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Libraries have long been interested in digital transformation.
In my January/February 2019 article (“From Digitization, Through
Digitalization, to Digital Transformation,’ Online Searcher, v. 43,n. 1.

pp. 36-39; infotoday.com/OnlineSearcher/Articles/Features/From-
Digitization-Through-Digitalization-to-Digital-Transformation-129664.
shtml), | elucidate why scanning and automation don't qualify as
digital transformation and detail the differences between digitization,
digitalization, and digital transformation. Since that time, it's become
apparent that we librarians are already deeply involved with the
omnipresent digital transformation of our work environments.

topic in the business world for several years. Yet until the

pandemic brought urgency to the adoption process, many
organizations—businesses and libraries alike—had been slow
to embrace digital transformation, fearing it would cause too
much disruption to the status quo. Smaller projects and minor
changes did occur, but only the sudden shift to remote working
forced the acceptance of pervasive digital transformation in the
form of videoconferencing, elearning, streaming services,
long-distance collaboration, telemedicine, and a host of other
electronic/digital products and services.

This article considers the impact of digital transformation on
the future of library work. First, I identify the enablers and driv-
ers of digital transformation. I then describe four possible im-
pacts digital transformation could have on libraries. The first
impact is on the future of library products and services. In other
words, the creation of digital goods. The second is the impact on

l t's not just libraries. Digital transformation has been a hot

library processes and the need for operational agility. The third
impact is on customer centricity, and the fourth is on the new
demands placed on the library workforce.

We are all aware that the change from an analog to a digital
world is upon us. The economy and society, science and educa-
tion, culture and politics, and our private and business lives are
all undergoing digital transformations. Digital transformation is
no longer just an experiment. It is already being fully imple-
mented using Al, machine learning, automation, Big Data, and
other information technologies. It’s also notable that digital
transformation is not an IT project in and of itself. It's no longer
true that only I'T can run things.

Definitions of digital transformation vary according to their
purpose and the definer’s background. We can assume that dig-
ital transformation is about doing things differently—creating a
completely new business model by using modern information
and computer technologies. It leverages existing knowledge to
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DIGITAL TRANSFORMATION ENABLERS
Digital transformation has been in process for @ long time.
There were several developments that enabled jts appearance:
« Dramatic increase of IT processing power
« Speed of communication
« Introduction of automation and robotics
« Appearance of augmented, virtual, and mixed reality
« Al and machine learning
« Big Data
« Strong analytics
« Powerful visualizations

DIGITAL TRANSFORMATION DRIVERS
Most human progress is at first met with resistance. However,

the driving force to move toward and use digital transformation
has been very strong and has included these facets:

« Increased competition

« Financial pressure

« User expectations

« A “new normal” (a product of the COVID-19 pandemic)

We should not forget that the existence and use of sophisti-
cated and powerful IT tools are not enough to trigger massive
change. Organizations need determined management, clear vi-
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Moderates: They advocate for large change through iterative,
gradual augmentation, but libraries would remain recognizable
to what is today considered a contemporary library.

Radicals: They foresee major change with substantial trans-
formation. Libraries will barely be recognizable but will still be
regarded as libraries. In other words, they will be highly auto-
mated collections of electronic texts manipulated by sophisti-
cated, Al-based applications offering text understanding and
interpretation, aggregation of ideas, intelligent argumentation,
and complex presentation of existing concepts.

Extremists: This smaller group believes that there will be no
libraries in the future, or at least not libraries as we know them
today. Instead, there will be intelligent machines of extreme
quantum computing power containing all the knowledge ever
recorded, dealing with knowledge qubits, and being capable of
coming up with new ideas that offer creative solutions. It does
sound like science fiction, but some aspects of this future system
already exist or are being developed.

DIGITAL GOODS

There are 5 V’s that represent the essentials of Big Data and
Information Data: variety, volume, veracity, velocity, and value.
Libraries have definitely moved from physical book collections
to a variety of formats, many of them digital. The volume of in-
formation available through libraries has likewise increased,
raising questions about sustainability and storage. A basic tenet
of librarianship is veracity of information. We care deeply about
information that is trustworthy, accurate, and authentic. Librar-

Keeping Libraries Relevant in a Digitally Transformed World

ies are called upon to operate at internet speed, as users come to
expect quicker service. Reimagining the value of libraries could
be seen as part of digital transformation.

To put the 5 Vs in perspective: The first Assyrian library in
the 7th century BCE, located in Nineveh in modern-day Iraq,
included some 30,000 cuneiform tablets that were organized
according to subject. Today, worldwide, 2.2 million books are
published annually. The Library of Congress hosts 170 million
items. Amazon, a newly created holding and selling platform,
holds 50 million books. Google has a gigantic collection of 56.5
billion webpages.

We can only wonder what tomorrow’s versions of Al-powered
virtual assistants will bring. How will future versions of Amazon
Alexa, Apple Siri, Google Assistant, and Baidu DuerOS change
our world?

OPERATIONAL AGILITY

Operational agility is the ability of an organization to flex and
adapt its operations, technology, and information to the constant-
ly evolving business requirements brought on by digital transfor-
mation, market dynamics, competitive pressures, and business
turbulence. It is regarded as the next level of business resiliency.
Organizations with operations that are flexible enough to adaptto
change are in a better position to maintain continuous business
operations while safeguarding their people, customers, business,
and information flows.

To become agile, libraries need to identify their strengths, ex-
isting opportunities, and the threats they face and to focus on

Digital Geeds |

Assyrian library 700 BC
30,000 cuneiform tablets

Tablet —

Today
50M books in Amazon |
170M items in LOC |
56.5B webpages in Google |

One tablet is not like another: comparing digital goods in 700 BCE and today
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The workplace will also undergo major changes.
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interdisciplinary teamwork, plan their regular maintenance and
development needs, and encourage innovation.

CUSTOMER CENTRICITY

One of the strongest characteristics of librarians has always
been their-strong relationship with customers and their orienta-
tion toward the delivery of high-class customer services. The fo-
cus of digital transformation is on customers, which gives a con-
siderable advantage to library professionals in meeting the needs
of future libraries and new work environments. '

The sustainable future of libraries lies not so much in efficient
information retrieval and successful document management, but
rather in top-notch customer service. This requires high-quality
communication and listening skills, patron-focused spaces,
personalized customer service, customer satisfaction, and the
use of proper analytics. The goal of libraries should be to provide
customers with a positive experience and to build long-term rela-
tionships that keep them coming back.

WORKFORCE COMPETENCIES
The impact of digital transformation will be felt by infor-
mation managers and library workforces alike. It is assumed
that the changes will be substantial and will require the fol-
lowing competencies:
« Digital literacy or technical knowledge
Full engagement

Dealing with information and cognitive overload
Flexibility and adaptability

Lifelong micro learning and personal development
« Emotional intelligence and social skills

Cultural and other types of diversity

» Transdisciplinary approach

Mobile force and remote work

Understanding of the generation gap

« High-level digital ethics

.

.

According to the World Economic Forum's October 2020 “lhe
Future of Jobs Report 2020" (www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_
Future_of_Jobs_2020.pdf), augmentation of existing jobs through

technology may free up workers from most of the data processing
and information search tasks. In other words, there will no longer
be a need for jobs that are predominantly oriented toward infor-
mation retrieval, search, and information delivery, such as is cur-
rently the case with many library positions.

The workplace will also undergo major changes. It should be
noted that the advance of technology almost always outpaces ex-
isting workplace structures, and this is also the case with digital
transformation. Lines of command, strict hierarchy, no agility,
long decision-making processes, lack of flexibility, complex struc-
tures, and legacy human resource solutions are just some of the
issues companies undergoing transformation must deal with.

SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT GOALS

Digital transformation is bringing unprecedented changes to
the world as we know it today. The world of libraries has already
undergone some considerable changes regarding the nature of
collections, ownership, electronic access, and services offered.
Librarians, leaders, and managers need to acquire new skills to
become proactive and agile. Teamwork and cooperation need
to be promoted, creativity maximized, and innovation fostered.
Available technology must serve library users while improving
quality and offering faster library services.

The future of libraries, information management, and knowl-
edge sharing contributes to achieving the United Nations Sus-
tainable Development Goals. However, for libraries themselves
to be sustainable, librarians must follow modern IT trends;
make use of their training and experience in managing data,
information, and knowledge; enhance their skills and become
fully agile; promote cooperation with other information stake-
holders; and strategically position their services as a major
part of future solutions.

‘The 2,700-year history of libraries will continue!

Dobrica Savi¢ (dobie.savic@outlook.com) is the former head, Nuclear
Information Section, Department of Nuclear Energy, International Atomic
Energy Agency.

Comments? Email the editor-in-chief (marydee@xmission.com).
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