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‘Oh’ said Madame de Parolignac, ‘such a tedious bore! 

How he tells you with compound interest what everyone 

already knows, and how he trudges through what is hardly 

worth skating over! How mindlessly he borrows the minds 

of others! How he spoils what he plunders!’

‘Candide, or Optimism’ by Voltaire,

translated by Theo Cuffe
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Democratisation of knowledge?

• Category mistake?

– “Democracy a form of governance”

• Open knowledge better?

“I view open knowledge as [�] a two-way long tail. One part is 

providing free and usable access to data, information, and 

knowledge. This I think is the goal of open access efforts. The 

other part of this is long-tail production [�] of data, information, 

and knowledge.”

(Bill Anderson, private communications)
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Open science is an extension of three new 
Internet effects and perspectives. 

William Anderson, UTexas
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The Long Tail is not only about selling; it’s 
also about producing.

Long tail of selling*

� Rule 1: Make everything 

available.

� Rule 2: Cut the price in half. 

Now lower it.

� Rule 3: Help me find it.

* Chris Anderson, Wired Magazine 2004

Long tail of production

� Rule 1: Let everyone 

participate.

� Rule 2: Lower the cost of 

publication and distribution.

� Rule 3: Make everything 

findable.

William Anderson, UTexas
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Research Libraries (UK)

• Not obvious candidates for Democratisation of 

Knowledge?

– Purpose is to serve your community

– Selection based on that community

– Physical and virtual entry barriers: exclusion part of the deal!

– Proxy buyer of toll-access resources

• “Free at the point of use”2 to members
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This looks interesting2

Baggerly, Keith A. Disclose all data in publications.  Nature 467, no. 

401 (2010): 60-60. 

http://www.nature.com/nature/journal/v467/n7314/full/467401b.html.
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You probably don’t often see2
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And so does this2

Gleditsch, Nils Petter, Claire Metelits, and Harvard Strand. Posting 

Your Data: Will You Be Scooped or Will You Be Famous?  

International Studies Perspectives 4, no. 1 (2003): 89-97.
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Or this2

How much? I couldn’t find out in 

advance of payment screens!
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To be clear

• I’m not against paying as such

– Nothing “undemocratic” about bookshops!

• But paying an undisclosed amount (and giving my 

personal details) for 24-hour access to an article that 

may (or may not) be useful2 that’s different!

• The more you can tackle this sort of nonsense, the 

more participation becomes possible.
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Economic sustainability

• “Ensuring Long-Term Access to 
Digital Information”

• [The Library/Publisher etc] 
represents a derived demand

• Digital materials are depreciable 
durable assets

• Non-rival in consumption

– free-rider potential

• Process is temporally dynamic 
& path-dependent

– today's commitments are not for 
all time

– today's actions can remove 
options for all time
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What’s this saying?

• The Library is not the point

– The information: that’s the point!

• The Library does have a point

– Continuity: change, but stay the same

• The IPR battles we have are intrinsic to the 

sustainability of (digital) information; they can never 

be “won” and will never go away!

But read the report if you haven’t; lots there that’s useful2
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Systemic collapse

• Where did I read this? Attribution TBA!

• Societies grow through adding complexity to exploit resources 
and gain advantage

– Positive feedback loop (potential exponential growth, eg 5% per 
year GDP growth)

– Shades of “Limits to Growth”!

• At some point, further complexity fails to add as much as it costs

– “Adding staff to a late project makes it later” (“The Mythical Man 
Month”, Fred Brooks?)

– But adding complexity is all we know, so we add more2 and more

– Intentionally simplifying is really hard

• Complexity increases despite ever restricted resources, until 
systemic collapse occurs

– A drastic, imposed simplification!
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Changing environment 1

• Economic downturn

– Budget pressures

– New “customer” relationships with high-fee students?

• Diminishing researcher footfall

– “Brokerage” role invisible

• Physical to virtual shift

– High cost of the long physical tail

• Large staffing mass, or “momentum”



November  2010 Chris Rusbridge 17

Changing environment 2

• The Internet, or the virtual environment, giving

– New locus of access

– Expected responsiveness and speed of access

– Unrestricted time of access

– Unprecedented functionality and utility

– Unprecedented range of accessible content

– Expectations of openness
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ASQ-Not!

• Computing science adage: Do Not Automate the 

Status Quo!

• Part of the simplifying advantage of Internet 

startups2

• Old country saying: “If I were goin’ to Lunnon, I 

wouldn start from yer!”

• Are we over-complex for where we will need to be?
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Changing environment 3

• Intellectual property threats

– Public domain enclosure

– New digital monopolies

– Libraries losing control of information assets (purchase to 

rental models etc)

– Broken business models

– “Torrents” of “piracy”

– Punitive copyright laws (“3 strikes”)
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But2

• We can do more and know more than ever before

• We will retain FAR MORE from the early 21st century 

than the early 20th!

• The battle for the scholarly commons may be a Thirty 

Years War, but it’s not going too badly

• ‘National Digital Library’ is a feasible vision

– JISC Information Environment a partial version

• You can get some help from your friends
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Sometimes Pangloss would say2

‘All events form a chain in this, the best of all possible 

worlds2’

‘Candide, or Optimism’ by Voltaire,

translated by Theo Cuffe
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Moving forward towards Open 

Knowledge

• (Remember the idea of the two-way long tail: access 

and creation/capture)

• Sustain research output repositories

– Measure & improve your capture rate

• Get involved in supporting research data

• Continue & expand digitisation efforts

• Ensure your resources continue to be accessible

• Exploit and coordinate community efforts



November  2010 Chris Rusbridge 23

Research and the Long Tail

• Researchers are generally interested in stuff few 

other people know much about

– Most research sounds pretty much like a long tail to me!

– A few areas of very high interest and gain supporting many 

areas of low interest and gain

– We used to worry a lot about finding the high value stuff

– But the aggregation wins2

• What can you do for researchers?

• What can researchers do for you?
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Open Access

• Strong and well-known case for Open Access to 

Scholarly Literature

– Most HE Libraries investing in institutional repositories

• Likewise for educational resources (not primarily at 

issue here)

– Once-expected transfer market for course-ware failed
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Data

• Increasingly strong case for Access to Research 

Data

– Research funders

– Journal editorial policies (inc Nature)

– UK Research Integrity Office Code of Practice

– Open or controlled access, depending on the data
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UKRIO Code

• “Organisations and researchers should ensure that research data 
relating to publications is available for discussion with other 
researchers, subject to any existing agreements on confidentiality
(13.12.1)”

• “Data should be kept intact for any legally specified period and 
otherwise for three years at least, subject to any legal, ethical or other 
requirements, from the end of the project. It should be kept in a form 
that would enable retrieval by a third party, subject to limitations 
imposed by legislation and general principles of confidentiality 
(13.12.2)”

• “Organisations should have in place procedures, resources (including 
physical space) and administrative support to assist researchers in the 
accurate and efficient collection of data and its storage in a secure and 
accessible form (3.12.5)”
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Freedom of Information paradox

• In UK outside Scotland, exemptions for FoI requests 
for research data are limited

• Exemption for information intended for future 
publication (section 22) can apply:
– If the intention to publish existed before the request was 

made

– If the data requested are to be published (not just a derived 
article)

– Subject to a Public Interest Test2.

• A policy to publish data (eg at the end of each 
research project) can prevent premature disclosure!
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What can you do for research data?

• Work with researchers towards a policy

• Work with IT towards services

• Respond to researchers’ real problems
– Probably means data storage, backup, security as highest 

priorities

– Remove, don’t add problems

– Repositories are an answer, not a question

– Access is a problem you may be able to help with (but don’t 
derail existing arrangements)

• Aim for nothing less than supporting research 
excellence
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Data behind the graph

• Start simple!

• Data in graphs and tables in articles and monographs 

should be accessible as data, not document

– (ie not hamburger PDF, see PMR!)

• Not hidden behind publisher paywalls

• But size and numbers of these static (even 

“document-like”) data objects are feasible

• Whereas2
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Remember, research data are 

different2

• Scale factors (not simple,static objects)
– Size (bytes to PBs)

– Numbers (few to billions)

– Rate of deposit (once to continuous)

– Rate of change (never to frequent)

– Rate of re-use (never to continuous)

• Standards
– More than seems possible2

– ‘Metadata’ doesn’t mean what you think!

• Need computational support
– Not the eyes, the APIs
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Changing environment 4

• Clay Shirky: “Cognitive Surplus”

• “Open Source”

• “Citizen Science”

• Not “Can you exploit this resource?” but 

“How can you exploit this resource?”

– Start thinking about recently retired staff?
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Citizen science

• From Nature News report, touching on an initiative on 

protein folding using humans in a game context, as 

well as distributed algorithms:

• But this project should be science-led, not library-led

‘And it works. This week, Baker and his colleagues publish evidence that 
top-ranked Foldit players can fold proteins better than a computer2 By 
collaborating, these top players often come up with entirely new folding 
strategies. "There's this incredible amount of human computing power 
out there that we're starting to capitalize on," says Baker, who is feeding 
some of the best human tactics back into his Rosetta algorithms.’

Nature 466, 685-687 (2010) | doi:10.1038/466685a
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Library leadership?

• The next two (and many other possibilities) could be 

library-led

• Volunteer projects could bring huge benefits by 

liberating existing data frozen into documents!



November  2010 Chris Rusbridge 36

Old Weather
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Transcribing Bentham
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Other leadership opportunities

• Librarians could also lead (perhaps local parts of) 

projects like the forthcoming CODATA initiative
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CODATA endangered data initiative
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In summary2

• You have amazing collections and other material 
available to you

• Some of this is unique and local and valuable
– Research data, current and past

– Special collections and archives, etc

• Exploit the double Long Tail approach: access and 
capture?

• Making such material available in re-usable form 
would be a major contribution to the Democratisation 
of Knowledge
– Or Open Knowledge!
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‘Let us set to work and stop proving things’ said Martin, ‘for 

that is the only way to make life bearable.’

‘All I know’ said Candide, ‘is that we must cultivate our 

garden.’

‘Candide, or Optimism’ by Voltaire,

translated by Theo Cuffe


