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What Will Libraries Be When They Grow Up?: 
Responding to the Innovations of Technology 
and Imagining the Future
Samantha Schmehl Hines

Cautions and accolades about technology have ex-
isted as long as technology has. The change from oral 
narrative to written prompted Socrates and his con-
temporaries to discuss, and decry, how society will 
change.1 The introduction of the printing press raised 
concerns about the effect of this new technology even 
as the positive changes were lauded.2 In the informa-
tion age, with the rise of the Internet, much ink has 
been spilled and electrons scattered in a rush to dis-
cuss how new technologies will raise us up or bring 
us down. Libraries have often been at the forefront of 
discussions on how technology will change our op-
erations fundamentally, with a predominant thread of 
fear for our continued existence running through the 
conversation. We may fondly remember the Tracy/
Hepburn movie “Desk Set” where librarian Bunny 
Watson faced off with the computer set to replace her. 
Happily, the ‘electronic brain’ malfunctioned and the 
library was saved through the human touch. Libraries 
also faced the threats of open stacks, catalog and cir-
culation automation, databases in electronic formats, 
videos and DVDs, and more. We persist, yet seem to 
always face existential challenges, most recently in the 
form of the Internet, ebooks, and mobile devices. 

In 2010 two books with competing philosophies 
were published: I Live in the Future and Here’s How 
It Works by Nick Bilton and You are Not a Gadget by 
Jaron Lanier. Both dealt with the rapid changes tech-

nology has brought about since the turn of the cen-
tury and how individuals and institutions ought to 
respond. These two books provide very different calls 
to action for our profession. Lanier’s book cautioned 
against too much customization and individualiza-
tion, and condemned what he saw as a downgrading 
of content created in the new ‘remix’ culture. Bilton, 
on the other hand, saw tremendous advantages to 
technology’s ability to individualize individuals’ expe-
riences with content and envisioned the coming of a 
new Renaissance in content creation. This paper will 
set forth these calls to action with regard to libraries as 
they exist now, discuss how libraries can and should 
deal with the differing approaches set forth, and offer 
a plan of action to build upon our strengths as we deal 
with the monumental changes wrought by technol-
ogy. 

Jaron Lanier is one of the pioneering forces be-
hind virtual reality and hardly a luddite. However, his 
book, released at the start of 2010, had what Slate.com 
reviewer Michael Agger called “one of the most sober-
ing prefaces to be found in recent books.”3 The theme 
of the preface of Lanier’s book is that actual human 
eyes meeting the book’s typeface will be a rarity. For 
the most part the metadata about the book will be ag-
gregated by computers and spit out according to an 
algorithm in response to a search query. This is also a 
fairly depressing look at our life’s work. The materials 
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we ‘handle’ in libraries are increasingly not handled 
by librarians, or by humans at all, during the research 
process. Most of the time we search via a database to 
find materials that fulfill our needs, and often view the 
materials online rather than in print.

Lanier draws attention in his book to the Google 
Books project as a corollary concern, and wonders 
how intellectual materials will be accessed and ac-
cessible in the future. He writes, “If the books in the 
cloud are accessed via user interfaces that encourage 
mashups of fragments that obscure the context and 
authorship of each fragment, there will be only one 
book. This is what happens today with a lot of con-
tent; often you don’t know where a quoted fragment 
from a news story came from, who wrote a comment, 
or who shot a video.”4 This is a common concern for 
academic librarians instructing users to think criti-
cally about the content they are accessing. Students 
have difficulty knowing who authored works, or even 
where works came from. Thanks to technology, there 
is a loss of conception regarding the origin of an item 
of scholarship—books, videos, audio are all reduced 
to snippets pulled up in a computerized search.

In response to technology, Lanier espouses a phi-
losophy called ‘digital humanism.’ In short, he calls 
for consumers of information to do so thoughtfully, 
in a linear manner, and to take ownership of content 
they create. The modality of digital communications, 
content and culture can be at odds with this approach. 
One point he raises is the concept of ‘lock-in:’ once a 
mode of technology is adopted it affects culture and 
philosophy in fundamental ways that may not have 
been expected. An example of this is the adoption of 
the ‘file’ structure in computing.5 Perhaps there are 
better ways to think about information storage in 
computing, but we are now locked in to this modal-
ity. If we approached technological innovation from 
a perspective of digital humanism we could perhaps 
break out of the locked-in file structure mode of in-
formation storage as we explore alternatives in a criti-
cal, thoughtful fashion.

Lanier also raises concerns about the anonymiz-
ing nature of technology. In his opinion, the wisdom 
of crowds often leads to mob-like, dehumanizing be-
havior.6 Examples of this can be seen on nearly any 
anonymous internet message board, where bullying 
behavior can take place;7 or on sites devoted to pirat-
ing intellectual content,8 where the concerns Lanier 
had about mashing up content in the cloud can eas-

ily come to pass. To combat this, he recommends that 
individuals not anonymize themselves unless safety 
is a concern, and develop their own individual voice, 
reflective of internal cognitions rather than external 
events.9 

The preface of Lanier’s book concludes with the 
lines, “The words in this book are written for people, 
not computers. I want to say: You have to be some-
body before you share yourself.”10 For us in libraries, 
the call in his work is complex but clear. We and our 
users are human, not machines. Our services and ma-
terials ought to reflect that mindset. We must provide 
places and ways for people to interact with informa-
tion mindfully, with an awareness of how it was cre-
ated and who created it. We can create spaces for our 
users to share their own cognitions and take full own-
ership of them. We need to think about information 
sharing and storage in ways outside the status quo, to 
avoid locking in on ineffective means of operation.

Lanier paints a bleak picture, where the masses 
tear apart content and reassemble it without consider-
ation. But is the openness of digital culture ruinous? 
The Wall Street Journal’s reviewer of his book thinks 
not. He writes, “Like a remote beach that has been dis-
covered by the masses, the Internet is no longer the 
pristine preserve of the well-off few. But what it now 
lacks in exclusivity it has more than made up for in 
ease of access. And for all the problems that Mr. Lani-
er rightly worries about, the trend seems to be toward 
a Web of ever more striving human activity. Indeed, 
we are not gadgets. I’m scoring that a win.”11 One of 
librarianship’s enduring principles is to provide access 
to information for all, and it cannot be denied that 
technology aids the pursuit of this egalitarian goal far 
more than it prevents it.

Nick Bilton’s book came out toward the end of 
2010, and emphasizes this more reassuring view of 
technology as an equalizing force. The introduction of 
his book relates how he, an employee for the New York 
Times, found himself cancelling his print subscription 
as it no longer met his needs. He could create his own 
individual news feed online, focusing only on his in-
terests, and for a lower cost as well. Again, this is a 
situation we in libraries can relate to, as our users no 
longer come into the library to read the daily paper 
or latest issue of their discipline’s journal but instead 
gather their news online in a variety of ways.

Bilton realized that he, as an employee of the 
Times, had a responsibility to discover how his em-
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ployer could capitalize on technology to bring back 
readers like him. He developed a concept of the con-
sumer of the future which he called a consumivore: 
“collectively rummaging, consuming, distributing, 
and regurgitating content in byte-size, snack-size, 
and full-meal packages.”12 What Bilton ultimately 
concluded was consumivores are driven by story-
telling, and the best way to capture the audience of 
the future was to ensure you were part of their story. 
The example of the New York Times holds true here. 
If the newspaper decided to hold firm to their tradi-
tional mode of daily print publication and ignored the 
online realm, they would quickly disappear. But the 
Times’s efforts to create and manage an online pres-
ence have kept them relevant, or at least interesting, 
to today’s consumivores. 

Bilton explores the role of online social commu-
nities as what he calls anchoring communities, say-
ing, “…these anchors create a boundary in the abyss 
of the Internet. They help us to manage the informa-
tion overload that traditionalists have come to fear on 
the Web.”13 To live in the future, libraries must con-
tinue to explore how to effectively harness people’s de-
pendence on these anchors to minimize information 
overload. This is a key role we can and should play.

How can we effectively harness these commu-
nities? By becoming a trusted resource, present-
ing high-quality, timely and professional content, 
suggests Bilton. Anchoring communities consist of 
peers, authority figures, and other proven entities. 
The personal (read human) touch is key for provid-
ing authenticity.14 This is something we understand 
in libraries. If we become a reliable resource for the 
information gatekeepers, they may drive users to us, 
and trust us to serve as intermediaries.15 However, in-
stead of students telling other students in face-to-face 
study groups how they found help at the library, they 
may now tweet it or post on Facebook. We are taking 
good steps toward making our resources sharable on 
these networks, but more can be done. For example, 
have you tried sharing an article from a database on 
Facebook? 

Bilton concludes by tying back into storytelling as 
the key to success, highlighting that users from the fu-
ture are now searching for an experience rather than 
a physical good. In his last line of the book, he cau-
tions, “It’s time to reorganize, rethink, and get back 
to the business of storytelling.”16 This serves as an ex-
cellent call to action for anyone working in a field af-

fected by technological innovations, especially those 
in libraries. We ought to move away from the mission 
of physically providing information and rethink what 
libraries are, in order to go forward.

Technology has cheapened and broadened access 
to information, both Bilton and Lanier agree. How-
ever, Bilton states in his conclusion, “We’re all driving 
off this cliff together.”17 We can recognize what Lanier 
tells us we may be losing: a respect for traditional long 
form scholarship, and deep linear thinking about im-
portant issues. However, we may agree as a profession 
with Bilton that we will not be returning to the pre-
technology modes of thinking, creating, and consum-
ing. How can we reconcile these two visions and best 
deal with the gains and losses provided by technol-
ogy?

Articles abound in the literature dealing with new 
visions of the library as place. The more successful 
reports find a balance between technology and tradi-
tionalism, often using the phrase “learning commons” 
or “knowledge commons.” One of the best short over-
views of the concept appears in C&RL News in 2011, 
discussing the blend of technology and space planning 
in the University of Central Florida Libraries. Key to 
their success has been capitalizing on the need for a 
social learning space on campus, following elements 
of good space design and form, and providing the tra-
ditional library atmosphere of studying, learning, and 
customer service.18 This short article and others about 
UCF’s Commons describe well what a library can do 
to capitalize on the benefits of technology as described 
by Bilton, while dealing with Lanier’s concerns about 
the needs to think deeply and seriously about content 
and creation. The key seems to be to hold the library 
as a house of learning and knowledge, but to offer the 
capacity for users to interact with materials in social 
and technological ways.

Beyond the library as place, discussion prolifer-
ates about new modes of librarianship in relation to 
technological advances. One of the most enduring 
has been the concept of “blended librarianship” first 
developed by John Shank and Steven Bell in 2004. 
They provided an update to the concept in a recent 
article, saying in part, “[Blended librarianship] fo-
cuses on answering why librarians matter to provide 
compelling reasons for why academic libraries remain 
essential and indispensable to the academy.”19 To pro-
vide that value, blended librarianship focuses on the 
relationships librarians should build across campus to 
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integrate their services deeply within the educational 
mission of their home institutions. This is quite simi-
lar to Bilton’s recommendations on building social 
community, trust, and story creation. Also, it works to 
address Lanier’s concerns about a lack of respect for 
content on the parts of users. Librarians can become 
anchors to help our students, staff and faculty wade 
through overwhelming information, and foster un-
derstanding about where intellectual content comes 
from and how it integrates with educational goals. 

One of the best recent articles dealing philosophi-
cally with the changes wrought by technology on our 
profession, written by T. Scott Plutchak, espouses that 
we are facing the opportunity to create the “great age 
of librarians.”20 This article asks us to consider wheth-
er we in libraries may be confusing ends and means. 
If we view collection-building as what librarians do, 
rather than a means to an end (hopefully a well-de-
fined end), it is unlikely we can survive technological 
changes that open collections around the world to us-
ers from any web-enabled place. If, however, we de-
velop beyond our view of libraries as collection con-
tainers, we can regain relevance for our institutions as 
filtering systems for preventing information overload, 
capturing and sharing data within and outside our in-
stitutions, and engaging with faculty throughout our 
institutions in support of our joint educational mis-
sion.21

David Lankes describes the potential goal of li-
brarians succinctly: “The mission of librarians is to 
improve society through facilitating knowledge cre-
ation in their communities.”22 This is a mission that 
Lanier and Bilton could both support in relation to 
technology, but it requires a philosophical shift on 
our parts. Lankes goes on to support Bilton’s concept 
of narrative alongside Plutchak’s vision of the role of 
collections, saying that for librarians, “[t]he story is 
that moment when you positively changed someone’s 
world…That story never, ever, ever starts with stuff.”23 
He further predicts that the attention of library users 
of the future will be “participatory and distributed”24—
that is to say that users will want to actively contribute 
to the creation and dissemination of content in ways 
predicted by Bilton’s concept of the consumavore.

Carlos Cuadra predicted in the ALA Bulletin in 
1969 what libraries might be like in the year 2000. 
Thirty years would see the shift in library holdings 
from books to a variety of resources, including “digi-
tal and analog data bases”25 and multimedia formats. 

He could imagine nothing providing information in a 
more accessible form than the printed book, however, 
although he allowed that perhaps video technology 
would evolve to the point where users could come to 
the library to view videos on particular subjects.26 He 
envisioned a catalog based on ultramicrofiche replac-
ing the card catalog of the time. He also predicted that 
perhaps users would be able to browse the catalog or 
even full text items from home, although he allowed 
that this seemed “pretty far out.”27 In order for librar-
ies to stay relevant, he wrote, library workers would 
have to become adept at up and coming technolo-
gies.28 Forty-five years later, the advice remains the 
same as the technology continues developing, but the 
capabilities have moved far beyond the building and 
collections at the center of Cuadra’s imaginings.

What will libraries be when they grow up? Maybe 
the answer is that the librarian becomes the library. 
Our buildings no longer serve as the intellectual cen-
ter of our campuses. Administrators ask us to justify 
our existence and explain our relevance in a world of 
technological innovation. In order to do so, we must 
first of all know our relevance and adjust our mission 
accordingly. Libraries can still serve as the house of 
learning and knowledge on campus, but librarians 
will have to loosen our attachment to our buildings 
and collections and develop ourselves as trusted com-
munity anchors in a variety of ways external to physi-
cal place. We will have to learn to tell our story again, 
supporting the worthy goals of deep thinking and 
critical analysis but also providing our users with a 
valuable experience that supports their educational 
endeavors in the tech-enabled ways they desire. 
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