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Wired magazine has ebbed and flowed as
a trendsetter over the years, and every now
and then its writers and editors come up with
a useful moniker for the times we live in. One
of my favorites is the theory of the “long tail,”
popularized and perpetuated by Chris An-
derson (The Long Tail: Why the Future of
Business is Selling Less of More, Hyperion,
2006). The long tail metaphor is a useful im-
age for future-casting. It stems from the sight
of a comet moving through space, with its
mass up front and its long tail streaming be-
hind. Space and time are linked concepts, so
that long tail not only originates in the Oort
Cloud but also in the past. As a business
model, the long tail provides a means of ex-
plaining how the newest technologies go
flamingly forward, disrupting standard busi-
ness practices, upending organizations, and
creating new markets. Yet even as the fore-
most edge of the mass blazes brightly, so also
does the arc of its tail. With respect to busi-
ness and professional life, this means that as
technology creates new ways of thinking and
new modes of commerce, a host of legacy sys-
tems, services, and sales patterns continue to
operate for a long period. There are numer-
ous everyday examples of how this dynamic
operates: People keep their old Sony Walk-
man units as long as possible; businesses
keep IBM Selectric typewriters, in order to
type the one darn form that they cannot for-
mat on a computer; and so on. 

Lately I have drawn some inspiration from
long tail thinking. Therefore, even though we
live in an era of continuous manifesto making,
I do not have a brand-new “Libraries Forever”
manifesto to share (although I am looking for-
ward to reading what my fellow columnists
and feature writers have to say). Instead, I am
going to draw on some defining “service” mo-
ments that I’ve had over the course of 2010—
moments that suggest that we have a role to
play in the era of the long tail. These moments
of awareness fall in four areas: service, com-
munication, teaching, and publishing.

To Boldly Serve

Modern day libraries operate some very
powerful information systems, but as they grow
they face a daunting, tough-minded cohort of
usability engineers: typical library users. For
example, University of California–Berkeley’s
new OskiCat OPAC is really quite popular with
library patrons, even though the library staff
on campus have, let us say, a more “nuanced”
opinion of the utility. Autocirculation, “request”
features, links to econtent, and more: I have to
say, as a noncataloger, I like it too. Beyond
OskiCat lie many more services, including elec-
tronic reserves and University of California
(UC) e-Links to hundreds of databases and dig-
ital libraries. E-reserves are particularly handy.
However, here’s the long tail at action: not all
faculty use e-reserves. 
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What is more, there will be holdouts
for some time to come. Since that is a
fact, as proven by the walk-through pa-
trons I help daily, I must boldly serve
these souls by helping them accumu-
late their readings in print form. Wait,
you might say: Aren’t we in the digital
era? My answer is yes, we are, but we
are still charged with serving the less
intrepid with as much enthusiasm as
when we teach our super users how to
use new technologies. Therefore, my
service manifesto is this: Do things the
“old way” when you need to—but look
for a “Trojan Horse” entryway to nudge
slow adopters toward new services.
This type of skill has been crucial ever
since I joined the profession, and it is
still needed in the current long tail of
business practices we must conduct.

Communicate 
Across the Spectrum

UC Berkeley has managed itself via
email since the earliest days of the in-
ternet, and thus many people are very
comfortable with it as their primary
means of communication. Surprise:
All of a sudden, new forms of business-
critical communications are taking
place everywhere, on Facebook, Twitter,
blogs, aggregated podcast sites, stream-
ing video, and more. How do we build
community across so many media
choices? Answer: by working really, re-
ally hard at it. A bite-sized, step-by-
step strategy is best. 

For example, the Institute for Re-
search on Labor and Employment’s
community outreach program now in-
cludes full-color icons of Facebook, Twit-
ter, YouTube, and Flickr in the elec-
tronic signature of every email, alerting
the world to all the places where their
content may be found. It’s a modest
step, but it significantly increases the
odds of viral marketing taking flight
from email, just as it can from the newer
media. So my communication manifesto
is simple: Start integrating the new
channels with the established channels,

find ways to repurpose to save time, and
devote a small portion of your day, every
day, to increasing your comfort level
across the spectrum of tools.

Teaching in New Media

The Sakai open source learning plat-
form has grown in popularity at colleges
and universities (see http://sakaipro
ject.org). It’s described in many ways: as
a content management system, a virtual
learning environment, or a learning
management system. Sakai likes to call
itself a collaboration and learning envi-
ronment. We’ve got one here, and really,
all those names are valid. What I like
about our version, bSpace, is that it is
easy to use, and it can be configured to
do a host of groovy things such as host
group project sites, connect homepages
with links to relevant content such as
syllabi and databases, and even act as a
departmental intranet. 

Imagine my surprise when, during
a planning session for a conference on
the relevance of the New Deal in con-
temporary society, one of our most re-
spected scholars urged the group to
“stay away” from bSpace, saying it was
“too hard to use.” I know this person
well, and he is no slouch when it comes
computer simulations for morphology
and demographic studies. So it’s easy
for me to use but hard for my scholarly
colleague to use—and he is exactly the
type of person from whom bSpace
needs buy-in. So much to teach, so lit-
tle time, one might say: Triage can slow
down the adoption rate for new sys-
tems. In order to break through triage,
my third long tail belief is this: If we
want our finest teachers to embrace
new technologies, especially “works-in-
progress,” we must be willing to lead
the way, as contributors, collaborators,
project hosts, and classroom allies.

‘Publishers in Libraries’

The common thread in these three
examples is that in order to live and

thrive in the long tail era, information
professionals need to play the role of
enabler, not only in new technologies
but also by building relationships with
those who resist the new because the
“old ways” still work. Yet at the same
time, all-new roles and services are
beckoning us at a very fast clip. Even
as we maintain our skills with legacy
systems, we cannot afford to overlook
the new opportunities that confront us.
In fall 2010 just as in fall 2009, the “Li-
brary-as-Publisher” strikes me as one
of many new roles we may assume. I
wrote about this idea a year ago, and I
am still thinking about it now (see CIL,
Vol. 29, No. 4, April 2009).

Let’s face it: We are already pub-
lishers. E-repositories are now impor-
tant research tools, and the ability to
produce fully formatted, high-quality
publications is within the reach of any
enterprising cohort of info pros. The
principal barriers to a much enlarged
publishing program are organizational:
how to allocate staff time, discover new
funding, etc. Our most visionary lead-
ers in library-based publishing vault
over these hurdles by forming part-
nerships with others who share mu-
tual interests. As a result, we’ve come
a long way in a short time. The local
example is the University of Califor-
nia’s eScholarship program; it now de-
scribes itself as a full-scale “publishing
platform.” Libraries and academic pro-
grams throughout this and other uni-
versities are using similar publishing
platforms to create journals, mono-
graphs, and repositories of digital ar-
tifacts. Can “trade” editions be far away?
My instincts tell me that the answer is
no. However, to succeed as full-scale
publishers, we need to spend even more
time and energy in strategic planning to
ensure that we make the most of this
singular opportunity. 

My manifesto statement for assum-
ing new functional roles such as digi-
tal publishing is this: When taking on
any new role, the more we understand
the full process of creation and design,
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the better our prospects become for
success. Therefore, if we wish to be dig-
ital publishers, we must become wholly
familiar with the business of publish-
ing in the digital era. Technology itself
is no longer the obstacle; in this day
and age, technology is the servant of
those who know where they wish to go.

Manifestos Have Long Tails Too

One last thought on the fine art of
manifesto making: Try keeping a list
of manifestos as they appear. This
might be a good indicator of the direc-
tion of the profession, as well as the
wisdom we have already accumulated.
For example, remember the word “cy-
brarian?” Long ago, Michel Bauwens
from Belgium coined the term. Some-
how, it still works as a single-word
meme today and even shows up in pop-
ular literature. Marilyn Johnson’s The
Book is Overdue: How Librarians and
Cybrarians Can Save Us All (Harper,
2010) is proof that the digital role that
Bauwens conceived in 1993 still has
resonance. His original cybrarian/li-
brarian acted as a “Sherpa,” finding
information pathways and building
bridges between people and digital me-
dia. That role still makes sense today,
perhaps even more so. The editors at
Harper seem to agree, 17 years later.
Perhaps it is those bridges that we build
between people and digital media—a
new skill then, but a core skill now—
that matter the most over the long term.
If manifesto making helps us build
those bridges, then they are more than
worth the time and effort. �

Terence K. Huwe is director of li-
brary and information resources at the
Institute for Research on Labor and
Employment at the University of Cali-
fornia–Berkeley. His responsibilities in-
clude library administration, reference,
and overseeing web services. His email
address is thuwe@library.Berkeley.edu.

JANUARY/FEBRUARY
Digitization on a Mission (II)
Projects, reports, studies involving decisions to
replace or augment print with digital, especially
ebook acquisition strategies
Query Deadline ––

MARCH
Discovery Systems
Implementing discovery systems in libraries,
museums, and archives; the library website as a
discovery interface; mobile apps
Query Deadline 12/15/10

APRIL
Public Libraries & the User Experience
Reports on libtech projects based on evaluation of
user needs, perfected with user feedback, or
borne out by analytics
Query Deadline 1/15/11

MAY
Repositioning the Academic Library
Tech use in educational media centers, strategies
for institutional repositories, curriculum
system/OPAC integration, ILL, and reserves
Query Deadline 2/15/11

JUNE
Serving Professional 
& Research Communities
Case studies from special libraries, national
archives, government agencies, and enterprises of
all kinds 
Query Deadline 3/15/11

JULY/AUGUST
How to Select, Buy & 
Use Library Stuff
User reviews of library software, systems, techno-
platforms, content collections, and devices 

Query Deadline 4/15/11

SEPTEMBER
Libraries, Media & Messages
Stories about serving patrons wherever they are,
via whatever devices they possess, in whichever
format they desire

Query Deadline 6/15/11

OCTOBER
Platforms Revolutionizing 
Library Operations
Applying technology to manage the work of the
library, transform services, or deliver new value
to patrons
Query Deadline 7/15/11

NOVEMBER
Libraries & the Value Proposition
Case studies documenting the ROI on libtech
investments, approaches to justifying new initiatives,
how you got funded
Query Deadline 8/15/11

DECEMBER
Tech Trends & Forecasts
Comments and analysis on the evolving library
landscape

Query Deadline 9/15/11

Here’s what’s in store 
for CIL readers in 2011:

Redefining Libraries With the Help of Technology

To learn more about CIL magazine and the
types of articles we want, read the FAQ
“Writing for Computers in Libraries” at
www.infotoday.com/cilmag/faq.shtml. 

ANY TOPIC, ANY TIME
Propose any story on any libtech topic at any time.
Consult the website for more details on these themes:
www.infotoday.com/cilmag

Information Today, Inc.
143 Old Marlton Pike

Medford, NJ 08055

How to Write
for Computers in Libraries

www.infotoday.com « DECEMBER 2010 | 27



Copyright of Computers in Libraries is the property of Information Today Inc. and its content may not be

copied or emailed to multiple sites or posted to a listserv without the copyright holder's express written

permission. However, users may print, download, or email articles for individual use.




