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A t one time libraries may have been involved in plan-
ning merely as part of more encompassing endeavors. 

But they have since come to recognize that they can move 
“into the future in an assertive manner” only if they under-
take programmatic efforts to respond to the exigencies of 
a rapidly and independently changing environment.1 This 
change has been accompanied within the profession by 
the transition from a traditional to a strategic model of 
library planning, which implies the acceptance and use of 
a general systems model.2 

Systems
The concept of “system” has a long history. It appears 

in Aristotle, for instance, for the first time, in Book 2, chap-
ter 4 of the Generation of Animals (740a20). The context 
here is the dispute between Aristotle and Democritos over 
what becomes distinct in animals first, their external or 
their internal parts. Democritos holds that it is the exter-
nal parts, while Aristotle takes the opposite view. What 
is important for the history of the concept of system is 
that Aristotle uses the word “συστηματος” (systematos) to 
designate the organism in relation to its internal parts.3 
According to this interpretation, a system is the relation-
ship not only of the parts to one another, but also of the 
parts to the whole. The focus here is exclusively internal, 
and there is no reference to an environment at all. 

The authority exercised by Aristotle’s interpretation 
was not really challenged until theories of equilibrium 
emerged in the nineteenth century.4 The equilibrium 
approach to systems still maintains a general whole/parts 
context, but it introduces the concept of the environment 
as a source of disturbance for the system, “i.e., loss of orga-
nization, or a change in the direction of the dissolution 
of the system.”5 In this sense, the relationship between 
the system and its environment is one-sided and negative 
for the system. In other words, the environment merely 
intrudes to upset the system’s (natural) state of equilib-
rium. And the system has to try to return itself to this 
state. There is only one “order” for the system. Everything 
else is disorder for it. And the disorder is expressed by 
disturbances of its equilibrium. And even though there is 
the introduction of the concept of the environment in equi-
librium theory, the focus is still firmly fixed on the internal 
relationship of the system’s parts. The system in this sense 
is closed to its environment; and systems are nonadaptive. 
Adaptation can occur only when the system is open to its 
environment. 

For open systems, though, the interdependence of sys-
tem and environment is something normal. Open systems 
maintain themselves through processes of exchange with 
their environments in order to create and to preserve their 
boundaries. In the language of cybernetic systems theory, 
systems change in order to bring their own complexity into 
a relationship of correspondence with that of their environ-
ment. And this means nothing more than that—as systems 
encounter new and different environmental situations, they 
have to develop ways of responding to them. These new ways 
of responding to an ever-changing environment occur as 
system structures. And so as systems accrue structures, they 
become more complex; that is to say, they become capable 
of successfully responding to a larger repertoire of environ-
mental situations, events, states. Of course, no system can 
ever approach the complexity of its environment because 
the environment is by definition everything other than the 
system. But by increasing its complexity (by adding system 
structures) a system can interact with larger segments of its 
environment. It thereby also increases its selectivity to those 
aspects of the environment by which it is affected.

The transition from the theory of open systems to a 
cybernetic systems theory concerns the way in which envi-
ronmentally open systems change as a result of changes in 
their environment. As in the case of environmentally open 
systems, they define boundaries and preserve themselves 
through interchange with their environment. Only now, 
the cybernetic interpretation is understood as a process 
of increasing complexity and selectivity. This development 
of the concept of system can therefore be interpreted as a 
trend. Because libraries find themselves today in rapidly 
changing, unpredictable environments, their programmatic 
efforts must be designed to cope with these environments. 
Their efforts in this direction are expressed most directly 
in strategic planning.

Reflexivity
Strategic planning has been distinguished from traditional 
approaches in two ways: (1) a future orientation, and (2) the 
ability to respond to the exigencies of a rapidly changing, 
uncertain environment.6 And while it is certainly true to 
say that “a plan is concerned with the future,” at the same 
time, planning is more than just mere “thinking ahead,” 

John Bednarz Jr. (jabjnr@yahoo.com) is an MLS graduate of 
Rutgers School of Communication, Information, and Library 
Studies. 

The Future of Planning
John Bednarz Jr.



66 Library Administration & Management

mere “preparation, a deliberation about future action.”7 
Because if this were the case, it would be a “phenomenon 
accompanying human behavior as such,” and impossible 
to distinguish from everyday human behavior.8 Planning 
means deciding about decisions; and this means that it is 
a two-level process. It specifies the decision premises of 
future decisions. 

Simon, Smithburg, and Thomson are clear about what 
is meant by decision premises. According to them, “Close 
examination of the premises that underlie any administra-
tive choice will show that they involve two distinct kinds 
of elements: value elements and factual elements.”9 In an 
earlier source, Simon introduces decision premises as the 
“units of analysis” because these are the only ones, in his 
words, that “leave room for rational calculation in behav-
ior.”10 On the other hand, he believes that roles and even 
decisions are “too gross” to do this: roles because “the 
performer of the role cannot be a rational actor, he simply 
acts his part,” and decisions themselves because, “Many 
individuals and organizational units contribute to every 
large decision.”11 Value elements include objectives, effi-
ciency, and personal values, while factual elements include 
skills, knowledge, and information. 

By contrast, planning is what Luhmann calls an instance 
of a “reflexive mechanism.”12 For him reflexive mechanisms 
are future-oriented operations because they are applied to 
themselves in such a way that they make it necessary to 
exercise the same operation subsequently. Besides deciding 
about decisions, prominent examples of reflexive mechanisms 
include the learning of learning, the normalization of norms, 
the exercise of power over those in power, and the exchang-
ing of exchange possibilities. Characteristic of reflexive 
mechanisms is that they are accompanied by what Luhmann 
calls a “performative enhancement” (Leistungssteigerung). 
For example, “Learning to learn promises a performative 
enhancement only when everything to be learned later does 
not also have to be learned.”13 Or, in the example of the 
exercise of power over those in power, “their power is not 
destroyed or has to be taken over, assumed, but remains in 
effect and can be transferred to a successor.”14 In the case 
of deciding about decisions, the performative enhancement 
expresses itself in the fact that “binding decisions are made, 
but these decisions do not render subsequent deciding 
unnecessary, or completely determine its substantive con-
tent. Instead, they leave its content more or less open so that 
decisions will have to be made again.”15 This performative 
enhancement introduces flexibility into planning insofar as it 
means not only that everything does not have to be decided 
all at once (at the beginning) but also that room is created by 
this very process for decisions to be made later in the light 
of changed circumstances.

Flexibility becomes necessary when environments are 
not static. This becomes readily apparent when flexibility 
is distinguished from mere adaptability, which “implies 
a singular and permanent adjustment to a newly formed 
environment.”16 Adaptability works well in a stable envi-

ronment. But when “subsequent environmental states are 
just as likely to reverse or to reshape the previous state as 
they are likely to reinforce it again,” mere adaptability is 
inadequate.17 Flexibility is required in the case of a rapidly 
and independently changing environment. And planning 
produces this flexibility through its reflexivity.

But while planning involves the specification of deci-
sion premises, “by no means is every specification of deci-
sion premises referred to as planning.”18 And the reason for 
this is that planning does not occur in a vacuum. Instead, 
“[p]lanning occurs only when there is the definition of a 
decision-problem and the specification of its solution.”19 So 
planning in its full sense is the specification of the decision 
premises for future decisions directed toward the solution 
of a defined problem.

Yet despite all attempts to satisfy the conditions of 
planning, “[i]t is well known that all planning is inad-
equate.”20 Focusing on a problem is necessary because 
it defines the relevant decision premises. And there are 
always indefinite numbers of value and factual elements 
available to serve as decision premises. The way in which 
planning adds clarity to this indefiniteness is by reducing 
the number to those that are relevant to a specific problem. 
Even so, the reason for the inadequacy is the very fact that 
planning can specify only the premises of what will occur 
in the future, not the occurrences themselves. 

The Future
What is the future and how do plans use it? It seems 
unnecessary to say with Simon, Smithburg, and Thomson 
that “[a] plan is concerned with the future,” and yet this 
observation repeatedly appears in the literature on plan-
ning.21 And so, in order to reach a full understanding of 
the way in which planning occurs, the future will have to 
be addressed. For saying that a plan is concerned with the 
future is not simply saying that the future affects it.

The future forms part of a much broader concept of 
time, which throughout history has appeared differently as 
part of this concept. For instance, in the case of the chrono-
logical concept of time, the future appears as “the series of 
dates which come after the present.”22 This concept quickly 
encounters the problem of the continuity/discontinuity of 
time, because it entails that “the future will begin where 
the present ends.”23 But since another point can always be 
inserted between any two points, the problem remains of 
ever getting to the future from the present, especially when 
time is experienced as discontinuous.

The theory of modalities escapes this problem by inter-
preting time as different modes: past, present, and future. 
In this case, time is either a removal (flowing away) of the 
past and the positing (arrival) of the present, or the removal 
(flowing away) of the present and the positing (arrival) of the 
future. Ambiguity exists here only in the case of the present. 
The past is always removed and the future is always posited. 
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In the theory of modalities it is the present that is capable of 
both. This ambiguity disappears, however, once the past and 
the future are understood as time horizons of the present. 
Horizons possess two defining characteristics: (1) they are 
unattainable—i.e., they recede as they are approached—and 
(2) they present a zone of indeterminacy that is suffused 
with intuitive possibilities. Luhmann uses these characteris-
tics to define what he calls the “open future,” viz., a “present 
future which has room for several mutually exclusive future 
presents.”24 In this case the present future represents the 
horizon that is unattainable. This is the future that cannot 
begin. And the future presents represent a horizon of sur-
plus possibilities.

Future presents are anticipated events that can be 
sequentialized.25 But as future presents, they are always 
contingent—that is, “only possibilities [and] therefore can 
turn out differently than expected.”26 And since contin-
gency is experienced as uncertainty, this means that the 
reliance on future presents is inherently infected with 
this problem.27 Uncertainty characterizes what Luhmann 
calls the technological approach to the future, which he 
distinguishes from approaches that rely on the present 
future. For Luhmann, however, “[t]he prevailing conception 
of the present future seems to be a Utopian one with an 
optimistic or a pessimistic overtone.”28 That is to say that 
“[t]he future serves as a projection screen for hopes and 
fears.”29 While on the other hand, “[p]resent futures lead 
toward goal-directed planning, namely to the arranging of 
sequences with the greatest possible potential for satisfy-
ing values.”30 

The problem here is that even in the case of the most 
careful planning, even in the case of the most detailed 
anticipation of events, planners are always deciding what 
can only be intended or thematized as possible because 
they are dealing with a future whose horizon constantly 
changes with the advance of time. That is, planners antici-
pate future presents as causally (stochastically) connected 
series of events. This reduces these events, however, to 
“one chain of datable future presents.”31 And with the 
advance of time these:

anticipations can deceive, either because they 
refer to something that is not there or not in the 
anticipated way, or that, after having taken the 
necessary steps to experience in fact what was 
anticipated (e.g., after actually having gone there), 
what was anticipated is no longer actualizeable 
because in the meantime events have distanced 
or destroyed the possibility.32

Integrating the Future
A structural relation to time is needed to overcome this 
problem; namely, a relation differentiating between system 
and environment, in which a system loses its sensitivity to 

anything whatsoever and focuses only on specifics. The 
system thereby acquires an environment in which what is 
relevant forms only a part of what is possible.33 In other 
words, structure makes it unnecessary for a system to react 
to environmental changes instantaneously. Systems then 
do not have to respond to changes in their environment 
in a point-for-point manner. It also means that through a 
structural relation to time, present futures are not reduced 
to one chain of datable events. Instead, “structure estab-
lishes . . . an open future in the sense that it provides for 
the selectivity of future presents.”34 

This open future expresses itself as a “limited reper-
toire of possibilities of choice.”35 As possibilities, future 
presents need not be chosen. But their selectivity (their 
relation to other specific future presents) will determine 
the conditions of choices. It is in this sense that “structure 
makes it possible and even necessary to postpone choices 
and to use the present future as a kind of storehouse for 
decisions to be made later.”36 Ultimately it means that plan-
ning the future must involve an integration of the present 
future and future presents, of Utopian schemes and tech-
nologies.37 And success or failure in planning will depend 
on the degree to which these two approaches to the future 
are integrated. 

Problems in planning usually emerge when one of 
these approaches supplants the other. On one hand, a 
limited focus on the present future, to the exclusion of 
future presents, multiplies contradictions because it does 
not provide mechanisms for coping with unavoidable sur-
prises. But on the other, a “purely technological focus on 
future presents and on a management of contradictions in 
succession is itself a Utopia,” because “[a]ny refinement  
. . . of technological forecasting and control will make 
future presents only more surprising because it multiplies 
defeasible assumptions about the present future.”38 Utopian 
planning may be more straightforward because it depends 
on “wished-for behavior.” But it fails “to explain how this 
wished-for behavior will or can be brought about.”39 At the 
same time, a one-sided technological approach is vague 
because of what Simon, Smithburg, and Thomson call an 
“over-confidence in planning,” involving “detailed blue-
prints for an undefined future event.”40 

The example Simon, Smithburg, and Thomson use is 
that of the Industrial Mobilization Plan of the Army and 
Navy Munitions Board, which was initiated in 1930 in the 
event of war and periodically updated, with the last revi-
sion in 1939. When war finally broke out it was not used; 
the reason Simon, Smithburg, and Thomson provide for 
this is not a lack of intelligence or cooperation among the 
people in charge of mobilization in 1942 but because “the 
blueprint did not fit the political, economic, and strategic 
conditions that actually prevailed in 1942 and which could 
not possibly have been predicted in 1939.”41 

In the library setting we can see how this played out 
if we consider the rapid change in library technologies 
over the past decade. The change from paper abstracts 
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and indexes to the online databases that are used in 
virtually all libraries today did not occur in one step. In 
many cases libraries employed CD-ROMs to provide the 
kind of information resources that are presently found in 
online databases. The use of such resources involved the 
purchase of what came to be called “jukeboxes,” that is, 
multiple CD-ROM players. It also required subscriptions to 
the CD-ROMs played on them, which had to be updated on 
a monthly, bimonthly, quarterly, or however often basis. 
This involved a serious investment on the part of vendors 
as well as customers. But this technology turned out to 
be remarkably short-lived. In fact, it was obsolescent at 
its introduction because online databases were already in 
development that would replace it within as little as five 
years. In other words, circumstances had changed in the 
meantime that libraries adopting this obsolescent technol-
ogy did not take into account. 

As we can see, successful planning results only through 
the integration of these two approaches to the future: the 
one to provide present motivation and the other to provide 
the step-by-step procedure to the attainment of the goal; at 
the same time not restricting planning to a purely linear 
interconnection of decisions. And the flexibility—indicated 
by Riggs—that planning requires in order “to accommodate 
the rapidly changing library environment” can be pur-
chased only at the cost of leaving room for decisions to be 
made later and having a future in which to make them.42
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