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Most information professionals date the
start of the “online era” with the rollout of Di-
alog, Lockheed’s foray into the world of pay-
for-use online searching. Many other systems
quickly appeared, including Lexis and West-
law, and before long, we were operating in an
information ecology that was sophisticated,
deeply enriched with resources, and lucra-
tive. We gained a sense of readiness for an on-
line future that we have maintained ever
since the 1970s. Later, email, FTP, gopher,
and, finally, the web defined an all-new type
of information ecology that ran by different
rules. We retooled for that era, following the
user (as I often say) to where the action is.
More recently, Web 2.0 and the smartphone
revolution started morphing the landscape
once again, but this time we were more than
ready to switch paradigms on-the-fly. Another
of my favorite sayings applies to this history:
It’s a great time to be in this profession.

As great as it may be, we have our work
cut out for us. Successive waves of technol-
ogy change what is possible in information
services, and to stay relevant we face two
challenges. First, we must be willing to learn
all about the new tools as they appear. Sec-
ond, we must learn—or relearn—the crucial
characteristics of our users. 

This issue of CIL is all about moving into
the “e-world”–e-repositories, archives, social
domains, and more. However, I am going to
focus on our second challenge, which is to

know how our users are adapting, what
makes them tick, and what we can do in our
local settings to improve their information ex-
perience. In my opinion, it is equally impor-
tant to study people as attentively as we
study technology; folks are just endlessly fas-
cinating, and the device-technology interface
is one of the great stories of our lifetime. 

Many of us are deeply involved in ongoing
survey efforts that may be very large in scale
or more focused on local sites. We can draw
many conclusions from this growing knowl-
edgebase. But despite how useful survey re-
search is, it is no substitute for direct study of
the folks you work with every day. How can we
best expend our energies when it comes to un-
derstanding our users? There are many an-
swers to that question, of course. I have a few
favorites that I have grouped into five sections.

The Art of Dialogue

Whether you serve public, academic, or spe-
cial/corporate users, there are some basic so-
cial tactics that can be used to open the door to
the user’s world. These may seem obvious, but
they are important. Extroverts use these tac-
tics effortlessly; others need to push themselves
a bit. Fortunately, the gateways to strategic
knowledge can take on an “everyday” feel in
conversations. For example, if a brand-new
technology has been adopted locally—let’s say,
social networking gets an “official OK”—it’s
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time to start talking about it. Ask users
directly what they like and don’t like
about the new platform. Find out if it
scares them or bores them. Keep notes
and look for patterns in acceptance lev-
els, which are very likely to emerge.
Don’t expect the patterns to comply with
your own beliefs; look for the surprises,
and try to understand them. In my view,
this kind of generalized “fishing” expe-
dition needs to be done at least annually.
However, given the pace of innovation,
it really should be done more frequently.

If you can keep this dialogue going
and make sure it focuses on what users
think and know rather than what you
think and know, you will be much bet-
ter positioned to develop strategies for
using new technologies.

Know ‘Their’ Basics

I started this article with an abridged
chronicle of the profession’s journey into
the online world. That history makes it
clear that technology keeps on changing
and that we must change as well in order
to stay current. Well, we’ve gotten pretty
good at that—but how do our users man-
age? That is what we need to find out all
about. As you stay in contact with your
users, you can begin to understand how
various segments of the population re-
spond to technology. Paying attention to
personal technology management styles
can be very illuminating and can provide
more strategic knowledge. 

Most firms and offices have a cohort
of early adopters who must have the lat-
est flat-screen video systems, the most
recent smartphones, and all of the
newest gadgets. What drives their urge
to be out in front? At the same time,
many valued community members are
indifferent to new electronics, web inno-
vations, and telephony. It’s crucial to find
out what drives this lifestyle decision too.
Of course, many users fall somewhere
between these two extremes.

Whenever we gain a clear sense of
how our users adopt (and discard) new
technologies, particularly entertainment-
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oriented gadgets, we learn more about
the passion for the new and the stan-
chions of the familiar in our own local
context. Armed with a firm sense of
how users are experimenting, we can
put what we learn to work by intro-
ducing innovative services that make
sense to our colleagues.

‘Mind the Gaps’

Everyone who has ever spent time in
London has heard this admonishment on
the Underground: Mind the gap, which
is to say, watch your step. When it comes
to understanding our users, the gaps in
their information world are what we have
to watch out for. If you know the basic
styles of technology adoption at work in
your community, the next step is to dis-
cover the gaps in service that your users
face. For example, moving print publica-
tions to the web (and vice versa) is now a
well-known skill, but a lot people still
silently struggle with the process. It may
take them twice as long as necessary to
achieve the basic transfer of important
files from one place to another. That
silent struggle might involve repurpos-
ing publications, newsletters, and other
static documents into new formats, but
it could also involve a lack of skill in us-
ing powerful bibliographic tools such as
EndNote or RefWorks. These are gaps to
watch for; if we know where they lie and
can discern patterns, we can structure
our programs to fill unmet needs. That
kind of service leaves our users feeling
grateful and empowered—which is the
best outcome we can hope for.

Go Where the Action Is

Every information ecology is different,
but I do believe that we can make certain
conclusions about people and technology
that transfer well. The behavior of senior
managers provides a good example. Im-
portant people usually appreciate it when
you show up in “their” world to listen to
what they are saying and learn more
about their projects. At universities, this

may mean sitting in on classes, adminis-
trative meetings, or student projects and
just listening. In the business world, it
might mean attending working group
sessions, sporadic meetings of engineers,
or weekly meetings of attorneys dis-
cussing their practice. Whatever the lo-
cal situation is, we stand to gain a lot
when we become fixtures in the out-of-li-
brary spaces where work takes place. 

We all know how important this out-
ward focus is as a strategic skill. As tech-
nology rewrites the daily rules of com-
munication, we must repeat this step
again and again, perhaps in new envi-
ronments. That includes online domains
for meetings, or perhaps even global
conferencing with high-resolution flat-
screen monitors (which is becoming
more prevalent). As the user community
adopts new ways to meet and congre-
gate, you must be certain to be right
there with them. You may find that
whole segments of a firm or community
dislike a new meeting tool; if so, that’s
crucial information because it shows you
a “gap” that you may be able to fill.

Contribute to 
Community Dialogue

Once you identify the best venues and
start showing up, you are in a position to
become very familiar with the jargon and
local idiomatic styles for communication.
That is the time to start contributing—
in the same style as everyone else. Do not
underestimate the power of this step.
The more you contribute, the more likely
it is that you become an “insider.” As that
transformation unfolds, your opportuni-
ties to influence, guide, and assume new
roles in the community multiply. 

Knowledge work, whatever the local
setting, presents daily opportunities to
introduce the value points of core library
competencies in the real world. This is
abundantly true in Web 2.0 techie firms
of the sort we see showcased on the
evening news. Yet even stodgier venues
hold opportunities for you to shine. Here’s
one Trojan Horse to try out: taxonomy. 

The popular media would have us be-
lieve that lots of smart people are now
taxonomists with great skill. This is a
major exaggeration, and knowing how to
apply our profession’s mastery of taxon-
omy can make all the difference as you
go further into your user’s universe. In-
troduce your own special skills in the lo-
cal jargon, and start contributing to pro-
jects as an “ace” of metadata creation. In
this era, effective metadata stewardship
can save time and money, but many non-
library metadata schemes skip on the
surface of knowledge resources, missing
deeper linkages. We have always been
concerned with integrating metadata
into the whole of an object, and this is a
powerful advantage. Firms and organi-
zations are in need of this kind of creative
thinking, and not just in the area of tax-
onomy; there are many opportunities to
apply library skills in unexpected ways. 

E-Community Counts

New technologies are endlessly fasci-
nating to study, but I continue to believe
that the key to productivity lies in un-
derstanding people. Nowadays many of
us spend a lot of time behaving like teach-
ers, historians, and software engineers;
in doing so we have learned a great deal
about how people struggle with technol-
ogy. As firms and local communities em-
brace online domains, we are being given
new opportunities to put our well-devel-
oped interpersonal skills to work. If we
base strategic planning on a deep knowl-
edge of our community’s likes and dis-
likes, the services we craft can make
vital contributions to the life of the com-
munity—online or “analog.” ■
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