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V irg in a  W a ls h
E xecu tive D ir e c to r

What w ill the lib ra ry  o f  
the fu tu re  be like? 
Indeed, som e have  
asked w h eth er there w ill be a 
lib ra ry  in the fu tu re . T here  is 
little  d ou b t that developm ents  

in in fo rm ation  techno logy hold  
the key. T here w ill be con sid er
able change as the m eans fo r  
storing and accessing in fo rm a
tion  presents both  o p p o rtu n i
ties and th reats fo r the  
in fo rm ation  professional.

These issues are the subject 
o f  a recent p u b lica tio n  in the  
H aw orth  L ibrary and In fo rm a
tio n  Science series. L ib ra r ie s  
a n d  th e  F u tu r e :  E ssays on  th e  
L ib ra ry  in  th e  T w en ty  F ir st C en 
tu r y , ed ited  by F W  Lancaster 
(N ew Y ork: T he H aw orth  Press 
Inc., 1 9 9 3 . 3 2 2  pp. U S $ 3 9 .9 5  
ISBN  1 5 6 0 2 4  4 5 1  8). T his is a
co llec tio n  o f  eleven ‘v is io n a ry  
s ta tem en ts ’ by ‘m o stly  lib ra r
ians and o ther in fo rm ation  p ro 
fessionals’ w hose con tribu tio n s  
are based on their visions o f  the 
lib rary  in 2 0 2 0 .

As w o u ld  be expected  in 
such a crystal ball gazdng exer
cise, there is m uch d ivergence  
in views about the lib rary  o f  the 
lu tu re . Som e com m on them es 
do em erge how ever. T he d e liv 
ery of in fo rm atio n  w ill be the  
m ajo r focus fo r lib ra ries  and  
the role o f in fo rm ation  storage  
w ill d im in ish . S tra teg ic  p a rt
nersh ips and lead ersh ip  skills  
w ill be required  to ensure the 
m aintenance o f  the role o f in 
fo rm ation  providers fo r lib ra r
ians.

There is also a strong them e, 
from  W  D avid P ennim an, that 
urges lib ra ry  and in fo rm a tio n  
pro fessio n als  to becom e m ore  
active ly  invo lved  in the d eve l
o p m en t o f  new  in fo rm a tio n  
techno log ies. ‘W e  m ust shape  
the fu ture, not let it shape us’ .

A  m ore active ro le  is required  
on the part o f  librarians in de
term ining  how  the technologies  
w ill be used.

R eading  th ro u g h  the book  
provides som e basis for re flec
tion  on h ow  lib rarian s cu r
ren tly  do th e ir jobs and w hat 
m ust be done to take advantage  
o f  the o p p o rtu n itie s  that new  
technologies present. T he lib r
ary m ust be seen less as a ‘fo r
tress’ and m ore as a ‘p ipeline ’. 
L ib rary  schools are p ro d u cin g  
good techn icians w hen ‘a rch i
tects o f  v is io n ’ are required. Li
braries are set to becom e  
‘ in te llig en t b u ild in g s ’ capable  
o f ‘exp ortin g ’ lib ra ry  services to 
the hom e. N ew  form ats w ill ex
ist alongside the old. Libraries  
w ill becom e com m unity  centres 
w ith  g lobal con n ection s hous
ing the ‘sum total o f  accessible 
in fo rm a tio n  availab le  an y
w h e re ’ . L ibraries in 2 0 2 0  w ill 
be judged n ot on the c o llec 
tions th ey  house but by the 
services they deliver.

W . D avid  P ennim an, in his 
essay S h a p in g  th e  F u tu r e  f o r  L i
b ra r ie s  T h rou gh  L ea d er sh ip  a n d  
R esea r ch ,  em phasises the 
stren g th  o f  lib raries as th eir 
p eop le-o rien ta tion . W ith  a new  
p h ilo so p h y  o f  ‘ in fo rm atio n  
service lead e rsh ip ’ , lib rarian s  
should aim to harness in fo rm a
tion techn o lo g y  to address the 
‘barrier to und erstan d in g ’ . A c
cess to trillion s o f  bits o f  in fo r
m ation w ill do little  to enhance  
o ur know ledge w ith o u t the li
brarian to guide us.

I p a rtic u la r ly  en joyed  Pat 
M o lh o lt ’s essay L ib ra r ie s  as 
B rid g e s ; L ib ra r ia n s  as B u ild er s . 
She argues that the exponential 
grow th  in com puting  pow er to 
gether w ith  m in ia tu risa tion  o f  
equipm ent w ill produce an in
creased capacity  fo r storage o f
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in fo rm a tio n  in less space. 
W h ile  data w ill becom e p len ti
fu l, it w ill becom e d ifficu lt to 
find. Librarians must therefore  
play a critical role in the struc
tu re  and o rg an isatio n  o f  data  
th ro u g h  ‘ im proved  cap ab ility  
and co n n ectiv ity  am ong in fo r
m ation  reso urces’ and stresses 
the need fo r the d evelo p m en t  
o f  standards. ‘This is a ch a l
lenge both  we as in d iv id u a ls  
and o u r p ro fessional associa
tio ns need to address w ith  a 
sharper fo cu s’ . She goes on to 
say that ‘unlike the great trad i
tio na l lib raries  o f  the w o rld , 
w here  a large p ro p o rtio n  o f  
w h at one needed cou ld  be 
found  in one place, ou r lib ra r
ies to d ay  no longer have the  
space nor the funding to o p er
ate that w a y ’.

M o lh o lt  sees the fu tu re  o f  
n etw ork ing  as involving  graph
ics. ‘W e  ta lk  a lo t about 
te x t...b u t we need to focus  
m uch h ard er on graphics. 
...th ey  convey critical in fo rm a
tion as text a lone can n ot d o .’ 
She also sees netw orks as h av
ing the poten tia l to equalise ac
cess to in fo rm atio n  ‘m aking  
w hat is on the shelves no longer 
the m easure o f  a lib ra ry ’.

It is in terestin g  th at m any  
lib ra rian s have suggested that 
th e ir m ain concern  in the  
grow th  o f  netw orks is that we 
w ill create an even greater d iv i
sion betw een the in fo rm atio n  
r ic h ’ and the in fo rm a tio n  
p o o r ’ . This p ro p o s itio n  is o f  
course linked to the cost o f  in 
fo rm atio n  delivery  in the tech
nological era. It is on the issue 
o f  cost and pricing that there is 
som e d ivergence in view s  
am ongst the authors o f  the  
variou s essays in this book. 
Y oung, ( Vision o f  A ca d em ic  Li
b ra r ie s  in  a B ra v e  N ew  F u tu r e ),
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suggests that connect-tim e fees 
w ill be ‘ the k iller o f  public ac
cess system s’.

He goes on: ‘In rea lity  there  
has alw ays been fin ancia l d is
p arity  not o n ly  am ong users 
but also am ong libraries, som e 
having larger and better co llec
tions. ...T hese  d isparities w ill 
rem ain in the fu ture and w ill be 
exacerbated  as costs r ise .’ 
K ilgour, ( T he M eta m o rp h o s is  o f  
L ib ra r ies  D u r in g  th e  F o r e s e ea b le  
F u tu r e ) on the o ther hand sug
gests: ‘S ince users w ill not
spend tim e and m oney tra v e l
ling to a lib rary , the services o f  
the e lectron ic  lib rary  w ill cost 
less, and fin a lly  users w ill 
d o w n lo ad  data fo r p rocessing  
in th e ir m ic ro co m p u ters , 
thereby saving tim e in p ro d u c
ing c o rre la tio n s  and p attern s  
not easily derived from  prin ted  
m ateria ls.’ He goes on  to co n 
clude that ‘every p layer in elec
tro n ic  lib rary  system s w ill w in  
by h avin g  his costs reduced ,

and in add ition  the user w ill be 
a d o u b le  w in n e r because his 
success in o b ta in in g  in fo rm a 
tio n  w ill be increased  by 50  
p ercen t, the m ost desirab le of 
all the benefits o f  the m etam o r
phosis from  b ib liography to in 
fo rm a tio n .’

A nd  there are o th er issues of 
im p o rta n ce  raised th ro u g h o u t  
the book. T hese in clu de m a t
ters o f  co p y rig h t and cen so r
ship. O ne a u th o r p red icts a 
substantial increase in the role  
o f  vo lu n teers for the lib rary  o f  
the fu tu re  (w ith o u t co m m en t
ing on the im pact this m ay  
have on the  em p lo ym en t o f  
lib ra ry  p rofessionals). T here is 
an in te restin g  piece by Seile r  
and S u rp re n a n t w h ich  opens  
w ith  the s ta tem en t that ‘T he  
end o f  the p rin t lib ra ry  is in 
s ig h t’ and predicts that in the  
race fo r con tro l o f  access to sys
tem s, the lib ra ry  w ill be b y 
passed. Included in this essay is 
a fascinating exp loration  o f  the

‘v irtu a l lib ra ry ’ o f  the fu ture.
T he v a r ie ty  o f  perspectives  

in c lu ded  in this co llec tio n  o f  
essays c e rta in ly  challenges the 
reader to contem plate  the shape 
o f  the fu tu re  lib ra ry . T he im 
p o rta n t and c ritica l message 
th at this b ook  delivers is that 
in fo rm a tio n  tech n o lo g y  w ill 
change the nature o f  the w ork  
o f  lib ra rian s  and the in s titu 
tions in w hich  they w ork. S tra 
tegic p a rtn ersh ip s  need to  be 
developed such that the fu tu re  
o f  the p ro fessio n  is assured. 
These w ill include cooperative  
efforts w ith in  and betw een lib r
ary  sectors. F u rth er, there  
needs to be appropriate  p o liti
cal w ill tow ards issues of equity  
o f  access and associated issues 
o f  costs and prices. F inally, it is 
up to ind ividuals w ork ing  in li
braries and professional associa
tions such as A L IA  to ensure  
that we are key players in the 
debate on the shape o f the lib r
ary o f the fu tu re.
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