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The Library in Five Years 

Libraries and librarians face constantly changing landscapes, often prompting questions about 
what will we face in the future. In many ways, five years does not present a particularly long 
span of time in regards to larger institutions like libraries, particularly academic libraries. 
However, we can expect to see several emerging trends in libraries in the next five years. Three 
phenomena that will characterize my library include: increased collaboration within and between 
institutional and external partners; excellence in providing services for technology-heavy 
research and teaching; and more direct involvement with the research process.  

In five years, my library will see more collaboration and collaborative projects of all kinds, both 
within different units of the library and with external institutions. While library units have 
traditionally often operated as silos, the emerging landscape of research and teaching in higher 
education calls for these units to share their expertise. The licensing of increasingly complex 
materials calls for technical services and public services to join forces and leverage their 
collective knowledge and skills. Libraries will also collaborate with other libraries more, sharing 
expertise and costs of large projects. Even large research libraries cannot individually support 
all of the projects and initiatives for our users; multi-institution projects will allow libraries to 
create and support projects that they could not alone. Libraries will also pursue more 
partnerships with other external entities such as publishers to make content more accessible to 
users.  

In the near-term future, libraries will also excel at providing services geared towards teaching 
and research relying heavily on new technology. Libraries need to stay abreast of the constant 
advancements in technology that change the nature of research and student coursework. Many 
library services speak to faculty and students writing traditional research articles and papers. 
These services are extremely important and libraries will absolutely need to continue them into 
the foreseeable future. However, many faculty and researchers are pursuing new forms of 
research, including text mining, data visualization, digital lab notebooks, and new technologies 
that we will see over the next five years. In regards to teaching, many instructors require 
students to represent their ideas in ways other than a traditional research paper. Students may 
be asked to create blogs, web portfolios, dynamic visualizations, or other sorts of experiential 
learning in place of traditional assignments. Libraries will ensure that their services speak to the 
diversity of types of research and coursework on their campus, particularly the types relying on 
new technologies. Publishers and content distributors can work with libraries to ensure that 
resources are available to researchers in a way that allows them to pursue new approaches.  



To stay abreast of new research and instructional approaches, libraries will bolster services that 
support the use of data and digital scholarship. We see growing interest in academia and 
industry for student skills working with data. This work with data includes identifying, accessing, 
analyzing, manipulating, visualizing, and managing data, be that data textual, spatial, numeric, 
or time-based in nature. Over the next five years, libraries need to position themselves to 
support these newer approaches to inquiry and analysis, providing the content, tools, and 
services that students need to succeed in these endeavors. Beyond data, many students have 
interest in other forms of digital scholarship that can range from online exhibits to high-powered 
text mining. Because many of these skills are in such high demand in the job market, library 
services in these areas can have an impact not just on student academic work, but future 
student employment as well. 

Beyond demonstrating excellence in services that support new and exciting research on our 
campuses, libraries and librarians will also participate more actively and directly in the research 
process in the near future. More and more grant proposals and projects will include some time 
from the library, for things ranging from data visualization to information management. 
Librarians and library professional will also conduct their own research and scholarship in areas 
of expertise, contributing to the body of scholarly knowledge on information studies. Through 
more direct participation in the research process, libraries will bolster their own positions on 
campus while simultaneously gaining a greater understanding of the needs of their primary 
constituencies.  

Over the course of the next five years, libraries will make some shifts, including: more 
collaboration with partners within and across institutions; excellent services that support high-
impact teaching and research with technology; and greater engagement with the research 
process directly. While five years is a relatively short time for large institutions, these shorter 
term shifts will set the tone for the longer term future of libraries.  

 

 


