Topic: “ We have recognized a strong trend toward interactive web applications/social networking. What are the potential opportunities for libraries? What are the risks?”
For the sake of stimulating debate, I’d like to explore the position that at this juncture in the evolution of the Social Web, we should possibly be re-framing the question to be focusing not on risks and opportunities but on responsibilities; and not on “social networking” per se but on social search and discovery.   

Caveats: 

· I am not an academic; I am a practitioner.

· This is very much “work-in-progress” – both the research, and the processing / understanding of this research

· The focus of our work to date has largely been Public Libraries.

· Many citation references are missing; I’ll provide a bibliography later.

Why the shift to “Responsibilities”?  Beyond Semantics….

As the social web is evolving, there is concern among certain observers, that new kinds of divides are emerging that threaten the original promise of the interactive/Social Web to democratize opinion and creative production… 

In Manuel Castells predicted in 1996 – that the Internet would result in two distinct populations: 


…”the interacting and the interacted” 

Digital divide ( Empowerment Divide?

The economic divide is a non-issue. Although politicians always talk about this point, it's growing more irrelevant with each passing day -- at least in the industrialized world. However, [new kinds of divides are emerging that threaten to /have the potential to] alienate huge population groups who miss out on the Internet's potential. 

http://www.useit.com/alertbox/digital-divide.html
I’d like to explore the propositions that: 

· Libraries are uniquely positioned to address these emerging divides  

· Libraries have always been in the business of bridging empowerment divides 

· A natural extension of the role of Public Access Computing in bridging the “first”digital divide.

· In addressing the emerging “empowerment divides”, libraries have the opportunity to make a paradigm-shifting contribution to the evolution of civil society on the Internet.  

· To do so will require more than just borrowing from tools that have been developed in other contexts. There needs to be a fundamental assessment of how these technologies can best be deployed with an architecture that organically addresses the specific needs of libraries users, in the context of the mission and values of libraries, and in a manner that is tightly integrated with the library’s core activities and service offerings. 

Defining the Empowerment Divide. 

There are many potential dimensions to the emerging Empowerment Divide.  For my purposes, I will focus on four emerging “Inequalities” that are, as yet, still very loosely defined (and in need of proper labeling! Suggestions welcome.)

1. Participation Inequality:  Who’s speaking and who’s not? 

2. Attention Inequality: Whose voices are being heard, among those who have spoken?

3. Connections Inequality:  Who’s being connected to who, for what purpose? 

4. Inequality in Filtering Capacity:  Relative abilities to deal with information overload 

For each of these “divides”, I will (briefly!) speak to 

· The promise: 

· New threats:  Evidence that the promise may not be being realized

· Implications:  why this matters / what’s at stake 

· What’s needed:  Conceptual / Theoretical Underpinnings

· The potential for libraries to play a pivotal role:  

a. What unique “assets” might libraries bring to addressing these issues? Fit with broader mission, values, services of libraries? 

b. Examples of the types of services and applications that might deliver on this potential

1. Participation Inequality: 

The promise: 

“Voice” for everyone. 

Threats: 

Very unequal participation levels.  Forrester, Pew, Jakob Nielsen 

Implications: 
A relatively small (non-representative) proportion of the population are having a huge impact on how the attention of “The Rest of Society” is being directed: what gets read, seen and heard. Are we just replacing one “elite” with another? 

What’s needed: 
Environments which 

1. Lower threshold of participation

a. Appropriate use of tools / technology

b. In the flow of existing activity streams

c. Lower cognitive load to opinion / participation (e.g. rating vs. comment)

2. Context which appeals to greater variety of motivational paradigms

3. Address trust / security barriers 

Library role? 
Library as trusted and “safe” entry point for non-traditional participants.  


Existing usage patterns provides ideal context: a reason to participate in the social web

2. Attention Inequality

The promise: 

Distribution of demand across “The Long Tail”  of content

Threats:  
Discussion of Power Laws, and the impact of “preferential binding” algorithms on the way attention is directed with current generation of search and discovery tools. “Diversity + Choice = Inequality”.  The tyranny of the “average user”. 

Implications: 

1. 
Being heard is the (essential?) other half of having voice. 


Having a voice requires speaking and listening. In speaking up, we feel connected to or isolated from others, depending upon the degree to which we feel heard. (Belenky et al., 1986, p. 18)

2. 
Cultural Diversity is by no means a forgone conclusion.. “Hitism” prevails. Algorithm design has potential to reinforce rather than diminish the “Short Head”. 

What’s needed: 
Better “post publication” filtering mechanisms are key element to realizing the potential of “The Long Tail” – in particular, tools which enable users to go beyond preferences of “other users” to “other users LIKE ME”….

Library role? 
Libraries have a vested operational/financial interest (unlike most retailers) in distributing demand across the collection. NetFlix (which has same vested interest – fixed inventory limitations)…has shown the potential


Strong fit with broader mission of libraries: Intellectual Freedom. 

We believe that these pressures towards conformity present the danger of limiting the range and variety of inquiry and expression on which our democracy and our culture depend. … We believe that publishers and librarians have a profound responsibility to give validity to that freedom to read by making it possible for the readers to choose freely from a variety of offerings. 

The key point is that choice is not enough. In an age of abundance users must be able to FILTER that choice! 

Usage context of libraries: ideally suited to engaging users in building networks of “Trusted Sources” (and associating those Trusted Sources with specific domains of expertise and/or sensibilities) over time…The opportunity to play a key role in developing what Adam Bosworth (Google) has called a currency of reputation and judgment”

3. Connections Inequality

The promise: 
“The architecture of the net facilitates weak and strong ties that cut across social milieus…and physical location. [An expansion of what Robert Putnam calls “Bridging Capital”] http://www.acm.org/ccp/references/wellman/wellman.html
Threats: 
Potential for social networking sites to reinforce (rather than mitigate) the effects of bonding capital, not bridging capital, with the current emphasis, among leading Social Networking sites on existing connections: FOAF – “who you know” 

Implications: 
In this day and age…“Poverty isn’t deprivation. It is isolation”. 

What’s needed: 
Common (virtual) “spaces” for user community that cuts across traditional demographic divides

Social connections based on non-demographic associations: Shared interests, sensibilities vs. Shared education, workplace

Persistent Identity – across different affinity niches.

Library role? 
Library collections provide ideal context for building such connections – impetus, structure, context


Library service delivery has always spanned broad cross section of population

4. Inequality in Filtering Capacity

The promise: 
“The democratization of information exchange and knowledge development”. 
Threats: 
Tremendous variation in individuals’ abilities to cope with an abundance of information. 

http://www.useit.com/alertbox/digital-divide.html
Implications: 
Neil Postman said it best:  

Orwell feared those who would deprive us of information. Huxley feared those who would give us so much that we would be reduced to passivity and egoism. Orwell feared that the truth would be concealed from us. Huxley feared that the truth would be drowned in a sea of irrelevance.
What’s needed: 
Beyond Information Literacy education… 

1. Connecting users to other users as guides. Tools and environments that enable users to more effectively tap into the “hive mind” – the collective, skills and efforts of others who have done research (discovered and evaluated resources) before us;

2. Connecting users not just to potential sources – but to other users who are in a position answer questions directly; users who have already processed a wide variety of resources.  

In a nutshell: “Social Search”.  This is where the likes of Google, Yahoo are focusing now, recognizing the limits of computer algorithms to help us find and discover the information and ideas we are looking for. 


http://dave.notik.com/node/21
Library Role? 
A heritage of “reference” to build upon

A community of highly engaged, committed users

A unique ability to deliver on the need for “persistent identity”    

