
Academic BRASS
 

 
 

Published by the 
BRASS Business Reference in Academic Libraries Committee 

 
Vol 10 (1), Spring 2015 

 

Douglas Burns 
Geographic Information Systems Librarian 

Eagle Commons Library 
University of North Texas 

 

Jeffrey Levy 
Business And Documents Librarian 

Eagle Commons Library 
University of North Texas 

 

 GIS And Academic Librarianship 

 

As the new Geographic Information Systems (GIS) Librarian at the University of North Texas, my 
first ongoing task has been to assess the availability and application of GIS services across 
campus. At the recommendation of my fellow librarian Jeffrey Levy, subject librarian to the College 
of Business (CoB), I reached out to the CoB. What I discovered in my preliminary outreach, 
frankly, surprised me: the CoB computer lab does not yet have GIS software installed, classrooms 
are not equipped with GIS for in-class instruction, nor does there appear to be widespread 
adoption of GIS as an integral tool within the CoB community. In this article, I will provide an 
overview of currently available GIS resources pertinent to the business community here at UNT, 
why synergy between GIS and the business community is imperative, and, finally, ideas to engage 
CoB faculty to seek their input for “next steps.” 

My first resource available to CoB students and faculty, the Department of Geography, might 
sound counterintuitive. However, I argue that it is not counterintuitive because most students 
make it through grade school without having a formal class in geography (de Blij 19-20). Yet, in a 
world that is becoming ever-increasingly globalized, understanding geography will be of 
paramount importance. For example, the Wall Street Journal states in an article from April 30, 
2015 that 30% of the world’s seaborne oil shipments pass through the Strait of Hormuz. Should 
Iran decide to blockade the Strait, the ramifications to the world economy, not to mention the 
potential for armed conflict or a humanitarian crisis, would be catastrophic. As a globalized, 
business community, this type of geopolitical scenario cannot be underestimated. Studying 
geography would help put a plausible event such as this in context; UNT even has a dedicated 
economic geographer, Dr. Murray Rice, whose wealth of knowledge would benefit any CoB 
student. 



In terms of technology, the Department of Geography maintains campus-wide access to Esri’s 
ArcGIS software suite; this software is available to all faculty and students because all UNT 
Library computers have ArcGIS installed. Additionally, UNT Libraries purchased an ArcGIS Online 
Organizational account with the Business Analyst and Community Analyst extensions. These 
services provide regularly updated business and demographic data that aid educational and 
research efforts. Should licensing become an issue, we are also making an open source software 
called QGIS available for use. Together, these software programs let you “visualize, question, 
analyze, and interpret data to understand relationships, patterns, and trends” (Esri). With GIS, 
you can look at different stores’ profitability relative to the demographics of where the stores are 
located. From there, you might correlate profitability and income. For example, if you put a 
snowboard shop in Denton, TX, you would get some customers preparing for vacation, but 
probably not more than that. Using GIS, however, you would be able to not only figure out a 
snowboard shop is not the best idea, but also predict what the local population wants to purchase. 

Additional, GIS-related resources the business community should be aware of include: 
PolicyMap, ReferenceUSA, AtoZDatabases and Tableau. PolicyMap contains demographic, 
health, leisure preferences and Census data in an easy to use, online interface that quickly 
identifies patterns related to your research. As of writing, PolicyMap is the only one of these four 
for which UNT maintains a license. ReferenceUSA and AtoZDatabases are additional resources 
that specialize in detailed metrics for millions of businesses in the U.S., including historic 
information and trends. Tableau is a program that UNT is currently trialing that enhances Excel 
functionality by letting the user visually manipulate the data into different statistical models and 
by embracing the geographic nature of pretty much all data that is generated today.  

GIS has already been making inroads into the business community for years and if you don’t 
embrace GIS, at least in some capacity, you will be left behind. Utilizing GIS and the plethora of 
available data will continue to provide a significant business advantage. GIS facilitates better, 
tailored and faster decision-making. For example, Nutella, the chocolate-hazelnut spread, uses 
targeted marketing campaigns that differ from country to country. By understanding their 
prospective clientele’s unique preferences, their brand has quite literally taken over the world. 
Factor in big data, which incorporates social media, databases and real-time data collected by 
sensors, plus the ease with which the human eyes picks up on visual patterns, and GIS makes 
perfect sense for any business enterprise.  

From my experiences here at UNT, GIS seems to be underutilized in the CoB. When I reached 
out to one of the Deans in the CoB to introduce myself, I quickly realized that they had not even 
heard of GIS in passing. Furthermore, when another professor invited me to do a quick 
introduction to GIS for his entrepreneurship class, I had to improvise with a static PowerPoint 
presentation because none of the classroom computers had GIS installed. If the resources are 
not present or promoted to students, I guarantee that they are not teaching themselves, especially 
if they have not even heard of the acronym “GIS.” As educators, it is our responsibility to give 
them the tools and knowledge necessary to have successful careers. Jeffrey provided me with a 
list of professors that might be interested in GIS. If I can successfully prove the value of GIS to 
them, then they will talk and interest will grow. To jumpstart this process, I have been tentatively 
invited to give a short talk to the CoB faculty when the semester convenes for the fall semester. 
Yes, I am biased in favor of GIS and the power of geography. But, I also see the potential to 
enrich the educational, research and business acumen of students and professors using these 
tools. The versatility and virtually innumerable applications of GIS should not be held within the 



confines of the Department of Geography. Without a doubt, there is definitely an investment cost 
and learning curve for GIS. However, the potential return on investment, in my opinion, far 
outweighs those costs. 
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