done, and the better your solution is than existing alternatives 

at getting the job done (and, of course, the lower the price), the greater the CVP”.  The profit 

formula determines how an enterprise makes money while offering high quality service.  In 

addition, it analyzes the underlying economic logic that explains how to deliver value to 

customers at an appropriate cost (Magretta 2002).  The cost structure is motivated predominantly 

by the cost of the key resources necessary for the business model.   Key resources are assets such 

as people, technology, facilities, equipment, and brand required to create value for the targeted 

customers and the business entity, and the way in which these elements interact.  Key processes 

are a firm’s operational and managerial processes that allow it to deliver value in such a way that 

it can successfully repeat and increase in scale.  These may include an organization’s policies and 

procedures, and repeated functions such as training and development, planning and budgeting, 

and sales and services. These four elements form the basis of any enterprise.  The CVP and the 

profit formula “define value for the customer and the company, respectively; key resources and 

key processes describe how that value will be delivered to both the customer and the company” 

(Johnson, Christensen and Kagernann 2008, 53). It is significant for any business entity to 

integrate its key resources and processes in a unique way to ensure that the identified job is 

done efficiently for the targeted customers. When this occurs, the company is on the pathway to 

sustainable competitive advantage (SCA).  Teece (2010) advances that SCA is contingent on a 

business model that is sufficiently differentiated and hard to replicate for incumbents and new 

entrants, yet effective and efficient. 
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Defining Operational Effectiveness 
 
Caribbean library managers are usually preoccupied with improving operational effectiveness 

(OE).  Operational effectiveness is defined as performing similar activities better than rivals 

perform them.  Porter (1996) states that it includes but is not limited to efficiency, and refers to 

any number of practices that allow an organization to better utilize its inputs, for example, by 

developing better products faster. Caribbean librarians are constantly seeking ways in which to 

change how they perform activities to eliminate inefficiencies, enhance user satisfaction, and 

maintain a level of flexibility to acquire industry best practices. Among the management 

techniques and tools they have adopted in their pursuit of productivity, quality, and speed are 

outsourcing and benchmarking. 

 

The popularity of outsourcing reflects an increasing recognition that it is difficult to perform an 

activity as productively as a specialist. Managers normally outsource activities to gain cost 

advantage, which arises from performing particular activities more efficiently than rivals.  

Activities are therefore the basic units of competitive advantage (Porter 1996). Significantly, 

“outsourcing draws on expertise that is not easily built into the organization” (Gilley and 

Maycunich, 2000, 17). Given the revenue earning potential of bindery services, it is 

inconceivable that some Caribbean libraries would outsource this job function and transfer a 

potential revenue venture outside the boundaries of its institution to a competitor. Moreover, 

there has been much discussion in some spheres pertaining to the outsourcing of cataloguing.  It 

is surreal that a library, operating within the linguistically and culturally diverse Caribbean 

society, would be willing to outsource this aspect of the job which allows the staff to develop 

intimate and intricate knowledge of a special collection. 

 
Similarly, benchmarking allows an organization to ascertain whether the manner in which it 

conducts particular activities represents industry best practices when both cost and effectiveness 

are taken into consideration. Benchmarking is concerned with performing cross company 

comparisons of how the basic practices and processes in the value chain are executed.  It is worth 

noting at this juncture that all firms in a given industry have a similar value chain.  According to 
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Porter and Kramer (2011), a firm achieves competitive advantage from how it configures the 

value chain, which is a set of linked activities used to deliver a product or service to a customer. 

In analyzing a value chain, a firm must identify its activities and study the economic implications 

of those activities (Amit and Zott 2001).   Benchmarking is not copying; it acknowledges culture, 

geography, religion, and other factors. It anticipates market changes and challenges.  

Benchmarking necessitates an understanding of a process and applying the principles to a 

particular situation.   

 

While most Caribbean libraries perform benchmarking against standards of other libraries globally, 

it is also beneficial to consider benchmarking with other industries as this can positively affect 

performance and nurture innovation. Murdoch (1997) provides the example of Southwest Airlines 

which previously had a problem with the length of time most of its aircraft were on the ground 

between flights – usually on average of 40 expensive minutes. It had benchmarked its refuelling 

processes against other airlines and realized that it was already one of the leaders.  Therefore, 

some sort of quantum leap for improvement was required.  Southwest Airlines looked outside of 

the airline industry for the most efficient refuellers in the world - Formula One racing.  By  

adopting  the  turnaround processes  used  during  pit  stops,  Southwest  Airlines  was  able to  

refuel  an  aeroplane in  12 minutes, thus minimizing cost. 

 
Nicholas (2009, 194) must be commended for engendering a “benchmarking ethos among 

librarians” operating within special libraries in Jamaica to demonstrate how such libraries 

contribute to the bottom line of the larger institutions. 

 
Although constant improvement in OE is compulsory to attain profitability, it is insufficient. 

Porter (1996, 63) quite rightly states that few companies have competed successfully on the basis 

of OE over an extended period due to the rapid diffusion of best practices.  He continued by 

saying that the reason for this is that rivals “can quickly imitate management techniques, new 

technologies, input improvements, and superior ways of meeting customers’ needs”.  Caribbean 

libraries competing on the basis of OE is not game-changing as it leads to relative improvement 



Caribbean Library Journal Volume 2 

 

93 

 

for none of the libraries.  The productivity gains of OE are often captured by users and suppliers 

of equipment and new technologies; it is not retained in superior and sustainable profitability. 

In essence, OE cannot facilitate the revenue generating approach recommended for Caribbean 

librarianship.  Furthermore, OE encourages competitive convergence.  The more benchmarking 

libraries do the more they become identical, and risk losing their distinctiveness.  In fact, they 

imitate one another on the assumption that the other knows something that they do not.   While 

imitation may be the sincerest form of flattery, it will not lead to the competitive revitalization 

(Hamel and Prahalad 1989).   Competition based on OE only “is mutually destructive, leading 

to wars of attrition that can be arrested only by limiting competition” (Porter 1996, 64). 

Improving OE is a crucial part of library management; however, it is not strategy.   Library 

managers must employ strategy in order to advance towards a viable competitive position, as 

“financial  savings  will  not  be  enough  to  remain  competitive”  (Bryson  1999);  they  cannot 

enhance long-term performance (Gilley and Maycunich 2000). 

 
Strategic Positioning 

 
According to Porter (1996), strategic positioning warrants the deliberate selection of a different 

set of activities to deliver a unique mix of value from its competitors, or executing similar 

activities in different ways.  It involves having a differentiated competitive strategy. Nevertheless, 

Caribbean libraries do not see themselves as being in any form of competition, but all libraries 

compete.  They may not deliberately compete with each other, but they do compete in their 

external environment.  Libraries are always in competition for physical, financial, technological, 

and human resources, probably more so than other business entities.  During periods of budget 

cuts, libraries are usually the first casualties; therefore, one would expect that they would fully 

appreciate the need to be vigorously competitive in order to fortify their positions and define 

their worth.  Instead they often agree to do more with less; but what really results is that they do 

less with less, thus sacrificing their professional uniqueness (White 1998), and trivializing their 

purpose.  A  strategic position is not sustainable unless there are trade-offs with other 

positions.   Trade-offs result from having activities that are incompatible with the strategy.  They 

create a need for choice and purposefully limit what a business offers; otherwise, it becomes all 
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things to all customers, thus blurring their distinct positioning.  Without trade-offs, there would 

be no need for choice and correspondingly no need for strategy (Porter 1996). 

 
The strategic positioning of any Caribbean library must be aligned with the strategy of the wider 

institution of which it is a part.  Therefore every decision or action the library undertakes must 

be guided by its strategic position.  This ensures that none of the library’s actions exists in a 

vacuum.  In order for strategy to be successful, there must be structure.  Assuming a new or re- 

establishing a competitive strategy will not be an easy task for any individual library and this 

would certainly present some challenges for the library leadership. 

 
Strategic Leadership 

 
Strategic leadership according to Ireland and Hitt (2005) is the capacity to anticipate, envision, 

maintain flexibility, think strategically and collaborate with others, thus initiating the changes 

that will create a viable future for the institution.  They also assert that the likelihood of an 

organization achieving superior or even satisfactory performance when confronting the 

challenges of the global economy will be greatly reduced without the employment of strategic 

leadership.  Govindarajan and Trimble (2011) affirm that some companies become too focussed 

on executing their current business model and forget that business models are perishable.  As a 

result, they lose their vision of finding the next great innovation.   The authors assert that to 

realize current and future success, organizational leaders must simultaneously manage the 

present; selectively forget the past; and, create the future.  By applying those principles to the 

search for a new business model, a framework is offered from which each individual library can 

operate.  In managing the present, the library must concentrate on performance excellence and 

continuous improvement - which is OE - as previously discussed.  The library must fully 

appreciate that selectively forgetting the past and creating the future accounts for the preparation 

it must currently make to facilitate a successful future.  Consequently, the library’s leadership is 

faced with the onerous choice of knowing exactly what to destroy and what to create so that the 

library can respond in a way that enables sustainability and competitiveness.   To selectively 

forget the past means to sever ties with organizational memory. This will be a tumultuous 
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challenge, as supposedly when conducting the core business, library leadership and staff alike 

would have developed biases, assumptions, and ingrained mind-sets.  These become rooted in 

planning and operational processes, performance evaluation systems, organizational structures, 

and human resources policies.  Such inherent memory may be great for preservation, which  is,  

managing  the  present;  however,  if  it  is  not  controlled  sufficiently  -  selectively forgetting 

the past, it gets in the way of creating the future.  As Govindarajan and Trimble (2011, 

110) correctly state: “Before you can create, you must forget”. 
 
 
Strategic Thinking 
 
The way forward for Caribbean libraries is to cover all of those attributes which can be labelled 

as strategic.  It extends both to the formulation and execution of strategies, and has the outcome 

of an integrated perspective of the library. Good strategic thinking uncovers potential opportunities 

for creating value.  The surest way to create value “is not to venture far afield but to mine new 

value close to home; assets already in hand but peripheral to the core offer up the richest new 

core” (Zook 2007, 68).   Equally, Ofek and Wathieu  (2010)  ask  for  the  identification  of  the  

seemingly peripheral  trends  that  have  the potential to reshape the organization since only a 

handful of big trends are capable of altering user behaviour; they ask that attention be paid to the 

ripple effects of some changes and technologies in the multiple areas of the user’s life.  For 

example, Caribbean libraries must consider how social networks like Facebook and LinkedIn are 

affecting friendships and professional relationships and how they can capitalize on the investments 

of these networks. They must fully embrace social media to meet users wherever they are.  It 

makes for good economic sense that patrons maximize the use of the libraries’ costly repositories 

of collections. Providing reference services via instant chat should be a basic service offered by all 

academic libraries.  Griffith University Library in Australia and University at Buffalo Libraries 

in the United States are examples of two university libraries that provide instant chat services.  

 

The role of the physical library is changing; hence, Caribbean libraries must move in tandem with 

their international counterparts. The physical library must be increasingly geared towards serving 

the needs of users with cafes and social spaces provided alongside information resources 
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(McCreadie 2013).  Before a library can seek to create value, there must be a clear distinction 

between its core business and value-added service owing to a degree of ambiguity in relation to the 

meaning and interpretation of the two terms (Broady-Preston and Swain 2012). 

 
Core business comprises those activities and services deemed fundamental to the continued 

existence of the library (Broady-Preston and Swain 2012).   The core business is derived 

from the core competency, which “is a bundle of skills and technologies that enable a company to 

provide particular benefits to customers” (Beardwell and Claydon 2010, 55).  The core 

competency must be competitively unique as it represents a gateway to the future.  In contrast, 

value added services are considered to be those which add value or worth, but are ancillary to the 

core business of the library. For example, a cafeteria operating within a public library is a value-

added service, as are bindery services provided by the libraries that do. Given the current 

economic climate, such categorizations and distinctions will be useful for the library 

management in prioritizing activities and services, planning and allocating resources, and 

evaluating service performance (Broady-Preston and Swain 2012).  Fundamentally, to create the 

future, each library must provide a strategic answer to the two-part question:  What business are 

you in and what business are you not in? (Bishop 1999; Lafley 1999; Broady-Preston and Swain 

2012; Matthews 2014) In doing so, the library will know with certainty where it can “play to 

win” or “not play at all” (Lafley 1999); in addition, it serves to dissuade benchmarking 

unnecessarily.  The answer to this question can only surface as a result of a thorough evaluation, 

and an assessment of the library’s culture and its readiness to change. 

 
Creating New Market Space 

 
According to Kim and Mauborgne (1999), creating new market space mandates a different 

pattern of strategic thinking.  Instead of looking within the accepted boundaries that define how 

libraries traditionally compete, library leadership can look systematically across them.  This 

would allow Caribbean libraries to find unoccupied territory that represents a real break-

through in value.  For the library, untapped value can be hidden in complementary services.  

One simple way to unearth untapped value is to think about what happens before, during, and 
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after the library’s services are utilized.   Seemingly far-fetched, major Caribbean academic 

libraries can possibly ponder introducing a Saturday programme, for a fee, to those primary level 

children of mature students.  Such services are uniquely aligned with the needs of mature 

students, who are likely to have young children, and would prefer to utilize the library services 

while having their children in close proximity and engage in developmental activities.  To ensure 

the feasibility of such a venture, the institution will have to survey its user population.     

 
Zook (2007) highlights that the significance of a company’s overlooked, undervalued, or 

underutilized assets to its strategic regeneration cannot be overstated.  For the library, a hidden 

asset can be the centrepiece of the new strategy, and as such, this hidden asset can be presented 

in the form of untapped insights into users.  The library may discover that one neglected 

customer segment holds the key to unprecedented growth.   It may recognize that it is in a 

position of influence over its users, perhaps because of the trust and reputation it enjoys, and that 

it has not fully developed this position (Zook 2007).  To benchmark the airline industry, 

aeroplanes cannot afford to fly empty.  This accounts for the reason why they are often 

overbooked, and why some airlines have discontinued flights to some territories.  Similarly, it is 

not economically prudent to have libraries open with very few users, taking into account the 

increasingly high cost of library materials, databases, and its overheads.   However, shortening 

the regular opening hours of the library is not the solution.  Academic libraries especially, are 

usually under-utilized during semester breaks.  They can possibly find untapped customer 

segments, for example, professional organizations whose employees would like to engage the 

services offered by these libraries during this short window, but are not enrolled in any of 

academic programmes offered by the parent institution.  The onus resides with the library and the 

wider institution to determine what type of cost would be attached to this service. 
 
 
In comparison with the manufacturing industry, shop owners would prefer to have their stock 

turnover quickly without become obsolete.  In correlation, all types of libraries would want to 

have their materials borrowed without having to weed unused materials.  The harsh reality is that 

this seldom, if ever, occurs in libraries.  Unused materials represent an exorbitant and wasted 
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cost for libraries when the purchase cost of the materials, the processing, storage, and 

maintenance cost in the form of staff time and energy are considered.  Although the unused 

materials of a collection cannot be entirely eliminated, Caribbean libraries must still re-conceive 

how they offer some services, their collection development policies, as well as their relationships 

with other libraries.    Lewis (2013, 68) requests that libraries, especially academic libraries, 

“move beyond defining themselves by their distinctive collections and move to definitions of 

excellence based on distinctive services”.   Such practices have opportunity costs; and, unless 

these costs are captured and reinvested to create services that are distinctive, these libraries risk 

becoming expensive and irrelevant. 

 
Strategically Saying No 

 
Uttering the word ‘no’ to the offer of a large gift collection is tantamount to uttering a profanity 

in some settings.  Gifts are always one way to supplement a collection, especially for those 

libraries, which are challenged by the lack of funds.   Gifts have become an integral part of a 

library’s collection development.  Traditionally, donations of books were welcome regardless of 

content or condition, as this was the basis upon which many great libraries were founded 

(Ballestro and Howze 2005).  Nevertheless, libraries are under no obligation to add everything to 

their collection solely by virtue of the material being a gift.  According to Ballestro and Howze 

(2005, 52), “Acquisitions departments are the ultimate recipients of unsolicited gift of books, 

serials, and other materials (including a variety of molds and insects) that well-meaning people 

give to the library”.   Being constantly distracted by troublesome gift donors and unsolicited  

gifts  can  be  a  nuisance  for  the  library  staff  who  routinely  handles  donations. Therefore, 

the library has to ascertain whether the cost of collection transport, staff labour, and the risk of 

employee health is worth the yield in number of materials actually added to the collection.  Since 

the processing and storage costs are the same for gifts as for purchased items, the library has to 

scrutinize its intake of these materials. 

 
For Caribbean libraries, which are more often departments of larger institution, their leaders 

must be involved in the selection, redeployment and hiring of staff assigned to the 
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libraries.  This ensures that the respective library strictly adheres to its strategic position by 

ensuring the best fit staff.  The new business model for Caribbean libraries must be based on its 

mission, values, and experience (Bishop 1999).    Thus  embracing  the  wrong  kinds  of  skills  

can  destroy  morale  and  incur additional costs since these employees would have to be re-

trained in order to be strategically aligned with their new setting.  This practice would not only 

rob the library of time and energy, but also of profit owing to the delay in implementing 

strategic, tactical, and operational plans. The leaders of Caribbean libraries must fully appreciate 

that employees too, become frustrated and exhausted by the lack of growth of their institution. 

 
 
Creating Strategic Assets 

 
It is imperative that the library move beyond recognizing its workforce as human resources, but 

as strategic assets.  Fuchs (2002, 154) characterizes strategic assets as “an increasingly non- 

replicable, intangible, difficult to duplicate, firm-specific source of sustainable advantage that 

cannot straightforwardly be imitated by competitors if retained and bound within organizational 

boundaries”.   Although  it  is  affirmed  that  employees  are  the  most  important  assets,  some 

libraries increasingly rely on temporary contract employees and contingent workers in the form 

of student assistants.  The main point is that there is an explicit tendency in most libraries to blur 

the lines between professionals and non-professionals.  This shrinks the number of professionals, 

with the librarians playing a prominent role in sabotaging the future of their own profession. 

White (2006) asks: if there is no real difference in what non-professionals do and what librarians 

do, then what is the point of getting a professional degree?  Moreover, if the delineations are not 

as clear, then patron expectations are not as clear.  Most Caribbean librarians can attest to the 

fact that most patrons assume that everyone who works in a library is a librarian.  White (1998, 

117) asserts that it is “unfair to our users for clerks to do professional work, just as it would be if 

non-professionals did hospital work”. 

 
Librarians can be a unique source of developing competitive advantage, especially if their 

expertise is brought to deeper levels. Caribbean libraries must optimize the way librarians 
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collaborate - through job specifications, organizational designs, and work processes. When all 

employees  are  perfectly  aligned,  companies  become  works  of  high  art  (Govindarajan  and 

Trimble 2011).    While it may be simple to replace and radically alter the physical structure of a 

library, it is difficult to replace and renew the idiosyncratic skills embedded in the heads and 

hands of librarians.  A stock of resources that is difficult to imitate and hard to transfer enhances 

the sustainability of the library.   Although information sharing is a core feature for a library 

manager, having an approach whereby all staff share equally in the same duties and 

responsibilities can be perceived as non-strategic, fostering unwarranted competition among 

staff, and can stymie the growth of the organization.  H igh performers strategically organize 

staff so that responsibilities are effectively divided and conquered, and according to their 

strengths and skill sets, and not according to the vagaries of its management. 

 
High performance businesses begin with the expectation that they are hiring staff for the long 

term, and this perspective fundamentally alters the nature of their recruitment and selection, and 

training and development policies.  The new model library requires staff who are keen on careers 

in librarianship rather than those who perceive library work as a stopgap until their ideal job 

arises.   
 
 
Creating Shared Value 
 
Shared value can be defined “as policies and operating practices that enhance the competitiveness 

of a company while simultaneously advancing the economic and social conditions in the 

communities in which it operates” (Porter and Kramer 2011, 66). The concept of shared value 

describes a new set of best practices that all companies must embrace.  It has become an integral 

part of strategy and has given rise to many new needs to meet, new products and services to 

introduce, new customers to serve, and new ways to configure the value chain. Imperatively, 

shared value resets the boundaries of capitalism as underscored by Porter and Kramer (2011), who 

insist that not all profit is equal.  This is a perception, which has been eroded in the narrow, 

short-term focus of financial markets and in much management thinking. The abovementioned 

authors emphatically proclaim that profits involving a social purpose represent a higher form of 
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capitalism - one that will enable both society and the organization to rapidly advance.  

Essentially, shared value allows an organization to concentrate on the right kind of profits, 

which are, those that create societal benefits rather than diminish them. 

 

One way in which Caribbean libraries can create shared value is by enabling local cluster 

development since no organization is self-reliant. The success of every organization is influenced 

by the supporting businesses and infrastructure around it. Clusters play a pivotal role in 

encouraging productivity, innovation, and competitiveness.  Academic libraries especially should 

be familiar with this concept, if not by name, certainly by practice since universities and 

colleges are a part of, and promote cluster development. Clusters are closely related to the 

business ecosystem, and the success of the library is inextricably linked to the success of its 

ecosystem.  Rubin (2004, 361) affirms: “Libraries must be thought of as organisms whose 

purpose is to adapt, as all organisms do, to a constantly changing environment”.   He goes on to 

say that “simply surviving is an essential purpose and focus of an organization, and in this 

complex social, political, and economic climate, this task is no less an issue for libraries” (361). 

 
According to Iansiti and Levien (2004, 69), similar to “an individual species in a biological 

ecosystem, each member of a business ecosystem ultimately shares the fates of the network as a 

whole, regardless of that member’s apparent strength”.  They refer to the business ecosystem as 

loose networks “of suppliers, distributors, outsourcing firms, makers of related products or 

services, technology providers, and a host of other organizations” (Iansiti and Levien 2004, 69), 

which influence and are influenced by the creation and delivery of a firm’s own offerings.    The 

abovementioned authors also highlight that companies such as Wal-Mart and Microsoft  have  

recognized  the  significance  of  the  business  ecosystem  and  have  pursued strategies that not 

only aggressively further their own interest but also promote their ecosystems’ overall health.  

They have ensured this by creating platforms, which are services, tools, or technologies, that other 

members of the ecosystem can use to enhance their own performance. 
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It is for these reasons that Caribbean librarians must promote the health of their ecosystem. 

Specific to academic librarians, the need to perform community service and engage in research 

and developmental activities should not be perceived solely in terms of job retention.  These 

activities are fundamentally critical to creating shared value, thus augmenting the health of the 

ecosystem, especially since most libraries inhabit ecosystems that extend beyond the boundaries 

of their industry.  As Iansiti and Levien (2004, 71) emphasize: “For an ecosystem to function 

effectively, each domain in it that is critical to the delivery of a product or service should be 

healthy; weakness in any domain can undermine the performance of the whole”. 

 
Conclusion 

 
For Caribbean libraries, creating new growth requires repositioning and reinvention.  The latter 

involves venturing into unknown market space and unknown business model territory.  Pursuing 

a new business model for libraries will be laborious and should not be embarked upon unless 

they are confident that the opportunity is large enough to justify the effort.   To do otherwise 

would be a waste of time, energy, and money. The guidelines for preparing a good business 

model are presented in Table 1 while Figure 1 shows how this model can be applied to a library 

ecosystem, in this case the Sidney Martin Library, Cave Hill Campus, The University of the West 

Indies. 

 
When business model innovation is mandatory, success resides not only in designing the model 

correctly, but also in “figuring out, then implementing - and then refining - commercially viable 

architectures for revenues and for costs” Teece (2010, 174).  In addition, Johnson, Christensen 

and Kagermann (2008) insist that the incumbent business should not be allowed to prohibit the 

new model from creating value or thriving. 

 
Designing a new business model requires creativity, insight, and a great deal of user, competitor 

and supplier information and intelligence (Teece 2010).  Furthermore, the continual changes and 

the economic reality impacting users and society, and the cost structure of the business must be 

clearly understood.  Successful incumbents must not only be mindful of initial failure, but also 
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appreciate that the right business model may not be apparent up front, and learning and 

adjustments will be necessary.  Johnson, Christensen and Kagermann (2008) recommend that 

companies with new business models should be patient for growth but impatient for profit. 

Magretta (2002) says profits are important not only for their own sake, but also, because they 

indicate whether the model is working, and that if the expected results are not achieved, the 

model must be re-examined. 

 
Finally, since a business model tells a good story, it can be used to get everyone in the 

organization aligned around the kind of value the library wants to create.  According to Magretta 

(2002), stories are easy to grasp and easy to remember; they allow staff to view their jobs within 

the  larger  context  of  what  the  organization  is  attempting  and  to  tailor  their  behaviour 

accordingly.   Imperatively, the greatest impact of business model reinvention comes from 

identifying and satisfying underserved or unserved needs of the library’s stakeholders. 
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TABLE 1: Guidelines for designing a library business model with the appropriate leadership and management 
styles 

  
WHAT BUSINESS ARE WE IN? 

 

 
KEY 
PARTNERS 

 
Which partners are 
needed? 

 
Which vendors are 
needed? 

 
Which key 
resources are 
acquired from the 
library’s vendors / 
partners? 

KEY PROCESSES 
 
What key processes do 
the library’s value 
propositions, 
distribution channels, 
user relationships and 
revenue streams 
require? 
 
 
 
 
KEY RESOURCES 
 
What key resources do 
the value propositions 
distribution channels, 
user relationships and 
revenue streams 
require? 

 

VALUE 
PROPOSITIONS 
 
What services are 
provided for our 
users? 
 
What does the user 
really want? 

USER 
RELATIONSHIPS 
 
How do we attract, and 
retain users? 
 
What other user markets 
should we seek to 
penetrate? 
 
 
 
DISTRIBUTION 
CHANNELS 
 
How do we reach our 
users? 
Through which channels 
do our user segments 
prefer to be reached? 
How effective are the 
current distribution 
channels? 

USER 
SEGMENTS 
 
For whom is the 
library creating value? 
 
Who are our 
primary users? 
 
What are our user 

demographics? 

 
 

FINANCE 
 
 
 

COST STRUCTURE 
What are the most important costs? 
What key resources and processes are most 
expensive? 

What is the size of opportunity/market? 

 
PROFIT 
What is the profit formula? 

REVENUE STREAMS 
For what do patrons currently pay? 
For what service are patrons willing to pay? 

What are the pricing policies? 

 
 
 

CULTURE/VALUES 
 

 
 

LEADERSHIP STYLE 
What is our leadership style? 
What leadership style is required to 
successfully manage our key processes and 
resources, serve our users, and impact the 
bottom line? 

RELATIONSHIP STYLE 
How do we interact with each other and our 
users? 
How do our relationships impact the value 
propositions and the bottom line? 

VALUES 
What are our core values? 
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