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In 1998 I assumed responsibility for a large and heavily used academic 

collection of slides and videotapes, along with a few projectors and AV 

carts.  In the last decade I have overseen and witnessed a nearly 

complete transition from analog to digital images within my 

department, which has radically altered and expanded the role of my 

facility.  I use both the words òoverseenó and òwitnessedó here, 

because while I was painstakingly navigating our campus bureaucracy 

to establish a scalable digital infrastructure, my faculty and student 

patrons were independently forging ahead with digital images, often 

without much forethought or expertise.  
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Our once bustling facility experienced a dramatic drop in visitors in 

the space of just a couple of years.  Having established models, 

workflows, and staffing for our digital collection and all of the new 

duties related to imaging resources and training, my focus now is to 

entice more users back to our facility by illustrating that we offer 

both expertise and a willingness to communicate and partner with 

them to provide the services they need.  I have come to understand 

the importance of creating and marketing new collaborative 

relationships with my faculty and students, and that in fact, the very 

survival of our facility depends on it.  My talk concerns methods that 

those of us in academic visual resources are pursuing to accomplish 

this.  I agreed to speak here not because I consider myself an expert 

on liaising, but because it is a topic that I care about and think about 

often.  I want to acknowledge that I have been informed and inspired 

by many successful models among my colleagues in the Visual 

Resources Association, especially through events at the last two 

annual conferences.  Many of the examples I will share today were 

discussed at these presentations.1

1 Improving Your Image: Marketing Visual Resource Collections , 26th 

Annual Conference of the Visual Resources Association, San Diego, CA, 

March 12-16 2008; Selling Visual Resources: Educating and Engaging 

the Educators, 26th Annual Conference of the Visual Resources 

Association, Toronto, Ontario, Canada, March 18 -21 2009.  
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The literature about liaison librarianship reflects an evolution from an earlier focus on collection 

development to a more broad and dynamic range of activities. 2 In addition to bibliographer, the liaison 

role now more often encompasses concepts such as consulting, collaboration, information literacy, 

research, outreach, marketing, and public relations.  In their 2001 article in the Journal of Academic 

Librarianship , Frank, Raschke, Wood, and Yang describe the model of òinformation consultingó as key to 

the viability of academic libraries. 3 Here consulting is not seen as a one-way flow of information from 

consultant to client, but encompasses the idea of partnership and expertise sharing. 4 In their model the 

information consultant òtakes the initiative to develop active partnership with scholars, conferring and 

deliberating on important instructional and research issues.  Consultants anticipate and assess 

information needs, delivering value added information and services in a timely way.ó5 The authors argue 

that if librarians do not òcustomize, filter, synthesize, and market information for students, scholars, and 

administrators,ó these individuals will seek their information elsewhere.6 This also applies to users of 

visual information . We all recognize that digital resources have changed the information seeking -behavior 

of image users.  The path of least resistance is frequently offered by external sources, such as Google 

images, and by personal scanners and digital cameras.  Convenience and immediacy have generally made 

faculty and students less tolerant of previously acceptable wait times.  The de -emphasis on the physical 

space traditionally occupied by a centralized slide collection has also slowed foot traffic in academic VR 

facilities.  Despite the theoretical desire for high quality images, the flexibility and ease of working 

within a preferred schedule in the home or office often takes precedence over acquiring a better quality 

image through a visual resources intermediary . Visual resources professionals are finding innovative ways 

to address changing needs through the interrelated activities of liaison work, outreach, and marketing .  

In a recent article, Lara Ursin Cummings differentiates between these three concepts, which I will 

discuss in the following order in the context of visual resources. 7 She treats the liaison role like that of 

the information consultant, with an emphasis on mutual understanding and cooperation through 

communication. 8 Outreach activities occur outside the physical space normally occupied by the 

information professional.  Marketing is a way to promote services based on user interest and 

communication methods. 

2 Candice Dahl, òLibrary  Liaison with Non-Academic Units: A  New Application for a Traditional Model,ó 

Partnership: The Canadian Journal of Library & Information Practice & Research 2, no. 1 (2007): 2.

3Donald G. Frank and others, òInformation Consulting: The Key to Success in Academic Libraries,ó 

Journal of Academic Librarianship 27, no. 2 (2001): 90-96.

4Frank and others, òInformation Consulting,ó 92.

5 Ibid., 92.

6 Ibid., 95.

7 Lara Ursin Cummings, òBursting Out of the Box: Outreach to the Millennial Generation through Student 

Services Programs.ó Reference Services Review 35, no. 2 (2007): 286.

8 Ibid.
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The cornerstone of the òliaison as visual information consultantó 

model is expertise.  It is crucial that visual resources professionals 

possess the knowledge required to provide services and guidance to 

patrons, but also that patrons perceive us as experts and thus 

colleagues with whom they wish to collaborate.  While most faculty 

members do not expect us to share their level of scholarly knowledge, 

many do need to be shown that image professionals possess 

specialized knowledge about tools and resources for effectively 

accessing and delivering images.
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Keeping up with new technologies, resources, and standards is vital.  

Attending conferences, monitoring listservs, and reading professional 

journals are all familiar means of staying current within the field.  

Subscribing to blogs and other dynamic Web sites is also a great way 

to keep apprised of news from selected sources.  Google Reader and 

Bloglines are just two examples of free content feed services that 

enable the user to aggregate content from selected multiple sources 

into one easily accessible and manageable location.

This is a screenshot of my Google Reader account, with unread 

content visible in bold.  Devoting some time each day to review new 

developments from our fields and from related fields, such as 

educational technology and museums, helps us acquire and share 

expert knowledge with confidence.  
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My colleague and I maintain a blog on image related technology and 

resources for our department. 9 We have received positive feedback 

about it from a number of department members, including a few who 

had not previously acknowledged that our facility could provide them 

with any useful information.  These kinds of activities serve our 

patrons, and also help convince them that we possess valuable 

expertise that can make their jobs easier.

Of course, subject knowledge is important.  Familiarity with the local 

curriculum helps academic VR professionals understand the image 

needs of faculty and students.  Copies of course syllabi and required 

textbooks are effective tools in building useful image collections when 

your patrons are not in the habit of requesting your image collection 

development services.  In acts of what I like to call òshameless 

liaisons,ó our facility purchases and digitizes images from textbooks 

and other sources, or from 35mm slides returned by patrons when 

used in a last minute pinch.  Student employees enrolled in 

department courses can also be helpful in identifying images 

appropriate for our collection.  Faculty members are often pleasantly 

surprised to learn that we have added images to support their courses, 

and this can prompt them to request related content.  Enhancing my 

subject knowledge by auditing classes is something I confess Iõve not 

found time for in some years, but Iõll do when possible because it also 

helps me build relationships with both faculty and student patrons.

Faculty members need to trust that we respect their expertise as 


