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Bradford Lee EdenFrom Our Readers

The New User Environment: 
The End of Technical Services?

Editor’s Note: “From Our Readers” is an occasional feature high-
lighting ITAL readers’ letters and commentaries on timely issues.

Technical	Services:	an	obsolete	term	used	to	describe	
the	 largest	 component	 of	 most	 library	 staffs	 in	 the	
twentieth	 century.	 That	 component	 of	 the	 staff	 was	
entirely	devoted	to	arcane	and	mysterious	processes	
involved	 in	 selecting,	 acquiring,	 cataloging,	 pro-
cessing,	 and	 otherwise	 making	 available	 to	 library	
users	 physical	 material	 containing	 information	 con-
tent	 pieces	 (incops).	 The	 processes	 were	 compli-
cated,	expensive,	and	time-consuming,	and	generally	
served	 to	 severely	 limit	 direct	 service	 to	 users	 both	
by	 producing	 records	 that	 were	 difficult	 to	 under-
stand	and	 interpret,	even	by	other	 library	staff,	and	
by	 consuming	 from	 75–80	 percent	 of	 the	 library’s	
financial	and	personnel	resources.	In	the	twenty-first	
century,	the	advent	of	new	forms	of	publication	and	
new	techniques	for	providing	universal	records	and	
universal	 access	 to	 information	 content	 made	 the	
organizational	 structure	 obsolete.	 That	 change	 in	
organizational	structure,	more	than	any	other	single	
factor,	 is	generally	 credited	as	being	 responsible	 for	
the	 dramatic	 improvement	 in	 the	 quality	 of	 library	
service	 that	 has	 occurred	 in	 the	 first	 decade	 of	 the	
twenty-first	century.

T here	are	many	who	would	say	that	I	was	the	one	who	
wrote	this	quotation.	I	didn’t,	and	it	is,	in	fact,	more	
than	twenty-five	years	old!1	While	I	was	beginning	

to	 research	 and	 prepare	 for	 this	 article,	 I	 began	 as	 most	
users	 today	 start	 their	 search	 for	 information:	 I	 started	
with	Google.	Granted,	I	rarely	go	beyond	the	first	page	of	
results	(as	most	user	surveys	indicate),	but	the	paucity	of	
links	made	me	click	to	the	next	screen.	There,	at	number	
16,	 was	 a	 scanned	 article.	 Jackpot!	 I	 thought	 as	 I	 started	
perusing	the	contents	of	 this	resource	online,	 thinking	to	
myself	how	the	future	had	changed	so	dramatically	since	
1984,	with	 the	emergence	of	 the	 Internet	and	 the	 laptop,	
all	 of	 the	 new	 information	 formats,	 and	 the	 digitization	
of	information.	Ahh,	the	power	of	full	text!	After	reading	
through	 the	 table	 of	 contents,	 introduction,	 and	 the	 first	
chapter,	 I	 noticed	 that	 some	 of	 the	 pages	 were	 missing.	
Mmmm,	 obviously	 some	 very	 shoddy	 scanning	 on	 the	
part	of	Google.	But	no,	I	finally	realized	that	only	part	of	
this	 special	 issue	 was	 available	 on	 Google.	 Obviously,	 I	
missed	the	statement	at	the	bottom	of	the	front	scan	of	the	
book:	“This	is	a	preview.	The	total	pages	displayed	will	be	
limited.	Learn	more.”	And	thus	the	issues	regarding	copy-
right	reared	their	ugly	head.	

When	 discussing	 the	 new	 user	 environment,	 there	
are	 many	 demands	 facing	 libraries	 today.	 In	 a	 report	
by	 Martha	 Bates,	 citing	 the	 principle	 of	 least	 effort	 first	
attributed	 to	 philologist	 George	 Zipf	 and	 quoted	 in	 the	
Calhoun	report	to	the	Library	of	Congress,	she	states:

People	do	not	just	use	information	that	is	easy	to	find;	
they	 even	 use	 information	 that	 they	 know	 to	 be	 of	
poor	 quality	 and	 less	 reliable—so	 long	 as	 it	 requires	
little	 effort	 to	 find—rather	 than	 using	 information	
they	 know	 to	 be	 of	 high	 quality	 and	 reliable,	 though	
harder	to	find	.	.	.	despite	heroic	efforts	on	the	part	of	
librarians,	students	seldom	have	sufficiently	sustained	
exposure	to	and	practice	with	library	skills	to	reach	the	
point	 where	 they	 feel	 real	 ease	 with	 and	 mastery	 of	
library	information	systems.2

According	to	the	final	report	of	Bibliographic	Services	
Task	Force	of	the	University	of	California	Libraries,	users	
expect	the	following:

■■ one	 system	 or	 search	 to	 cover	 a	 wide	 information	
universe	(e.g.,	Google	or	Amazon)

■■ enriched	 metadata	 (e.g.,	 ONIX,	 tables	 of	 contents,	
and	cover	art)

■■ full-text	availability
■■ to	move	easily	and	seamlessly	from	a	citation	about	an	
item	to	the	item	itself—discovery	alone	is	not	enough

■■ systems	to	provide	a	lot	of	intelligent	assistance
■❏ correction	of	obvious	spelling	errors
■❏ results	 sorting	 in	 order	 of	 relevance	 to	 their	

queries
■❏ help	in	navigating	large	retrievals	through	logi-

cal	subsetting	or	topical	maps	or	hierarchies
■❏ help	 in	 selecting	 the	 best	 source	 through	 rel-

evance	 ranking	 or	 added	 commentary	 from	
peers	and	experts	or	“others	who	used	this	also	
used	that”	tools

■❏ customization	and	personalization	services
■■ authenticated	single	sign-on
■■ security	and	privacy
■■ communication	and	collaboration
■■ multiple	 formats	 available:	 e-books,	 MPEG,	 JPEG,	
RSS	 and	 other	 push	 technologies,	 along	 with	 tradi-
tional,	tangible	formats

■■ direct	links	to	e-mail,	instant	messaging,	and	sharing
■■ access	to	online	virtual	communities
■■ access	 to	what	 the	 library	has	 to	offer	without	actu-
ally	having	to	visit	the	library3
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What	is	there	in	this	new	user	environment	for	those	
who	work	in	technical	services?	As	indicated	in	the	open-
ing	 quote,	 would	 a	 dramatic	 improvement	 in	 library	
services	occur	if	technical	services	were	removed	from	the	
organizational	structure?	Even	in	1983,	the	huge	financial	
investment	 that	 libraries	 made	 in	 the	 organization	 and	
description	 of	 information,	 inventory,	 workflows,	 and	
personnel	was	recognized;	today,	that	investment	comes	
under	 intense	 scrutiny	 as	 libraries	 realize	 that	 we	 no	
longer	 have	 a	 monopoly	 on	 information	 access,	 and	 to	
survive	we	need	to	move	forward	more	aggressively	into	
the	 digital	 environment	 than	 ever	 before.	 As	 Marcum	
stated	in	her	now-famous	article,

■■ If	 the	 commonly	 available	 books	 and	 journals	 are	
accessible	 online,	 should	 we	 consider	 the	 search	
engines	the	primary	means	of	access	to	them?

■■ Massive	 digitization	 radically	 changes	 the	 nature	
of	 local	 libraries.	 Does	 it	 make	 sense	 to	 devote	 local	
efforts	 to	 the	 cataloging	 of	 unique	 materials	 only	
rather	than	the	regular	books	and	journals?

■■ We	 have	 introduced	 our	 cataloging	 rules	 and	 the	
MARC	format	to	libraries	all	over	the	world.	How	do	
we	make	massive	changes	without	creating	chaos?

■■ And	 finally,	 a	 more	 specific	 question:	 Should	 we	
proceed	 with	 AACR3	 in	 light	 of	 a	 much-changed	
environment?4

There	 are	 larger	 internal	 issues	 to	 consider	 here	
as	 well.	 The	 budget	 situation	 in	 libraries	 requires	 the	
application	 of	 business	 models	 to	 workflows	 that	 have	
normally	 not	 been	 questioned	 nor	 challenged.	 Karen	
Calhoun	discusses	this	topic	in	a	number	of	her	contribu-
tions	to	the	literature:

When	catalog	librarians	identify	what	they	contribute	
to	their	communities	with	their	methods	(the	catalog-
ing	rules,	etc.)	and	with	the	product	they	provide	(the	
catalog),	they	face	the	danger	of	“marketing	myopia.”	
Marketing	myopia	is	a	term	used	in	the	business	litera-
ture	to	describe	a	nearsighted	view	that	focuses	on	the	
products	and	services	that	a	firm	provides,	rather	than	
the	needs	those	products	and	services	are	intended	to	
address.5

For	 understanding	 the	 implementation	 issues	 associ-
ated	with	the	leadership	strategy,	it	is	important	to	be	
clear	about	what	is	meant	by	the	“excess	capacity”	of	
catalogs.	 Most	 catalogers	 would	 deny	 there	 is	 excess	
capacity	 in	 today’s	 cataloging	departments,	and	 they	
are	 correct.	 Library	 materials	 continue	 to	 flood	 into	
acquisitions	and	cataloging	departments	and	staff	can	
barely	keep	up.	Yet	the	key	problem	of	today’s	online	
catalog	 is	 the	 effect	 of	 declining	 demand.	 In	 healthy	
businesses,	the	demand	for	a	product	and	the	capacity	

to	produce	 it	are	 in	balance.	Research	 libraries	 invest	
huge	 sums	 in	 the	 infrastructure	 that	 produces	 their	
local	 catalogs,	 but	 search	 engines	 are	 students	 and	
scholars’	 favorite	place	 to	begin	a	search.	More	users	
bypass	catalogs	for	search	engines,	but	research	librar-
ies’	investment	in	catalogs—and	in	the	collections	they	
describe—does	not	reflect	the	shift	in	user	demand.6

I	have	discussed	this	exact	problem	in	recent	articles	
and	 technical	 reports	 as	 well.7	 There	 have	 to	 be	 better,	
more	efficient	ways	for	libraries	to	organize	and	describe	
information	 not	 based	 on	 the	 status	 quo	 of	 redundant	
“localizing”	 of	 bibliographic	 records.	 A	 good	 analogy	
would	be	the	current	price	of	gas	and	the	looming	trans-
portation	 crisis.	 For	 many	 years,	 Americans	 have	 had	
the	luxury	of	being	able	to	purchase	just	about	any	type	
of	 car,	 truck,	 SUV,	 Hummer,	 etc.,	 that	 they	 wanted	 on	
the	 basis	 of	 their	 own	 preferences,	 personalities,	 and	
incomes,	not	on	the	size	of	the	gas	tank	or	on	the	mileage	
per	gallon.	Why	not	buy	a	Mercedes	over	a	Kia?	But	with	
gas	prices	now	well	above	the	average	person’s	ability	to	
consistently	 fill	 their	gas	 tank	without	mortgaging	 their	
future,	 the	market	demands	that	people	find	alternative	
solutions	 in	 order	 to	 survive.	 This	 has	 meant	 moving	
away	 from	 the	 status	 quo	 of	 personal	 choice	 and	 selec-
tion	 toward	 a	 more	 economic	 and	 sustainable	 model	
of	 informed	 fuel-efficiency	 transportation,	 so	 much	 so	
that	 public	 transportation	 is	 now	 inundated	 with	 more	
users	 than	 it	 can	 handle,	 and	 consumers	 have	 all	 but	
abandoned	 the	 truck	 and	 SUV	 markets.	 Libraries	 have	
long	 worked	 in	 the	 Mercedes	 arena,	 providing	 features	
such	 as	 authority	 control,	 subject	 classification,	 and	
redundant	 localizing	 of	 bibliographic	 records	 that	 were	
essential	when	 libraries	held	 the	monopoly	on	 informa-
tion	 access	 but	 are	 no	 longer	 cost-efficient—nor	 even	
sane—strategies	in	the	current	information	marketplace.	
Users	are	not	accessing	the	OPAC	anymore;	well-known	
studies	 indicate	 that	 more	 than	 80	 percent	 of	 informa-
tion	 seekers	 begin	 their	 search	 on	 a	 Web	 search	 engine.	
Libraries	 are	 investing	 huge	 resources	 in	 staffing	 and	
priorities	 fiddling	 with	 MARC	 bibliographic	 records	 in	
a	 time	 when	 they	 are	 struggling	 to	 survive	 and	 adapt	
from	a	monopoly	environment	to	being	just	one	of	many	
players	in	the	new	information	marketplace.	Budgets	are	
stagnant,	 staffing	 is	at	an	all-time	 low,	new	 information	
formats	 continue	 to	 appear	 and	 require	 attention,	 and	
users	are	no	longer	patient	nor	comfortable	working	with	
our	clunky	OPACs.8	Why	do	libraries	continue	to	support	
an	infrastructure	of	buying	and	offering	the	same	books,	
CDs,	DVDs,	journals,	etc.,	at	every	library,	when	the	new	
information	 environment	 offers	 libraries	 the	 opportu-
nity	 to	 showcase	 and	 present	 their	 unique	 information	
resources	 and	 one-of-a-kind	 collections	 to	 the	 world?	
Special	collections	materials	held	by	every	major	research	
and	public	library	in	the	world	can	now	be	digitized,	and	
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sparse	 library	resources	need	 to	be	adjusted	 to	compete	
and	 offer	 these	 unique	 collections	 and	 their	 services	 to	
our	users	and	the	world.

The	 October	 2007	 issue	 of	 Computers in Libraries	 is	
devoted	 solely	 to	 articles	 related	 to	 the	 enhancement,	
usability,	 appropriateness,	 and	 demise	 of	 the	 library	
OPAC.	 Interesting	 articles	 include	 “Fac-Back-OPAC:	An	
Open	Source	Solution	Interface	to	your	Library	System,”	
“Dreaming	of	a	Better	ILS,”	“Plug	Your	Users	into	Library	
Resources	 with	 OpenSearch	 Plug-Ins,”	 Delivering	 What	
People	 Need,	 When	 and	 Where	 They	 Need	 It,”	 “The	
Birth	 of	 a	 New	 Generation	 of	 Library	 Interfaces,”	 and	
“Will	the	ILS	Soon	Be	as	Obsolete	as	the	Card	Catalog?”	
An	especially	interesting	quote	is	given	by	Cervone,	then	
assistant	university	 librarian	for	 information	technology	
at	Northwestern	University:

What	 I’d	 like	 to	 see	 is	 for	 the	catalog	 to	go	away.	To	
a	 great	 degree,	 it	 is	 an	 anachronism.	 What	 we	 need	
from	the	ILS	is	a	solid,	business-process	back	end	that	
would	 facilitate	 the	 functions	 of	 the	 library	 that	 are	
truly	 unique	 such	 as	 circulation,	 acquiring	 materials,	
and	 “cataloging”	 at	 the	 item	 level	 for	 what	 amounts	
to	inventory-control	purposes.	Most	of	the	other	tradi-
tional	ILS	functions	could	be	rolled	over	into	a	central-
ized	system,	 like	OCLC,	 that	would	be	cooperatively	
shared.	 The	 catalog	 itself	 should	 be	 treated	 as	 just	
another	 database	 in	 the	 world	 of	 resources	 we	 have	
access	 to.	 A	 single	 interface	 to	 those	 resources	 that	
would	 combine	 our	 local	 print	 holdings,	 electronic	
text	 (both	 journal	 and	 ebook),	 as	 well	 as	 multimedia	
material	 is	 what	 we	 should	 be	 demanding	 from	 our	
vendors.9

One	 book	 that	 needs	 to	 be	 required	 reading	 for	
all	 librarians,	 especially	 catalogers,	 is	 Weinberger’s	
Everything Is Miscellaneous.10	 He	 describes	 the	 three	
orders	 of	 order	 (self	 organization,	 metadata,	 and	 digi-
tal);	 provides	 an	 extensive	 history	 of	 how	 Western	
civilization	 has	 ordered	 information,	 specifically	 the	
links	 to	 nineteenth-century	 Victorianism;	 and	 the	 con-
cepts	of	 lumping	and	splitting.	 In	 the	end,	Weinberger	
argues	 that	 the	 digital	 environment	 allows	 users	 to	
manipulate	information	into	their	own	organization	sys-
tem,	 disregarding	 all	 previous	 organizational	 attempts	
by	 supposed	 experts	 using	 outdated	 and	 outmoded	
systems.	In	the	digital	disorder	of	information,	an	object	
(leaf)	 can	 now	 be	 placed	 on	 many	 shelves	 (branches),	
figuratively	speaking,	and	this	new	shape	of	knowledge	
brings	out	four	strategic	principles:

1.	 Filter	on	the	way	out,	not	on	the	way	in.
2.	 Put	each	leaf	on	as	many	branches	as	possible.
3.	 Everything	is	metadata	and	everything	can	be	a	label.
4.	 Give	up	control.

It	 is	 this	 last	 principle	 that	 libraries	 have	 challenges	
with.	Whether	we	agree	with	this	principle	or	not,	it	has	
already	 happened.	Arguing	 about	 it,	 ignoring	 it,	 or	 just	
continuing	to	do	business	as	usual	isn’t	going	to	change	
the	 fact	 that	 information	 is	 user-controled	 and	 user-	
initiated	in	the	digital	environment.

So,	where	do	we	go	from	here?

The future of technical services 
(and its staff)

Far	be	it	from	me	to	try	to	predict	the	future	of	libraries	
as	viable,	and	more	importantly	marketable,	information	
organizations	in	this	new	environment.	One	has	only	to	
examine	 the	quotations	 from	the	 first	 issues	of	Technical 
Services Quarterly	to	see	what	happens	to	predictions	and	
opinions.	Titles	of	some	of	the	contributions	(from	1983,	
mind	you)	are	worthy	of	mention:	“Library	Automation	
in	the	Year	2000,”	“Musings	on	the	Future	of	the	Catalog,”	
and	 “Libraries	 on	 the	 Line.”	 There	 are	 developments,	
however,	that	require	reexamination	and	strategic	brain-
storming	 regarding	 the	 future	 of	 library	 bibliographic	
organization	and	description.	

The	 appearance	 of	 WorldCat	 Local	 will	 have	 a	 tre-
mendous	 impact	 on	 the	 disappearance	 of	 proprietary	
vendor	 OPACs.	 There	 will	 no	 longer	 be	 a	 need	 for	 an	
integrated	library	system	(ILS);	with	WorldCat	Local,	the	
majority	of	the	world’s	MARC	bibliographic	records	are	
available	 in	 a	 Library	 2.0	 format.	 The	 only	 things	 miss-
ing	are	some	type	of	inventory	and	acquisitions	module	
that	 can	 be	 formatted	 locally	 and	 a	 circulation	 module.	
If	OCLC	could	focus	their	programming	efforts	on	these	
two	 services	 and	 integrate	 them	 into	 WorldCat	 Local,	
library	administrators	and	systems	staff	would	no	longer	
have	 to	 deal	 with	 proprietary	 and	 clunky	 OPACs	 (and	
their	huge	budgetary	 lines),	but	could	use	 the	power	of	
Web	 2.0	 (and	 hopefully	 3.0)	 tools	 and	 services	 to	 better	
position	themselves	in	the	new	information	marketplace.

Another	 major	 development	 is	 the	 Google	 digitiza-
tion	 project	 (and	 other	 associated	 ventures).	 While	 there	
are	some	concerns	about	quality	and	copyright,11	as	well	
as	 issues	 related	 to	 the	 disappearance	 of	 print	 and	 the	
time	 involved	 to	digitize	all	print,12	no	one	can	deny	 the	
gradual	and	inevitable	effect	that	mass	digitization	of	print	
resources	 will	 have	 in	 the	 new	 information	 marketplace.	
Just	 the	 fact	 that	my	research	explorations	 for	 this	article	
brought	up	digitized	portions	of	the	1983	Technical Services 
Quarterly	articles	is	an	example.	More	and	more,	published	
print	information	will	be	available	in	full-text	online.	What	
effect	 will	 this	 have	 on	 the	 physical	 collection	 that	 all	
libraries	maintain,	not	only	in	terms	of	circulation,	but	also	
in	terms	of	use	of	space,	preservation,	and	collection	devel-
opment?	No	one	knows	for	sure,	but	if	the	search	strategies	
and	 information	 discovery	 patterns	 of	 our	 users	 are	 any	
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indication,	then	we	need	to	be	strategically	preparing	and	
developing	directions	and	options.

Automatic	metadata	generation	has	been	a	 topic	of	
discussion	for	a	number	of	years,	and	Jane	Greenberg’s	
work	 at	 the	 University	 of	 North	 Carolina–Chapel	 Hill	
is	one	of	the	leading	examples	of	research	in	this	area.13	
While	 there	 are	 still	 viable	 concerns	 about	 metadata	
generation	 without	 any	 type	 of	 human	 intervention,	
semiautomatic	and	even	nonlibrary-facilitated	metadata	
generation	has	been	successful	 in	a	number	of	venues.	
As	 libraries	 grapple	 with	 decreased	 budgets,	 multi-
plying	 formats,	 fewer	 staff	 to	 do	 the	 work,	 and	 more	
retraining	 and	 reprofessional	 development	 of	 existing	
staff,	library	administrators	have	to	examine	all	options	
to	maximize	personnel	as	well	as	budgetary	resources.	
Incorporating	 new	 technologies	 and	 tools	 for	 generat-
ing	 metadata	 without	 human	 intervention	 into	 library	
workflows	 should	 be	 viewed	 as	 a	 viable	 option.	 User	
tagging	 would	 be	 included	 in	 this	 area.	 Even	 Intner,	 a	
long-time	 proponent	 of	 traditional	 technical	 services,	
has	 written	 that	 generating	 cataloging	 data	 automati-
cally	 would	 be	 of	 great	 benefit	 to	 the	 profession,	 and	
that	 more	 tools	 and	 more	 programming	 ought	 to	 be	
focused	toward	this	goal.14

So,	 with	 print	 workflows	 being	 replaced	 by	 digital	
and	electronic	workflows,	how	can	administrators	assist	
their	technical	services	staff	to	remain	viable	in	this	new	
information	 environment?	 How	 can	 technical	 services	
staff	not	only	help	themselves	but	their	supervisors	and	
administrators	to	incorporate	their	unique	talents,	exper-
tise,	education,	and	experience	toward	the	type	of	future	
scenarios	indicated	above?

Competencies and challenges for 
technical services staff

There	 are	 some	 good	 opinions	 available	 for	 assisting	
technical	services	staff	with	moving	into	the	new	environ-
ment.	Names	have	power,	whether	we	like	to	admit	it	or	
not,	and	changing	the	name	from	“Technical	Services”	to	
something	 more	 understandable	 to	 our	 users,	 let	 alone	
our	 colleagues	 within	 the	 library,	 is	 one	 way	 to	 start.	
Names	 such	 as	 “Collections	 and	 Data	 Management	
Services”	 or	 “Reference	 Data	 Services”	 have	 been	 men-
tioned.15	An	interesting	quote	sums	up	the	dilemma:

It’s	 pretty	 clear	 that	 technical	 services	 departments	
have	long	been	the	ugly	ducklings	in	the	library	pond,	
trumped	by	a	quintet	of	swans:	reference	departments	
(the	ones	with	answers	for	a	grateful	public);	IT	depart-
ments	 (the	 magicians	 who	 keep	 the	 computers	 hum-
ming);	 children’s	 and	 youth	 departments	 (the	 warm	
and	 fuzzy	 nurturers);	 other	 specialty	 departments	
(the	 experts	 in	 good	 reads,	 music,	 art,	 law,	 business,	

medicine,	government	documents,	AV,	rare	books	and	
manuscripts,	 you-name-it);	 and	 administrative	 groups	
(the	big	bosses).	Part	of	the	trouble	is	that	the	rest	of	our	
colleagues	 don’t	 really	 know	 what	 technical	 services	
librarians	do.	They only know that we do it behind closed 
doors and talk about it in language no one else understands. 
If it can’t be seen, can’t be understood, and can’t be discussed, 
maybe it’s all smoke and mirrors, lacking real substance. It’s 
easy to ignore.16

Ruschoff	 mentions	 competencies	 for	 technical	 ser-
vices	 librarians	 in	 the	 new	 information	 environment:	
comfortable	 working	 in	 both	 print	 and	 digital	 worlds,	
specialized	 skills	 such	 as	 foreign	 languages	 and	 subject	
area	 expertise,	 comfortable	 working	 in	 both	 digital	 and	
Web-based	 technologies	 (suggesting	 more	 computing	
and	technology	skills),	expertise	in	digital	asset	manage-
ment,	and	problem-solving	analytical	skills.17	In	a	recent	
blog	posting	summarizing	a	presentation	at	the	2008	ALA	
Annual	 	Conference	on	this	topic,	comparisons	between	
catalogers	 going	 extinct	 or	 retooling	 are	 provided.	 The	
following	is	a	summary	of	that	post:

converging trends
■■ More	catalogers	work	at	the	support-staff	level	than	
as	professional	librarians.

■■ More	cataloging	records	are	selected	by	machines.
■■ More	 catalog	 records	 are	 being	 captured	 from	 pub-
lisher	data	or	other	sources.

■■ More	 updating	 of	 catalog	 records	 is	 done	 via	 batch	
processes.

■■ Libraries	continue	to	deemphasize	processing	of	sec-
ondary	research	products	in	favor	of	unique	primary	
materials.

what are our choices?
■■ Behind	door	number	one—the	extinction	model.
■■ Behind	door	number	two—the	retooling	model.

How it’s done
■■ Extinction

■❏ Keep	cranking	about	how	nobody	appreciates	us.
■❏ Assert	 over	 and	 over	 that	 we’re	 already	 doing	

everything	right—why	should	we	change?
■❏ Adopt	 a	 “chicken	 little”	 approach	 to	 envision-

ing	the	future.
■■ Retooling

■❏ Considers	what	catalogers	already	do.
■❏ Look	for	support.
■❏ Find	a	new	job.

what catalogers do 
■■ Operate	within	the	boundaries	of	detailed	standards.	
■■ Describe	items	one-at-a-time.
■■ Treat	 items	 as	 if	 they	 are	 intended	 to	 fit	 carefully	
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within	a	specific	application—the	catalog.
■■ Ignore	the	rest	of	the	world	of	information.

what metadata librarians do
■■ Think	about	descriptive	data	without	preconceptions	
around	 descriptive	 level,	 granularity,	 or	 descriptive	
vocabularies.

■■ Consider	 the	 entirety	 of	 the	 discovery	 and	 access	
issues	around	a	set	or	collection	of	materials.

■■ Consider	 users	 and	 uses	 beyond	 an	 individual	 ser-
vice	when	making	design	decisions—not	necessarily	
predetermined.

■■ Leap	tall	buildings	in	a	single	bound.

what new metadata librarians do
■■ Be	aware	of	changing	user	needs.
■■ Understand	the	evolving	information	environment.
■■ Work	collaboratively	with	technical	staff.
■■ Be	familiar	with	all	metadata	formats	and	encoding	
metadata.

■■ Seek	 out	 tall	 buildings—otherwise	 jumping	 skills	
will	atrophy.

the cataloger skill set
■■ AACR2,	LC,	etc.

the metadata librarian skill set
■■ Views	data	as	collections,	sets,	streams.
■■ Approaches	the	task	as	designing	data	to	“play	well	
with	others.”

characteristics of our new world
■■ No	more	ILS
■■ Bibliographic	 utilities	 are	 unlikely	 to	 be	 the	 central	
node	for	all	data.

■■ Creation	of	metadata	will	become	more	decentralized.
■■ Nobody	knows	how	this	will	all	shake	out,	but	meta-
data	librarians	will	be	critical	in	forging	solutions.18

While	the	above	summary	focuses	on	catalogers	and	
their	 future,	 many	 of	 the	 directions	 also	 apply	 to	 any	
librarian	or	support	staff	member	currently	working	in	
technical	services.	In	a	recent	EDUCAUSE Review	article,	
Brantley	lists	a	number	of	mantras	that	all	libraries	need	
to	 repeat	 and	 keep	 in	 mind	 in	 this	 new	 information	
environment:	

■■ Libraries	must	be	available	everywhere.
■■ Libraries	must	be	designed	to	get	better	through	use.
■■ Libraries	must	be	portable.
■■ Libraries	must	know	where	they	are.
■■ Libraries	must	tell	stories.
■■ Libraries	must	help	people	learn.
■■ Libraries	must	be	tools	of	change.
■■ Libraries	must	offer	paths	for	exploration.

■■ Libraries	must	help	forge	memory.
■■ Libraries	must	speak	for	people.
■■ Libraries	must	study	the	art	of	war.19

You	 will	 have	 to	 read	 the	 article	 to	 find	 out	 about	
that	last	point.	The	above	mantras	illustrate	that	each	of	
these	issues	must	also	be	aligned	with	the	work	done	by	
technical	 services	 departments	 in	 support	 of	 the	 rest	 of	
the	library’s	services.	And	there	definitely	isn’t	one	right	
way	to	move	forward;	each	library	with	its	unique	blend	
of	services	and	staff	has	to	define,	initiate,	and	engender	
dialogue	 on	 change	 and	 strategic	 direction,	 and	 then	
actively	make	decisions	with	integrity	and	vigor	toward	
both	its	users	and	its	staff.	As	Calhoun	indicates,	there	are	
a	number	of	challenges	to	feasibility	for	next	steps	in	this	
area,	 some	 technically	 oriented	 but	 many	 based	 on	 our	
own	organizational	structures	and	strictures:

■■ Difficulty	achieving	consensus	on	standardized,	sim-
plified,	more	automated	workflows.

■■ Unwillingness	 or	 inability	 to	 dispense	 with	 highly	
customized	acquisitions	and	cataloging	operations.

■■ Overcoming	 the	 “not	 invented	 here”	 mindset	 pre-
venting	 ready	 acceptance	 of	 cataloging	 copy	 from	
other	libraries	or	external	sources.

■■ Resistance	to	simplifying	cataloging.
■■ Inability	 to	 find	 and	 successfully	 collaborate	 with	
necessary	partners	(e.g.,	ILS	vendors).

■■ Difficulty	achieving	basic	levels	of	system	interoper-
ability.

■■ Slow	development	and	implementation	of	necessary	
standards.

■■ Library-centric	 decision	 making;	 inability	 to	 base	
priorities	on	how	users	behave	and	what	they	want

■■ Limited	availability	of	data	to	support	management	
decisions.

■■ Inadequate	 skill	 set	 among	 library	 staff;	 unwilling-
ness	or	inability	to	retrain.

■■ Resistance	 to	 change	 from	 faculty	 members,	 deans,	
or	administrators.20

Moving forward in the new information world

In	 a	 recent	 discussion	 on	 the	Autocat	 electronic	 discus-
sion	 list	 regarding	 the	 client-business	 paradigm	 now	
being	impressed	on	library	staff,	an	especially	interesting	
quote	puts	the	entire	debate	into	perspective:

The	irony	of	this	discussion	is	that	our	patrons/users/
clients	[et	al.]	expect	to	be	treated	as	well	as	business	
customers.	 They	 pay	 tuition	 or	 taxes	 to	 most	 of	 our	
institutions	and	expect	to	have	a	return	in	value.	And	
a	very	large	percentage	of	them	care	about	the	differ-
ences	 between	 the	 government	 services	 vs.	 business	
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arguments	we	present.	What	they	know	is	that	when	
they	want	something,	they	want	it.

More	 library	 powers-that-be	 now	 come	 from	 the	
world	of	business	rather	than	libraries	because	of	the	
pressure	 on	 the	 bottom	 line.	 Business	 administrators	
are	viewed,	even	by	those	in	public	administration,	as	
being	 more	 fiscally	 able	 than	 librarians.	 I	 would	 rec-
ommend	 that	we	 fuss	 less	about	 titles	and	semantics	
and	develop	ways	to	show	the	value	of	libraries	to	the	
public.21

Wheeler,	 in	 a	 recent	 Educause Review	 article,	 docu-
ments	a	number	of	“eras”	 that	colleges	and	universities	
have	gone	through	in	recent	history.22	First	is	the	“Era	of	
Publishing,”	followed	by	the	“Era	of	Participation”	with	
the	appearance	of	the	Internet	and	its	social	networking	
tools.	The	next	era,	the	“Era	of	Certitude,”	is	one	in	which	
users	will	want	quick,	timely	answers	to	questions,	along	
with	 some	 thought	 about	 the	 need	 and	 context	 of	 the	
question.	Wheeler	espouses	five	dimensions	that	tools	of	
certitude	 must	 have:	 reach,	 response,	 results,	 resources,	
and	rights.	He	explains	these	dimensions	in	regards	to	var-
ious	tools	and	services	that	libraries	can	provide	through	
human–human,	human–machine,	and	machine–machine		
interaction.23	 Wheeler	 sees	 extensive	 rethinking	 and	
reengineering	 by	 libraries,	 campuses,	 and	 information	
technology	 to	 assist	 users	 to	 meet	 their	 information	
needs.	 Are	 there	 ways	 that	 technical	 services	 staff	 can	
assist	in	these	efforts?

Although	somewhat	dated,	Calhoun’s	extensive	article	
on	 what	 is	 needed	 from	 catalogers	 and	 librarians	 in	 the	
twenty-first	century	expounds	a	number	of	salient	points.24	
In	table	1,	she	illustrates	some	of	the	many	challenges	fac-
ing	 traditional	 library	 cataloging,	 providing	 her	 opinion	
on	 what	 the	 challenges	 are,	 why	 they	 exist,	 and	 some	
solutions	 for	 survivability	 and	 adaptability	 in	 the	 new	
marketplace.25	One	quote	in	particular	deserves	attention:

At	 the	 very	 least,	 adapting	 successfully	 to	 current	
demands	will	require	new	competencies	for	librarians,	
and	 I	 have	 made	 the	 case	 elsewhere	 that	 librarians	
must	move	beyond	basic	computer	literacy	to	“IT	flu-
ency”—that	 is,	 an	 understanding	 of	 the	 concepts	 of	
information	 technology,	 especially	 applying	 problem	
solving	 and	 critical	 thinking	 skills	 to	 using	 informa-
tion	 technology.	Raising	 the	bar	of	 IT	 fluency	will	be	
even	 more	 critical	 for	 metadata	 specialists,	 as	 they	
shift	 away	 from	 a	 focus	 on	 metadata	 production	 to	
approaches	 based	 on	 IT	 tools	 and	 techniques	 on	 the	
one	 hand,	 and	 on	 consulting	 and	 teamwork	 on	 the	
other.	As	a	result	of	the	increasing	need	for	IT	fluency	
among	 metadata	 specialists,	 they	 may	 become	 more	
closely	allied	with	technical	support	groups	in	campus	
computing	centers.	The chief challenges for metadata spe-
cialists will be getting out of library back rooms, becoming 

familiar with the larger world of university knowledge 
communities, and developing primary contacts with the 
appropriate domain experts and IT specialists.26

Getting	 out	 of	 the	 back	 room	 and	 interacting	 with	
users	seems	to	be	one	of	the	dominant	themes	of	evolv-
ing	technical	services	positions	to	fit	the	new	information	
marketplace.	Putting	Web	2.0	tools	and	services	into	the	
library	 OPAC	 has	 also	 gained	 some	 momentum	 since	
the	launch	of	the	Endeca-based	OPAC	at	North	Carolina	
State	 University.	As	 some	 people	 have	 stated,	 however,	
putting	“lipstick	on	a	pig”	doesn’t	change	the	fundamen-
tal	problems	and	poor	usability	of	something	that	never	
worked	 well	 in	 the	 first	 place.27	 In	 their	 recent	 article,	
Jia	 Mi	 and	 Cathy	 Weng	 tried	 to	 answer	 the	 following	
questions:	 Why	 is	 the	 current	 OPAC	 ineffective?	 What	
can	 libraries	 and	 librarians	 do	 to	 deliver	 an	 OPAC	 that	
is	as	good	as	search	engines	 to	better	serve	our	users?28	
Of	course,	the	authors	are	biased	toward	the	OPAC	and	
wish	to	make	it	better,	given	that	the	last	sentence	in	their	
abstract	 is,	 “Revitalizing	 the	 OPAC	 is	 one	 of	 the	 press-
ing	 issues	 that	 has	 to	 be	 accomplished.”	 Users’	 search	
patterns	 have	 already	 moved	 away	 from	 the	 OPAC	 as	
a	 discovery	 tool;	 why	 should	 personnel	 and	 resource	
investment	 continue	 to	 be	 allocated	 toward	 something	
that	users	have	turned	away	from?	In	their	recommenda-
tions,	Mi	and	Weng	indicate	that	system	limitations,	not	
fully	exploiting	the	functionality	already	made	available	
by	 ILSs,	 and	 the	 unsuitability	 of	 MARC	 standards	 to	
online	 bibliographic	 display	 are	 the	 primary	 factors	 to	
the	ineffectiveness	of	library	OPACs.	Exactly.	Debate	and	
discussion	on	Autocat	after	the	publication	of	their	article	
again	shows	the	 line	drawn	between	conservative	opin-
ions	 (added	 value,	 noncommercialization,	 and	 overall	
ideals	 of	 the	 library	 profession	 and	 professional	 cata-
loging	 workflows)	 and	 the	 newer	 push	 for	 open-source	
models,	 junking	 the	 OPAC,	 and	 learning	 and	 working	
with	non-MARC	metadata	standards	and	tools.	

Conclusion

From	an	administrative	point	of	view,	there	are	a	number	
of	viable	options	for	making	technical	services	as	efficient	
as	possible,	in	its	current	emanation:

■■ Conduct	a	process	 review	of	all	 current	workflows,	
following	each	type	of	format	from	receipt	at	loading	
dock	 to	 access	 by	 user.	 Revise	 and	 redesign	 work-
flows	for	efficiency.

■■ Eliminate	all	backlogs,	incorporating	and	standardiz-
ing	various	types	of	bibliographic	organization	(from	
brief	records	to	full	records,	using	established	criteria	
of	importance	and	access).

■■ As	much	as	possible,	contract	with	vendors	to	make	
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all	print	materials	shelf-ready,	establishing	and	moni-
toring	 profiles	 for	 quality	 and	 accuracy.	 Establish	 a	
rate	 of	 error	 that	 is	 amenable	 to	 technical	 services	
staff;	 once	 that	 error	 rate	 is	 met,	 review	 incoming	
print	materials	only	once	or	twice	a	year.

■■ Assure	technical	services	staff	that	their	skills,	expe-
rience,	 and	 attention	 to	 detail	 are	 needed	 in	 the	
electronic	 environment,	 and	 provide	 training	 and	
professional	 development	 to	 assist	 them	 in	 scan-
ning	 and	 digitizing	 unique	 collections,	 learning	
non-MARC	 metadata	 standards,	 improving	 project	
management,	 and	 performing	 consultation	 training	
to	interact	with	faculty	and	students	who	work	with	
data	sets,	metadata,	and	research	planning.	Support	
and	 actively	 work	 for	 revised	 job	 reclassification	 of	
library	support	staff	positions.

Most	libraries	are	forced	to	work	with	fewer	staff,	and	
it	 is	essential	 that	current	personnel	are	valued	for	their	
institutional	knowledge	and	skill	 sets	 (knowledge	man-
agement	 philosophy).	 Library	 administrations	 need	 to	
emphasize	to	their	staff	that	the	organization	has	a	vested	
interest	 in	 providing	 them	 with	 the	 tools	 and	 training	
they	need	to	assist	the	organization	in	the	new	informa-
tion	 marketplace.	 The	 status	 quo	 of	 technical	 services	
operations	 is	no	 longer	viable	or	cost-effective;	all	of	us	
must	 look	 at	 ways	 to	 regain	 market	 share	 and	 restruc-
ture	 our	 organizations	 to	 collaborate	 and	 consult	 with	
users	regarding	their	information	and	research	needs.	No	
longer	is	it	enough	to	just	provide	access	to	information;	
we	must	also	provide	tools	and	assistance	to	the	user	in	
manipulating	that	information.	

To	end,	I	would	like	to	quote	from	a	few	of	the	articles	
from	that	1983	issue	of	Technical Services Quarterly	I	have	
alluded	to	throughout	this	chapter:

Like	all	prognostications,	predictions	about	cataloging	
in	 a	 fully	 automated	 library	 may	 bear	 little	 resem-
blance	 to	 the	 ultimate	 reality.	 While	 the	 future	 cata-
loging	 scenario	 discussed	 here	 may	 seem	 reasonable	
now,	it	could	prove	embarrassing	to	read	10–20	years	
hence.	Still,	I	would	be	pleasantly	surprised	if,	by	the	
year	 2000,	 TS	 operations	 are	 not	 fully	 integrated,	 TS	
staff	has	not	been	greatly	reduced,	there	has	not	been	
a	large-scale	jump	in	TS	productivity	accompanied	by	
a	dramatic	decline	in	TS	costs,	and	if	most	of	us	are	not	
cooperating	through	a	national	database.29

In	 conclusion,	 I	 will	 revert	 to	 my	 first	 subject,	 the	
uncertain	nature	of	predictions.	In	addition	to	the	fear-
less	predictions	already	recorded,	 I	predict	 that	some	
of	these	predictions	will	come	true	and	perhaps	even	
most	of	them.	Some	of	them	will	come	true,	but	not	in	
the	 time	 anticipated,	 while	 others	 never	 will.	 Let	 us	
hope	that	the	influences	not	guessed	that	will	prevent	

the	actualization	of	some	of	 these	predictions	will	be	
happy	ones,	not	dire.	However	they	turn	out,	I	predict	
that	 in	ten	years	no	one	will	remember	or	really	care	
what	these	predictions	were.30

Technical	services	as	we	know	them	now	may	well	not	
exist	by	the	end	of	 the	century.	The	aims	of	 technical	
services	will	exist	for	as	long	as	there	are	libraries.	The	
Technical Services Quarterly	may	well	have	changed	its	
name	 and	 its	 coverage	 long	 before	 then,	 but	 its	 con-
cerns	 will	 remain	 real	 and	 the	 work	 to	 which	 many	
of	us	devote	our	 lives	will	remain	worthwhile.	There	
can	 be	 few	 things	 in	 life	 that	 are	 as	 worth	 doing	 as	
enabling	libraries	 to	fulfill	 their	unique	and	uniquely	
important	role	in	culture	and	civilization.31

Twenty-five	years	have	come	and	gone;	 some	of	 the	
predictions	in	this	first	issue	of	Technical Services Quarterly	
came	true,	many	of	 them	did	not.	There	have	been	dra-
matic	changes	in	those	twenty-five	years,	most	of	which	
were	unforeseen,	as	they	always	are.	What	is	a	certainty	is	
that	libraries	can	no	longer	sustain	or	maintain	the	status	
quo	in	technical	services.	What	also	is	a	certainty	is	that	
technical	 services	 staff,	 with	 their	 unique	 skills,	 talents,	
abilities,	 and	 knowledge	 in	 relation	 to	 the	 organization	
and	 description	 of	 information,	 are	 desperately	 needed	
in	the	new	information	environment.	It	is	the	responsibil-
ity	 of	 both	 library	 administrators	 and	 technical	 services	
staff	to	work	together	to	evolve	and	redesign	workflows,	
standards,	 procedures,	 and	 even	 themselves	 to	 survive	
and	succeed	into	the	future.
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