
TIM SPAULDING ORIGINALLY just
wanted a neat way of cataloguing his own
book collection. As a web designer and
publisher he naturally thought of a web-
based solution, and set about adding his
own personal comments to catalogue
records retrieved from the Library of Con-
gress, Amazon – any available biblio-
graphic site that used the Z39.50 protocol.

Other people were interested too,  and
started cataloguing their own books on
Tim’s system and using its social net-
working capabilities to share their views
with like-minded book lovers. To his
astonishment, usage exploded, until
eventually in May 2006 LibraryThing (as
he archly titled his invention) was turned
into a ‘real’ business.

LibraryThing allowed its members to
do what most library catalogues did not:
connect people with the same books and
come up with recommendations for what
to read next. But there’s also a Library-
Thing for Libraries, permitting full inte-
gration with a library’s catalogue and let-
ting users add tag-based browsing, book
recommendations, ratings and reviews.  

Now Cambridge Information Group
has purchased a minority stake in
LibraryThing for Libraries and will be
incorporating its features into the offer-
ings of two CIG subsidiaries: publisher
and library services provider Bowker and
online service provider ProQuest. In
addition, CIG has designated Bowker as
the exclusive worldwide distributor of
LibraryThing to libraries.

So is LibraryThing the best thing to hit
libraries in a generation, with the poten-
tial to fire up users’ excitement and
reverse recent downward trends in book
loans? Or does it signal the beginning of
the end of professionalism in biblio-
graphic service, library cataloguing –

even book selection – now that, in theory,
anyone can do it?

Bowker’s Managing Director UK and
International, Doug McMillan, is reas-
suring. ‘The fact that Bowker and organisa-
tions such as NBD and BDS have had
thriving businesses, in spite of Amazon and
other “free” bibliographic data sites, only
reinforces the fact that anyone can’t do it.

‘What LibraryThing for Libraries proves
is that there is a place for both,’ he con-
tinues. ‘We don’t believe user-generated
tags replace structured subject classifica-
tion schemas; they complement them.’

CILIP’s Cataloguing & Indexing Group
(CIG) is a little more cautious. Speaking
on behalf of the group, Vice Chair Diane
Tough says: ‘LTFL has to stand on the
solid bedrock of rich cataloguing data
created by professional librarians in con-
formance with shared standards to func-
tion correctly.’

‘There are definite plus points for social
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Leaders meet to
discuss change 
Hampshire County Council is hosting a
one-day conference on the
transformation of public libraries, on 25
February. Speakers include: Yinnon
Ezra (Hampshire County Council);
Miranda McKearney (The Reading
Agency); John Holden (Demos); Cath
Anley (Kent County Council); and
campaigner Tim Coates. Also attending
are Frances Macleod and Craig
Westwood from the DCMS and
Shadow Minister for Culture, Ed Vaizey.
To attend, contact Julie Gosling 
(01962 846006;
julie.gosling@hants.gov.uk).

Supply chain
debated at LBF
Book Industry Communication is
holding a seminar on the supply
chain at the London Book Fair, on 22
April at Earls Court. The programme
will consist of a series of
presentations on topical supply chain
issues. There are still some speaking
slots available: contact Peter Kilborn
(peter@bic.org.uk; 020 7607 0021).

Tips on handling
redundancy
CLSIG, CILIP's special interest group
for the commercial sectors, is hosting
a special seminar on 19 February on
coping with redundancy, examining
the process from the perspective of
both the employee being made
redundant, and the manager having
to initiate a redundancy programme.
Attendees will learn strategies for
coping. The venue is BMA House,
Tavistock Square, London WC1,
starting at 6.30pm.
www.clsig.org.uk
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LibraryThing started as an
enthusiast�s hobby. But recent
developments give it the
potential to transform library
catalogues and attract new
readers, as Tim Buckley
Owen discovers.
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tagging but they do favour high recall
over precision, whereas traditional
library metadata and standards
encourage interoperability and the
sharing of information on a global scale,’
adds Penny Robertson, Senior Informa-
tion Officer at the Scottish Library &
Information Council and Editor of the
group’s periodical Catalogue & Index.

As a cataloguer first and foremost, but
also with a healthy interest in and respect
for social technologies, Penny, together
with a colleague, has actually developed
tagging guidelines for use in SLIC which,
she says, ‘attempt to complement both
the traditional fundamentals and the
opportunity for social online interaction’.

‘Professional researchers and librarians
will want the highly specific subjects
assigned by the likes of Library of Con-
gress, while average consumers will be
more familiar with colloquial terms such
as chick lit or cyberpunk,’ agrees
Bowker’s Doug McMillan. ‘There is a
place for both.

‘Will cataloguing and book selection
evolve with the input from the user com-
munity?’ he asks. ‘Absolutely. But we cer-
tainly don’t believe it marks the end of pro-
fessional librarians and book selectors.’ 

Whatever reservations it may have
about standards, the CIG is enthusiastic
about LibraryThing for Libraries’ poten-
tial to increase library use. Diane Tough
told Gazette that the group regards the
development as ‘an opportunity to attract
a new generation of library customers to
libraries and library catalogues.’

‘I think this is a great idea and it should
only be applauded that social networking
sites are willing to accentuate and enhance
a library customer’s experience of
choosing reading material,’ adds Penny
Robertson.  

And there’s a further reason why Penny
believes LibraryThing perhaps could not
have come at a better time for libraries.
‘In Scotland, we have noticed a definite
increase in book issues, which some feel
may be connected to the economic down-
turn, making a library’s community role
ever more important.’
www.librarything.com/
forlibraries/
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Key presenter
secured for award
A leading personality has been
secured to present CILIP’s Libraries
Change Lives Award in the second
plenary session of the Umbrella 2009

conference, which
takes place 14-15
July. Full details
will be announced
shortly. Bookings

are off to a brisk start following
publication of the Delegate Brochure
two weeks ago. Book online at
www.umbrella2009.org.uk
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