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A Framework for Exploring Organisational Learning i n the
Academic Library
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Abstract

This paper highlights some of the deficiencies witgher Education (HE)
planning paradigms and then describes the Holomé&wnark as an HE planning
approach that overcomes some of the deficiencies pper outlines some key
features from the literature of organisational méag and explores how the Holon
Framework facilitates both single and double loggaaisational learning. The
paper then describes how the Holon Framework carsée as a strategic and
operational planning tool with academic librariesl dow the more conventional
library operational research models can be includedstructured double loop
learning process.

1 Introduction

Education in the United Kingdom has, in recent geseen many changes as the
education reforms of successive governments hagadtad on teaching at all
levels from primary school to university. Highedueation (HE) institutions have
been forced to deal with a dwindling of financiapport per student (in real
terms) and when one adds to this the additionks i high levels of competition
for students, changing population demographicsgaméral economic conditions
(both of which will impact on potential demand &xisting courses), and the
impact of changing Government policy, then the emment within which
universities operate can be clearly seen as umstabl

Typically, university responses to these challeragedairly common across all
institutions (both within the UK and abroad) andl wiclude contracting out
selected services, ‘centralising’ management andirastrative functions

common to faculties, reducing staff development @mference budgets and
freezing staff recruitment (Guskin and Marcy, 2008} the same time, of course,
the university tries to protect the core functiseen as crucial to its role as a
university which are typically maintaining learniagd teaching standards,
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student support and research with the weightingiexpto each adjusted to
reflect the nature of the institution concerned.

All of this makes it imperative that adaptive ségit planning processes are in
place so that the university can focus limited veses on those activities that
support the mission of the institution, set priestand achieve competitive
advantage (Franz and Morrison, 2005). In fags the process of achieving
competitive advantage that tests the strategiapgrnprocesses of HE
institutions since, as Senge (1990 p. 4) states:

The ability to learn faster than your competitoraynie the only sustainable
competitive advantage.

The ability of organisations to learn is thus sagm necessary (if not sufficient)
condition in establishing competitive advantage bonically, although HE
institutions develop their reputation on their @pito produce high quality
learning environments for their students, thererse® be little attention paid to
the manner in which learning is achieved within dhganisation itself. This
criticism applies not just to universities as indual enterprises, but also to many
of their constituent departments as well. Univgrkiiraries, as major service
providers within their institutions, are facing tpuextreme forces of change and
need to be equipped themselves as flexible, indbpenearners — just those
characteristics that universities seek to deveiapheir students.

This paper briefly describes the Holon Framework asocess for supporting and
enabling planning in HE institutions and departreemithin organisations. It then
reflects on the way in which the framework suppddable loop learning within
the organisation and finally describes how acaddimiaries might benefit from
the broad planning perspectives offered by the M&l@amework in combining
both traditional quantitative library modelling aggstems based enquiry.

This paper is an extended version of a paper prede the World Multi-
conference on Systems, Cybernetics and Informeti2e06.

2 Improving Decision Making Within Academic Libraries

Over the last 50 years or so there has been greaést in the application of
Operational Research (OR) methods and models tteaua libraries. Many of
these applications have been oriented towards mpg@perational aspects of
the library and have focussed on the problem adrd@hing correct loan and
duplication policies and predicting the changedemand for sections of the book
stock (Morse, 1968; Chen, 1976). This focus hasime evident as funding cuts
have forced library staff to try and make restdd®ok stocks available to
growing numbers of students and the reduction af lperiods is one way of
increasing book circulation when additional funds ot available for

duplication.

Indeed, ever since its origins during the Secondldar, OR has provided
modellers with a toolbox of techniques, methods apploaches with which to try
and solve problems in a variety of management dasnalany of the methods
are quantitative (mathematical programming, quethegry, stock control etc.)
and implicitly assume that the problem to be solvasl certain characteristics that
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make these techniques appropriate. In partictiiage characteristics include the
reliance of the methods on data availability (iclthg consideration of data
credibility and accuracy), de-politicisation and@®ed consensus of objectives
and the treatment of people as passive objecte(fResad and Mingers, 2001).
This raises questions about the applicability ahsonodels to those systems
perceived as human activity systems, that is tasgaems which exist only as a
result of the activity of humans within them. Agwaed by Dahlin (1991) the
perception could well be that OR models are sedraaisig a very narrow focus
of application and are not necessarily seen agaetdo helping with any of the
“bigger” problems of library management.

A number of papers have reviewed the applicatio®Rftechniques to academic
libraries (Kantor1979; Kraft and Boyce, 1991; Warwick, 1992) and #mxercise
will not be repeated here. However, as we hawadir noted the vast majority of
the modelling work undertaken has been quantitativeature and restricted to
the building of sometimes complex mathematical nsedEurthermore, since the
initial burst of modelling activity in the later h@af the last century there has been
a lessening of this activity reported in the acade@R and information science
literatures (Warwick, 2009). This decline has caled with the growth of the
world wide web as a source of information for sitdeand the challenges that the
provision of online information now poses for likes in terms of policy and
operations are significant. If the academic ligrigrno longer the primary
information source for students, researchers astdrers then redefining and
continually reviewing the services and academigsupmechanisms offered to
library users becomes strategically importanthcaliy (and university)
management.

One further problem that often emerges within oiggtions is that of linking
strategy to action and in particular predicting éffects of strategic interventions.
These problems become patrticularly acute in comgystems. Brookfield and
Smith (2006) argue that there is an inherent weskitethe management maxim
that “if you can measure it, you can manage itfhe@fically the weakness is
concerned with the measurement techniques usedhwfien assume linearity of
relationships and a reliance arpriori data as a predictor of future performance.
If we couple with this a recognition that we maylvealy have a partial
understanding of the effects of system intervenfwmat Simon (1957) referred
to as bounded rationality) then predictions of osystem may react to
structural, environmental or policy change may besliable and controlling the
change process itself becomes difficult.

System complexity results in only a partial undamging of the true dynamics of
the system (Brookfield and Smith, 2006). Importaerte are macro and micro
system properties and the notion of ‘downward cthmsa Downward causation
is the process through which a system’s micro comapts adapt to macro level
intervention and this adaptation can, potentiddeyyvery unpredictable. Thus the
effect of macro level managerial intervention cooédunpredicted micro level
changes, the emergent properties of which may gulesdly influence the
properties of the wider system. For example,ahlperiods are shortened as a
substitute for buying extra copies (book circulatwould be increased) it may be
the case that library users become dissatisfield thvé service and seek
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alternatives thus reducing demand for the texitsnv@rsely, buying extra copies
may initially improve the service and might enc@e@reater use of the library
thus increasing demand and negating the effectaviiging extra titles. These
types of changes require careful monitoring ofysthange after policy or
operational changes. In general, Brookfield andtls(2006, p.279) argue that
there is:

... a degree of uncertainty associated with intetie@outcomes from a
managerial perspective because the performanceceaaif models of
intervention (their motives, logic, organizatiorsaope, timescales, and
implementation) cannot capture easily, if at alhergent system responses.

Many public bodies in the UK (and this applies paifarly to education) are
subject to high levels of government scrutiny whitbolves target setting and the
measurement of ‘quality standards’. Clearly thissaes relating to our ability to
measure and predict system change are cruciaderstanding how systems will
respond to management intervention. It is diffito predict system responses to
change however systematically desirable and clijuesasible they might seem
to be. Thus, high level policy formulation may bawnpredicted effects at the
lower levels relating to operations and interactianth, and between, system
users.

These sorts of problem are not amenable to andlysisditional OR models and
S0, as universities and their libraries seek toae$ their activities, new
approaches to modelling have come to the fore (ftesed and Mingers, 2001)
and of particular interest are ideas from the faldystems thinking.

3 The Holon Framework

Trow (1994) commented that hard and soft managematoncepts were being
applied to higher education institutions. Hard nggralism generally involves
people from government and business who are redtdveeshaping and
redirecting universities through funding formula&lather mechanisms, e.g.
criteria to assess teaching quality. Soft managiem usually revolves around
senior administrators and some academics fromutigersity and views
managerial effectiveness as an important companehe provision of higher
education of quality at its lowest cost. It is feed around the idea of improving
the efficiency of the institution.

Galbraith (1998) identified the dominant HE plargqhapproach that is associated
with soft managerialism. The key parts of the apph are: a strategic plan;
performance indicators (PIs); mathematical modetsatificial structures (such
as departments and faculties). A strategic plaaliyshas a mission statement
and related strategic aims that assist in achietvjmyg. excellence in teaching.
These strategic aims are treated separately amdssqul in terms of goals that are
evaluated through the use of Pls. Furthermoreessgon models and
spreadsheets use the collected data for forecamtithdpudgeting purposes.

Bell et al (2000) identify concerns about the manageriapgr@ach relating to the
production of the vision for the institution or @gpment in that there seems to be
no clear method and, because of the lack of spdgifwhich may be due to the
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lack of dialogue about the direction of the univtgrer department concerned),
many academics consider the visions to be mearsisigle

Typically, university management take the orthogtanning approach which
views analytical thinking as key. We adopt anraléive conceptual view of HE
planning which takes an holistic systems-basedagmbr more suited to the
complex real world situation with which we are degl(Bell et al, 2005).
Systems theory and systems terminology have loeg bsed to describe
organisations (Millett, 1998) and this can proviggights into their structure and
operational processes (Robbins and Barnwell, 1998 Holon Framework
emerges from Checkland’s Soft Systems Methodol@ie¢kland, 1981).

Checkland (1988) argues that researchers who agptgms concepts to
investigate social situations face difficulties @ese these situations are never
clearly defined. He prefers to use the word ‘Holather than ‘system’ as it
highlights a distinctive approach to investigatsugh situations. We consider a
Holon to be an abstract representation of a ssttiztion that captures current
problems (Bell and Warwick, 2007). The Holon Framek involves six
different stages or modes of working and the aifresach are described in Table
1.0.
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Stage Stage Aims

Framing This stage has a number of objectives among
which are that the stakeholders are identifjed
and become familiar with the framework and
that the investigators gain a broad
understanding of the situation so that
relevant holons (and sub-holons) can be
identified and labelled.

Enquiry This stage aims to identify the problems as
perceived by the stakeholders.

Visioning This stage attempts to collate various
problems into themes to be addressed.
These can be linked with a sub-holon
hierarchical level.

Metrication This stage analyses the themes and tim&
emergent problems with the appropriate
hierarchical level. Metrics are generated t
characterise specific problems.

[@)]

Mathematical | This stage aims to analyse the data further
Modelling using appropriate modelling techniques — for
example a system dynamics model might be
used to explain the situation of concern.

Action This stage aims to facilitate change having
achieved understanding of the area of
concern

Table 1: Aims of Holon Framework Stages

As has been described elsewhere (Bell and Wan&@®7; Warwick, Bell and
Kennedy, 2005) the Holon Framework combines sefnents (Framing,

Enquiry, Visioning) and hard elements (Metricataord Modelling). It addresses
‘the who’, ‘the what’, and ‘the where’ type questsofor the current state &nd
generates a vision of a desired state Additionally, this produces a relevant
metrics programme, and the collected metrics camskd as dynamic behaviour
patterns. It is then possible (using quantitatiaalling techniques) to tackle ‘the
how’, ‘the why’ and ‘the when’ type questions (Betlal,2005). The most
important traits of this framework may be summatias:

1. It provides management groups with an holistic v situation;

2. The use of a soft methodology to enable the captiuttee stakeholders’ point
of view;

3. It enables control of the effects of bounded ratiy;
4. It promotes the development of a desirable anditeasgision;
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5. The creation of a relevant metrics programme allpmgress and the effects
of change to be assessed;

6. By integrating quantitative modelling into the mgament process emphasis
is placed on developing model ownership;

7. It allows discussion of the ‘best solution’ to a@e the vision given the cost
constraints;

8. It encourages the use of models for examining variohat-if’ scenarios.

The Framing and Enquiry stages are means of erglassues, drawing out
themes, boundaries and experiences that the stdkehideel are important within
the situation of concern. These first two stagesoarage a thorough examination
of the current state oSresulting in its definition. Next we move to daing in
which the client group explore a vision of the fetthat they feel is feasible and
desirable. The vision will be expressed in terinthe holon structure used
throughout the enquiry and may be expressed foynraterms of root

definitions. It is important though that the dission of $ and the vision, S are
linked through issues and problems. The stakehgideip should identify the
critical issues and problems, which require resofuif movement towards the
vision is to be achieved. The issues and probleithg@nerate goals, questions
and metrics. The Metrication stage allows theedtakders to learn more about
the problems and issues ip &1d the subsequent Metrics Collection Stage
enables them to measure their progress towardeh is followed by the Action
stage in which modelling is undertaken to clarifg processes which can effect
movement from Sto §

Naturally, although the stages are denoted seqlignit is likely that, for a large
project, different modes of working may happen sdiemeously. For example,
the metric collection process could well be underteover a long period of time
(a year or more) and during this time modelling Imige undertaken, further
enquiry might take place, and the vision might geas the environment
changes.

4 Learning in organisations

The concept of organisational learning has bee¢harmanagement literature for
many years and is now a widely recognised termt@agSmithet al, 1999).
Many authors have sought to define the term orgdinisal learning and the
classic work of Argyris (1977) considers organisadil learning as a process that
detects and corrects errors, and is carried outdiyiduals within the
organisation acting as agents for the organisatieick (1991) considers one of
the defining properties of learning (of any typ@pe a combination of same
stimulus and different response and in the sameMdlett (1998) comments that
if we are unwilling to reconsider our basic assuors then we are confined to
what he terms a “destination mentality” where thd point is defined and our
only concern is how to get there.

Huber (1991) identifies four constructs that aresidered to form a basic
framework for organisational learning: knowledgeuasition, information
distribution, information interpretation and orgsational memory and notes that
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learning can be considered as a change in the angeentialbehaviours and so
may not always be observable.

Easterby-Smitlet al (1999) make a useful distinction between the teethniew

of organisational learning (learning is based adomformation and how we
process, interpret and respond to it) and the bpergpective in which learning
focuses on experience and the way that people s&ise of the world around
them. The former view is rather more formal wiiiie latter is embodied more in
social interaction and conversations.

The classic example of the technical view is foimthe work of Argyris and
Schon who describe single and double loop lear(Angyris and Schon, 1978).
Their thesis is that in describing the interacti@tween individuals and
organisations we need to distinguish between ttiesmries (usually tacit
structures) that are implicit in governing our attoehaviour (so-calletheories-
in-usg and those that are used to describe to otherswédo, or would like
others to think we do (callezspoused theoyy These two theories of action
might be quite different but provided they do netbme disconnected the tension
between them can create an impetus for reflectiohdtalogue. As stated above,
learning occurs when errors are detected which say that we encounter or
experience something which does not fit with curierowledge (or our theory-
in-use). Single loop learning (or adaptive leaghioccurs when the action taken
is to

... adjust our operational thinking and behaviouaimay that allows us to
accommodate the anomaly without having to makdwamamental changes to
our underlying belief or value system

(Borden, 2005)

Double loop learning requires a rather more compsponse in which the basic
beliefs and value systems are called into questimhthey are examined and
possibly altered or disregarded. This is illugtdain Figure 1 below.

Second Loop Learning

First Loop Learning

Consequences | Action Strategies P Governing Variables

4
4

Figure 1: Double loop Learning (Argyris and Schon,1978)
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Argyris and Schon distinguish between Model | anoldil 11 organisations so
that the former have policies and practices thaberage single loop learning
(rules, regulations and structures are paramouthtigit) and the latter have a
more fluid structure that allows rapid responsed€irms or rules, regulations
structures and beliefs) to changes in circumstaandsnvironmental conditions.
Model Il behaviour is far less common in organisiasi and if an organisation is to
exhibit Model Il behaviour then it would be expeatte have the characteristics
listed in Table 2.0.

Aspect Characteristics
Governing Model 1l e Valid information;
values:

¢ Free and informed
choice;

e Internal commitment;

Strategies include: » Sharing control;

» Participation in design
and implementation of
action;

Operationalised by e Attribution and
evaluation illustrated
with relatively directly
observable data;

» Surfacing conflicting
views;

* Encouraging public
testing of evaluations;

Table 2: Encouraging Double loop Learning (Anderson1997)

In summary, single loop learning is the correcobrerrors without altering the
organisation’s policies or objectives, whilst quasing these policies and
objectives themselves involves double loop learning

5 Learning and the Holon Framework

The Holon Framework has its roots in soft systerethodology and is therefore
concerned with two broad streams of enquiry whigblare the facts and logic of
the situation from the perspectives of those ingdl{logic-based enquiry) and
also the myths and meanings through which we maksesof the world around
us in general and the organisation in particulattgcal enquiry). Cultural

enquiry will include roles, norms, and values adl a® a political and other
power related relationships and control processexe here that the phrase
‘myths and meanings’ encompasses a wide rangescfigéors and is used to
contrast with ‘facts and logic’ which make up tlemplementary stream of
enquiry. We would draw a parallel between thesedtreams of enquiry and the
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two learning perspectives of Easterby-Sneitlal. (1999) relating to the technical
view and the social perspective of organizatioeafring.

Dealing first with the social perspective, the vieere is that learning is
something that can emerge from both casual andaiosocial interactions and
conversations through which ideas, feelings, infaran etc. are communicated.
The idea that these conversations within the omgdioin play an important role in
helping to define the organization’s culture hasrbeommented on in the
literature where, for example, Seel argues thamsgtional culture is an
emergent property of organisational activity.

“Organisational culture is the emergent result bétcontinuing negotiations
about values, meanings and properties between #meh@rs of that organisation
and with its environment.”

(Seel, 2000, p.3)

As learning from a social perspective occurs satiganisational culture evolves
and gaining an understanding of the culture thrahgke conversations, values,
properties etc. provides a window onto the mythmeanings that individuals or
groups believe. This can then uncover opportunitietearning from each other
or for challenging these beliefs with experimewtabbservational data. Previous
work (Warwicket al, 2005) has shown how application of the Holon Feark
can provide just such a window and shed light onémy of the underlying beliefs
and views held by individuals or groups.

Turning now to the technical view, we contend tha&tHolon Framework
facilitates double loop learninge. Model Il behaviour. Table 3.0 below
describes how the characteristics of Model Il betavemerge from the Holon
Framework process model.

J. Warwick, G. Bell 25



Library and Information Research
Volume 33 Number 103 2009

Model Il Holon Process Model Stages

Characteristics

Governing The Holon Framework emphasizes structured
Values debate and vision generation together with a

process that generates metric collection to help
control the change process.

Strategies Decisions, strategies and change asysaithin
the control of the client group. The process is a
shared and negotiated experience.

Operational The process allows examination of both ‘logic and
Issues facts’ and well as ‘myths and meanings’ through
the exploration of assumptions and structured data
collection, considering ownership of issues and
problems as well as their nature and importance|
Mathematical modeling helps with testing ideas,
assumptions and evaluating progress.

Table 3: Addressing Model Il Characteristics

In addition to allowing the emergence of the chiamastics of Model 1l type
behaviour, the Holon Framework also addressesritegia listed by Huber (see
above) that form a basic framework for organisaidearning. The links are
shown in Table 4.0.
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Characteristic | Holon Framework Perspective

Knowledge Learning occurs from knowledge acquisition both
Acquisition from within and external to the organisation. He t
Holon Framework emphasis is placed on monitor
activity within the holons and in the wider

environment and then modelling this to gain inssght
about the dynamic relationships at play.

ng

Information Learning often occurs through sharing of stories,
Distribution anecdotes, information and opinions. The client
group works together in developing a rich picturel o
the problem situation (structured by holons) and |n
developing a shared vision which they can each
commit to.

Information The client group examine and interpret information
Interpretation | from the metrication and mathematical modelling
stages. The greater the availability of data and

possible interpretations the greater the oppoitsit
for learning.

Organisational | As work with the Holon Framework proceeds, the
Memory client group develops a greater understandingeof
problem situation both in terms of data (collected
and stored on line for easy access and analydiks) |an
as a shared understanding of the issues, opinions,
expertise and biases. The development of metri¢s
programmes and mathematical models provide a
further basis for shared understanding.

h

—

Table 4: Huber’s Organisational Learning Framework

Double loop learning in organisations is still e&erphenomenon in the sense that
many organisations are not structured appropriaetiydo not have the required
organisational culture to allow the characteristit®odel 1l behaviour to
emerge. By using the Holon Framework over an elddrmperiod of time we
contend that Model Il behaviour can be developetha at least for the duration
of the study, organisational learning can occur.

We now look at how the Holon Framework can asaistriucturing the quality
management and enhancement cycle for academicyibranagement.

6 Encouraging single and double loop learning in library management

In this paper we have discussed some of the cleistats of double loop
learning and indicated how application of the Holsamework can bring about
some of the discussions, explorations and actiensssary for the
encouragement of a double loop learning process.h&Ve also touched on the
idea that library OR models to date have been skaly quantitative and
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mathematical in style. This leads to the conclusiat library OR to date has
been almost exclusively related to single loopriesy processes as they have not
had the capability to assist with policy definitiand strategic thinking.

In order to assist with strategic thinking the Holeramework uses ideas drawn
from systems thinking and we now consider how it &ssist in bringing about

the process of double loop learning within a ligraranagement context. Figure
2 shows the double loop learning process recordgijtw incorporate the stages of
the Holon Framework.

Periodic

Informed by
institutional
policies

institutional
reporting

data and assess

T

Explore content of holons
and links between them.

Interpret
progress from §to §

Derive or amend Surface the situation
Analyse  data operational policies and richness, complexity,
and ~ tabulate predict user responses to views and preferences of
descriptive move towards S the client group.
statistics

l

Establish (or modify) the
vision, §

Collect metrics (circulation

data etc.) relating to ;Sand
the evolving position

.

Define issues, goals, questions and met
in relation to achieving:S

Figure 2: Double loop Learning Links with the Holan Framework

In Figure 2 the looping process on the left ofdregram corresponds with the
single loop learning process. This relates toofhtemisation of current
operational policies and strategy and these aiet®Atould incorporate the use of
the mathematical modelling techniques often desdrih the library OR
literature. This corresponds to the Modelling &ation stages of the Holon
Framework (see Table 1).

The looping process on the right of the diagranmmasgnts the second learning
loop. These activities correspond to the Holomtework activities from
Framing to Metrication.
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The single loop learning process involves the cwati monitoring of progress
towards the vision, ;5and whether we continue around the single legriap or
need to return to earlier stages of the Framewarkdcond loop learning depends
on the extent to which the dynamics of the chang®lserve in moving fromyS

to S are consistent with current thinking or not.

7 Conclusion

This paper has described how the application ofHiblen Framework can help in
promoting opportunities for both single and doublep learning within HE
planning processes and in particular for departsenthin universities. In
contrast to more orthodox approaches to plannirggsystemic rather than
reductionist, participative rather than passive armnotes stakeholder
involvement in a shared vision. This combinatidattributes allows the
emergence of Model Il type behaviour which encoesadpuble loop learning
within which the client group re-examines theiriamsptions, strategies and
objectives.

Furthermore, the Holon Framework contributes tdheE#dhe four processes
identified by Huber that contribute to organisasiblearning so that the library
management team can be responsive and fleet-ofrfat#aling with an
extremely turbulent educational environment.

By adopting this type of approach library managentesams can formalise their
planning processes and integrate the traditiobedty OR models meaningfully
into the planning and review cycle. The Framewaddo promotes reflection on,
and re-examination of, assumptions and preferenagsfining the future of the
library, its policy and its relation with librarysars. As with many soft systems
interventions, the client group would be drawn fralinibrary stakeholders
including library users and the process would beagad by someone with
experience of working with this framework.

By merging the more traditional library modellirechniques with frameworks
such as this that draw on elements from soft systbmking, a more powerful
management tool emerges. Library managers can noadén the learning
opportunities available to them to include botlgkrand double loop learning
within the same multi-methodology. Not only canvrgolicies be developed and
reviewed on a regular basis but the control ofctienge process required for
movement towards;3s enabled by a carefully structured metrics @bidan
programme. In this way, modelling is seen not issa useful ‘add-on’ to other
management techniques, but an integral part of geanant and control process
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