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8. Within the next five years there will be no more librarians as we know them.  Staff may have MBAs or be computer/data scientists.  All library staff will need the technical skills equivalent to today’s systems and web services personnel.  The ever-increasing technology curve will precipitate a high turnover among traditional librarians; the average age of library staff will have dropped to 28.

Dystopian future anyone?  This statement regarding the future of librarians doesn’t provoke a reactionary response as much as a chuckle.  A librarian’s service to patrons is not wholly about solving technical problems or administering budgets.  Library service at its heart is a humanistic art, not a science.  It consists of empathy for information needs and sincere passion for helping patrons.  It includes inquiry and probing to determine unarticulated questions since users frequently don’t know exactly what they are looking for.  More than anything, it is the ability to muster and employ multiple sets of knowledge in order to educate.
Effective educators will never disappear.  The teaching of information literacy skills is not about bits and bytes or spreadsheets; it’s about the added value and expertise that librarians bring to the reference desk or to the classroom.  Cultivating teachable moments is not the domain of systems personnel.  It is simply one more item in a good librarian’s repertoire.  To educate requires not only the necessary knowledge base, but also the necessary interpersonal skills.  An affable demeanor and focus on good customer service is nearly as important as having the knowledge needed to answer questions.  Professionals who have these abilities won’t have a high turnover or an average age of 28.  They will continue to be of all shapes and sizes, embracing the challenge of teaching people how to help themselves.
Of course, technical skills have become more and more important in today’s increasingly electronic environment.  Troubleshooting word processing software, HTML code, and PowerPoint presentations is all part of a day’s work in the library.  So too is evaluating the costs, benefits, and allocation of resources.  But these skill sets are far from the only ones that will be needed in the library environment.  Computer scientists are wonderful at using technology to make libraries more efficient.  MBAs are wonderful at analyzing stakeholders, resources, and other components that give structure to organizations.  But it takes a different kind of professional to educate patrons in locating, evaluating, and using information.  That kind of person is, and will continue to be, a librarian.
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