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Usually when I write about digitization, I
am drawn to the strategic and political ben-
efits of using new digital collections to create
excitement. Newly digitized resources have
been valuable marketing tools for research li-
braries, enabling them to demonstrate to
scholars and administrators that the library
ecosystem is robust, relevant, and focused on
powerful solutions. But for this issue of CIL,
I will go in a different direction—I’ll explore
the influence of our expertise with metadata
and its potential beyond the library sphere. 

I was moved to take this path because I re-
cently experienced two of those “I’m so proud of
the profession” moments, which illustrated the
ascendancy of metadata in society. First, I re-
cently upgraded my web development software
to Adobe Creative Suite 4 (just weeks before
CS5 appeared; oh, well …). As I worked through
some online tutorials for the newer program—
a big improvement over the generations that
preceded it—I was amused and pleased to see
a coherent discussion of the Dublin Core Meta-
data. It was given casually, in the context of an
overview of how to organize webpages and sites.
This was exciting because it was concrete evi-
dence of decisions made by librarians (and col-
laborators) that have fundamentally shaped
how information should be structured. Never
mind that authors explained that “Dublin” was
Dublin, Ohio, but failed to mention that this is
the home of OCLC. The Dublin Core was stated
as a point of fact in the context of learning

XHTML and preparing for HTML 4: Eureka!
I thought: We’re on the map!

The second instance popped up in library
literature, but it illustrated how far our reach
has grown. OCLC’s April 2010 edition of Next-
Space (No. 15, April 15) carried “Metadata
Everywhere” as its focus. It is an excellent
summation of how library skills in informa-
tion standards and metadata development
are gaining attention from many sectors of
the economy, ranging from medicine to in-
ventory control. I loved the subtitle: “The Cat-
alog Is Out of the Box.” This article is a must-
read for anyone who indulges in occasional
soul searching about the future of cataloging;
the issue just shines with startlingly power-
ful applications of library skill—beyond the
library. More on this later. First, let’s take a
look at the agent of this revolution, the Meta-
data Encoding and Transmission Standard
(METS) and what it hath wrought. 

Metadata to METS,
METS to the World

Structured metadata is the heart of digi-
tal collections. Many digital librarians are di-
rectly involved in metadata formation, rather
than leaving the work up to a cataloging de-
partment or off-site vendor. Robust digital
collections are most frequently built within
METS, which shows up as No. 6 on a Google
acronym search, after five hits on the beloved
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baseball team of the same name. Cre-
ating METS objects is a lot of fun. De-
pending on what utility you use, most
likely you will be checking Library of
Congress name authorities and subject
headings as you go, building portable ob-
jects that keep their metadata wrapped
around them. Later on, if you want to
add terms or make a correction, it’s
straightforward: Edit the metadata and
regenerate the METS object. Commer-
cial vendors offer METS generators, and
large outfits can write their own open
source tools to create METS. 

Whatever the platform, METS gen-
eration operates like a professional
skills “workout.” You need to evaluate
the object, describe it, perhaps associ-
ate it with related ideas or images, and
assign tags. You also have to evaluate
the needs of the user communities that
will access the digital object. Essen-
tially, the generation process requires
the use of all of the profession’s core
competencies. This is fortuitous be-
cause, in theory, a skillful reference li-
brarian could find himself or herself
evolving into a digital collection devel-
oper as a side responsibility.

So what, you might say. Well, con-
sider how central digital information is
to our lives these days and how it all
runs on metadata. Andy Havens and
Tom Storey provide colorful examples in
their NextSpace article. “Metadata has
become a stand-in for place,” they claim.
And how: Issue No. 15 describes grocery
store inventory control, transit, services
such as Netflix and LinkedIn—all dri-
ven by innovative metadata schema.
Because every industry now depends on
metadata (whatever they may call it),
the cascading benefits of a powerful in-
formation architecture are becoming
glaringly apparent. Havens and Storey
go on to say, “There are a lot of partner-
ships being formed and people are look-
ing to librarians for information stan-
dards and how to manage data.” 

I certainly agree with the authors on
this point: They’ve actually heard of us.
We are experiencing a moment where our

metadata know-how has morphed into a
vital skill for nearly every type of enter-
prise. The awareness that it takes part-
nerships to build knowledgebases creates
two impressive opportunities for the pro-
fession. First, the “discovery” of library
skill may cause interested industry lead-
ers to take a fresh look at everything else
we do and rediscover the underlying
value of the library’s digital mission. Sec-
ond, it means that they may “come call-
ing” for advice. Better yet, we can go to
them and offer advice for an appropri-
ately commensurate fee. Perhaps it’s just
a San Francisco Bay Area dynamic, but
it seems to me that taxonomists are do-
ing pretty well these days—on campus
and in the high-tech work force.

Making the Metadata Leap

Well, clearly I am recommending
that you read the Havens-Storey article
in NextSpace, which provides numerous
examples of fascinating projects. But in
case you cannot find time, here are three
initiatives that should raise your meta-
data-excitement quotient a notch or two.

New thesauri are needed every-
where. I’ve written several times in
these pages about fundamental shifts
within the academy toward multidisci-
plinary teaching and research. Indeed,
the pace of innovation requires scientists
to look beyond disciplinary boundaries for
solutions. Havens and Storey find an ex-
cellent case study in evolutionary biology.
Scientists in search of tagging strategies
engaged in dialogue with Jane Greenberg
at the school of information and library
science at the University of North Car-
olina–Chapel Hill. The scientists needed
cross-disciplinary tagging and collabora-
tive features to build metadata; they even
used the term “bibliographic control,”
which is remarkable in itself.

New value from old metadata.
Havens and Storey describe how econo-
mist Michelle Alexopoulos is studying a
surprising indicator of how to gauge the
process by which patented inventions
come to market: book-level bibliographic

data. It turns out that publication dates
of books covering new technology are a
strong indicator of when products are ac-
tually commercialized. For example, she
notes that insulin was invented in 1889
but not commercialized until 1922. In
this case, the metadata dates to the
1920s, but it still has research value use
almost 100 years later. The metadata
was generated by libraries and publish-
ers, using the tools of our trade. Does
anyone see a connection here?

Interoperability: A new frontier.
OCLC itself is actively taking the lead
in building bridges to nonlibrary pro-
fessionals. Its Metadata Schema Trans-
formation initiative seeks to make var-
ious metadata schemata interoperable.
This would bring greater benefits to all
participants of the publishing process,
from author to repository. The tanta-
lizing implication here, though, is that
an initiative such as this one could
reach underserved groups, ranging
from the sciences to commerce.

In each of these examples, new value
was discovered in long-standing cata-
loging principles. The digital era is shin-
ing a light on the value of the skills em-
ployed and reaffirms their transferability
among industries. That’s great for the
profession, but I also believe that the new
value of metadata creates an opportunity
for us to perform an “audit” of our local
user communities, to discover innovative
ways to apply metadata skills. 

Putting Metadata to Work

Havens and Storey, along with the
many talented people they interviewed,
make a strong argument that we can and
should take our place beyond our “home”
territories, as arbiters of and contribu-
tors to information standards across
industries and professions. I couldn’t
agree more; whether as an academic,
special, or law librarian, I always noticed
that our language of structured disci-
plinary knowledge, metadata tagging,
and effective retrieval has sparked cu-
riosity and interest among all kinds of
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knowledge workers. This has been use-
ful because, oftentimes, the most pro-
ductive dialogues about knowledge
management have taken place on the
one-to-one level, yielding terrific re-
sults within firms or at specific uni-
versities. Yet communication skills are
important: Much of our professional di-
alogue is cloaked in theoretical, dense,
and academic language. The wonders
and relevance of new metadata tools
seem to lie beneath the surface and
may be overlooked. 

The fact that a key institution such
as OCLC is thinking about outreach be-
yond the publishing process and inter-
operability at industry-wide levels is a
powerful signal that a new era is upon
us. Fortunately for us, recent library
school graduates—by that I mean the
past 15 years’worth of our colleagues—
have an instinctive sense of the chang-
ing times, and another opportunity to
lead is coming our collective way.

I have long studied the importance of
the individual “change agent” within or-
ganizations because it teaches the rest
of us how to take risks or how to see fa-
miliar problems with fresh eyes. Yet
now, perhaps, I need to add a new cohort
to my list of change agents: our key lead-
ers who have metadata and information
architecture in their portfolios. Library
skill, which has been a longtime migrant
to other knowledge-intensive fields, now
has overt support from the OCLCs of the
world. What remains is for us to take ad-
vantage of the convergence in metadata
needs, not only locally but also beyond
the intellectual domains we call home.
It is by this action that we can truly be-
come known for our skills in establish-
ing information standards. �
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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
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