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Determining Our Digital Destiny

By Roy Tennant

I he game has changed; of this I am certain. We face an array of
possibilities and challenges that will leave no library untouched.

CHANGED, AND Weare, whether we want to or not, about to become much more than we
are now—or much less. How we respond to the challenges and take
, IF LIBRARIES advantage of the opportunities will define our role in modern society for

i some time to come. ‘
STILL WANT TO For many years the functions of libraries have remained essentially the lel

; same. Books, journals, and an increasing variety of materials have been

PLAY THEY'LL selected, acquired, and organized to serve a particular community of 't‘
users. Libraries have been built, outfitted, and staffed to house these 1 A

THE GAME HAS

HAVE TO collections, to provide services for locating and using them, and to
, INVENT THEIR provide a social heart and center for a community. Libraries have been h
entrusted with the responsibility for caring for our intellectual and e
i OWN FUTURE  cultural heritage as it has been expressed in the written, spoken, and

What libraries must do:

M Redesign their search en-
gines.

B Become better at innova-
tion and building proto-

types.

B Foster and encourage indi-
vidualists and leaders.

B Integrate access to print
and digital materials.

M Begin serving users when-
ever and wherever they
want.

performed word. When members of a com-
munity seek information, they typically and
routinely turned to the library for assistance.

The formats of materials have prolifer-
ated from a base of books and journals to a
cornucopia of options that include micro-
forms, audiocassettes, CDs, and videotapes.
But even given this broadened base of re-
source formats, libraries have historically
selected items from a discrete and finite
universe of professionally edited and pub-
lished materials. Whatever the format, we
still collect and manage individual, discrete
items. We purchase an item, catalog it, put
it where it belongs, check it out, and return
it to the shelf. We also build and manage
systems that help our users and ourselves
accomplish these and other information-
seeking tasks.

But that is no longer enough. The
Internet has transformed how people look
for and find information. Whereas before
they may have come to the library (either
by phone or in person) for assistance after
exhausting more convenient resources
(friends, colleagues, etc.), now most people
with access to the Internet will start there.
This is only natural. In many cases, the
Internet provides a more convenient, faster,
and more current source of information.
But as we know, it can also in many cases
provide misleading, incomplete, or wrong
information. Nonetheless, that is the nature
of information-seeking behavior today and

’

librarians must work with it. lﬂ

So now, instead of being the premier in-
formation resource, libraries are increasingly
the resource of last resort. Libraries are what n‘
our patrons often turn to only after the ‘
Internet has failed them. But even more wor-
risome are those users who mistakenly be- ‘
lieve that the Internet hasn't failed them: the ;ex
students who cite a few poor Internet re-
sources to support their research paper or
the people who find information that ap- (
pears legitimate but is biased or hateful.

The tools leading them to these resources 3 ﬁ
are Web subject directories and search en-
gines that are nearly all the products of an- |
other profession. Where were we when R«
Internet users needed help finding informa-
tion on the Internet? Many of the popular
Web search engines began as computer sci-
ence research projects—for example, Lycos
and Hotbot. To add insult to injury, a
couple of Stanford graduate students trying
to avoid studying created the single most
popular subject directory to Internet re-
sources, Yahoo. =

ROY TENNANT (tennant@library.berkeley.edu)
is digital library project manager for the
University of California/Berkeley library. He
manages the Berkeley Digital Library SunSITE, a
digital library and a support service for digital
library, museum, and archive developers. This is
adapted from a paper delivered at the OCLC User’s
Council Meeting May 16, 1999.
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Another problem we face is an explosion of informa-
tion. Beginning with desktop publishing and continuing
with the Web, almost anyone can now afford to “publish”
information in one form or another, either in print or
electronically. Besides individuals, organizations that had
not previously issued print information are now publish-
ing digitally. Microsoft's online magazine Slate is but one
example. This has led from a situation in which librarians
could comfortably be aware of all appropriate items pub-
lished in their subject area each year to one in which we
are certain that we are no longer covering the territory.

Then, when one decides that a resource is worth col-
lecting, how does one “collect” it? Is pointing to it from a
Web page sufficient? Should the resource be cataloged in
the library catalog? What is a collection? Is it what you
own, or everything you can encompass with links as well
as walls?

Defying space and time

For a simple example, let’s take a library that has MARC
records for 30,000 historical photographs that they have
made available online. That
library could sell those records
to other libraries to load into
their library catalog. The
records would point to the im-
ages in the original location,
but as far as the library pa-
trons of those libraries know,
the images they are viewing
are in the same building in
which they're sitting. With digital collections the barrier of
distance (space) has disappeared, but we have yet to take
advantage of this development.

The barrier of time has disappeared as well. The Library
of Congress is spearheading a discussion of “digital refer-
ence” (on its Web site at leweb.loc.gov/rr/digiref/) that is an
interesting effort to examine just what this means for the
profession. Imagine a university student in Berkeley who
needs some reference assistance with her paper at 11:30 at
night when the reference staff is gone. What if she could
initiate an online conversation with a librarian in Perth to
get the assistance she needs? Why not?

Why not indeed, since by at least one measure the de-
mand for reference assistance is in decline. Statistics col-
lected by the Association for Research Libraries (available
at fisher lib.virginia.edunewarl/) indicate that the number
of reference queries handled per professional staff member
has gone down over the last two years at a number of ARL
libraries. One can only conjecture as to the reason, but my
money is on the Internet. Students find it much more con-
venient to fire up a connection to Hotbot than to hike
down to the library and find the reference desk. This
should be no surprise; it's human nature. But it should tell
us that in order to make an impact we will need to rethink
our services and how we deliver them. We must be where
our patrons are and in a way that they find convenient
and useful; otherwise, we should find a better way to
spend our time.

A more effective use of our time may be to redesign our
search systems. Most library catalog systems are still not

Instead of being the premier
information resource,
libraries are increasingly
the resource of last resort.

much more than a digital card catalog—a sophisticated
card catalog, but a card catalog nonetheless. For example,
compare your library catalog with the capabilities of
Amazon.com. Amazon can keep track of your reading inter-
ests and suggest new titles that you may find interesting the
next time you connect. If you search for a title, it can tell
you which titles are most popular and other related titles
you may wish to consider. And why don’t most library
catalogs rank or group results? Have we ever really con-
sidered that our users may be more interested in these fea-
tures than in some of the more sophisticated searching
features that we believe to be so essential? The prevalence
of simple-to-use yet powerful search systems such as those
at Amazon.com and many Web search engines has pro-
vided our clientele with something to compare us to, and
we often suffer from the comparison.

Then there’s the cultural heritage issue. For years a sub-
sidiary of Microsoft called Corbis has been going around
buying up the digital reproduction rights to many of our
most important pictorial resources ranging from fine art
photography from artists such as Ansel Adams, to news
photography of famous people
or important events, to paint-
ings by Van Gogh and others.
Use of these digital images
must now be licensed from
Corbis.

So let’s recap. We're in
trouble in a number of areas.
Our clientele that formerly
started their information seek-
ing with us are now starting elsewhere. We are less able by
the day to keep up with all appropriate information re-
sources and make them easily available to our users. The
long-cherished role of libraries, museums, and archives as
the guardians of our cultural heritage is being bought out
from under us. Others (not librarians) have tackled the
problem of finding information on the Internet and have
been successful enough to build effective tools in the form
of Web search engines. Meanwhile, our own search engines
are both more powerful and confusing than they need to
be, while not offering some capabilities that our users in-
creasingly believe to be basic and essential. And although
the Internet has presented us with unprecedented opportu-
nities for collection development and service delivery (the
disappearance of the barriers of space and time), we have
yet to take advantage of them.

What we must do

All is not doom and gloom. We have a base of strength to
work from. We are familiar with information in all its vari-
ous forms. We have an abiding public service perspective
that underlies all that we do. We cherish and uphold basic
human rights like intellectual freedom and the right to pri-
vacy. We have created a number of consortia, cooperative
organizations, and initiatives that harness our individual
energies for the good of all. More specifically, we have col-
lectively created the single largest bibliographic database in
the world—OCLC’s WorldCat.

But more important than patting ourselves on the back is
determining what we must do to put ourselves back into
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the game. We must watch for and spot important trends.
Ten years ago we should have seen that the Internet would
become an essential enabling technology for libraries. We
didn’t. We must become better at imagining the future we
would like to see, and then creating it. We must become
better at innovation and building prototypes. In a profes-
sion of consensus builders and followers we must foster
and encourage individualists and leaders.

Our organizations must be nimble and able to create and
guide rapid change. When we evaluate our peers, we must
reward risktaking and innovation and punish loitering. Our
print resources cannot be left behind, which means inte-
grating access to print and
digital materials as well as ¢
making print materials ¢
more desirable (for ex- :
ample, by providing tables
of contents and indexes .
online). We must break 2
out of the mold of think- .
ing about desks and oper-
ating hours and begin serving our users’ needs when,
where, and how they wish to be served.

[ believe that we have a pivotal opportunity, similar to
the late 1960s when MARC was developed. MARC formed
a critical infrastructure that enabled an incredible variety of
important developments in modern libraries. Now we must
form another, much more complex infrastructure upon

Students find it much more
convenient to fire up a connection
to Hotbot than to hike down to the
library and find the reference desk.

.
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which to build the library services and collections that will
be required in the next century.

This opportunity is created by the situation in which
most people now find themselves when seeking informa-
tion. They are increasingly frustrated at their inability to
find the information they need from the Internet, but they
nonetheless may not wish to go to a library. Meanwhile,
they are being bombarded by low-quality information and
advertising that they neither want nor need. They need us.

An innovative information infrastructure
Imagine if we had an infrastructure in place that would
support the following ap-
plication program:
> A simple search box
awaits your input, which
may consist of a sentence,
disjointed keywords,
phrases enclosed in
quotes, words truncated
with an asterisk, or com-
plex, nested Boolean queries. It will, in a nutshell, do the
best it can with what you give it to work with.
> When you hit the return key it returns your search re-
sults organized in several groupings:
+ Internet resources from a collection of selected and
annotated sites;
¢+ Magazine and journal citations from indexing and ab-

subject authority records.

Authority Express

AuthorityzExpress

If you have been searching for an easy way to authority control your library’s current
cataloging, try LTT's Authority Express service.

With Authority Express, a library uses the Internet to transmit a file of newly cataloged
bibliographic records to LTI (via ftp). LTT immediately processes the records through its
state-of-the-art authority control system. Then, at the library’s convenience, it logs into LTT’s
ftp server to retrieve fully authorized catalog records, along with linked LC name and

« Keeps authority control current at an affordable price

« Integrates easily into existing workflows

« Lowers cost by reducing staff time spent on catalog maintenance
« Provides 1 hour turn around for up to 1,000 catalog records

“Authority Control for the 21st Century”
LIBRARY TECHNOLOGIES, INC.

2300 Computer Avenue, Suite D-19  Willow Grove, PA 19090
(215) 830-9320 Fax: (215) 830-9422
(800) 795-9504 email: LTI@LibraryTech.Com

Visit our website at]
WWW.

LibraryTech.Com
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stracting services; global 24-hour reference service. But these are exactly the
¢ Books on the topic available at your local public kinds of infrastructure issues that we must solve and solve
library; and soon.
+ Books on the topic available from other libraries
through interlibrary lending. Our last, best hope
> Whenever you wish, you can initiate an online con- The problems we face are difficult but not intractable.
nection to a librarian, who will respond to you through However, they are tough enough to require that we work
video or audio conferencing technology. This service is cooperatively and collaboratively to build solutions that
available 24 hours a day, resolve these problems for
but upon occasion the ac- all of us, similar to the

This essential digital library way in which MARC
solved a key problem for

infrastructure is much larger than . iibrarics. This essential

digital library infrastruc-

the scope of any single institution, {35 nuch larger than

cent of the librarian may
be unfamiliar since the
person serving you may
reside in a different coun-

try.

To make t'hls particular and more 1mp0rtant than any the scope of any smgle in-
vision a reality would re- stitution, and more impor-
quire some key infrastruc- Single consortium. tant than any single
ture elements to be in consortium. It requires a
place. The technological massive effort that will
pieces of this infrastructure are relatively straightforward,  bring together expertise wherever it exists, resources wher-
consisting of such things as a digital equivalent of a ever they can be found, and ideas from anyone to whom
library card to store and deliver information about a they occur. I call upon the entire library community to ac-
library user’s rights and privileges, standard metadata for-  cept the challenge of building the technical infrastructure
mats in addition to MARC, and standard ways in which that will take libraries into the new millennium. At this
digital objects can be delivered and made available to ap- moment, we have the professional opportunity and the im-
plications. More difficult will be the organizational infra- perative to become much more than we are now, or else we
structure required to create and support, for example, a will soon end up being much less. <

Remember the Alamo...but visit the ALA Store!

Your one-stop shop for exciting Conference souvenirs, unique gifts, and much more!
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Born to Read Bib
Red/Read Cap Item #5070-02S5P $§5
Item #5072-0103 $18 .
Dr. Seuss Tie

Item #5076-0110 $31.95

T
Bookwagon 7
Notecards | 5of
Item #5197-0600 $18 ™.

Rebecca Lobo
Item #5016-0199 $10

Antonio Banderas
Item #5013-05SP $10

Be sure to stop by and check out our NEW! celebrity READ posters, including:
Melissa Etheridge (Hot orr THe pResst) Ani Difranco ot orr e pressty) Michelle Kwan, Christina Ricci & Monica!

Al store prices will reflect members’ discount. Store hours will be 9 a.m.-5 p.m. Friday, January 14; 8 a.m.-5 p.m. Saturday-Sunday Jan.15-16; and 9 a.m.-4 p.m. Monday, January 17.
Can't visit us in San Antonio? Remember, the ALA Online store is open 24 hours a day, 7 days a week: http://alastore.ala.org. Order online, request a catalog, or send us feedback!
You can also order by calling toll-free 1-800-545-2433, press 7
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