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CHAPTER H 

LAW 4: SAVE THE TIME OF THE READER 
A P,LEA FOR UNITED ACTION! 

1 A Measure of Efficiency 

In the one hundred years since Melvil Dewey 
and Charles Ammi Cutter were young librarians, 
we have erected a greaf many devices for biblio- 
graphic control. The studies I reviewed in earlier 
lectures are a few of the recent attempts to find 
whether these devices assist or prevent the reader's 
access to the documents he seeks. These studies 
have just scratched tNe surface of what we need 
to know about the match between a user's informa- 
tion needs and the systematic description of our 
information resources - the documents. 

In communications research, they speak of the 
gatekeeper function. Library catalogues are a form 
of gate in the communication process between read- 
er and book, aqd cataloguers and reference libra- 
rians are gatekeepers of a sort. By what criterion 
do we measure the performance of our task? I sub- 
mit that the fourth Law of Library Science should 
be used. Imns t ruc t ing  the ca,talogue and other lib- 
rar--s; do G e  save thehe of the reader or do 
we add to the time he mustspend before he can 
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H 1 PUTTING KNOWLEDGE TO WORK 

put to use the information resources we hav-1- -- 
lected for h x  use? Many studies in libraries centre 
a r 5 i E G s e d  efficiency of the library staff in 
performing certain functions, but very few are 
cost/effectiveness studies of the information seeker. 

2 Making Students' Experienae It 

As a feeble attempt to make library science stu- 
dents aware of the need to evaluate our functions 
in this light, I usually require beginning students in 
cataloguing to chart their own path of information 
seeking from known information need to informa- 
tion satisfaction. They measure the steps and the 
minutes it takes to go from their study desk to an  
index or the library catalogue, to the book shelf or 
circulation desk, and finally to the book itself. I t  
is usually a revelation to them when they add up 
the steps and can count their efforts in hundreds 
of feet, when they add up the minutes and can 
see that one such search took almost a half-hour! 
After this, they seem to take much more interest 
in "saving the time of the reader" and they also 
seem to have this law uppermost in their minds 
whenever we discuss a~y th ing  which may set up 
hurdles for the user. For example, the establish- 
ment of main entry for corporate bodies or confer- 
ence proceedings always bothers a new class in 
cataloguing because a comparison of the title page 



and the catalogue card shows very few common 
elements, oftentimes. They ask, "How can we con- 
tinue to do this and still say we are saving the 
time of the reader who has a known item in mind?" 
Needless to say, I am a t  a loss for words on such 
occasions aqd quickly switch the subject to auto- 
mated library ca,talogues where, I hope, we will 
have freer access to all the information we store. 

3 Focus on the Reader 

It is not an easy problem to solve. How can 
we measure our present efforts to save the time of 
the reader (and the staff) when the library is such 
a complex organisation and no one function can be 
changed without having a rippling effect through- 
out the organisation? We can begin a t  one obvious 
place, in my opinion. We can begin to concentrate 
on knowing more about the reader. This awareness 
will force us to design or redesign our information 
centres and libraries to facilitate their use. This 
new point of view (new for many) can effectively 
transform many libraries with no real modernisation 
effort such as automation being necessary. I have 
visited many public libraries in the United States, 
i~ large cities and small towns, and I always enter 
the building with the fourth law on my mind. I 
murmur to myself, "How does this library save 
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the time of the reader?" By observing where the 
information signs are, where the librarian sits, 
where the card catalogue stands, where the book 
return is located, how a reader signs out a bojok, and 
how the catalogue user is aided in his search, I 
can tell very easily if the library is enforcing the 
fourth law. Equipment is not the only essential to 
save the time of the reader. The spirit of willing- 
ness to serve or to help the reader help himself is 
more essential. 

32 SUBJECTIVE TIME 

More than the 'objective time', the 'subjective 
time' of the reader is important. While waiting in 
a queue to use a particula,r catalogue drawer, or to 
get a book charged or discharged, although the 
objective time may be only a couple of minutes, i t  
might appear as waiting for hours for the busy 
reader. Even an additional minute he takes to find 
the appropriate catalogue estry for his document 
can increase his impatience and frustration. This 
is true also of locating a document on the shelves 
using the call number, etc. This subjective time 
varies from reader to reader and even with one 
and the same reader from one context to another. 
4 Principle of Lertst Action 

When I became interested in the use of compu- 
ters for information storage and retrieval, I noticed 
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LAW 4: SAVE THE TIME OF THE READER H4 

how easily this fourth law could be ignored even 
though increased efficiency was supposedly the ob- 
jective of the system. Don Swanson said in the 
February 1966 issue of the Bulletin o j  the atomic 
scientists that "the design of any information ser- 
vice should be predicatzd on the assumption that 
its customers will exert minimal effort in order ta 
receive its benefits." Users of such services, he said, 
operate under t he  principle of least action. If this 
be so, then we must take the user into account 
every day of our existence and be sure that every 
attempt is made to save his time as well as our 
own. The problem is one of organisation, not of 
computerisatioli. The conference on libra,ry and in- 
formation networks in my country, which I spoke 
of in the first lecture (Chapter E, Sec 4) placed 
more importance on agreements to effect compati- 
bility, combinability. and multiple use of records 
than on any other problem. We may consider it 
inefficient to type catalogue cards for the same book 
that was catalogued before in another library, but 
imagine the poor reader who must use several dif- 
ferent bibliographical sources only to come up with 
a, list of known items which he must now trace 
through several different libraries. Without union 
lists and greater cooperation between librarians and 
publishers of indexes, bibliographies, etc, we add 
enormous workloads to the users of our services. 
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