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Taking the lead in digital library develop-
ment demonstrates that the profession is
breaking new ground in the online era. Our
many successes in rolling out useful and his-
torically rich collections also carry the added
benefit of reminding our friends (and our de-
tractors) that our vision is a comprehensive
one, including both a digital future and a
commitment to preserving the treasures of
the past. Our professional culture reinforces
a broad collaborative effort that spans organi-
zational boundaries and state lines—another
“smart” way to work in the 21st century. Our
internal dialogues and strategies for lever-
aging funds and distributing collection over-
sight are robust and therefore boost our abil-
ity to make effective collection decisions. All
of these indicators are core values of our pro-
fessional culture. Yet even though our colle-
gial relationships are quite vibrant, I have
found that we have yet another collaborator
with lots of energy and ideas hiding in plain
sight: the library patron.

We often think of digital library develop-
ment as our own task, managed by collection
specialists and programmers and overseen by
advisory boards. This is an accurate assess-
ment, but it does not go far enough in identi-
fying all of the key players. Library patrons
themselves are now able to act as powerful
“agents” to make good things happen, such
as discovering rich historical sources of local
history or advocating for a digitization project.

At research universities, it is much easier to
discover these natural-born collaborators, be-
cause both the faculty members and enter-
prising students devote much of their energy
to research and discovery. But the patron-as-
collaborator can take other forms: alumnae,
community activists, historians, and photog-
raphers, just to name a few. These motivated
individuals can ignite excitement and advance
digitization projects in unique ways. For our
part, the more we are able to enter into part-
nerships with library patrons and nonlibrary
colleagues, the better the chances will be for
us to develop digital collections that excite the
community and the online world. 

The “mission” of digitization is a shared
venture, not only among ourselves and our
host institutions but also among our user
communities. New digital collections can take
many forms. Here are two examples of how
community-based projects reveal the poten-
tial of bringing patrons into the mix—and
empowering them to run with a good idea.

Notes From California’s 
2010 Election Season

No one would deny that California has
faced some rough times in recent years. Even
so, it’s a huge state with a diverse economy
and population, and it continues to be a cradle
of new ideas on every front of life. Sometimes
new trends get a “test run” in California before
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going national, which makes every
election cycle worth watching. The re-
cent 2010 elections provided multiple
examples of ideological beliefs being
put to the question—beliefs ranging
from legalizing marijuana to preserv-
ing green economy initiatives (the first
lost, the second won). But beyond the
big issues of the day, there was a truly
intriguing gubernatorial race that
placed former governor Jerry Brown
(1975–1982) against Meg Whitman,
the well-known former CEO of eBay.
Lots of money was spent on opposition
research and television, internet, and
radio ads, not to mention mailers and
automated telephone calls. Any Cali-
fornia resident will attest that the past
year’s elections reached a whole new
level of sheer ubiquity.

In the midst of the general fervor,
any kind of supporting data was in de-
mand. Some data were easier to re-
trieve than others, but digital reposi-
tories greatly eased access far and
wide. It was because of this that one of
the Institute for Research on Labor
and Employment’s own digital collec-
tions gained another, somewhat sur-
prising, value point. 

We recently digitized a full run of
the California Labor Federation, AFL-
CIO’s newspaper, California AFL-CIO
News, expecting the repository to see a
lot of academic use as a historical tool.
But during the election, we became
aware of increased usage of the news-
paper repository. Eventually, the rea-
son was revealed: Jerry Brown’s first
8-year tenure as governor was assidu-
ously reported on in the News. Also,
even though Brown is frequently de-
scribed as a “friend” to labor, he has al-
ways had a way of choosing his own
course in making decisions. Perhaps
because of this, coverage of Brown in
the News focused on facts about how
government was performing and living
up to its own promises. This level of de-
tail enabled both parties to analyze
Brown’s new candidacy with a focus on
an established record. 

More than one user of the California
AFL-CIO News commented to me that
the resource made charting Brown’s first
term in office much easier, enabling
them to speculate about what a new
term might be like. This super-relevance
of the repository is, of course, gratifying
to us as the data owners, but it also il-
lustrates the unexpected ways in which
digital repositories gain lives of their
own. Our original goal was to provide
historians with primary documents,
including proceedings, papers, and
newsletters, to reveal how folks felt
about labor over the past century. The
repository certainly has succeeded in
that arena, but the 2010 elections proved
that it has value as a resource for pre-
sent-day politics and campaigns. As
such, it doubles as a dynamic “front door”
to our library’s overall services—as they
say, you can’t buy media coverage as good
as that. Most likely, promoting the many
uses of this repository is a form of “good
politics” on our part too.

Mashing Up Government Data

In my electoral example, we bene-
fited from paying attention to patron en-
couragement to undertake a digitization
program. At the other end of the spec-
trum, the patron who acts as an actual
collection builder is also a wonderful ally
and collaborator. Experts in particular
have a keen sense of how to combine dis-
parate data sources for added value.

For example, mashing up federal
data can bring big benefits for social sci-
entists. Federal websites have grown
dramatically in recent years, and many
now practice a form of continuous im-
provement. It is well-worth paying fre-
quent visits to these sites to see what is
new and good. The quality of offerings
and the integration of social media also
empower citizens, who may now choose
to be part of the “government participa-
tory class” (see CIL September 2010, p.
38). Yet even with these recent im-
provements, many data searches are
still “custom” jobs at heart.

Recently, one of our business admin-
istration faculty members scanned 50
years of union elections to study how
employee benefits evolved and became
part of the overall compensation. Parts
of these data were available on govern-
ment websites—but not all. To obtain
the full spectrum of data he needed, our
professor got into the scanning business
himself. Later, he said to me, “Well, that
entire process was quite a revelation,”
acknowledging the amount of work and
expertise needed. But he was also aware
that he had jumped into the mashup
business, and he derived a bit of plea-
sure from that fact. 

Enterprising faculty researchers
know that they must be ready to com-
pile, often by hand, data from dis-
parate sources; helping them on any
level is a crucial role for academic li-
brarians. Twenty years ago it was all
about building dBase III data sets to
crunch numbers, and data were often
bought for high prices. In this day and
age, the scanning labor is still signifi-
cant but considerably more straight-
forward. Helping the faculty perform
this kind of digital collection building
is an opportunity for us to join forces
as partners in content creation. 

With luck and cultivation, there may
also be a chance for us to collaborate in
building public collections using faculty-
acquired data sets. Public sector data
are great, but sometimes privately com-
piled data are needed to fill crucial gaps.
Any acquired data must be covered by
a license that allows public access, per-
haps after a few years’ wait. Therefore,
it is important to know what the experts
are planning to buy at the outset and to
influence the contractual process. If we
can do this, we might also find ourselves
with an all-new collection or mashup
that has lasting value.

Patrons as Partners 
in Discovery

In both of the above examples, pa-
trons themselves played very important
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roles. We might not have digitized the
California AFL-CIO News if we had not
been talking to our faculty patrons as
well as union historians from the com-
munity. By engaging in dialogue about
the difficulties of access, we were es-
sentially led by the hand to a unique
opportunity. The resulting repository
has already had a remarkable life of its
own, with several chapters still un-
folding. Likewise, whenever number-
crunching faculty members take off in
their own directions, we would be well
advised to pay attention to what they
are studying. 

Building digital collections that can
excite and teach is a collaborative
process from start to finish. While I
knew this was true as a novice, the
overall collaborative cycle has been
confirmed time and again by start-
lingly relevant reference interactions.
Along the way, I also came by some im-
portant knowledge about our patrons:
Not only are they devoted users of our
digital collections, but they can also be-
come our partners in the discovery
process that leads to digital resources.
So perhaps as part of our strategic
planning, we may want to consider
some in-depth conversations with our
users—finding out what they long for,
helping them take the lead when it
makes sense to do so, and planning for
broader access in the future. We al-
ready do this much of the time; seeing
patrons as partners in development is
a logical next step. �
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