With that general framework, let’s examine
a few specific values and how we might add
that value in the materials and services we pro-
vide. My idea here is to present a few ideas
with the intention of getting you thinking cre-
atively—remember that whack on the side of
the head—about adding value: 1) do remote
reference for documents CDs; 2) chapter/sec-
tion analytics; 3) “reference notebook” field,
for reference staff to add notes; 4) local title
field, for distinctly local titles; 5) Center for Re-
search Libraries records; 6) online journals
project; 7) pointer in UTCAT from journals we
own to relevant indexing tools; 8) reader lev-
els: basic, undergraduate, advanced, profes-
sional; 9) treatment codes: popular, scholarly,
applied, theoretical, pictorial, laboratory
manual; 10) better options for downgrading from
UTCAT; 11) function to identify newly acquired
materials in UTCAT.

These are a few ideas for value-added
services and options building on the existing
infrastructure. As electronic delivery moves into
the reference room, whether slowly or quickly,
directly or indirectly, there will still be a sig-

nificant role for the librarian. As a service
organization our role will evolve farther away
from warehousing to a higher, more professional
level of adding value to materials and services.

Let me leave you with an idea | discovered
in abook on telecommunication systems. While
the phrases runaway costs and cost overmans
are familiar, think about runaway benefits or
benefit overrruns.3 Perhaps we can challenge
ourselves for the “future of reference” to pro-
duce a benefit overrun by value added to our
services and materials.
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The future of reference IV: A response

by Dennis Dillon

ancy Eaton has given us one version
N of the future. Here is another.
In 1998, responding to pressure from librar-
ians, academics, publishers, and the general
public, Congress approves a one-line change
to the tax code. Publishers will now be able to
take substantial write-offs for every subscrip-
tion and book sold to libraries. A $1,000 jour-
nal now costs libraries $29-95. Publishers hail
the move as revitalizing the industry, universi-
ties praise it as saving scholarly communica-
tion, librarians rejoice because it means con-
tinued free access to information.

Why did this happen? Because libraries, like
schools, hospitals, and roads are what econo-
mists refer to as social capital. They are all es-
sential to the functioning of a modem democ-
racy. If citizens want their schools, libraries,
and roads improved, politicians will find the
money or they won' get reelected. If there are

better ways to get information than from li-
braries, then libraries will get their budgets cut.
If publishers, academics, and librarians truly be-
lieve that the scholarly communication process
is breaking down then this is a societal prob-
lem requiring political attention. Will econom-
ics be the major determinate of the future li-
brary? Of course. When have they not? But it
is librarians who will determine what the fu-
ture library is like. Just as we have in the past,
we will make the decision on the information
mix and the information services that we will
offer.

Will electronic publishing help us put the
user and information together? Someday yes.
Right now there are a few obstacles, but as
Robert Weber has noted, “the chief problems
are not technical but political. What is lacking
at the moment is a broad consensus that this is
the kind of technology infrastructure that would
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substantially enhance education, research, and
America’s position in the global economy.”1

But, what if we spend the necessary several
billion dollars to rewire the country with optical
cable, what if appropriate full-text handling tech-
nology is invented, what if human nature suddenly
does an about-face on the copyright and royalty
problems, and what if all the companies and insti-
tutions of the world suddenly decide to cooperate
on standards? Where are we then?

Then we are in a world where IBM and
AT&T will have four-color glossy ads in every
magazine promising to put the information
world at your fingertips. Endearing 30-second
ads on television will show little Johnny strug-
gling to get information from the local library
where librarians with their hair in buns will
give him nothing but excuses and hassles. Ev-
ery book he needs will be off the shelf. In des-
peration Johnny will run home in the rain, go
to his computer, dial up 1BM, and helpful con-
sultants will give him everything he wants in-
stantly. Half an hour later Johnny will be out-
side playing ball in the sunshine and his
unenlightened friend Rodney will still be at the
library struggling with the catalog and the CD-
ROMs, and trying to find a copier that works.
If electronic publishing truly comes of age, li-
braries are going to find themselves in direct
competition with billion-dollar multinational
corporations intent on wringing every possible
dime from every conceivable segment of the
information market.

This isnt the first time human beings have
dealt with many of these same issues and prob-
lems. In 1852 the seven major New York news-
papers paid over $9,000 each for full-text elec-
tronic information services. Bankers and brokers
along Wall Street were paying between $500
and $1,000 a year for the delivery of electronic
information.2Within 15 years there was a hand-
ful of electronic information vendors. There
were the usual problems with differing stan-
dards, protocols, and terminals, but these were
eventually resolved. The only thing holding
back information nirvana was the design of a
user-friendly telegraph terminal and the prob-
lem of getting a machine into every household.
This dream, however, was interrupted by a
more user-friendly technology, the telephone.

Americans have always believed in the
smooth and steady march of technological
progress. However, the history of technology
tells us itisnt always so. Technology progresses
in much the same way that a wounded, con-
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fused, and one-legged chicken crosses the
road—in fits and starts with lots of wrong turns,
meanderings, and flying feathers. In the long
view, yes there is progress, but the short view
isdominated by confusion, disorganization, and
false starts. That is where the library world is
now in regard to coping with online informa-
tion systems—preparing in confusion to make
some false starts and wrong turns.

But just because a technology exists and
sounds like a good idea is no guarantee that
anyone is going to use it. In 1947 RCA was
marketing a fax machine called the Ultrafax
that could fax an entire book across country in
less than a minute.3However, they soon dis-
covered that no one wanted to send books
across country in less than a minute, and the
Ultrafax died a quick and unmourned death.
1947 was also the year the FCC had to choose
whether the country would have a black-and-
white or a color television system. Both sys-
tems had been around for years. The FCC chose
RCAs black-and-white system, and a couple of
months later the chairman of the FCC left to
take a lucrative job with RCA. This is how tech-
nology progresses, through political and social
filters, and that is why we still have slow fax
machines and why it took 20 years for color
TV to claw its way back into American living
rooms. Eric Sevareid put this all in a nutshell
when he said, “Devices change with the times,
politics changes with devices; men don't change
much with either, but they get temporarily
warped out of shape by both.”4

Libraries could easily be the centerpiece of
a future information society, but only ifwe have
the courage to listen to our users and act upon
their advice, only ifwe are willing to lead rather
than take the easy way out, only if we experi-
mentand approach every problem with an open
mind, and only ifwe take risks and aren't afraid
of making an occasional mistake.
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