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In a previous career, I was a school teacher in 
Brooklyn, New York.  I taught in what was 
called a middle school which encompassed 

grades 5 through 8.  I thoroughly enjoyed being 
with that age group of students simply because 
you could see the beginnings of maturity on 
some of those kids.  It was a challenging job, 
but one where the rewards of success became 
apparent.  A key indicator of a students’ growth 
came with their ability to ask questions when 
the lessons being taught were unclear.  I always 
knew that the students who asked the most 
questions in class would probably be the ones 
to find later success in high school and hope-
fully college.  Those students sought clarity so 
as to more fully understand the concepts being 
presented to them.

In the world of sales, the ability for each 
side to ask questions of the other person is most 
essential if there is to be any hope of success 
for buyer and seller.  In the library world, the 
salesperson needs to uncover the library’s 
needs, understand the 
current funding situation, 
know the competition 
and be aware of all the 
people within the  orga-
nization that can affect 
the potential sale.

On the other side of the table, the infor-
mation professional needs to compare the 
strengths and weaknesses of all the vendors 
vying for the library’s business.  Unless you 
are dealing with a sole source product, it’s a 
fair bet that there will always be 3-4 vendors 
who have e-resources that are similar in nature.  
Making the best choice will depend on many 
factors.  Both library and vendor are living in 
a very competitive environment.  Ultimately 
there may be no “right or wrong” choice of 
which company is chosen to provide data to 
the library, but there certainly will be a “best” 
choice of who can make available the most 
relevant and comprehensive e-resources so 
vital for the library’s patrons.

Vendors are keenly aware of their compet-
itors.  To counteract the competing forces of 
vendors seeking to unseat the incumbent data 
provider to the library, some of those providers 
have developed the “gatekeeper” strategy.  One 
of the downsides of being in a market with a 
finite amount of vendors is that inevitably one 
vendor or maybe two become the top providers 
of resources to a specific library community.  
These information industry companies are 
running profitable businesses and want to keep 
that business.  Furthermore, selling content to 
libraries on a subscription basis is an annuity 
business and successfully renewing that con-
tent each year is vital to the cash flow of those 
companies. 

As a result of guarding the renewal business 
while at the same time hunting for new business 

opportunities, some vendors in the information 
industry have purposefully adopted a “gate-
keeper” strategy.  That means that their singular 
goal is to have as much content as possible flow 
through their pipe to the library.  This way, they 
can control the flow of content, ward off any 
other vendors who threaten to seize parts or all 
of the current business while at the same time 
tightening their stranglehold on the library’s 
buying process.

A savvy salesperson will recognize a gate-
keeper strategy by the competition by asking 
questions of the information professional at 
their initial meeting.  Similarly, the information 
professional must be prepared to ask questions 
of the potential vendor to understand how well 
their offerings match to the needs of the library.  
All of which brings us back to the premise of 
this article, and that is, the ability to ask ques-
tions of the other party so as to clarify what’s 
being presented and how it may or may not 
be purchased.

Every day, thousands of meetings are con-
ducted at libraries throughout the world where 
a well intentioned salesperson is attempting 
to interest a well meaning librarian in a new 
or existing product or service.  If those two 
people are not engaged in a spirited discussion 
that includes questions and answers, then the 
likelihood of both parties walking away from 
the table satisfied with the outcome is bleak, 
at best.

So, how does one avoid participating in a 
meeting that can become a monumental waste 
of time?  Simple, it’s all about preparing for 
the meeting and that means researching and 
finding out as much as possible about the 
person you will be meeting.  Secondly, it’s 
all about creating 10-15 questions that will 
be asked during the meeting to clarify each 
other’s objectives.

For the information professional, questions 
to be considered about:

• Relevance of content
• How this resource was developed
• Sources of content
• Technology requirements
• Availability of customer service
• Billing considerations; special deals
• How the product matches the com-

petitors offering
• Training 
• Recourse if the product does not live 

up to expectations.

After discussing the merits of the product, 
the salesperson could have questions about:

• Ascertain and confirm that the prod-
uct is, in fact viable and can meet the 
needs of the library

• Funding procedures and when is the 
expectation of payment

• Approval process and who else 
needs to get involved for finalization 
of decision

• One-time purchase or subscription 
or perpetual access

• If the library is at a University, is 
alumni access a key consideration

• North America, South America and/
or Global access.

In sales, we call this the “consultative sales 
approach” which simply means that each side 
asks their questions and when both partici-
pants have concluded their questions and are 
satisfied with the answers, and then a review 
is concluded to make sure there are no loose 
ends and the sale can either go forward or be 
stopped dead in its tracks.

If the meeting between buyer and seller is 
one-sided, which means that only one person 
is doing most of the talking, then that means 
that only half of the equation is involved, which 
will probably result in no satisfaction for either 
party.  Both sides need to be prepared, engaged 
and honest with each other for this to work.

The group Chicago included a song called 
“Questions 67 and 68” written by Robert 
Lamm and recorded for their debut album Chi-
cago Transit Authority.  While that amount of 
questions may be a bit excessive in negotiating 
an eContent license, the more questions asked 
by each side, the better the chances are that a 
successful conclusion will occur.  
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