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Exploring Librarian 2.0: How the Work of Librarians is Evolving to Meet Users’ Needs 

During her research into obituaries and their writers, Marian Johnson found that, 

with a few exceptions, her favorite obituary subjects were that of librarians.  Librarians 

such as Frederick Kilgour, Judith Krug and Henriette Avram helped Johnson realize that 

"libraries were where it was happening--wide open territory for innovators, activists, and 

pioneers."1  So Johnson set off to immerse herself in the world of libraries, both their digital 

and physical manifestations, and the organizers themselves, librarians.  In This Book is 

Overdue: How Librarians and Cybrarians Can Save Us All!, Johnson offers many real-life 

examples of how librarians are successfully adapting to change and creating the libraries of 

the future.  Through chapters ranging from examinations of Info Island in Second Life, to 

the real world frustrations of updating a public library's catalog software, Johnson 

encounters the changing perceptions of and responsibilities of the Librarian 2.0.   

Coined in the mid 2000s, the term Librarian 2.0 is an offshoot of the term Library 

2.0.  Started as a way to capture the ways libraries are changing in today’s world, Library 

2.0 has come to mean many things to many people. However this definition by Sarah 

Houghton-Jan (aka Librarian in Black) helps capture the concept, 

Library 2.0 simply means making your library's space (virtual and physical) more  
interactive, collaborative, and driven by community needs...The basic drive is to get  
people back into the library by making the library relevant to what they want and  
need in their daily lives...to make the library a destination and not an afterthought.2 

So if Library2.0 means increasing interaction, collaboration and adaptation to user's needs, 

what then is a 2.0 Librarian?  In her description of the new role of libraries, Johnson states, 

"The librarian is the organizer, the animating spirit behind [the library], and the navigator. 

                                           
1 Marilyn Johnson, This Book is Overdue! How Librarians and Cybrarians  

Can Save Us All (New York: Harper Collins, 2010), 7. 
2 http://librarianinblack.typepad.com/librarianinblack/2005/12/library_20_disc.html 
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Her job is to create order out of the confusion of the past, even as she enables us to blast 

into the future."3  Johnson goes on to describe librarians who are doing this task in a variety 

of settings.  This paper will focus on five different themes of Johnson's book and work to 

demonstrate how these stories of progressive and creative librarians are indicative of the 

impact of Library 2.0 and larger changes within the field of library science. 

Librarian as Settler of the Frontier 

Johnson opens her book with a depiction of the town in Deadwood, South Dakota, 

where a librarian works to keep her town's history alive and its citizens' literary needs 

sated. Simultaneously, in a very different context, the town of Deadwood from the 1800's is 

brought to life and staffed by another librarian with very similar goals.  However, the 

second librarian is an avatar (or online representation of its creator), animated on Second 

Life by a retired electrical engineer from Illinois.4  Second Life is an online world in which 

anyone can create an avatar to explore and interact with people from around the world.  

Librarians have not neglected this new frontier; Johnson chronicles her exploration of this 

world and the librarians who served as her guides. 

Drawn into this new frontier of interaction, the librarians of Second Life enjoy the 

chance to gather from around the world and interact in one space.  However in addition to 

socializing and fun, Johnson found that librarians were also providing traditional reference 

services in the virtual space.  She gives the example of logging on to Second Life while 

prepping for a conference the next day.  Unsure of how to navigate the new town and get 

the most of the workshops, Johnson consults three librarian-avatars, who quickly find the 

                                           
3 Johnson, This Book is Overdue, 4-5. 
4 Ibid. 
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answers to all her questions and wish her well on her trip.5  By positioning themselves on 

the edges of new technology, librarians set themselves up to provide the same traditional 

high-quality reference help in a variety of new areas. 

While the world of Second Life can appear to be quite different from the traditional 

realm of librarianship, one of the crucial tenets of Library 2.0 is meeting the users where 

they are located.  Many librarians are already answering this call.  In an article describing 

their work with Alliance Library System (a Second Life library coalition), Lori Bell points 

out:  

During 2007, we served 6,769 patrons, answering 1,921 SL[Second Life] directional  
questions, 2,292 SL reference questions, 186 RL[Real Life] directional question, and  
287 RL reference questions. We've had 46 reported voice patrons and 37 patrons  
who spoke/typed no English.6   

Not only are librarians working in the new frontier of Second Life, they are serving new 

users who might get ignored or shut out of normal library service.  As Stephen Abram 

points out, "Librarian 2.0 understands users at a deep level...Librarian 2.0 is where the user 

is, when the user is there."7  In other words, librarians don't limit themselves to the 

physical walls of the library, but are willing and able to follow their users and meet needs 

in a variety of environments.  

Librarian as Defender of Privacy 

Librarians have always been passionate about privacy and intellectual freedom as 

evidenced by the Library Bill of Rights.  First adopted in 1939, by the American Library 

                                           
5 Johnson, This Book is Overdue, 141. 
6 Lori Bell, Kitty Pope, and Tom Peters, " The Universal Library in a Virtual Universe: Second 

Life and a Second Chance for Librarians?" Searcher 16, no. 5 (May 2008): 29, WilsonWeb: 

Library & Information Science (accessed April 12, 2010). 
7 Stephen Abram, "Social Libraries: The Librarian 2.0 Phenomenon," Library Resources & 

Technical Services 52, no. 2 (April 2008): 22, WilsonWeb: Library & Information Science 

(accessed March 27, 2010). 
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Association, this document outlines the rights of library users and the underlying goal of 

providing information free from bias and censorship. Article IV states, “Libraries should 

cooperate with all persons and groups concerned with resisting abridgment of free 

expression and free access to ideas.”8  Librarians take very seriously the right of library 

users for privacy during their use of the library and their general access of information.   In 

other words, 

If a librarian phones our house to say a book we've requested has arrived, she will  
not tell our husband that Confronting the Batterer is in...  What we searched for on  
library computers, from information about cancer or transexuality to instructions  
on how to build a pipe bomb, was our own business.9 

Yet it isn’t always easy for librarians to carry out the beliefs of user privacy and intellectual 

freedom.  The passing of the Patriot Act in 2001 acted as renewed assault against librarians 

and others who work to defend citizen’s rights to access information without fear or 

rebuttal.   

In her book, Johnson tells the story of a group of librarians who choose to take a 

stand against the federal government and their requests for library users’ information.  It 

began in 2005 when a library consortium in Connecticut received a national security letter 

from the FBI demanding information about a user’s computer activity from a particular 

day.10  George Christian, library director, knew that he was going to refuse the order, but 

after talking with an attorney realized the only way to avoid punishment for the refusal 

was to sue the attorney general.11   Due to constraints of the governmental gag order, 

Christian needed to keep his legal case a secret from not only the public, but also his own 
                                           
8 American Library Association Council, "Library Bill of Rights," Office of Intellectual 

Freedom, http://www.ala.org/ala/issuesadvocacy/intfreedom/librarybill/index.cfm (accessed 

April 17, 2010). 
9 Johnson, This Book is Overdue, 70. 
10 Ibid., 71. 
11 Ibid., 72. 
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family.  However, Christian was able to include the other three consortium library directors 

in the case and they all joined with him in defending the rights of library users to access 

information.  Peter Chase, one of the library directors involved in the case, stated, “Spying 

on what they’re [the users] are doing in the library…is like spying on the voting booth.  This 

is where people can make up their minds about controversial issues. It has to be private.”12  

Unfortunately, the gag order that prevented the four librarians from speaking out against 

the Patriot Act remained in effect until after the law’s renewal in March 2006, after which 

the government dropped their request for information.13  Yet the example of this one 

national security letter and the threat it posed to library user’s privacy is not an anomaly.  

Librarians, all across the country, continue to act as the first line of defense against 

government intrusion into citizen’s privacy through their staunch support for the idea that 

public libraries should be a place where all users can access information relevant to their 

lives without fear of reprisal. 

Librarian as Radical Revolutionary 

Obviously, librarians are not content to sit back and watch public policy unfold, for 

some a career in library science comes with a commitment to radical causes and 

revolutionary actions.  In her chapter “To the Ramparts”, Johnson tells how some librarians 

took reference to the streets during the protests surrounding the Republican National 

Convention in 2004.  Armed with iPhones filled with helpful convention related resource 

apps, librarians from the group Radical Reference walked the streets of New York City 

engaging protesters and helping them find information ranging from what streets police 

                                           
12 Johnson, This Book is Overdue, 73. 
13 Ibid., 80. 
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where arresting people on to where the closest bathroom was.14  Jenna Freedman, Eric 

Goldhagen and several others created Radical Reference to help, “support activist 

communities, progressive organizations, and independent journalists by providing 

professional research support, education and access to information.”15  By taking their 

librarian skills to the streets, Radical Reference helps extend library services to individuals 

that would otherwise go without help. 

Librarians can also be revolutionary in simple ways by freeing themselves to 

explore new ideas and trying new services.  In what became known as the Librarian 2.0 

Manifesto, Laura Cohen made a list of affirmations that encourage librarians to strive to 

include Library 2.0 concepts.  For example, she stated, “I will avoid requiring users to see 

things in librarians' terms but rather will shape services to reflect users' preferences and 

expectations.”16  By moving away from the idea that users must learn and abide by our 

rules and organization methods, librarians open themselves up to new worlds of user 

interaction.   

At their core libraries have always been a revolutionary concept: a public place 

where anyone regardless of race, class, or gender could come and access the information 

needed to make decisions about their lives.  Librarians are often the gatekeepers and 

fulfillers of this mission, who work hard in many areas of the library field to erase 

prejudice, social injustices and censorship.  In his essay I was a Teenage Anarcho-Terrorist, 

Piers Denton describes his journey in becoming a librarian from his roots as a 

                                           
14 Ibid., 107. 
15 "About Us," Radical Reference, http://www.radicalreference.info/about (accessed April 17, 

2010). 
16 Laura B. Cohen, "A Manifesto for Our Times," American Libraries, August 1, 2007, 48, 

http://ezproxy.dom.edu/login?url=http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db

=aph&AN=26279814&site=ehost-live&scope=site (accessed April 15, 2010). 
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revolutionary protestor.  In the end he realizes, “if knowledge is power and access to that 

power brings freedom, then libraries too are revolutionary, and librarians can be counted 

amongst the workers’ political vanguard.”17 

Librarian as Teacher of Technology 

The huge influx of new technology and the requisite skills needed to deal with them 

are underlying factors in many of today’s problems.  The Digital divide, or unequal access to 

information and technology, is a major problem both globally and locally.  Unfettered 

Internet access, email, electronic databases, etc are things that many people take for 

granted.  Libraries can be vital places in the community where individuals, especially for 

those without independent computer access, can come to work, learn and play.  However, 

just providing the tools of the Internet age is not enough, the skills of how to interpret, 

access and evaluate information are just as important.   

In her book, Johnson visited a program that works to teach those technology skills to 

people all around the world.  Created by Dr. Annalisa Sacca of St. John’s College this flexible 

interdisciplinary master’s program works to “give people around the world some useful 

tools for promoting social justice; [and] enable students to remain in their communities 

while learning how to investigate, document and fight injustice using the Internet.”18  A 

program like this involves lots of instruction, which is carried out by the St. John’s 

librarians in a short face-to-face meeting in Rome.  There, Kathy Shaughnessy faces the 

daunting task of teaching students from all over the world, some of whom have never 

touched a computer, the tools they will need to complete their master’s degrees completely 

                                           
17 Katia Roberto and Jessamyn West, eds. Revolting Librarians Redux: Radical Librarians 

Speak Out (Jefferson, North Carolina: McFarland & Company, Inc, 2003), 71. 
18 Johnson, This Book is Overdue, 91. 
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online.19  Helping activists, from all over the world, learn the technology skills to conquer 

problems of poverty, war, hunger and many others, fulfils much of the teaching mission of 

librarianship.   

Raised by a Catholic high school librarian, Shaughnessy learned early in life the 

important role that technology and organization could play in improving the world.20  

Teaching others the skills of information and technology are at the core of librarianship 

and as Jess Nevins describes in her essay What Library Schools Still Aren’t Teaching Us, it is 

imperative for librarians to recognize the role they can play in improving society.21  

Librarians are well situated in the digital divide, equipped with both the technical skills and 

access to equipment that will to encourage computer literacy. 

Another branch of library service that has a growing emphasis on teaching 

computer and Internet literacy is that of school librarianship.  A recent article in the New 

York Times, profiled one such librarian, “[who] helps guide students through the digital 

ocean of information that confronts them on a daily basis.”22 Faced with this daunting task, 

Stephanie Rosalia, an elementary school librarian in New York City, worked with teachers 

to create lessons on the research process, assessing specific website’s content and using 

databases.  Yet, Rosalia also believes in the importance of literacy and works hard, with a 

small budget, to get content that children are interested in reading.  While Rosalia is a 

                                           
19 Johnson, This Book is Overdue, 89. 
20 Ibid., 88. 
21 Roberto and West, Revolting Librarians Redux, 51. 
22 Motoko Rich, "The Future of Reading: In Web Age, Library Job Gets Update ," New York 

Times, February 15, 2009, http://www.nytimes.com/2009/02/16/books/16libr.html?_r 

=2&scp=6&sq=school%20library&st=cse (accessed March 27, 2010). 
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strong advocate for books, she also purchases magazines and access to news sites in 

students’ native languages, in order to attract many different kinds of readers.23  

Like many others in the field of education, school librarians are being faced with 

pressure from many sources; budget cuts, lack of administrative understanding, etc.  In 

order to maintain the presence and role of school libraries, librarians need to welcome new 

ideas, while also advocating the imperative work they are already doing. In a series of blog 

posts, Christopher Harris proposes emphasizing the digital side of school libraries in order 

to reinforce the significance of the work that school librarians do.24 The New York Times 

described Ms. Rosalia as a “new” librarian and yet this attitude of evolving to meet the 

needs of students and teachers has been at the heart of school librarianship for years.  

What is new is the influx of technology and the many increased ways of learning it brings 

with it. 

Johnson also discusses the role that librarians play in teaching new technologies in 

the chapter, “Information Sickness.”  After her discussion of the way that technology spread 

through libraries in the 1990s, Johnson describes how librarians are becoming the go-to 

tech people.25  This is also true for school librarians who are dealing with an ever 

increasingly digitized generation.  Often referred to as digital natives, or people born after 

1980, this generation has different ways of learning than other generations, preferring 

collaboration over lectures, networking over independent work, and creating information 

in addition to absorbing it.26  In their book Born Digital: Understanding the First Generation 

                                           
23 Rich, The Future of Reading. 
24 Christopher Harris, "SL2.0: Setting the School Stage," Infomancy, entry posted January 

10, 2006, http://schoolof.info/infomancy/?p=130 (accessed March 27, 2010). 
25 Johnson, This Book is Overdue, 25. 
26 Ibid., 27. 
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of Digital Natives, John Palfrey and Urs Gasser talk about many of the shifting perspectives 

held by digital natives and the way that the educational system will need to adapt.27  School 

libraries are in an excellent position to adapt to the needs of these users and by doing so 

will help keep libraries integral to young people’s lives and education. 

Librarian as Preserver of Knowledge 

In the seminal work "Redesigning Library Services: A Manifesto”, Michael Buckland 

states that the goal of a library's service, "is to facilitate access to documents and, by 

extension, to provide service based on the availability of documents."28  Even as resources 

shift away from paper to electronic documents, the importance of good collection skills 

remains for librarians.  Buckland goes on to explain that a library's collection plays four 

important roles: preservation, dispensation, bibliographic, and symbolic.29  In the chapter, 

"What's Worth Saving," Johnson details the work that librarians put into preserving stores 

of knowledge.  Tony Cucchiara, archivist at Brooklyn College, worked through a myriad of 

obstacles to gather Harry Kaplans' exhaustive collection of boxing memorabilia for future 

generations of boxing fans.30  Brewster Kahle, digital librarian, helped create and finance 

the Internet Archive, which uses snapshots of pages to create an archive of Internet pages 

dating back to 1994.31  These are examples of the many ways that librarians serve as 

collectors of the past, some work to preserve the more traditional physical collections, such 

as Kaplan's, others work at solving the current issue of digital collections. 

                                           
27 John Palfrey and Urs Gasser, Born Digital: Understanding the First Generation of Digital 

Natives (New York: Basic Books, 2008). 
28 Michael Buckland, Redesigning Library Services: A Manifesto (American Library 

Association, 1992), ch. 6, http://sunsite.berkeley.edu/Literature/Library/ 

Redesigning/html.html (accessed April 9, 2010).  
29 Ibid. 
30 Johnson, This Book is Overdue, 236. 
31 Ibid., 240. 
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The Commons project at Flickr is another great example of the ways that libraries 

and librarians are creating new ways to dispense and catalog their collections.  Started in 

January 2008, as a partnership between the Library of Congress and Flickr, the project 

started with two goals, "To increase access to publicly-held photography collections, and to 

provide a way for the general public to contribute information and knowledge."32  This 

project lines up perfectly Michael E. Casey and Laura C. Savastinuk definition of Library 2.0, 

which “empowers library users by giving them the opportunity to assist in the creation and 

content management of services.”33   What started off as around 3,000 photos, has 

burgeoned to a depository of digitized photographs from thirty-seven institutions from 

around the world ranging from Bibliothèque de Toulouse to The New York Public Library 

to the US National Archives. 

Not only are these collections available to all users in an easy to use format, but also 

users are encouraged to help with the work of adding tags and other metadata to the 

photos.  On the two-year anniversary of the Commons, the Library of Congress blog stated: 

"Over a thousand records in the Prints and Photographs online catalog have been  
enhanced with information from the Flickr Commons community.  More accurate  
and detailed information in our catalog, with links to interesting histories, makes  
the pictures not only easier to find but easier to understand.34   

By opening their collection up to users, the Library of Congress not only increased 

accessibility, but actually improved their own bibliographic data through the work of 

interested users.  No longer can libraries and librarians use only the approved cataloging 

                                           
32 "The Commons," Flickr, http://www.flickr.com/commons/#faq (accessed April 15, 2010). 
33 Michael E. Casey and Laura C. Savastinuk, Library 2.0: A Guide to Participatory Library 

Service (Medford, New Jersey: Information Today, Inc, 2007), .6 
34 Michelle Springer, "Library’s Flickr Site Celebrates the Taggable Twos," Library of 

Congress Blog, entry posted January 15, 2010, 

http://blogs.loc.gov/loc/2010/01/library%E2%80%99s-flickr-site-celebrates-the-taggable-

twos/ (accessed April 12, 2010). 
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rules and subject headings, but in the words of Laura Cohen, "[we need to] avoid requiring 

users to see things in librarian's terms, but rather...shape services to reflect user's 

preferences and expectations."35  Whether that is helping create ways to preserve web 

pages, physical collections of obscure boxing data, or recruiting users as catalogers, 

librarians are finding ways to both preserve the past and make it more accessible to today’s 

users. 

Conclusion 

From the Second Life librarians who engage with users in a whole new frontier to 

the Library of Congress that took a risk by opening their collection to the public and gained 

a huge team of catalogers, librarians all over the world are finding ways to creatively 

renovate the library and the profession as a whole.  Change is rarely easy, but by keeping 

the goal of increased user interaction and collaboration as the focus, libraries will gain new 

patrons while continuing to serve the mission of free information access to all.   

Yet change doesn’t come without naysayers and difficulties.  Johnson also devoted a 

chapter to the difficulties encountered by an east coast library consortium as they tried to 

update 8-year-old cataloging software.36  The same technology that brings many 

opportunities and drives much of Library 2.0 change can also be a source of great 

frustration and failure.  Also, new ideas aren’t always embraced and can have quite vocal 

detractors.  A good example of a Library 2.0 critic would be the “Annoyed Librarian” who 

wrote an entire chapter on her frustrations with Cohen's Manifesto.  While sarcastic and 

comedic in tone, the essay’s main critique rests on the fact that libraries shouldn’t attempt 

to become Starbucks or Barnes and Noble and that by adapting too many precepts of 

                                           
35 Cohen, A Manifesto for Our Times, 48. 
36 Johnson, This Book is Overdue, 31. 
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Library 2.0, libraries risk the loss of their identity.37  While the idea that libraries should 

become identical to Starbucks is too far, libraries need to learn lessons from other 

customer-driven businesses if they want to continue to draw patrons in and truly serve 

their communities. 

While not easy, the work of librarians continues in all its many formats and spaces.  

As Johnson states as she tours the opening of the new Darian Library in Conneticut, 

“[Librarians] would be whatever they needed to be that day: information professionals, 

teachers, police, community organizers, computer technicians, historians, confidants, 

clerks, social workers, [or] storytellers.”38  Librarians have always been in the service 

profession, and so regardless of environment, virtual or real, we strive to help our users 

find the information they seek.  As technology progresses and libraries adapt, the core 

function and ultimate mission of librarians remain the same: to be the connection between 

individuals and information in whatever shape or format it takes. 

                                           
37 Annoyed Librarian, "The Library Trends that Shape Your World and Why They Are 

Annoying," Journal of Access Services 5, no. 4 (October 2008): 547, doi:10.1080/153 

67960802175026, http://www.haworthpress.com (accessed April 18, 2010). 
38 Johnson, This Book is Overdue, 252. 
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