Google has a ‘no intermediaries’ principle and Wikipedia is anti-expert. What is the librarians' viewpoint? 

Judith Allery reports on the Sekforde Arms meeting of 8 April 2008

On a lovely spring evening in London over 30 information professionals met at The Sekforde Arms to hear John Dove from Boston, Mass. John was an excellent and enthusiastic speaker whose opening comment that technology ‘is the word we use for things that do not quite work yet!’ brought laughter from his audience.

John filled in some background and started by explaining that, although he is the Chief Executive Officer and is based in Boston, XRefer was and remains a British company whose lead investor and majority of shareholders are British. The company maintains offices in Oxford and Boston (in the US).  It was founded as a dot.com by four Brits from the UK publishing industry which he joined in late 2003. The dot.com, Xrefer, had just been repositioned to provide a subscription service for libraries under the name XreferPlus.  Last year both the company and the service were renamed, Credo Reference. This online reference system is larger than Wikipedia and all of its entries are from authoritative sources from more than 60 top-quality UK and US publishers such as McGraw-Hill,  Macmillan, Taylor & Francis and Bloomsbury.   It counts among its customers over 1,500 libraries worldwide, of which 600 are higher ed.

He emphasised that, although he is not a librarian, he re-discovered his librarianship ‘genes’ when he took on the role of President of SilverPlatter back in the 1990s. What he likes about librarians is that they have a mission about service and that their ultimate goal is fundamentally enabling all people to live to their fullest potential. With the phenomenal development of Google and Wikipedia our whole lives have changed. However, people can be misled into believing everything one finds on the Internet is accurate.

Librarians are highly-trained intermediaries, skilled at knowing both the context of their patrons and that of the information available to them. The rise of the Internet has made this kind of skill even more valuable than it has ever been.   Someone at Google apparently said that there should not be an intermediary between a user and the information that they seek. However, this is a false promise and what Google in practice means by this is that there should be no intermediary other than Google.  ‘What is the search quality team at Google other than a group of people who think they can determine what is most relevant, meaningful, and helpful to you in answering your query?’   John commented that no one should have an intermediary foisted upon them without their knowledge.  ‘But having a skilled informational professional who knows what your objectives are to help you navigate the overwhelming amount of information out there can be incredibly helpful—and that skilled professional intermediary is a librarian.’

Wikipedia has taken off far more than its creators anticipated. The technology for wikis was developed in the early 1990s by Ward Cunningham, aiming to facilitate online collaboration and knowledge management.  Jimmy Wales and Larry Sanger, the co-founders of Wikipedia, began their efforts to build a free online encyclopedia using rather traditional methods.  But when they adopted the wiki technology to their effort it made it very easy to engage thousands upon thousands of people worldwide in the project.   Since most of the contributors are anonymous, however, it is not surprising that Wikipedia often suffers from people with an axe to grind—particularly entries about living people, about companies, and about products; all run the risk of having contributors with a personal motive in shaping the content.

John asked the audience if anybody had written or edited a Wikipedia entry. There was one reply from the floor while the evening’s chair (Ralph Adam) observed that he has never had an entry stay uncorrected.   John encouraged everyone to try their hand at improving entries in Wikipedia or adding in new entries on subjects that they had expertise to share.  ‘If nothing else, as you watch what happens to your contributions you can get a feeling for how the editorial process in Wikipedia works in practice.’

John then turned to Google’s vision of the future and finally used technology in his talk playing two clips from radio interviews from his mp3 player connected to speakers.  The Google scientist interviewed suggested that what people really need is a ‘mind-reading machine’ which would need to know a little about you, calling up previous searches. The second clip was a letter sent to a radio programme from a reference librarian who pointed out that librarians already do this in their reference interviews—without subjecting you to advertising.

The role of a reference librarian is to save the time of busy people. Even before a person opens their mouth there is a base case of the context, e.g. a first-year student in a university with particular academic disciplines. What John suggested for a more appropriate vision of the future is technology that the librarian can program which applies the contextual information about an individual’s enquiry so that they get the most effective set of choices to either answer their question or send them on their way to resources that are most likely to give them what they need.

For the Credo product, half of the product team now are librarians, so it is understood more as a proper reference tool. Credo is now adding features which are more integrated into the great resources that libraries have available—for example being able to pass along users directly into other online library resources such as resources from OUP or JSTOR, for example, or to subject portals such as have been set up by JISC.

John pointed out that Wikipedia has a standard for a well-written Wikipedia entry—‘And it is not an entry that refers only to other Wikipedia entries!’  Rather it is an entry that backs up its assertions by references to authoritative works—exactly the kinds of works which make up 100% of the Credo Reference content.

The meeting ended with a lively question and answer session.  John encouraged librarians to send feedback to the Credo Reference team by simply emailing to feedback@credoreference.com.

