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AcademiclLibraries’ Stance toward the Future

Andrew M. Cox, Stephen Pinfield, and Sophie Rutter

abstract: The literature about academic libraries takes a strong interest in the futlitdeyet

of it reflects on academic librariegnderlying stance toward the years ahead: is there a sense

of change or continuity? Is there optimism or pessimism? Consensus or divergence? This
article explores these questions using data from interviews with a broad range of practitioners,
commentators, and experts. The findings reveal that some participants see libraries as
fundamentally unchanging, while others perceive innovation as a given.i$htle

consensus about upcoming trends. Some interviewees doubt libadnilég to deal with

change, but others feel considerable optimism.

Introduction

The Heritage Futures progr€1m (https://heritage-futures.org/), an interdisciplinary research

project at University College London in the United Kingdom, examines the challenges of
conservation into thédeep futur8&—10-ermere-years-from-the-presenh the context of the
themes of uncertainty, transformation, profusion, and diveiitgne of their events, the
Heritage Futures researchers asked experts what object they would choose to preserve for
100,000 years and why? (https://heritage-futures.org/from-the-arththe-vault/). The
Heritage Future investigation poses profound questions about what the future is and how
conservators, museum curators, and archivists conceptualtzalso prompts additional
inquiries, including how do information professionals in general conceive of and relate to the
years ahead, and how do they see the key changes affecting them and their role? Heritage
Futures asks these questions of one group of information professionals; this paper asks them
of academic libraries.

The core notion of Abrary collection implies a long-term commitment to

preservation and enduring access, but as academic librarianship has come to focus more on


https://heritage-futures.org/

access and information literacy, what sort of relation to the future emekgeik@ literature
review will show, works proliferate that advigealemic librarians on trends that will likely
affect them and how they should respond. This literature gives us a sense of upcoming
changes, but it does not tell us how librarians feel about the future or their underlying
assumptions of how to respond to it. In a society suffused with talk about the future, an
important aspect of any profession is how it sees itself in relation to whatever is to come.
Little empirical research has evakedthe academic librargrofession’s stance toward its
future and the assumptions on which this attitude is based. The aim of this paper is to address
this gap, focusing not on trend spotting or scenario planning, but more on consideration of
how libraries conceive of the future and the assumptions underlying their responses to it. This
topic involves consideration of a wide range of issues, including:

e How the future is perceived by libraries (including whether they are

experiencing more change now than before);

e Whether they agree what the key trends are;

e Whether they see the futuasthreatening or encouraging;

e How well equipped libraries are to undertake change; and

e How far ahead library professionals think and plan.

All these issues are important ones that together help define the nature of the
academic library profession. The orientation of a profession to the future is critical in a
society preoccupied with foresightn practical terms, how a profession conceives its future
will affect its ability to offer leadership. Academic library leadership has sometimes been
criticized for its lack of vision in shaping chan&his present study aims to address the
question of whether this shortsightedness might be linked with how academic libraries

currently orient to the future.



TheFuture in the Library Literature

Many works attempt to predict the future of academic libraries. Some come in the form of
reports that identify key trends for college and university libraries and are published on a
regular cycle, for example, the Association of College and Research LibrariBsYAC
biannual Top Trends amtiCRL’s environmental scarisThese accouatapture the main
trends in the academic library sector, often with a focus on the United States. The New Media
Consortium (NMC) Beyond the Horizon series has an annual library-specific report that
concentrates on technologies and the drivers and barriers to their implemeéitation.
differentiates more complexywicked’ problems from those that are more straightforward.
The Ithaka S+R library surveys are another regular series, in this case examining senior
managersviews on various aspects of chaidgather regular reports focus on a specific
aspect of academic library work, such as the library systems study published annually by
Marshall Breeding in American Libraries Magazine.

In addition to regularly updated studies, many individual publicatiaeports,
books, or journal articlesattempt to summarize the changing position of academic libraries.
One example is the Society of College, National and University Libraries (SCONUL) report
“Academic Libraries of the Future: Scenarios beyond 20&ather than make specific
predictions, it creasfour scenarios that narrate alternative futures based on radically
different assumptions. Monographs by such scholars as David Lewis and R. David Lankes
and edited collections such as that by David Baker and Wendy Evans cover much of the same
ground’ Individual articles do similar work, including some based on literature reviews,
others on Delphi studies successively collating the judgments of experts, and still others on
combination of sourcésindividual library initiatives also examine trends to come. These
initiatives include the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) report on the future of

libraries? the FutureLib project at the University of Cambridge in the United Kingdom



(https://futurelib.wordpress.com@and various unpublished studies by NOMAD
(http://Iwww.nomad-rdc.com/Projects-1), a Glasgow-based design studio that specializes in
architecture for British universities.

Other reports deal regularly with changes in higher education (for example, NMC
Horizon and Nesta, formerly the National Endowment for Science, Technology and the Arts)
or innovations idT (for example, the reports on business and technology trends published by
Gartner Inc.)Gartner’s “hype cycl& concept, a graphical representation of the stages a
technology goes through from conception to maturity and widespread adoption, is widely
referenced as a model of how new technologies gradually achieve usefulness. Such bodies as
the World Economic Forum, which gathers international business and political leaders for an
annual meeting in Davos, Switzerland, also publish many examinations of the future,
including new technologie3he International Federation of Library Associations and
Institutions (FLA) trend report and subsequent updates have explored the wider global
information environment? It identified five key trends, recognizing both positive and
negative aspects of major changelow information is accessed and used globally.

In addition, a large proportion of all publications about academic libraries atlate
some level to the future, either focusing on an individual problem area, exploring case studies
of the implementation of a new technology, or proposing new ways to manage specific
services. Dan Dorner, Jennifer Campbell-Meier, and Iva Seto estimate that 500 articles were
published about the future of libraries between 2011 and early 2016'amaugh all
these works, the academic library community is well served in terms of perspectives helping
the profession keep up-date, learn from good practice, and scan the horizon.

More conceptual pieces may also contribute to our understanding of the future of
academic libraries. Literature reconceiving the nature of the academic library through new

paradigms—such as the “hybrid library,” which has a mix of print and electronic resources;



the “inside-out library;” which focuses on serving external userghe “library as a

platform” which hosts resources for community learning and creativgtygage in thinking

about the futuré? The strength of these descriptions lies in capturing fundamental changes
with many implications, some still being worked through, resulting from a particular concept
or paradigm. Indeed, such concepts provoke us to think through the implications of change in
a complex way.

A different body of literature are studies of individual library strategy making. For
example, Laua Saunders compares the content of library strategic plans to predicted key
trends to reveal areas where libraries may fail to respond to anticipated change, for example,
in data services, and surprisingly, technolodtelkhn Meier examines how academic
librarians make decisions and what important strategie'$ are.

Reviewing this literature gives us a good sense of what lies on the horizon for
academic libraries. It is not the aim of this paper to summarize these trends. Rather, we
propose to investigate how libraries and librarians relate to the future. A vast amount of
literature identifies current trends within libraries or in the wider environment that could
affect libraries, and some even describes how strategy is made, but little reveals the stance of
libraries toward what lies ahead. Such a study would look at how change is experienced,
examine the degree of consensus about what changes are important, and reflect oh libraries
ability to cope with innovation. The volume of literature could in itself reflect a widespread
sense of the need for change, but there is little about how libraries orientate themselves to
such futures.

There are certainly some suggestions about how librarians should approach the task of
envisioning futures. Several authors advocate scenario planning and explaitnvwaoid
involve 1® Brian Mathews suggests adopting some of the techniques of futures &tudies,

noting that scenario planning has already received some recognition‘ihHéSconcludes



thatcuriosity is the best orientation to change, not positivity or negativity. John Fenner and
Audrey Fenner recommend how to think like futurologt8tget there is a paucity of
empirical research investigating how the academic library sector perceives the future. Do
stakeholders in the academic library community experience things as unchanging or as
continuously changing, even disruptively? If there is a sense of change, do théywiidw
pessimism or optimism? Are there unanimity and clarity about the key trends affecting
academic libraries? Within what time frames do libraries plan for the future?

The research questions posed for this analysis are:

1. How is the future perceived in academic libraries?

2. To what extent is there agreement on what trends will affect academic libraries?

3. How capable are academic libraries belietedoke to respond to the future?

4. Within whattime frames do academic librarians tend to think?

Discourses about Futures

Society offers many discourses and practices dealing with the future, which might prove
useful to help place the views uncovered in academic libraries in a wider context. For
example, organizational strategy promotes thinking about how organizations can adapt to a
changing competitive environment. The chief methods in the strategic management toolkit
include analysis of the political, economic, social, and technical (PEST) aspects of the
environment, sometimes expanded to PESTLE (which adds legal and environmental aspects).
These techniques are designed to help structure our thinking about how the environment is
changing'® Notions such as emergent strategy acknowledge the increasing impact of
complexity onanorganiation’s relationship to its environment.

Another way of talking about the future, common in journalism, centers on
technology as the driver of social change. Authors from the field of information science have

challengedthis view when it is manifested as technological determinism, the assumption that



changes in technology alone drive social chaiigehnology is made by people, its use
expresses cultural values, its diffusion is a social process shaped by social structures of
power, andt is often reshapelly people during its adopticfi.Another counter to the
technocentric view of change is captured by David Edgevidnthe term “the shock of the
old,” referring to the persistence of older technologies alongside thé' A@ehnology can
provide an important locus of change, but its significance needs to be considered in a wider
social context.

Another common perspective on the future is summarized by the acronym VUCA:
volatile, uncertain, complex, and ambigudti$his mantra, apparently first coined byth
U.S. Department of Defense, encapsulates our common anxiety and disorientation in the face
of the future.

Two other discourses are worth acknowledging. Both revolve around a sense of crisis.
In many spheres, critical scholarship identifies neolibeatidiz as a fundamental global
trend. In higher education, this direction of development is often referred to‘aethe
public managemeritan approach to running government and public service organizations to
make them more businesslike by adopting management techniques and practices from the
private sector. New public management implies increasing managerialism, commodification
of learning, and a culture of performance measureriterdn also take the form of an attack
on professionalization because it emphasizes corporate priorities over profession&fvalues.
There is related work around the “McDonaldization” of libraries, meaning the spread of
corporate values, including increakstress on competition, profit or value for money, and
enterpreneurshiff Neoliberalization often seems to involve a sense of crisis that may drive
public sector organizations to become more like businesses.

Another influential discourse centers on global climate change and issues around

water, food, and energy security. Radical voices call for society to change its ways in the



Anthropocene, the era in opitanet’s evolution in which humankind has become the
dominating force and might irreversibly change our world. An example in the library sector is
UNESCO’s 2013 call for heritage institutions such as museums, libraries, and archives to
contribute to sustainable development goals. The American Library Association (ALA) and
IFLA haveechoed UNESCO’s call.?®

Meanwhile, within futures studies, the fashion has moved away from seeking to
predict what lies ahead and toward considering productively how we can influence the
future2® Thus, our ability to shape the future could represent a further discourse. Relating the
analysis in this paper to such discourse will enable further reflection on the stances toward
the future taken by academic libraries.

Method

The data reported in this paper came from a set of interviews with stakeholders both within
and beyond the library community. We interviewed 33 participants in total, 23 from the

United Kingdom and 1@om other countries, consisting of 15 women and 18 men. The
researchers chose participants based on their own knowledge and Web searches and with the
approval of those at SCONUL commissioning the report. The authoesl torsapture a full

range of views, such as those of library professionals in both research-intensive and teaching-
led institutions, those working in various parts of the United Kingdom, and those with

different degrees of embeddednesBbrary practice. With their permission, a full list of
participants was published with the project repbfo give a broader perspective,

participants included some within the library profession itself (referred to in later sections as
“library manages”), commentators who write from a more distant perspective (called

“library commentators”), and experts in the wider educational sgénenlibrary

participants”). All quotations in this paper have been anonymized using the three agegori

described. Such categorization was not always straightforward because our participants carry



out a wide range of roles andnoa from a variety of backgrounds, but the categories are
referenced with each quotation to give some context to the remarks. However, no pattern of
systematic difference of perspective appeared between the groups of interviewees. The paper
reflects the range of views across the whole body of interviewees. Because the participant
basewas small but broad, we made no attempt to attach significance to the frequency of the
views expressed as representing a population as a whole, but we suggest that the data
probably capture a range of viewpoints.

The interviews were wide-ranging and focused on the long term rather than
immediate concerns. The investigators asked intervieweesttitigntify the top three
current trends affecting libraries, to respond to some scenarios of change (such as whether
books would ever completely disappear from library collections), and to answer some direct
guestions about how they study the future. The interviews were conducted between May and
July 2017, with each typically lasting an hour. The researchers gained voluntary, informed
consent from the participants, and the research approach had ethical approval from the formal
research ethics process of the University of Sheffield in Sheffield, United Kingdom.

The interviews were recorded and fully transcribed. The investigators carried out
systematic thematic analysis on the interview transcripts, in whialeskarchers revied
their data, made notes, and sdithe results into categoridacluding a process of detailed
coding, from which they identified major themes in the d&fhe authors collaborated in
reading and reflecting on the interviews, in developing codes, and in writing about the
themes. Much of this material described specific trends and is reported els&heegies
of explicit and implicit beliefs about the future emerged from the data, and this paper is
primarily based on those data.

The study in which the interviews were conducted also included a survey of library

staff at all levels in the United Kingdom carried out online during July and August 2017.



SCONUL distributedhe survey to its closed lists but also made the poll available more
widely on open lists, including LIS Links. The researchers received 261 usable responses; the
full demographics of the response are reported elsewh&he survey tested several issues
arising from the literature and particularly from the interviews. Because most questions
related to beliefs about actual trends, rather than attitudes to the future, it is less relevant to
this paper, but some limited reference to the survey findings are integrated into the current
paper to supplement the main qualitative analysis.

Findings
The following sections present findings in response to the four research qudé&didtmy is
the future perceived in academic libraries? (2) To what extent is there agreement on what
trends will affect academic libraries? (3) How capable are academic libraries believed to be to
respond to the future? and (4) Within what time frames do academic librarians tend to think?
In the first section, the analysis describes the diversity of views around the extent of change,
from those who emphasized continuity to those who saw turnover as a given. The analysis
also reflects a range of feelings around the future, from anxiety to confidence. The second
section focuses on trends, describing and explaining a lack consensus among interviewees
and survey participants about what important changes are coming. The third section considers
views about librarigsability to cope with innovation, again highlighting the variation. The
fourth and final section reflects on the wide range of time frames within which participants
seem to perceive the future.
Perceptions of the Future
Some participants emphasized a sense of continuity, the enduring centrality of the library to

the idea of a university, and the wide understanding across sofitaty library brand”:

You know, it is very entrenched in university life. For many centuries, a librasybeen

second perhaps only to the classroom as a reification of the idea of what a university means.



(nonlibrary participant)
There is something about the university and its learning and scholarship where a library has to
be at the heart of that.

(nonlibrary participant)

For them, the library has traditionally been central to the idea of the university, itself a long-
enduring type of institution, and there has also been broad social awareness of what a library
Is:

Library is a well understood brand that doesn’t just apply to university campuses, but it
applies to all walks of life. People are familiar with what a library is hisdedm their

earliest childhood.
(library manager)
The interviewees did not necessarily say that nothing has changed, but they suggested that

perhaps the fundamentals have reradimaltered for an extended time, and some expect

this stability to continue:

I think that the basic functions are not that different to what they have alwaysrbtet
libraries are about organizing and providing access to information respusoeadly
interpreted, that people neddlon’t think that is going to change, no matter what format and
no matter the fact that it includes a much wider range of resources nowingclimta

resources, as well as more conventional information resources.
(library commentator)

I think that the actual things that people need libraries for is remargaldistent. | think that
what shifts are the different ways that that can be provided . . . Jusththadb@ut furniture:
the most flexible and effective piece of furniture in a library these idagsbig table. And,
there have been big tables in libraries since there have been libBaridsere is a whole lot

of persistence.
(library commentator)

INTERVIEWER Do you think we will reach a position when there is no building called a

library?



NONLIBRARY PARTICIPANT: No. [laughs] I think we have been having this conversation for

about 30 years, haven’t we?

Same felt that, despite all the focus on change, libraries had not altered fundamentally
in what they provide, even if the way they did it had shifted. Many patrticipants based this
perception on the continuity of the idea of a library as a collection, but this view could also
arise from the essentially unchanging nature of learning itself. Asked to consider a 10-year

time frame, one participant commented:

Well, the technology will be unrecognizable by then, but learning igystitlg to be hard, it is
still going to require effort, it is still going to require conversatiand we are still going to
have students on campus, so | think all that will change in libraries is the techmology
evolve, but | think we will still have the students [sit] working irogrs and working

individually because that has to happen for learning to happen.
(nonlibrary participant)

Whereas some participants’ answers emphasized continuity, others, in contrast, saw

fundamental changesa given of professional life

We keep reforming ourselves because we have been doing that for my whole career.
(library manager)
Indeed, some thought the presatitme of particular instability and change:
I think right now, it is such a tumultuous time, for institutions . ecduse of the changing
relationship with students and the changes within government. We have got changes at
Research Council level [referring to seven separate Research Councils th20@io 2018
funded and coordinated academic research in the United Kingdom in the arts, humanities,

science, and engineering], the ministry is increasingly interested in open sciaedce, a

ResearciJK.
(library commentator)

Even if they did not recognize the present as a tipping point, some felt fundamental change

had happened or was occurring:



So, | think libraries are sort of having a bit of an exponential crisis [sic] in some ways because
a lot of what they used to do, so they were controllers of access to content irt,thagasat

has now been democratized in lots of ways.
(nonlibrary participant)

The library, as you know, we have known it for the last several hundresl ggar place to
bring in content that is hard to find, content that is expensive, and make avsiladble
particular community, a particular privileged community; maybe that role is going away.

(nonlibrary participant)

Many participants felt a sense of fundamental change, frequently seen as arising from the

erosion of the importance of library collections. Libraries, one commentator said:

understood what they were there for [historically]. They were there toradfe materials

that were required to support learning and research in the print worlds itlear what that

was, and goodness related to basically having more of those materials dictbiecgfwith

which you processed them, and then the services, the space, and so on which surrounded
those print collections. [Whereas now] the ends are no longer fixed in the same \iiayewe

to decide whether we get into research data management, we have to deaidiechav? our

effort goes into engaging and liaising with departments, how much of buildingnigar
commons do we want. Are we going to have research commons? So, they are havirgg to mak
decisions, and when you make decisions, it is a decision about investment, and so you are
putting resources in particular places which means you are not putting resouier

places.

(library commentator)
Several participants agreed on the need for change:
Should libraries be changing to make themselves relevant, in the tiivehtgentury? 100
percent. No question.
(nonlibrary participant)

If we keep doing what we have done in the way that we have always done it, you know we
will fall off the map.

(library commentator)



Anxiety about what lies ahead rdmough some of the participants’ comments,
including a perception of the future asthreat” meaning libraries need to work hard to

adapt and survive:

| think the library has to fight for its survival, it absolutely must, knaw, at the moment the
library is part of the community within its institution, and it hageep fighting for that, and

the way to do that is to show value.

(library manager)
Despite this anxiety, some participants argued that libraries should not become
introspective or defensive and make survival their key objedfitkey did, one participant

suggested, it would likely threaten their relevance:

| think that if you are-which is ironic, right?-if you are a library director whose goal is to
save your library, you are going to find yourself out of step with your uiitiyeand you are

likely not to save your library.

(library manager)
Instead, libraries should face outward, attempting to support the work of their parent
institutions and solving problems on behalf of their users in the management of information.
Several participants took up this optimistic sense of libraries §csh@ping coming

developments:

| think change is fantastic for libraries . . . but | think we should be takingre active role

in creating more disruptive products and services ourselves as librarians.

(library commentator)

But it is not just up to librarians to respond. | think librarians nedxttdriving and pushing

these external factors along. So, | think we need to be stepping up and making educators
researchers, and students want to work in different ways and offer thememlifivays in

which they can workSo, I don’t think we should be passive in this, because never mind 10

years, | meaim six months something could change.

(library manager)



The survey reflected ambivalence about the future, though within a somewhat
different population of participants. Several answers expressed positive views about the
exciting role for libraries in higher education (see Figure 1). Yet, participants saw the future
of library employment ambivalently: library skills would still be relevant, but there would be
fewer jobs (see Figure 2). For a fuller discussion of this materiagtepéen Pinfield,

Andrew Cox, and Sophie Rutter, “Mapping the Future of Academic Libraries: A Report for

SCONUL,” 2017, eprints:whiterose.ac.uk.

The value of libraries: In your opinion ...

H Agree M Neither disagree or agree Disagree
Libraries have an exciting future

Libraries are excellent at partnership
working outside the institution

Libraries are excellent at partnership
working inside the institution

Libraries have proven themselves highly
resilient in the face of change

Libraries are core to Higher Education

Libraries are uniquely positioned
to provide learning spaces

Libraries are a trusted space

i

Libraries have a strong brand

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Figure 1: The value of libraries [for this presentation of the data disagree/strongly disagree and agree and strongly agree
were aggregated]



Professional skills: In 10 years time, in your institution...
B Strongly agree B Agree Neither disagree or agree Disagree Strongly disagree

The values and skills of library ‘

professionals will still be relevant

Librarians will work within other _

departments

_

There will be fewer librarian jobs

There will be growth in the number _

of roles for library professionals

It will be important for library staff | ——

to have a library qualification

Library roles will be more _

diverse and specialist

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% .
Figure

Figure 2: Professional skills

Thus, reflecting on the first research question, there was a lack of consensus. Some
participants emphasz fundamental continuity; others felt a sense of continuous change.
Some felt pessimistic about the future, others optimistic.

The Clarity of Key Trends

The first question in every interview prompted the participant to identify three key trends
impacting academic libraries in the next 10 or more years. Little consensus was evident in the
answers. Several interviewees mentioned open access, artificial intelligéhase(v

pedagogies, and space, but most trends were only noted by one individual. The movements
singled out were not nete the literature, but the lack of consensus indidathigh level of
uncertainty.

AsFigure 3 reveals, the survey part of the study produced some support for the
importance of such trends as open accesgnging learning and teaching practjtesd
“anytime, anywhere, any dee accessas potentially having a significant or even

transformational impact. Nearly all the 30 trends the survey asked about were seen by at least



a few people as transformationBhrticipants seeadlto sense a bewildering array of changes
and express a fragmented understanding of how the enviromaebéing transformed. At

the same time, interviewees felt that some trends were probably underestimated, notably the
potential impact of Al. Thus, a lack of consensus about what critical changes were happening

was another major theme in the data.

Key trends: What impact, if any, will the following have on your
institution's library in the next 10 years?

Open access

Measuring library impact on students
Changing learning and teaching practices
Government cuts

Students as customers

REF

Anytime, anywhere, any device access
TEF

Brexit

Tracking user activity

Learning analytics

Distance learning

Immigration policy

Online security

Mergers between suppliers

Linked open data

Open Educational Resources

Digital preservation

Privacy

Intellectual property

Open Science

Digital Humanities

Competency based learning

Decline in Chinese student numbers
Altmetrics

Al and machine learning

Academic social networking sites
Internet of Things

Virtual Reality

Credit transfer

o
xX

10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

B Transformational ~ m Significant impact MW Small impact B No impact Don't know

Figure 3: Key trends and their potential impact

Interviewees found it hard to pick out just two or three trends or indeed to decide

which developments to focus on in their practice:



Well, T couldn’t get down to two or three [trends]. | always start by thinking about what is
going on in teaching in my own institution, what is going on in researghthen, you know,

I can’t help thinking about technology and changing student behaviour and rising costs. But
more and more, | find it really difficult to work out what to put myeation to, what is the

most important, and there [are] so many things competing for attention.
(library manager)

Although the question was couched in terms of 10 years, many of the trends
interviewees did identifyvere happening now, such as open access. This fisdggests
that participants considered only a narrow time horizon, the immediate past and the present,
or that they saw many relevant trends as already present even if currently patchily distributed.

Examning the responses, we can begin to suggest why there was a lack of clarity and
consensusbout what key trends would shape academic libraries’ futures. First, many
changes are at work. Interviewees fintlard to choose which to focus on. Another facdor i
that important developments are complex and play out over a long timescale. Thus, directly
asked about the impact of Al, some recognizes an area of development for two decades,
others saw it happening now, and still others talked as if it were a potential development.
Amid major change, it is hard to discern the scope of the transition and to disentangle
different aspects of one general trend. Another factor seemed to be the complex, entangled
nature of the trends. Many developments affect more than one area of library work, perhaps

in contradictory ways; they may also have direct and indirect effects on libraries:

The first one that | was thinking around was machines and artificialigetetle . . . and

linked to that the capture of big data and the use of big data by massivesspruoigders,
people like Google, people like Facebook . . . there is the experience that they véll died

how that raises expectations or alters expectations of stu@sigggement with institutions

and the library as part of that. And related to that, questions around peivdeyhat is done

with on€s data. And the degree to which students wish to hand over data or safeguard their
data . . . and we already see this, in a way, with the manner in whichpsttighers are
looking to capture more data on students, on who the students are thah@téeisiservices,

and things like that. So, | think that is a major change. | do think tiedthatochanging



expectations of a univsity education. The burden of debt on students and what that might
mean. Changing nature of your student cohort but also possibly your, sort chcgademic
cohort and their relationships with the institutions. Things like tenure have dmtr8dwe
number of casual employees of universities increases as well. | think go@ngsto have a, a

major impact in terms of the academic library and their ability to reach out to those groups.
(library commentator)
Thus, developments seemed to combine, and especially when changes occuledtrapid
hard to disentangle several trends profoundly impacting the behavior of both students and

researchers, and what the implications would be for academic libraries:

It is just that it is happening very, very fast. There is a lot of differemgshgoing on.
(library manager)
Several participants thought that, almost by definition, the full impact of disruptive
change is hard to imagine. Indeed, the impossibility of predicting transformation was for one

interviewee a reason notdeek to “spot trend” at all:

It is much more important to keep adaptive and responsive rather than tryiggréodut a

specific disruptive innovation before it is happening.
(library manager)
Interviewees recognized that some trends gaining attention will happen much more

quicKy or slowy than expected, or may even not materialize at all:

| am curious,] am trying to see, I am trying to think now what clues can I see in today’s
environment. Because there is so muchd of, stuff happening, things happening; you read
stuff, you see stuff, you know you think about, you know, the government over theveext f
years, think about Brexit, you think about educational change, you think about public
policy . . . you think about all these things, and you know some of these thingsdare r

herrings, they are going to go nowhere.
(library manager)
And some stuff will come faster, and some stuff will come slower.

(library manager)



The repeated use of the watdiff reflects the vagueness or slightly chaotic nature of the
processes at work.

Another factor in the lack of consensus was that the trends have different effects
across the academic library sector because higher eduisatseif diverse. In particular,
teaching-oriented institutions arguably have a different trajectory from research-led
institutions. The former are mostly newer, less conservative universities with less
commitment to traditional notions of the library as a collection. They may change in different
ways from the older research-led institutions, which have iag@shistorically significant
special collections, for example. Perhaps the future of academic libraries is becoming more
divergent. The survey uncovered no strong statistically significant correlations, however,
between type of organization and how trends were viewed.

The diversity of the academic library sector underscored the importance of alignment

to thelibrary’s home institution, to organizational strategy, and to user need:

You don’t have libraries that stand on their own and change over time like independent
businesses or something. You have libraries that are part of institutionspaadntitutions
are going to change, and the most important thing that will affect theylitrawvhat the

institution requires of it.
(library commentator)

| think that the long-term future of many libraries is deeply tied to thierviof the long-term

future of the institutions that they are embedded in.
(library commentator)

A final factor in the uncertainty across the interviews could have been the timing of
the study. The United Kingdom was undergoing a period of uncertainty, eddwernment
without a parliamentary majority that had undegta& major and contentious constitutional
change;‘Brexit,” thecountry’s impending withdrawal from the European Union. The
government also sought to assert more control over higher education, such as through the

reorganization of research funding and reshaping of regulatory arrangements for the sector.



These changes coincided with the first year of the Trump administration in the United States,
which had uncertainties of its own. The degree of doubt in answers may partly reflect this

wider sense of instability:

| think that what changes the game fibraries isn’t going to be anything to do with the work of

libraries, and it is going to be to do with those larger political contexts.

(library commentator)

The uncertainty of this comment may reflect a perception that the real decision-making lay
far from libraries themselves.

Regarding‘crise$ often seen to drive wider societal change, most interviews saw
little connection between the future of libraries and climate or environmental change.
Whereas parts of the library profession have exidat engage with this agenda, academic
libraries in the United Kingdom apparently féittle responsibility for such issues.

In relation to another agenda, some responses seemed to“adcBphaldization”
trends as inevitable. They emphasized the customer-provider relationship with students.
These participants saw trendsch as a switch to metric units, as an unavoidable part of the

current higher education sector:

It is very easy this word private sector gets thrown in into ntamyersationsand I don’t

quite know what it means. So, let me unpick [itho&d libraries be concerned with their
users, i.e. their customers? Of course they should. Should libraries be changing to make
themselves relevant in the twerfiyst century? 100 percemto question. Should libraries be
looking at the way they do things, so as to be able to climb the twin peakgigheff and
effectiveness? Absolutely. If that means they have got to be like the przade, ghen that

seems to me to be a good thing.
(nonlibrary participant)

Other participants, however, refused to accept uncritically many trends related to the

commodification of library services or managerial cultures:

If it is entrepreneurial in terms of seeking out new services and new waykvefidg value

for a consumer and that sort of creativity, if you like, | think that should be absolutely. |



don’t think libraries should have any concerns about that at all. I think that is probably a good
thing and is probably the only way to survive in the world that we are limin it is about
going monetizing, commaoditizing, every single transaction between individbhels, Itdo
think that that is [different]. There is a real tension there, and | dik thiso there is
something deep within the library sector around access to knowledge as a beaejjbods
thing in its own rightand that that should be protected, and shouldn’t just be for financial

gain.
(library commentator)
In this view, there was an important difference betweengidmisinesslike and an underlying
commitment to libraries and education. Libraries need to be enterprising and practical but
should do so not in the service profit but‘tdfe value of education, the value of information,
the value of libraries, the value of univiexs as public good” (library manager The same
interviewee was buoyed by the sense that students themselves recognize the value of the

library ethos:

The students weren’t expecting us to be like the Apple Store: they knew that there was a
difference. And that we were operating in different conditions, and they werg real
comfortable with that environment being different and not so kind of hayhgick. We are

not focused on selling, we are focused on experience.
(library manager)

Thus, reflecting on research question two, there was again a lack of unanimity. Many
participants saw trends as potentially transformational. They also realized that change was
complex and unpredictable, and impacted various institutions differently. Perhaps the study
occurred at a moment of uncertainty.

Libraries Ability to Dealwith the Future
In this context, librarigsability to cope with change was a central issue. Again, the
participants lac&d consensus, with strong expressions of doubt but also considerable

optimism. Many participants indicated uncertainty:



If only university libraries could see the excitement of change. Libraries don’t like change.

It’s like turning around the Titanic.
(library commentator)

Well, | think libraries are conservative institutions: we hang on to thethaywe do things

sometimes past the point of diminishing returns.
(library commentator)

Most library organiations don’t have a very good record of tracking emerging technologies

five to 10 years out. They tend to be very kind of in-the-box thinkers.
(library manager)

Some interviewees saw such a failure as linked to poor leadership:

The biggest problem with leadership in libraries, library directors aseawant to be good
boys and girls and get a pat on the head, rather than wanting to disrupt and innovate.

(library commentator)

| think that we are moving too slow . . . and I think it is both due to bnari directors and it
is also due to staffwe have a lot of staff that have been working here fer280years, so it
is a huge skill change and the mind-set change that we need to do a culture charlge actual

so that is essential for us and that was going to be really hard;ecaltange is the worst
[laughg.
(library manager)

This poor response to change was not only because of librarians themselves but also

because of the library’s position within large, slow-moving institutions:

We are not taking risks really with research agendas in the way we should be pecglse

are too frightened or they are too constrained by the pressures within their institutions.
(library manager)

| think the challenge for us in the education sector is that we tend not toowaavé quickly.
If your institution is hundreds of years old, well there is a Ibiteof a stigma attached to
chopping and changing. It is much easier to make slow incremental changes, but the world

that we are living in is one where change is happening at an ever-accelerating pace.

(nonlibrary participant)



So there is an arrogand@his] is the problem particularly with older institutions that can’t be

seen to get this wrong.

(library commentator)

Another obstacle was the pressure of current demands, leaving little room for

forward-looking thinking:

They are just barely trying to stay within budget and, you know, subscribe to thaljou
packages that their faculty are demanding so they don’t really have the room to be thinking

about Al very much.

(library manager)

For some, there was a danger in focusing too much on a few trends:

[There is] an unrelenting focus on RDM [research data management] and OAafmems]
as the two most important things, and it is something that concerns me deeply basesuse
this as a real unrelenting focus and | feel that other things are being left behind.

(library commentator)

For all these concerns, many participants still felt optimism, with a sense of many

opportunities to be grasped:

I think actually there will be more libraries, better libraries. | thimit actually we might be

coming into almost a bit of a golden age for libraries, new golden age for libraries.

(library commentator)

So, | think it is a really watershed moment for librarians, and when Wsagrshed, | meah
think there has not been an opportunity like this, a sea change like thi) ferars or so
since World War Il.

(library commentator)

Sa quite a lot of opportunity | think . . . if Al, machine learning, and robdtes] actually
developing in the space that librarians can take advantage of, | suspect thdtersghbond

order.

(library manager)



Implicit in these opportunities was the requirement to align to the needs of the parent

institution:

I mean fundamentally the library should absolutely be supporting and serving itugidmst

that first and foremost, that is its job, so anything that affects . . . théhatagicademics are
conducting research, the way that the students are coming into the university, and the way that
they are being taught and everything, it all should affect the libaadyif it doesn’t the

library isn’t doing its [job].

(library manager)
But taking advantage of the opportunities demanded more than reactive alignment to the

institutional strategy:

So | think it is about being hungry really, you know about making, being sorttivlehc
interested in what your community, your user community, or potential user corgravait

doing, and how you can best fit your skills and your fundamental professionakskiit

make their lives easier and more effective. | think libraries arevarg strong position,
because we are fundamentally very focused on our users and meeting their needs, you know
the best libraries. It is about being hungry, continuously looking for opportamityadapting

is really important you know being efficient, you know, with money, resources offering
services that add value, it is looking for where we can add value. Not defendigg tinat

used to exist.
(library manager)

I think where you can see libraries that have been successful it is wheredibeatgrs have
adopted that sort of entrepreneurial mind-set but have persuaded the institutiom of t
direction. They have brought the institution along with them, they haven’t been doing stuff on

the side and hoping that the institution will notice.
(library commentator)

The library needed to respond to the changing behaviors and needs of its users and
make sure thats host institution recognized the importance of such changes. Libraries were,
therefore, seen as having a potential leadership function within their institutions in creating a

vision of the future, and in spearheading and managing change.



To summatrze the analysis of research question 3, there was a mix of optimism and
pessimism. Weak areas often revolved around library leadership, slowly changing host
institutions, and the pressure of current demands. Many participants saw success as based on
aligning to the needs of their institution, but based on an analysis iaktitution’s needs,
rather than passively falling into step with official policy.

Time Horizons

A fundamental aspect of a conception of the future is what time horizons people c@wider.
the fourth aspect of academic libraries’ stance toward the years ahead investigated in this

study revolved around the implicit time frames that interview participants used. Our
guestions deliberately prompted interviewees to think in terms of 10 years because we
speculated that this duration marked the limit of what they would contemplate. Their
responses revealed that they operated on a variety of time horizons, partly depending on the
issue. For example, many buildings are constructed for a 30-year life. Yet long-term thinking

was unusual. Some thought thinking in terms of 10 years was possible but difficult:

I mean, | try to look at least, you know, 5 or 10 years into the futuréut.| also am aware
of the fact that I can’t even predict how fast the future will come, so it is hard to even answer

that question right.
(library manager)

A common reference point was the three to five years of institutional planning cycles,

within which some prediction seemed possible:

It is generally three to five years if you are planning.
(library manager)

Thinking about technologyi, can’t see any further than that. | think, all the advice | have
received and all my observations are, if you start to think further aheadhttarit is just

impossible, things change.

(nonlibrary participant)



Somepatrticipants felt strongly that the focus should be on the present because of

things happening now that needed a response:

| donm't monitor the future; | think the activity is pointless . . . [Librariesjould be
concentrating on what their users are doing right now, rather than lookinténtioture and
trying to navel-gaze. So, | think libraries are obsessed with the futurethink it makes us

feel better because librarians feel strategic, if they are using the word future.
(library commentator)

It is paradoxical that trend spotting could be construed as navel-gazing, yet several
participants seemed to concur with this comment, perhaps because at least some trend
spotting addregslithe issue of how to ensure the survival of the library. As already observed,
most answers to the question about three key trends referred not to distant change but to
developments already taking place in how users behave. Many inteesigglieved that

changeds already happening:

| am not sure that | see anything absolutely new or different coming alongk vthat we
will see is almost an intensification of . . . trends that aemady there . . . | think a sort of

intensification of the trends in the scholarly communications.
(library manager)

Because some of the future stuff that comes out is about things that are already happening that

they just didn’t know, because they didn’t talk to enough people.
(library commentator)

Again, reflecting on research question 4, views varied on the appropriate time frame for

considering the future, but most time spans were relatively short.
Discussion

The interviews revealeastrong but complex relationship between libraries and the future.
Some participants emphasized continuity within the ancient institution of the university and
an enduring conceptualization of the idea of a library, widely understood across society.

Others felt a sense of change in how libraries met demandsiif thet fundamental nature



of what libraries doStill others saw innovations as continuous and sometimes threatening. A
few felt that now was critical moment of change, or at least uncertainty. A number
perceived an urgent need for change but thought that libraries could influence its direction.

There was a sense of many wider trends at work that could affect libraries, but few
interviewees articulated this perception with any consistency. There was little consensus
about which trends were most important. Most are developments that are already working
themselves through, rather than completely new events on a distant horizon. However,
librarians likely underestimated some key trends, such as Al. Participants recognized that
trends are complex and interconnected. They also often perceived change to occur faster than
before.

Many participants emphasized the importance of alignment to the host institution and
the variety of paths this implied for different libraries. Yet their views involved responding to
the changing needs of the institution and its communities, such as transformed patterns of
student and researcher information seeking or learning behavior, rather than simply aligning
to the explicit formal strategy of the university. Participants also frequently emphasized that
the approach to the future had to be proactive and should offer leadership to the organization,
not just alignment in a reactive sense. Many reflections expressed a lack of confidence in
libraries ability to change, yet also considerable optimism and sense of opportunity.

The time horizon most participants seemed to think of was the present and changes
that were currently taking placenot some distarttme, over the horizon. Planning more
than three to five years out seemed to some highly speculative.

Thus, interestingly, the questions posed in the study uncovered a wide range of views.
The analysis found no systematic differences between the three groups of interviewees, apart
perhaps from nonlibrary participants’ willingness to more explicitly contemplate the

dissolution of libraries (even if they did not think it likely). Library directors, perhaps the



most uniform group of participantecked a common view on what lies ahead. This absence
of unanimity reinforces the sense of a profession in a state of uncertainty. The proliferation of
literature about key trends may cause as much dwitbtlispels.

Many of the practices and discourses around the future identified in the literature
review of this paper are present. The dominance of a planning horizon of three to five years
reflects the influence of organizational strategy processes on how academic libraries view the
time to come. The notion of alignment is an important concept in strategic thinking. But
participants mostly understood alignment to entail the library adjusting to the perceived needs
of its university community, rather than simply conforming formal institutional strategy.
Professional analysis of how changing behavior will impact aspects of learning and research
relevant to the library lies at the heart of alignment, not simply a mechanical process of
adopting a wider organizational strategy.

Interviewees often mentioned the importance of technology. Though few understood
its significance in a technologically determinist sense, they nevertheless saw technology as a
locus of change. Yet in acknowledging continuity (especially in the library as a space), there
was also an element of the “shock of the old,” the persistence of old technologies alongside
newer ones. VUCA (volatility, uncertdy) complexity, and ambiguity) was well repressht
in feelings of the fluidity of the current environment and doubt about key trends, as well as
the intricacy and imprecision of the effects. Participants did not think passively about the
future; most saw potential to influence it in positive directions.

The sense of the increasing interconnectedness of change itself made it hard to read
trends and greatly increased uncertainty. In this context, relatively simple tools such as
PESTLE (political, economic, social, technical, legal, and environmental) might seem
inadequate. fiese approaches tend to separate trends across different domains, when in fact

developments are increasingly interconnected. One can think in terms of nexuses of change



such as‘datafied’ scholarship-research increasingly underpinned by such trends as open
access, open science, text and data mining, artificial intelligence, machine learning, the
Internet of things, digital humanities, and academic social networking services. Another
nexus of change i&onnected learningwhich incorpagathanging pedagogies, learning
analytics, students as customers, social media, mobile computing, makerspaces, and blurring
of space uses.
Thinking in terms of open-ended new paradigms may be productive. In stark contrast
to predictions, these narratives about the future mobilize infm&abther approach would
be to adopt more sophisticated models of change, such as causal layered analysis, which
analyses different levels of change in an attempt to create a coherent vision of th& future.
The interviewees expressed little sense of academic libraries relating to sustainable
development and the potential global crises around water, food, and energy. This lack of
concern raises the question of whether academic librarians have enough vision of how they
connect to wider societal challengesaatear understanding of their links change beyond
the academic library sector. Familiarity with issues associated with the McDonaldization of
libraries was, however, more apparent among some interviewees’ comments. They expressed
a somewhat equivocal attitude to such changes, with many seeing alterations as an
unavoidable part of the current higher education environment but still retaining a community-

centered sense of the role of libraries for their users.
Conclusion

The library literature is preoccupied with responding to change. Many studies seek to identify
key trends. Yet reflection on how the academic library sector retatles futurels sparse.

Thinking abouit can help us understand at a deeper level librduesamental stance

toward the future and their ability to respond to change. This study identified some of the key

features of how academic libraries relate to the years ahead. The analysis also confirmed the



presence of many of thlscourses and practices identified in the introduction to the article
(strategic thinking, technology-focused thinking, VUCA, and crisis thinking), though
academic libraries may have other ways of relating to the future.

Participants had a strong sense of tbedand possibility of shaping the future.
Although alignment to their parent institutions was important, they often understxd
meeting the needs of the communities within the institution and making these changing needs
understood, rather than simply following top-down strategy. This perception suggests the
need to think in a different way about the future, beyond the discourses of strategic
management. Longer-term thinking is required. This thinking might be done collaboratively,
to spread the riskFLA’s work attempting to create a consensus around key trends is a useful
reference point? Yet collaborations probably need to extend beyond the library world
because of the complexity of change. The profession could better think about innovation
using more sophisticated models, rather than simply listing trends. It might also be productive
to think in terms of changing paradigms and thus altering how one thinks about whatever is
coming. Through discussing paradigms, the profession can explore the nature of change and
its orientation to the future. The growing literature on foresight suggests concrete approaches

to influencing the futue3®
Limitations and Future Research

More research could be useful. This paper presents just a snapshot of views, taken at one
time, with a preponderance of respondents from the United Kingdom. Since the interviews
were based on a small, broad sample, more data would be needed to identify the frequency
with which particular views of the future are held in the wider populatiion example,

differences between those in research-intensive institutions and others. It would be interesting
to see if there are national differences in attitudes to the future and how views change over

time. The survey conducted in the study found no major differences in response by age, but



the number of those from younger age groups was sBedhuse most of the interviewees

held senior positions, and consequently were middle-aged, their responses may reflect their
personal time horizons. Several participants commented on their difficulty in considering the
future beyond their own retirement. It would be interesting to see if younger professionals
had a different vision of the years ahead. It would also be useful to conduct similar studies
among other information careers and among professions beyond the academic library sector

to examine differing concepts of the future as a salient aspect of professional identity.
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