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In Samuel Green’s 1876 article, “Personal Relationship between Librarians and Readers,” he writes that librarians must attend to all patron needs. By doing this, he wrote, “I would have in every library a friend of the young, whom they can consult freely when in want of assistance.”
 Despite the fact that Green wrote this over 130 years ago, his words are still very relevant today. The role of the library is to be a haven of information; patrons seek the aid of qualified individuals for their information needs. It is the duty of the librarian not only to help the patron find their answers but also to teach him or her how to retrieve the information. Many individuals frequent the library because they need assistance; this is why libraries have remained a significant part of human culture over time. 

 One type of library patron, the elderly, requires this assistance more than other age groups, because they struggle not only with finding information, but also with using the tools available. Because they require the most basic training, the elderly usually require more time-consuming services.
 In addition, although the means of information retrieval has shifted with new technologies—from the card catalog to the computer databases to online search over multiple databases, their need have increased rather than decreased. Unfortunately, despite the fact that senior citizens require this special in-depth training, there has of been many barriers preventing older adults from receiving the assistance in information retrieval they need.
 
The means of information retrieval for elderly patrons have changed with the onset of new methods of searching. Lois Dech, in “Technology in Libraries: Past in Present,” informs readers of the history of finding information. Noteworthy changes occurred “in the 1970s… [when] interest in library automation grew.”
 Further, with systems of standardized cataloging, libraries began switching to computer databases for information retrieval. This shift in research was very difficult for many senior citizens. Originally, when a person searched, the size and scope of the searching was small, because people expected fewer results. It was simple; the amount of information in the library correlated with the library size and budget. Searching was more streamlined; one went to the library to find authoritative, reliable information. The issue was finding enough information for your topic. With technology, we find that there is a plethora of information available, but the means of accessing and retrieving it is increasingly complicated for the elderly. 

In “Why are Online Catalogs Hard to Use? Lessons Learned from Information-Retrieval Systems,” Christine Borgman’s research indicates that it was essential for users to have training in online cataloging due to the complexity of the system. In order for a search to be successful, the researcher needed some knowledge of the mechanical aspects of the search as well as conceptual aspects, such as broadening or narrowing the search or changing the terms entered. This meant one went from physically searching for the record in a card catalog to having to sit at a computer and input information. The help of the librarian was imperative in information retrieval; without the guidance of an educated individual, many, Borgman reports, “quit immediately after receiving an error message.”
 Because the elderly had grown up with any entirely different system, changing the way they found information while their health decline was nearly impossible. Without the help of the librarian, the elderly would end their searches quickly after the first error message and often not leave without any answers.
Another challenge in library information retrieval for elderly patrons was the size of text in these catalogs. In “National Provision to the Elderly in Public Libraries,” Penelope Street conducted a survey about elderly services in libraries in 1993. One section covers a major barrier for elderly patrons: small text. While most libraries have large print texts, their catalogs describing these texts are only available in normal, small print.
 By complicating the information retrieval for borrowers with minimal training, libraries in fact began isolating their most prevalent group.
 
Current information retrieval has further complicated research for senior citizen library users. Databases such as OPAC “often display many records on the screen simultaneously, in list format” to allow patrons to see a variety of relevant results, but the large number of records means there is simply too much information condensed on a small screen for the elderly to process with ease.
 Emy Nelson Decker, in “Baby Boomers and the United States Public Library System,” recommends that librarians rectify this crucial issue in either of two ways: training the elderly to use the databases to their advantage, or to keep older computer materials (zooming tools, older keyboards and larger screens) available for patrons. Blending new technology in the database with older, more understandable tools would bring comfort to senior citizens using library resources.
One program highlighted in “Digital Library Services for All,” makes information retrieval possible for the elderly with declining vision health or handicap. “Infoeyes” and “tcConference” began in 2004 as reference tools for those who could not read the catalogs. This program does many things for its users, such as conference browsing, audio searching, and training for those who want to do to databases on their own. The programs seek to fulfill the duty of the library: to provide “accessible products and services [that] benefit everyone.”
 This example provides insight into the ways some are trying to make information retrieval more accessible for different elderly patrons.
In 1971, Arthur C. Myers published an article entitled “The Unseen and Unheard Elderly,” which highlighted a local public library, Pratt Library in Baltimore, Maryland, that realized “special needs require special services.”
 The library took note that many of its potential patronage would make use of library services if they had the means to get there, and if they could understand information retrieval. With that knowledge in mind, employees decided to take the library to the patrons. The librarians utilized the catalogs of all branch libraries for their elderly patrons. Rather than generalizing subject interest, librarians went to the homes and familiarized themselves with the hobbies and informational needs of the senior citizens. The librarians completed the information retrieval for the elderly and “brought books that reflect[ed] special interests.”
 They completed information retrieval on paper with forms available from the state identifying subject interests and specific title requests. In this instance, the librarians gave even more personal assistance than expected or required, to the appreciation of the senior citizens. 
Despite these instances of personalized assistance in information retrieval, a large number of libraries report that they do not have the financial means to arrange such focused programs or that they do not think the need is that great. A survey in “Availability of Internet Training Programs for Elderly Public Library patrons” found that the majority (sixty-three per cent) of libraries only rated the need for elderly internet training as “somewhat important.”
 This result is surprising when compared to the literature and studies from years before. However, many libraries do have some sort of internet-training programs for their elderly. By doing this, libraries are helping senior citizens begin information retrieval at the foundation: understanding the computer. Training this special group how to use a computer before they even begin their search also benefits the library: patrons will be more comfortable with their own skills that they will be more comfortable using the information retrieval methods available, such as library catalogs. Further, it benefits the very health and livelihood of elderly patrons. Decker mentions that adult library users most frequently search health topics and information for themselves. By giving them the tools for accurate searching in trusted databases, libraries give these patrons the opportunity to search for accurate health information and to access a larger amount of information in one place.
 Assisting the elderly with information retrieval in current society becomes more than learning how to search; it means libraries are giving senior citizens access to of knowledge of how to live healthy lives. 
The means by which we have retrieved information has vastly been altered with innovations in technology. These changes have occurred often at the expense of the elderly in society, because they are constantly forced to relearn how to find information. However, with the help of many library programs and assistance, the confusion and difficulty of retrieving information in card catalogs, single library databases, or compilations of multiple databases, is alleviated. While senior citizens find it difficult to complete the simplest tasks because they lack the proper training, nearly half of all elderly people use the library for their education.
 If libraries continue to find ways to provide this group with basic assistance, and if they acknowledge their unique needs in information retrieval, then libraries will continue to remain one of the most important foundations of our society.  
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