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Traditionally, library catalogs have been the primary way by which libraries have offered access to 

the information in their collections. Catalogs have evolved in form over the years, from clay tablets 

to handwritten lists, printed books, vertical files and cabinets upon cabinets of 3” x 5” index cards, 

to the current online version, with notable dalliances along the way with microfiche and microfilm 

versions. The online catalog, while no longer requiring patrons to be in the library physically, 

offers essentially the same type of access to the library’s collections as found in the earliest forms: 

author, title, and some bibliographic information. Most online catalogs have incorporated live links 

to selected electronic resources, a significant change in direction, but the catalog itself is little 

different from its first years. It remains a bibliographic tool, more for librarians and the most 

sophisticated library patrons, with both too much and not enough information to assist most library 

users. Catalogs have been just one tool in actually finding the resources needed by library patrons

—others include A-Z lists of databases or ejournals, shared catalogs, and lists of digital collections. 

It is the distributed nature of these tools that presents the single biggest challenge for public 

services librarians and their patrons. The difficulties of discovering appropriate resources and 
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searching them effectively, is the focus of this chapter.

The last several years have brought significant changes to the ways in which legal 

information is accessed by library patrons. The development of LexisNexis and Westlaw, 

and the further development of the World Wide Web and web applications for accessing 

these and other services, have raised patron expectations regarding the availability and 

“searchability” of research resources. Online full-text searching has become the default for 

law students and faculty, who have become less willing to venture outside those mammoth 

resources to use sources like library catalogs and indexes in their research.1 And online 

discovery tools like Google have become the default for patrons who don't know in which 

of the library's resources they should begin.

The larger changes in the world of technology have altered patron expectations as well. 

The wireless standard known colloquially as "Wi-Fi,"2 for example, has enabled patrons to 

do research in other libraries, in coffeeshops, at airports, and even outdoors, using laptop 

computers and even a variety of smaller, hand-held devices. This ubiquity has led patrons 

to expect their resources to be available to them nearly everywhere, at nearly any time – 

and to expect all accessible resources to be searchable in a unified way. 

During this period of changing expectations, companies like Apple, have been wildly 

successful in capitalizing on the expansion of computer and network availability, most 

2



notably with the iPod mp33 audio players and the iTunes (online) Music Store (hereinafter 

iTunes), and have revolutionized the access to and delivery of their products. Customers 

can buy a song or album from iTunes’ enormous library, from the comfort of their own 

home or even while studying in the library. The folks at Apple also realized, and 

capitalized on, something Chris Anderson termed "the Long Tail"4 effect: that the sales of a 

large online retailer like iTunes are not dependent on the current musical hits, but instead 

are composed of “everything else,” the millions of non-hits, the total sales of which rival 

the sales of the much-smaller number of current hits. But Apple is not the only company to 

have used the modern customer's access to personal computers and the Internet as a 

springboard for its business: online enterprises such as Amazon, Netflix, and many others 

have had successful experiences as well in providing goods and services through creative 

use of technology. Their business practices illustrate a number of common trends that the 

authors will address below, including, in particular, consolidation of resources, and ease of 

use. The authors believe these trends may hold the keys to the future of legal information 

delivery, including reference services and the systems upon which we build our services.

Compared to the rich access systems and services of the commercial sector, several aspects 

of law library services fall short. For example, most libraries' online public access catalog 

(OPAC) fails to provide information in a helpful way to users. OPAC searches include only 

a fraction of the library's resources.5 Library patrons, familiar with sophisticated 

commercial web businesses, expect more now from their library, as well. They expect that 

library catalogs will work as well as Amazon.com’s web site, and that they will find as 

much relevant material through the library's home page as they seem to find through 
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Google. Patron expectations in these and other areas should serve as a red flag for the 

necessity of library systems improvement— an area long overdue. 

In this chapter, the authors examine several service models familiar to most patrons, all 

selected from the retail business world, each of which illustrates a piece of the "future of 

legal information access" collage. They examine benefits and drawbacks of each of these 

models, as compared to library systems, and propose ways in which law libraries might 

adopt (and adapt) the broader trends that permeate these models in order to serve more 

patrons more effectively. These are not new concepts. Others in the library world, 6 most 

notably Lorcan Dempsey, Vice President, Research, and Chief Strategist, OCLC Online 

Computer Library Center, Inc., have proposed applying successful strategies from Amazon, 

Google, and Netflix to the library environment. Indeed, this kind of development in the 

library is long overdue.7 But application to the academic law library setting carries some 

particular challenges the authors wish to address. 

While this chapter relies heavily on services that have been built on emerging technologies, 

most of which have embraced so-called “Web 2.0” principles,8 the authors recognize that 

not every service favored by patrons translates to a desire for more technological 

innovation, nor do they believe that patrons want technology simply for the “coolness” 

factor. A range of services will be discussed, not all of which depend on emerging 

technologies.
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Law library patron needs diverge from general academic library patron needs in several 

areas: 1) the heavy focus on research in the law library9, and the need for organizational 

schemes that follow the structure of legal materials; 2) the dual constituency of faculty 

researchers and future practitioners (students), and their divergent needs as users, and; 3) 

the fact that the bulk of legal literature is published by a small number of companies, 

stifling competition and making innovation unlikely. Modern legal reference work, then, 

requires a librarian to balance the need for a general familiarity with an ever-increasing 

number of multidisciplinary and non-law disciplinary resources; and the need to retain a 

specialist's expertise in LexisNexis and Westlaw, the primary tools of students and faculty. 

Finally, the authors recognize that providing access to resources and fulfilling reference 

goals are necessarily the result of a combination of technical and public services. Without 

description and organization of information resources, our efforts to help patrons find what 

they need would be severely limited. This chapter, therefore, addresses both of these 

traditional library functions in our discussion. In the conclusion, the authors raise questions 

as to whether this long-standing division of labor continues to serve patrons well in the 

electronic age.

I. EVOLUTION IN PATRON EXPECTATIONS, EVOLUTION IN SERVICES 

Changes in the basic tools used to provide access to legal information have had a 

substantial effect on patron expectations for law library services.10 The transformation 

began in the 1970s and 1980s, with the introduction of the LexisNexis and Westlaw 
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computer-assisted legal research systems. For the first time, patrons were given an 

alternative to print versions of primary and secondary legal resources. The systems 

experienced several major changes in the 1990s: first, when LexisNexis and Westlaw 

released software for the personal computer, freeing researchers from the dedicated 

terminals, and later when both products launched services on the World Wide Web, 

allowing users to do research from any computer with access to the Internet. Increased 

access meant increased use, and eventually increased reliance on these services. Patrons 

could do more of their research without consulting books, or even coming in to the library 

building. Expectations for access to library collections has changed with the changing 

research and management tools. Law students who will graduate in the spring of 2007 most 

likely spent their undergraduate years using a variety of digital collections offered by their 

college libraries. Today's students therefore accept and expect certain features of library 

service. The mere existence of an online catalog of our collection, online access to indexes, 

or digital image collections do not translate to innovative service in their minds. The latest 

OPAC releases, as impressive as they are to the older generation, do not seem state of the 

art to regular users of Amazon.com.

The even larger changes to modern life brought about by technological developments also 

have affected patron expectations.11 Patrons' expectations for library systems are 

increasingly shaped by the innovative businesses that have applied developments in 

networked systems creatively.12 Patrons use a variety of information systems outside of the 

library: Amazon.com, the Internet Movie Database (IMDb),13 Orbitz,14 Netflix,15 even 

Google for their professional as well as personal needs.16 Most of these popular systems 
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provide a richer overall experience than the library catalog. Amazon, for instance, provides 

some search functionality that libraries do not, including limited full-text search and author 

searching when books have more than three authors. Amazon also keeps track of a user's 

"wish list," historical purchases, and preferred delivery and payment options. It offers 

recommendations through a variety of algorithms that examine the users’ viewing and 

purchase history and the history of other users. And if Amazon doesn't have the sought-

after item, it directs the user to sources for used copies and allows purchase of the item 

using its own trusted checkout system. Users can even sell materials from their own home 

libraries using Amazon’s system. Library OPACs do not match this array of personalized 

responses and options.

Systems like Amazon have been birthed and raised into a cocky adolescence in the last ten 

to fifteen years,17 and now challenge the “mature” library services. Librarians spent decades 

developing rules and frameworks for describing and providing access to materials, but the 

searching and retrieval systems of the commercial newcomers have rapidly passed by those 

of libraries in the last several years, as millions of dollars have been spent by the 

commercial vendors in developing products and services for information delivery while 

library systems have remained comparatively unchanged. Amazon.com and other online 

vendors are adding more enhancements almost daily, leaving library patrons frustrated with 

the standard library OPAC. Is it any wonder that so many people, who once turned first to a 

library for their information needs, now look elsewhere?
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This growing disparity in usability between the OPAC and other library systems on the one 

hand, and Amazon and similar online retailers on the other, may not separate patrons from 

the library permanently. But library users become frustrated (and understandably so) when 

they are not able to find and access information easily from our catalogs, indexes, e-journal 

lists, and other discrete information services; they will go elsewhere for their information 

needs. Librarians are well-advised to look to the commercial sector for inspiration and 

guidance in improving access to information resources. Just one negative encounter can 

send users running to Google, away from the expensive resources the library has 

purchased.18 

The effects these changes have on user expectations, and on librarians’ ability to provide 

adequate access to information resources, are unavoidable. Librarians can choose whether 

and how to respond to changing expectations, however. Determining the appropriate 

response requires closer examination of patron expectations, and a reexamination of the 

library's mission. While some expectations should serve as targets for librarians to work 

towards, others may need to be managed instead.19 How librarians respond in terms of 

balancing management and meeting patron expectations, will determine whether libraries 

remain a viable part of the information landscape.

II. SEARCH INTERFACES AND DISPLAYS

A major trend in the development of information access is the increasing clarity and 

simplification of commercial search interfaces and information displays, particularly in the 

organization of search results. This is the most basic access point for system users, and can 
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be the “make or break” point in an online company’s business. If consumers cannot find 

what they need easily, they will quickly find another site to use in its place. An 

examination of Amazon and Google screen displays, as exemplars of the largest aggregated 

information resources in the commercial world, illustrates recognition of this imperative. 

While their search power and precision are actually dwarfed by those of most library 

systems, Amazon’s and Google’s results are generally clear and easy to understand, and are 

very satisfying to users,20 even if the users cannot find what they are actually seeking.

 

In contrast, the quality of library collections generally exceed patron expectations and meet 

their needs but all too often, library users are unable to find or use library materials because 

the primary discovery tool, the OPAC, is designed more for librarians than for users, and 

also because it provides access to an increasingly smaller proportion of the library's total 

collections. OPAC displays have too much information (for example, the physical 

dimensions of a book), yet rarely include evaluative information like book reviews or the 

full text of the resource. Patrons accustomed to commercial interfaces find OPAC displays 

clunky and unhelpful.

A. Library Search Interfaces

Libraries keep excellent records about their collections. This is one of the strongest, and 

most distinguishing, features of library catalogs. The records in a library's Integrated 

Library System (ILS) are both very detailed and of very high quality, creating a database 

with tremendous potential. In fact, MARC bibliographic and holdings records, which are 

the standard format behind OPAC displays, store much more information than is used by 

most OPACs. Much of this information could be helpful if displayed in a better way. 

9



In terms of search power, library OPACs should be far superior to Amazon’s catalog: 

OPACs provide both fielded and keyword searching of high quality, highly detailed 

records built by professional catalogers, with controlled vocabulary and authority control, 

descriptive notes, and other content added to the record (e.g., table of contents). 21 Library 

records track relationships amongst themselves (e.g, series statements and serial 

continuation statements) and have relationships to a wealth of other information (e.g., item, 

order, check-in, circulation count, and hold records) that the OPAC search mechanisms 

ignore. We need a different view of the same metadata, with interfaces customized to the 

goal or needs of the patron, whether she is a sophisticated researcher or is merely seeking a 

quick, factual answer..

While holding high-quality data, OPACs display some of that data in a way that makes it 

difficult for patrons to understand it and use it effectively.. This is a second distinguishing 

feature of library OPACs. One example of this is subject heading information. Changing 

the way OPACs present subject headings could help patrons use this information to more 

quickly find what they want

There are a variety of ways OPAC searching could be enhanced and displays improved. 

Compare the following examples from Amazon.com and North Carolina State University.22

Amazon.com23

Amazon.com has a straightforward, clearly labeled search interface. Its results are 

displayed in a user-friendly arrangement. Amazon's display includes links to other editions 
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and versions of the same work, while displaying the most recent edition first. It provides an 

image of the book's cover and an ability to view selected pages (with participation from the 

publisher), and provides purchase links from Amazon's own warehouse or from other 

Amazon users who have used copies of the book. The display also includes options to filter 

the results, though these are often not terribly helpful to a researcher, because they are very 

broad subjects, designed for browsing in a bookstore. 
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Among the most helpful features of Amazon’s search and display screen are the following 

features:

1. Search Inside™, which allows users to search the text of the book. Libraries could offer 
a similar feature for those titles held as an electronic equivalent in one of the library’s 
licensed databases.

2. The most recent edition (8th) is displayed first.

3. There is an explicit offer to expand search results – Amazon doesn’t expect users to 
know that they have to remove search terms to broaden their search.

4. There is an explicit offer to narrow the search by category (using BISAC-like broad 
categories24). Note that this does not simply run a new subject search like many library 
catalogs; it adds the subject limitation to the existing search.

5. Results can be easily re-sorted. 

6. The screen includes an explicit, easily changed search universe. This drop-down menu 
also serves as a reminder that users can search something other than books.
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North Carolina State University 25

The North Carolina State University OPAC is an example of a library search site and 

display that meets needs of both researchers and casual users. NCSU has added an 

application to its ILS that takes data already in the bibliographic records and displays it in a 

way that patrons can easily understand. In this keyword search (below) for "copyright," the 

interface offers the option to filter results by topic, form/genre, and even by Library of 

Congress classification. Categories are only displayed if they contain results, and patrons 

can see how many results are located in each category.

1. Search limits are clearly displayed and can be removed with a single click on the 
red “x”.
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2. Further limits can be imposed by call number and, as with Amazon, the sort 
order is displayed and easily changeable.

3. Results can be further narrowed by subject using Library of Congress Subject 
Headings (LCSH) contained in the result set. Searchers can narrow searches based 
on LCSH subdivisions such as form/genre (in the MARC 650 subfield v). Other 
elements of the bibliographic records are also presented as search limits, and are 
capable of manipulation.

The Endeca26 filtering scheme used by NCSU allows patrons to use the data that already 

exist in its bibliographic records in new ways. The ability to limit results by subject 

headings and even subdivisions of subject headings is especially significant; it is one of the 

features that makes Endeca-like systems especially powerful. This same concept can be 

applied to geographic, chronological and other subject subdivisions. Presenting each type 

of descriptor data allows patrons to actually use all of the rich metadata that catalogers 

provide. 

With better interfaces, patrons might actually understand, use, and benefit from subject 

headings. Librarians should make the value of subject headings explicit by showing patrons 

how to use them to limit and focus their searches. Even something as simple as changing 

the wording in existing OPACs to include options such as “more like this” or “more on the 

topic…” might be better understood by patrons than the current “Subject” or worse 

“LCSH” options. Rather than train users to adapt to the library’s OPACs, OPACs should be 

changed to make them more like the systems our patrons already use while maintaining the 

benefits of the library’s high-quality metadata.27
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2. Known Item Retrieval

Known item retrieval — finding a specific book or article or Web site — is something that 

current OPACs do fairly well, provided patrons are physically in the library and/or have a 

librarian helping them. Known item searches are particularly important in law libraries, 

where it is common to use the footnotes of one source for subsequent research. It is also 

typical of academic law libraries in particular, where law students serve as editors for 

journals and are required to find huge lists of known items for verification of the citations 

in footnotes.

More and more, however, patrons seeking known items are not working in the physical 

library space, instead accessing the library's resources remotely. This is an area in which 

small improvements could make a big difference in the user experience. For example 

alternate titles can be added to the catalog record.28 Metadata that is important to law 

library patrons, e.g. whether online materials are text-based like Westlaw or image-based 

like HeinOnline, should be made available. These are the kinds of options patrons should 

be able to access.

B. Models for Improvement

Comparing library OPAC functionality to Google is certainly unfair in light of the 

enormous size disparity between databases, not to mention the difference in the very nature 

of the resources. Google is designed to be a single-source discovery tool for an ever-

expanding universe of content, while the OPAC continues to provide access primarily to 

the library's print collections. A closer look at Google does, however, provide an extreme 
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view of the differences in ease of use between a tool with which users are very familiar and 

comfortable—Google—and and a tool that users do not understand well and find difficult 

to use—most OPACs. 

Google's initial popularity owed much to its simplicity: a white screen, simple colorful 

logo, and one little box. When it debuted in September of 199829, the cluttered portals like 

Excite and Yahoo! were the norm; Google quickly proved that users respond favorably to a 

single, simple search box. While the size of its index grew astronomically, Google’s simple 

public page stayed virtually unchanged while its results just got better and better. A new 

standard was set.

Google continues to provide unstructured, "type-in-the-box"30 searches, running them 

against a huge database of full-text items and, returning algorithmically relevance-ranked 

results that are often very good. Library OPACs provide structured, “type author’s last 

name, comma, first name” searching against an often large database of cataloged records, 

returning results that seem to be almost arbitrary in display, certainly in terms of immediate 

relevance,31 results that can be quite disappointing, in terms of what patrons want. A one-

character error, either in cataloging or in the search query — even a common misspelling 

— is generally disastrous to the quality of the results, for example. 

Library systems are very precise, sometimes too precise and detailed to be helpful. Google-
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like search functionality may actually be good enough for most purposes, or for most 

patrons. Librarians may ultimately conclude that, in light of scarce resources, complete 

bibliographic descriptions of items are not cost-effective, especially for resources cataloged 

locally. The library's resources might be better used on consolidating resources (see below), 

rather than creating yet another set of cataloging records.32 Local description and library-

specific cataloging procedures might be a luxury in which we can no longer indulge33.

 

C. Vision for Library Search Interfaces

1. Open WorldCat as OPAC?

OCLC’s Open WorldCat program34 presents one alternative to the local OPAC. OCLC has 

been working to make its WorldCat union catalog available independent of traditional 

library systems for several years. In 2003, the OCLC began a project with Yahoo! and 

Google to make some of its millions of bibliographic records available to search engine 

users.35 The results from what was then called “worldcatlibraries.org” were integrated into 

the commercial search engines’ results. As the commercial search engines developed 

specialized searches of books, the WorldCat results were integrated there as well, offering 

search engine users a link to find a particular item in a library. A few years later, OCLC 

allowed web surfers to freely search the previously subscription-only database, using a 

somewhat traditional OPAC-type interface at worldcat.org. Interestingly, at the same time, 

the company made a search “widget” available for any user to install on his or her own web 

site. 

17



As an alternative to creating their own catalog, libraries could offer WorldCat.org as their 

main search tool, linking search results to their inventories to determine item status and 

location in the library. Using WorldCat instead of a local OPAC, emphasizing the 

cooperative nature of librarians and library work, would allow the development of better, 

shared, tools for resource discovery36, and access to a much wider range of resources for all 

patrons. 

2. Personalization Services

Personalized services are becoming the norm outside of the library environment. For 

example, Amazon.com provides suggestions to shoppers based on what others who have 

looked at a given item ended up purchasing, and offers recommendations based on "wish 

list" items that customers have identified. Why shouldn't library OPACs suggest books 

based on previous check-outs? Why shouldn't OPAC results suggest databases based on 

OPAC search terms? Applications already exist to offer these services.

Consider, in particular, how an academic law library’s faculty services, usually very labor-

intensive, could be personalized through automating certain aspects. Faculty services 

typically rely on the hand-selection of resources, management of custom searches on the 

library's electronic databases such as the Current Index to Legal Periodicals, and document 

delivery upon request. Absent privacy concerns, many of the same types of service could 

be provided by an automated system. In fact, many services could be and are provided by 

vendor clipping services or custom alert services. By automating these services, all users 

— not just faculty — could benefit, and public services librarians' attention could be 

focused more on reference and research (a different type of personalization).
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What does the future library interface look like? It would need to provide at least the ease 

of use and level of services that patrons get from Google and Amazon. Google works 

because people can find what they want, without any training. The rich information 

experience of an interface that looks more like Amazon, Netflix, eBay, or iTunes could be 

quite powerful in the law library. An interface supporting browsing by “facets,” such as 

broad legal subjects, country of origin, or form/genre,37 and recommended materials38 could 

provide our users with the tools to find exactly what they want and more. In the academic 

law library, an interface that draws on registration information from the student 

information system could automatically display suggestions selected by the faculty, career 

services staff, and librarians, based on a student's class year and/or enrolled classes. First-

year students might see recommendations for hornbooks and nutshells, recommended 

monographs from the faculty, books about building a career as an attorney or as a legal 

academic, and legal research and writing guides. Second year students might see 

recommended materials from career services or the law clinics. Faculty could allow 

students in their classes to see recommendations made just for them, and students could 

recommend items to each other. 

Perhaps separating discovery processes from our accounting systems would be a good 

place to start. The OPACs that are bundled with integrated library systems are little more 

than web access to a library’s inventory. With the proper access to ILS data, the library 

could push reserve items and recommended readings directly to existing course 

management systems, creating individual lists for each course.39 
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III. CONSOLIDATION OF RESOURCES

A. Access to Resources

In the modern world of ever-increasing options for finding information, it becomes 

increasingly important to make it easy for library patrons to find (or "discover") the 

resources that they need.40 Users must be made aware of the existence of major tools like 

the library catalog, online resources lists or databases, and any other places where 

information about collections are located. Further, after patrons have found the library’s 

“front door” to information and reach one of the library's discovery tools, they still must be 

able to successfully locate the resources that will address their question. 

Most often, selecting from among collections is made possible, but not simple, by the 

extensive A-Z lists of electronic journals and databases that are featured on library web 

sites. But A-Z lists are unwieldy, even if the list is annotated and searchable.41 A user 

seeking the Philadelphia Gazette, for example, which is an indispensable resource for early 

American legal history, is unlikely to discover the Early American Newspapers collection, 

through which most libraries offer access to the Gazette, in the A-Z list. Unless the 

enormous list of titles in the Early American Newspapers database is enumerated in the 

library’s A-Z list or its catalog, the Philadelphia Gazette will remain undiscovered. Even if 

the database’s titles are listed, searching contents of a single title and finding the full-text 

its articles takes multiple steps. This problem exists for many law library resources, 

including law journals, which is possibly most problematic for users. A comprehensive 

discovery tool like Google should become the standard in law libraries if patrons are to turn 

first to the library for information. Libraries need more effective discovery tools that tear 

down walls between resources and help users connect to information through a single point 
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of entry. The effective delivery of information in the future depends on it.

A. Consolidation of Resources: A Non-library Model 

Condolidation of resources is an underlying strength of many modern web businesses. In 

this context, consolidation requires a powerful search interface, the “demand point,” and 

complete control over the business’ entire inventory. The section below considers a retail 

business, Netflix, whose success is built at least partly on its ability to consolidate many 

resources and offer them through one interface. The consolidation phenomenon has been 

described in many discussions of “the Long Tail,”42 some of which address the concept as 

applied to libraries.43 The case study includes examples of successful library offerings and 

indicates where there is room for improvement.

Netflix, the popular DVD movie rent-by-mail service, has torn down the walls between 

people and the information they want. Both because of and in spite of its enormous 

database —its aggregation of supply — Netflix is very effective at getting users what they 

want. Its rich search interface, built on an incredibly deep catalog, offers a variety of 

recommendation features to help users identify additional relevant items. Netflix is very 

effective at delivering items via the U.S. Postal Service once a user decides what he wants. 

Librarians could learn much by studying how Netflix (and similar businesses) handles 

search and delivery, and comparing its service to similar functions in the library.

The Netflix service is relatively straightforward for users: identify a film in the online 

catalog, click the “add” button to drop it into the queue, and the movie DVD will appear in 
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the mailbox in 1-2 days. When customers return a DVD, Netflix checks it in and ships the 

next film in the queue, generally the same day. Customers pay a flat monthly fee for the 

service level that best fits their needs in terms of viewing, from an entry level of one DVD 

at a time (with a maximum of two rentals per month), to the power-user level of eight 

DVDs at a time (and no maximum total rentals per month). 

Customers are responsible for keeping their "queue" of desired movies full, prioritized in 

the order they wish to receive them.44 The queue can be built from known item searches of 

Netflix’s catalog, from browsing (a variety of options are presented, including genre, 

director, popularity or customer ratings), or by acting on recommendations (from “friends” 

or other users, or even the Netflix system,45 based on past rentals). DVDs are mailed in 

simple flat envelopes that also serve as the return mailer (postage-paid), allowing users to 

drop the viewed disc in the nearest mailbox at any time. There are no due dates, no late 

fees, no postage to worry about, and no need for any action from the user unless his queue 

of films is empty.46 

Netflix is, in effect, a refinement of the traditional book-borrowing model that we all 

learned as children in the public library. Netflix’s nationwide business, accessible through a 

single web presence, provides movies through a network of distributed warehouses. A 

single Web site provides access to the entire collection of films, no matter where the user is 

located and no matter whether copies of a movie are present in all warehouses, or in only a 

few. While each Netflix warehouse stocks the same basic collection of titles, the 

warehouses serve a kind of load-balancing function for each other, addressing increased 

demand for titles in one region with supply from warehouses in another region. Users never 
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know from where a film comes or to where it needs to be returned, since the envelopes are 

pre-printed with the return address.47

Netflix works becauseits inventory is large, its web site is very easy to use, transactions are 

handled relatively quickly, and a user only has to go back to the web site when he so 

desires. It’s an effective “long tail” business, consolidating both supply and demand to 

connect users to a very large catalog of titles.48 Netflix succeeds because of a creative 

concept that brings a rich interface to a deep catalog, combined with consistent, reliable 

delivery through the U.S. Mail. 

B. Consolidation of Library Resources 

1. Matching Patrons to Licensed Resources

The acquisition of licensed resources is an area where many libraries exceed patron 

expectations for access to information. Libraries license tremendous amounts of content. 

However, libraries typically do not effectively consolidate this content or make it easy to 

discover or use.

Many patrons regularly start their research with a general internet search engine, even if 

they are physically in the library.49 While Open WorldCat and some full-text book 

searching tools such as Google Book Search50 help guide patrons back to the library’s 

physical book collections, the licensed article collections (and interlibrary loan services for 
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articles not in licensed or owned journals) are largely invisible to patrons who begin their 

research with Google. What is visible are the commercial publisher sites that identify 

relevant books and journals but, understandably, require payment for access to the 

information on their site. The faculty member who accesses an article at the publisher's site 

(having arrived there as the result of a Google or Google Scholar search), without knowing 

that the library has access to the article via several aggregations and other electronic journal 

collections, can cause the law school to pay for the same information twice: once for her 

personal purchase and again for the library’s subscription. The publisher sites do not 

provide links to library databases or to interlibrary loan services. Patrons who start with 

Google miss quality resources that libraries pay dearly for. 

Library discovery tools (the OPAC, ejournal A-Z lists, and our online databases) are 

powerful, holding an enormous volume of content, just like Netflix. But the library user 

must be aware of and familiar with many tools in order to reach all of the library’s content. 

Users must come to the library's "front doors," choose among the resources, figure out how 

to use those resources, and then locate appropriate citations in yet another location. And, 

once the appropriate text is located, the library’s retrieval and delivery systems (i.e., check-

out, document delivery, or ILL) may require yet another series of log-ins, passwords, and 

data re-entry to request the text, assuming the patron knows the retrieval and delivery 

systems even exist.51 Library supply and delivery systems are not aggregated, and the 

library today lacks the gravitational pull52 of the large aggregated information providers 

like Google and Amazon. Unless changes are made quickly, library patrons may abandon 

the library entirely.
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2. Collection-Building in the 21st Century

Collection building is fundamental to information access, but neither the process itself nor 

the reasons for it are well understood by patrons. Librarians should focus more on 

explaining that the information in a library built especially for patrons, and will ultimately 

provide them with reliable, thoughtfully-selected resources, while also saving their time. 

Showing patrons that "we chose these three books after evaluating a dozen similar ones” or 

“we chose this book with input from your professor” may also help them understand one of 

the chief advantages of having professional librarians in the library. This would be a major 

change: librarians must sell discrete and thoughtful collections as one of the chief services 

that the library provides. Librarians must create guides, mount displays, present classroom 

lectures and interact one-on-one with our patrons to let them know how much work goes 

into collection building.

In addition to building a local collection and selecting a range of online resources to 

license, libraries have an opportunity to push their collection-building expertise out to users 

elsewhere on the internet. Search engines traditionally cast a very wide net, attempting to 

gather as much of the content of the web into their indexes as possible. Some search 

engines allow users to define their own set of sites and materials to search. Librarians need 

to leverage these tools for their patrons. In particular, Google allows users to create a 

“custom search engine” by defining a set of Web sites to be searched. Even more precise 

result sets can be created and published using the “subscribed links” feature. Librarians can 

publicize these aspects of search engines and demonstrate to patrons how to select “their” 

library, thus ensuring that a Google search result will display the library’s carefully 
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selected materials. Search results could be course reserve records, pathfinders, links to chat 

services, even individual bibliographic records.53 This is one way that librarians will help 

patrons navigate the flood of available information—to “sip from the fire hose,” as it 

were.54

3. An "Ideal" Method for Discovery and Search

In an ideal setting, how could librarians best facilitate a user's search? In a word, 

aggregation. The options are varied, in terms of technology, and involve very different 

models. Broadly speaking, they fall into two opposite groups: push and pull. "Push" would 

involve taking existing metadata from the library’s catalog and "syndicating" it, using the 

same basic technology that allows bloggers to syndicate their content (RSS/OPML),55 so 

that search tools like Google (or custom library search interfaces) would find the right 

records and lead patrons back to the catalog. "Pull" would involve gathering all (or 

selected) collections together in one interface. The most familiar application of this is 

federated searching, where a "meta" search option is created, running the user's search 

through to multiple databases. Libraries also use the Z39.50 protocol56 to search other, 

selected collections. Another application of "pull" is combined metadata collections such as 

OAIster,57 which use the Open Archives Institute (OAI) protocol58 for harvesting metadata 

from digital collections. If librarians could effectively harvest or otherwise obtain metadata 

for all digital collections59, and add MARC-based metadata from the ILS, combining them 

into one database, a single discovery process would be possible.
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4. Technology Solutions

How accessible is a single discovery process, in terms of the technology? How might a tool 

that effectively directs users to relevant resources for their research needs, and to the 

appropriate copy of that resource, be built? It would require aggregating an enormous 

amount of metadata, or at least building tools to better mine the metadata of scattered 

systems. The ability to search across numerous siloed databases is not particularly new—

Dialog allowed this at the advent of online information retrieval,60 LexisNexis and Westlaw 

allow it now, albeit only within their own systems. Searching across several sources 

involves trade-offs, namely sacrificing precision for breadth. Users lose the ability to 

search using controlled vocabularies (because they differ between databases) but gain the 

ability to pull together resources from disparate disciplines to approach research from a 

new direction.

There are a number of technologies for building tools that allow users to search in one 

place for things that are contained in multiple places. While these are the subjects of entire 

articles, and beyond the scope of this article, some brief explanations and examples are 

offered here. Federated searching (also referred to as broadcast searching) is a process that 

sends one query out to multiple databases simultaneously. This can be accomplished 

through a Z39.50 connection or another standard format like OpenSearch61 or SRU/SRW.62 

These are often implemented through the use of a tool such as MetaLib,63 WebFeat,64 or 

Central Search,65 but the freely available A9 search engine66 also allows users to select web 

sources for federated (or as A9 calls it, “syndicated”) searching.
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With a product like MetaLib, librarians select databases to be grouped together for 

searching, such as "periodical indexes," or "historical full-text collections," and users 

search those resources with one query. A library computer, running the MetaLib software, 

sends the search, so licensed databases can be searched. A different approach to 

aggregating search results begins with aggregating the data to be searched. Libraries and 

other data providers can normalize their metadata (and data, if desired) to a standard format 

and allow it to be harvested by other libraries. One popular standard for normalizing and 

transferring this data is Open Archives Institute Protocol for Metadata Harvesting (OAI-

PMH).67 This approach allows the creation of databases representing metadata from a 

number of discrete collections. Users can search the metadata from those collections in one 

place, and don't need to know about each individual collection.68 Many popular institutional 

repository software packages like Greenstone,69 DSpace,70 and bePress71 are already OAI-

PMH providers, meaning that data can be harvested from the collections built in these 

packages. Perhaps the most famous OAI-PMH “consumer” or aggregator is the University 

of Michigan’s OAIster, which has harvested over 10 million records from hundreds of 

contributing collections.72 Other librarians may wish to build smaller, more focused 

collections for their patrons to search by choosing to harvest records from only a few 

specialized collections.

One key to the success of databases list OAIster is the flexibility of the metadata. Some is 

derived from traditional library catalog records, some is more minimal; entered in the 

workflow of a university or library’s digital respository.  The data is simply re-used in the 

OAI application, not reentered or normalized to subjective rules. Librarians still spend a 

disproportionate amount of time describing resources as compared to the use they might 
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receive. Imagine if Netflix had to employ an army of professional catalogers to describe 

each of its films. Could they remain in business? Netflix would close, but every local 

library still describes its resources in a highly detailed manner, and that's a problem. some 

local cataloging practices will continue to be necessary, but should all local changes be 

loaded back into the central utility? Could less be more, when it comes to allowing for ease 

of searching of aggregated data?

D. Goals

In order to effectively connect users with collections, librarians must make access to those 

collections transparent, regardless of where they begin their search. Collections must be 

available to patrons whenever they begin their search and wherever they are physically 

located. No longer can libraries offer access only within the physical library facility. 

Therefore, as a short-term approach to improving access to ALL information, libraries 

could rely on union catalogs like WorldCat for information access, provided that the union 

catalog effectively points them to local holdings. Why do patrons need to search multiple 

catalogs—local law library, university library, regional consortium, and finally WorldCat, 

when WorldCat alone will do? 

For many purposes, time is less a factor than an efficient research process. If a researcher 

can push a button to have just the right resource delivered, waiting two days for delivery 

might not be problematic. And when time is a factor for a particular item, a global catalog 

could allow limiting search to local items, ranking results by distance.73 Netflix provides a 

good demonstration (in the entertainment arena, at least) of the notion that people don’t 

necessarily want to have their items “right now”. Amazon and Netflix users give up 
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immediate access in exchange for convenience — would library users do the same?74 

IV. WEB 2.0 AND LIBRARIES

All the trends mentioned above are connected to a broad concept known as "Web 2.0." 

Web 2.0 refers to what many see as a significant shift in the nature and use of the world 

wide web, from static web pages to interactive applications. Where personal web pages 

represent the Web 1.0 generation, blogging represents Web 2.0. There are several 

principles of Web 2.0 services that hold promise for improving library OPACs and 

enhancing access to information, including trust of users as co-developers and contributors, 

creation of self-service applications, rich user interfaces, and development of services that 

will work on many platforms (as opposed to software written for specific operating 

systems)75. 

The term "Library 2.0" was coined to describe the next generation of library services,76 

such as open source library catalogs, RSS feeds for new books, and podcasting. Not all 

next-generation services require technological solutions, and the changes envisioned in 

Library 2.0 are no exception. Building innovative services requires creative thinking and a 

willingness to allow user participation—key features of Web 2.0—whether the solution is 

technological or not. The creation of space in the law library for collaborative projects is a 

Library 2.0 concept that does not require technology, for example. The key to Web 2.0 and 

Library 2.0 concepts is using technology to encourage user participation. 
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This is not, in fact, a new concept for libraries. Librarians have always encouraged patrons 

to interact with library collections: by checking them out, by reading them, by creating new 

works based on existing information in the collections. Library 2.0 concepts just suggest 

that the longstanding creative work of librarians should both move to new platforms or 

media and use technology to increase and enhance services in a way that was not possible 

in a print-only world.

 Collaboration and Social Networking

The social networking functionality that has been incorporated in some popular services 

like MySpace77 and Facebook78 is another major trend with implications for libraries 

seeking to provide the best access to information. A social network is an online community 

of people who share a common interest, andpursue it through a variety of ways such as 

blogs, sharing photos and videos, e-mailing, chats, and instant messaging, and creating and 

sharing content such as through a wiki. Social networking is a key feature of Web 2.0, and 

is also characteristic of Library 2.0 services, whether they are technology-driven or not. 

Del.icio.us,79 the social bookmarking service, and LibraryThing,80 a relatively new direct 

application of social networking concepts to the organization of books, hold great promise 

for libraries seeking to capitalize on social networking experiences of their users. 

Del.icio.us allows users to store bookmarks online, tagged with subjects of their choosing. 

These bookmarks are available to other users, sortable by user as well as by tagged subject. 

The most frequently-assigned tags are constructed into a visual “cloud” of popular topics,81 

giving users a quick view of popular tags (each of which is linked to the items that bear the 

tag). For example, upon finding the library's online guide to using the microforms machine, 
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a user could click her "add to del.icio.us" button on her browser, and tag it with "library" 

and "microforms" and "University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign (or “uiuc”)". Another 

user could search the del.iciou.us database for "uiuc library microforms," and would find 

the guide. 

Tags are highly subjective, and assigned freely by each individual who adds a bookmark to 

the database. Searching the combined database can yield interesting and surprisingly 

relevant results.82 Services such as del.icio.us provide opportunities for large numbers of 

geographically-disparate users the power to act on a set of documents easily and quickly, in 

effect creating their own union catalog. With del.icio.us and other sites, the user 

community builds a kind of community taxonomy, or “folksonomy”83 of the document set84 

(or even the web),85 by applying tags to documents. 

LibraryThing is a site designed for users to easily "catalog" their books and share their 

collections with others. LibraryThing combines more traditional metadata with freeform 

user tagging of books. The system works by having users catalog their own book 

collections, entering an ISBN or title or by manually entering basic metadata. Once a user 

has built her collection, the system compares it to the collections of others and creates 

suggestions (and "unsuggestions") for additional works to acquire based on other user’s 

collections. The system also allows users to tag their books, rate and review them and have 

discussions about a given work.86 

In the law library, several social networking applications can be envisioned. The continued 
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blurring of the distinction between professional and personal use of information and 

technology services and devices can be used to a library’s advantage. With services like 

MySpace, Facebook, and Friendster,87 and the blogging/online journaling and IM 

explosion, users are tapped into each others' self-published information in a way that could 

well suggest new ways to provide access to information. Further, capitalizing on the 

library-focused social networking sites, librarians should consider additional subject access 

descriptions for the OPAC that come from actual user experience and not just the Library 

of Congress. Librarians should make an effort to meet patrons half-way with these new 

technologies, just as has been done in the past. Consider that, when the telephone first 

made its way into the workplace, there was great debate in the library literature about 

whether to provide reference service via the telephone; there were (and are) similar debates 

about email reference even today.88 Access to the library’s collections must be available to 

patrons, especially students, where they are or they will get help from someone else.

Work has already begun on ways to apply the social networking phenomenon to libraries.89 

Additional issues in need of exploration include identifying the proper role of folksonomies 

in libraries, and managing tensions between expert-built taxonomies and user-built 

folksonomies (and perceived loss of “control” that accompanies user tagging).90 Some 

libraries are already implementing a community-authoring system with wikis,91 often 

restricted to staff or a group of contributors, but offering all libraries a glimpse at the 

quality of data that patrons can provide. 

The OPAC of the future could allow user tagging of resources, and the ability to build and 

share lists of information sources. It could also allow easy searching of subsets of the 
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catalog identified by users. Llaw librarians could create a “pro se” catalog by simply 

building a search form that appends a “and subject=popular works” to any keyword 

search.92 This would be another way to personalize access and bring information resources 

to the user in a novel way—meeting the challenges posed by Library 2.0

VI. TARGETS AND CONCLUSIONS

Information access has evolved rapidly in the last few years. Once almost the exclusive 

province of libraries, information has become a shared commodity, and a profitable one as 

well. It’s available for innumerable sources, round-the-clock, from virtually anywhere. To 

retain a prominent position as information providers, the following goals should be adopted 

by librarians.

A. Goal #1: Build Services That Reach Patrons Wherever They Are

Libraries still require users come to the library’s web catalog (and e-journals list, database 

list, and other print and electronic resources) for their information, expecting them to 

choose from among multiple resource options, figure out how to use the various systems, 

and then navigate the systems to acquire the full text of the item. Library OPACs do not 

provide users with the ability to create wish lists of desired resources, let alone syndicate 

them, despite the ready availability and widespread commercial use of software for such 

purposes. Law librarians need to develop ways to provide information access to patrons 

regardless of locale and regardless of hardware (laptop or desktop computer, iPod, PDA, or 

other device), pushing the information to the user based on past use, profiles, class 

registration, or any of dozens of other characteristics. Information access must become 
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dynamic, replacing the static “come to the library” services presently offered. Commercial 

information vendors can provide these services; libraries must do so, too. 

B. Goal #2: Improve OPAC Search Interfaces

OPAC search interfaces need to be revitalized. In their current form, they look like tools 

designed by and for librarians, and they provide access to a limited piece of the library's 

collections. They should instead feature the stark simplicity of a Google, or the information 

rich, option-laden site of an Amazon.com. OPAC search interfaces should incorporate 

social networking principles, allowing library users to “mash-up” resources—combining 

search results and contents from multiple sources into a new, combined, and personalized 

resource. OPACs should offer federated searching of distributed resources, saving patrons 

time and effort and making their library information access efficient. Most importantly, 

OPACs should be usable without training or instruction. Amazon.com and Netflix do not 

offer instruction in the use of their search pages. Library OPACs should be as user-friendly 

and intuitive as the commercial sites our patrons use regularly. 

C. Conclusions

These ideas are intended to start a conversation that librarians need to have, to ensure 

adequate information access for today’s library users. Constant vigilance — of trends, of 

adequate information access for today's library users. Constant vigilance — of trends, of 

library practices — is required to keep information access practices current. 

Law libraries did an outstanding job of meeting patron information expectations when the 

legal information world was comprised solely of print.93 There were few other options for 

obtaining books, and the card catalog and later the OPAC were powerful tools for locating 
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known items on the library shelves. 

Now physical location — of the resources or the the patrons — doesn’t matter as much. 

The business world has exploited this reality, providing information and services in ways 

that libraries have yet to adopt or adapt. If the goals of information access remain that of 

matching patrons with what they need and saving their time,94 then librarians need to re-

think the way in which library OPACs and search engines meet those goals. The trends and 

goals discussed above suggest that systems development is what we really need to focus 

on. Online businesses, social networking applications, and user behavior should guide the 

development of the next generation OPAC. In the short-term, union catalogs might provide 

new ways to provide information access. Law librarians should take some comfort in the 

fact that the issues we face are not any different than those of the rest of the library world. 

Librarians across all disciplines are also struggling with what Library 2.0 means, and how 

to put more powerful tools into users’ hands. Law librarians can and should draw heavily 

on research in the broader library literature for help 
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