
Crashing the Party: Catalogers as Digital Librarians 
 

The digital library, long anticipated, planned for, and written about, is here. While 
technical services librarians in many institutions have waited for the dust to settle in order 
to figure out their place in this new world, other library departments, such as reference, 
collections, and systems, have forged ahead, and in some cases overlapped into areas of 
expertise that rightly belong to catalogers. Ideas for digitization projects typically come 
from collection managers, who wish to highlight particular elements of a collection or 
provide access to it in a different way. Reference librarians are always looking for new 
ways to provide information to patrons in the way they ask for it, such as alphabetized 
lists of electronic journals. These projects tend to be collaborative, and the systems or 
information technology (IT) department is usually asked for their technical or 
programming expertise. Too often, technical services is left out of the loop altogether. 
We have skills to offer in these types of projects, but frequently we are either overlooked 
or are deliberately avoided. Part of the fault is our own, and part is based on false 
assumptions. But rather than complaining to each other that we are being underestimated 
and marginalized, we need to take steps to change those perceptions, transfer our skills 
into new areas, and invite ourselves to the party. 

Technical services has a history of being revolutionary. The MARC record, and 
the resulting cooperative bibliographic databases and online catalogs, are examples of 
using technology to share data in a way that completely changed how catalogers, and all 
librarians, do their work. Since then, however, much of the innovation in the library 
world seems to have come from outside technical services, and catalog librarians are 
often seen as reactive, if not reactionary. 

Of course, there are exceptions. Cornell University Library's Metadata Services 
unit is an excellent example of technical services taking initiative to establish primacy in 
an area where they have demonstrated expertise. According to their website 
(http://www.library.cornell.edu/cts/metadataservices/), they provide "metadata 
consulting, design, development, production, and conversion services to Cornell's faculty, 
staff and community partners to increase the value of their digital resources." And while 
there is a noticeable increase in the number of articles on metadata and related digital 
topics in professional journals devoted to technical services issues, the majority of 
authors, workshop and seminar speakers on the topic tend to be systems librarians, 
programmers, researchers from standards organizations, and commercial product 
developers. Overall, catalog librarians are still not recognized as metadata experts. 

Why is this? The problem is both perception and self-perception. For too long, 
catalogers have been viewed as overly rigid when it comes to standards. Other library 
departments may have approached technical services in the past to help on a database 
project, only to find that catalogers "made things too complicated" and failed to see the 
big picture, and instead focused on minutiae which was of little relevance to the user. 
While standardization is important in the digital library realm (and even those who 
scoffed at standards early on are coming to see the light), interoperability is the higher 
goal. As a result, there is a looser conception of how standards should be constructed and 
followed. Catalogers must accept the idea that records from different communities and at 
different levels of standardization can share a database, or at least interact. In fact, we 
have been allowing records of varying levels of quality and completeness into our library 



catalogs for years. The trick is finding ways for the disparate data to live and play 
together, the type of detail work that catalogers should be good at. 

While the stereotype of a Luddite cataloger is shortsighted and a bit unfair, there 
is a kernel of truth behind it. Catalogers have not always been enthusiastic to embrace 
new technologies. While complaining that "nobody asks us for input" when digital 
projects and databases are being developed, how often have we offered our input, or 
initiated discussions on innovative ideas for online products and services? Also common 
is the complaint from catalogers that we have "too much work" to take on new projects. 
Our budgets and staffing have shrunk, we're still catching up from the most recent system 
conversion, our original catalogers are retiring, and we still have huge backlogs. How can 
we be expected to add more work, especially in an area we feel unfamiliar or 
uncomfortable with? 

We need to take a look at ourselves and recognize that we have a unique set of 
skills to offer, and that we belong at the table whenever a digital project is being planned. 
If we are not "asked" to be a part of the discussion, we should insist that we be included. 
Our credentials are hard to argue with: experience designing and populating databases (in 
other words, the online catalog, still the central database in most libraries); understanding 
of the importance of, and construction of, taxonomies and controlled vocabularies; an 
analytical and detail-oriented nature; and philosophical, if not technical, understanding of 
the importance of balancing the need for standards with the demands of interoperability. 

Most catalogers and technical services departments recognize the need to be 
involved in at least the metadata aspects of digital projects, even if they are not 
comfortable with the idea of initiating the projects themselves. Some of the hesitation 
may come from not knowing where to start. Catalogers are used to having control over 
their work. There is a codified set of standards and years of tradition behind the way that 
we operate. Ingrained in at least some of us is a discomfort with chaos and uncertainty. 
Cataloging is our own way to create control over a small corner of the universe, which 
can be very satisfying. In contrast, the digital realm is nebulous and constantly changing. 
How can one create order when the rules are never settled upon and no apparent stability 
exists? 

Perhaps the best way to get involved is incrementally. Not slowly or timidly, but 
in manageable steps: 

1. Recognize that, as for traditional cataloging, the best training is by doing. 
No matter how many articles you read or workshops you go to, you won't 
really "get it" until you sit down and put it into practice. 

2. Choose one metadata standard and decide to become the resident expert 
on it. There are so many standards out there that it's hard to keep track of 
which is which, let alone which one is the "best" for a given project. Select 
an emerging standard such as MODS or MADS, or something related to 
your area of expertise (EAD for special collections catalogers, VRA for art 
catalogers) and come up with a small project to see how it works. 

3. In your department, brainstorm on possible digital projects. Look 
especially at your backlogs. Are there pockets of materials that are not 
substantial enough for item-level cataloging, but might benefit from being 
digitized? Are there tedious procedures that could be better handled in a 
different way, say with mapping data from one format to another, rather 



than re-keying? Once you suggest a project, it's more than certain that 
you'll be expected to be involved. And with each project, your visibility 
and expertise grows. 

4. Recruit and hire wisely. As retirements and other vacancies occur, think 
hard about the goals and future of your department. Fresh new ideas from 
a recent library school graduate might be more valuable in the new 
environment than years of cataloging experience. It has been increasingly 
common for technical services departments to advertise for "Metadata 
Librarians". But be sure that you've carefully thought about how this new 
role will fit into your department, and what the expectations are for your 
existing staff to know about metadata and contribute to digital projects in 
some way. 

5. Don't assume that your more "seasoned" staff can't get involved in digital 
projects or wouldn't be interested. Invite everyone to the table. 
Experienced librarians have seen radical changes over the years and are 
used to changing along with them. 

 
There are numerous benefits to be gained by catalogers entering the digital 

library world. First, it's an obvious way to show the relevance of technical 
services skills in the digital age (we all know that we continue to be relevant, but 
others may need more convincing). It will help us to connect more closely with a 
broader range of library-wide goals. It will help us build bridges and make 
connections to staff and departments inside and outside the library that we might 
not otherwise have had the opportunity to work with. Finally, most important to 
the library and our users: our skills, insight, and expertise are needed. We have a 
great deal to offer, and we must be certain to offer it, even if we have to crash the 
party. 


