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By now even modestly funded libraries
and their staff have been thinking about—
and participating in—the Web 2.0 revolution.
We often think of 2.0 life as a two-way con-
versation, which it most certainly is. But the
web has been undergoing a related evolution
that is rewriting the rules. Mobile devices,
“active tags,” and cloud computing are grow-
ing fast, and the 2.0 world has taken on a
richer growth dynamic. Tim O’Reilly and
John Battelle caught the digital sea change
well over a year ago, at the 2009 Web 2.0
Summit meeting. In their paper “Web Squared:
Web 2.0 Five Years On,” they argue persua-
sively that the web is now more than static
pages, blogs, and microblogs; the web now an-
swers to an avalanche of data flowing from
myriad input sources, including smartphones
and a constantly growing list of other linked
devices (see www.web2summit.com/web2009
/public/schedule/detail/10194). These data
are ubiquitous. They are generated by devices
recording events, but the web also receives
data from really smart mobile sensory enti-
ties: us. The result is a new data-rich terrain
that is not just about Android apps or GPS in
your car; it touches every aspect of our online
lives. Indeed, the new web-squared world
holds potential to merge our daily life expe-
riences with the archiving and memory-
fetching power of the network.

Much of our dialogue about Library 2.0
focuses on applications we can put to work on
behalf of our users. This has been a welcome
trend, because many of us are sharing knowl-

edge about actual case studies, which de-
mystifies the leap to 2.0 for everybody. But in
the larger sense of Web 2.0, we are rapidly
reaching a moment when perceptions of ser-
vices and feedback about what we are doing
will run at real-time rates. This will signal a
major opportunity to change how we concep-
tualize information services. Hmm. We know
about ramping up for new technologies and
the 24-hour news cycle, but what else should
we be thinking about? The answers are elu-
sive but hold great promise. 

O’Reilly and Battelle offer provocative in-
sights about how to harness the web-squared
era from the strategic high ground. Info pros
will also have to join the creative brain-
storming process if they wish to lead the way
in a web-squared future. That’s a tall order.
To help us get started—or support initiatives
already underway—here are some key char-
acteristics of the web-squared world, some
thoughts on our high-value physical space as
an asset, and some questions—which may
take time and effort to answer fully.

How the Web Was ‘Squared’

In order to move quickly in the web-squared
world, we need a firm grasp of exactly what
is going on and why. Finding time to do so is
not easy, as technology cycles continue to
accelerate. My sense is that many of us know
a great deal about the 2.0 movement and
where it is headed, but demands on our time
keep our focus close to the ground. What is
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happening in the “blue sky” of research,
or indeed, in the “cloud”? It turns out
that there is quite a bit happening.

There are two key factors in the
web-squared world that are driving
change: community and immediacy. Our
metaphors for the network now must
stretch to include “community” in new
and often exciting ways; the “smart mob”
no longer goes far enough. Text- and
image-based thinking, writing, and
teaching each has a two-dimensional,
single-author-driven “feel” to it, even
nowadays. The web-squared world
adds depth and context that cannot be
caught in most single artifacts, whether
text, image, or even video. This depth
is added by the plethora of sensors that
we share the world with: smart meters
for our utilities, CCTV in Great Britain,
our smartphone cameras and micro-
blogs, and our GPS systems, just to
name a few. O’Reilly and Battelle ar-
gue that these massively productive
data generators are redefining the con-
cept of collective intelligence. Images
taken and transferred to Twitter, Flickr,
and YouTube create new datastreams
that change second by second. When
you add these datastreams together
with solid, static webpages and pre-
dictable and reliable web-based ser-
vices (such as news services and online
shopping), what you have is a mar-
keter’s dream come true: instanta-
neous feedback on products, very rapid
“polling” of opinions on anything from
restaurants to politics, and ultimately,
a group of co-creators that numbers in
the billions.

Second, what is good news for the
marketer is also good news for our pro-
fession. The squared web allows for a
broader definition of collective intelli-
gence that can reasonably encompass
both machine- and human-created in-
formation. This rich new mix of con-
tributing elements can be woven in in-
novative ways, most notably when it
comes to teaching and learning. The very
“immediacy” of the web-squared world
holds exciting potential for classroom
teaching strategies, as well as for our
perceptions of basic research practices. 

»

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 ––

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 ––

MAY
Repositioning the Academic Library
Tech use in educational media centers, strategies
for institutional repositories, curriculum
system/OPAC integration, ILL, and reserves
Query Deadline ––

JUNE
Serving Professional 
& Research Communities
Case studies from special libraries, national
archives, government agencies, and enterprises 
of all kinds 
Query Deadline ––

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

Information Today, Inc.
143 Old Marlton Pike

Medford, NJ 08055
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A Fresh Look at the ‘Known’

There is much more to say about
community and immediacy in the web-
squared world, but I will limit my
trend watching to just four important
perspectives on the squared-web era,
and what questions might arise for us
as we think about how to respond.

Mobile applications are con-
nected applications. If you read The
New York Times and other high-quality
reviewers of new technology, you might
think that smartphone applications
(apps) are mostly for fun and entertain-
ment. Certainly they are a source of end-
less fun, but they are also much more
than that. Every app has a double iden-
tity as a “connected application,” running
in plain sight on the internet. The data-
stream that flows from the “app-i-sphere”
has become a bonanza for startup firms
with good ideas about how to use real-
time data, such as Groupon and Blippy,
which is “a website where people obses-
sively review everything they buy” (see
http://blippy.com). How can we harness
that datastream to “push” services and
“pull” attention to our services? Twitter
feeds are just the beginning. It’s time to
think much bigger.

Real things have internet “shad-
ows.” With so much data being generated
about everything we do, we have gained
what O’Reilly and Battelle call an inter-
net “shadow” in just a few short years. All
of our recorded actions combine to make
a coherent shadow-self online. It’s a use-
ful metaphor because the shadow fol-
lows the person, and thus following the
shadow can cast light on pathways taken.
The metaphor of the data shadow has
been well-plumbed in speculative fiction.
Peter F. Hamilton, writing in his Dream-
ing Void series of science fiction, envisions
a world where the net becomes the “U-
Verse,” and everybody has a “U-Shadow”
that they use to communicate (New York,
Del Rey, 2008). Hamilton lives in south-
ern England, and most likely, he is aware
that he already has a shadow of his own.
In the world of data shadows, how can in-
formation services integrate themselves
more closely with users? The short an-

swer is “every way possible.” The detailed
answers will come by trial and error.

Real time is for real. In past
columns, I have commented on Twit-
tering food wagons and bakeries as ex-
amples of how to keep a microblog gen-
uinely relevant. What these vendors
(and an ever-increasing number of re-
tailers) know is that real-time data on
customer behavior has become a use-
ful, even reliable, source for planning
services. The question for us is how can
we put real-time data about our users
to work? We have a good sense of how
to conduct e-metrics, so that is a basis
for further research and discovery. 

Traditional use of space and ser-
vices blends well with innovation.
The web-squared era accelerates the
ways in which we might put our “smart”
physical space to work, right now, using
real-time information. Ahigh percentage
of library physical spaces are well-net-
worked, allowing users to connect their
devices in a number of ways. We can
“square” our use volume by inviting users
to co-create with us with the tools they al-
ready have. For example, why not invite
users to comment on their online re-
search while they are doing it, as well as
how and what they are studying? Some
of us are already doing this, and there is
room for more co-creation of this sort.
Likewise, library space itself is no longer
chained to “traditional” uses; the com-
mons area is a terrific site for conferences,
meetings, small groups, and more. If we
can monitor what is happening at a real-
time rate, what strategies can we create
to make our space more relevant, more
valuable, and more beloved? How we an-
swer these questions will have a large im-
pact on our future success in public ser-
vices and outreach.

Question We Should Be Asking

The web-squared era was augured
long ago in the 1980s, by Xerox PARC re-
searchers who imagined a digital domain,
indeed, a “web of things” where the real
and the virtual become connected.
O’Reilly and Battelle are telling us that
we are either already there or close to

arriving at such a moment. For info pros,
the broad acceptance of social media pre-
sents a new challenge to keep services rel-
evant. Library-based mashups, data on
research practices, and similar informa-
tion sources are valuable and interesting
to—well, just about anyone who works in
education. How can we analyze these
data and what they say to advantage?
That is the first of many questions I will
conclude with.

The second question is, if data are
ubiquitous and can be perceived as cre-
ating a shadow for every networked
user, how must our services evolve? Is it
enough to focus on the smartphone or
the tablet/reader as the new frontier, or
should we set our sights higher? Here’s
another consideration: Social media
users love connectivity, but they are
struggling with ways to set boundaries
(doubters: read up on Facebook’s privacy
travails). This implies that trust is now
highly prized, closely monitored, and ac-
tually craved by social media users. Li-
braries and universities are among the
most trusted institutions in the U.S., by
a number of measuring tools. How can
librarians become leaders in establish-
ing trust in this web-squared world?
Could it be that there is now a greater
need for information specialists in soci-
ety who can partner with users and help
build trusted online domains? 

As I said, the answers to these ques-
tions may not appear overnight. But if
we can commit sufficient energy to
search and discovery, experimentation
may lead to innovation, innovation to rel-
evance, and relevance to respect. These
seem like desirable outcomes not only for
the web-squared era but also for every
new moment that will follow in the wake
of new and “disruptive” technologies. �
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