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Exploring Digital Libraries: Foundations, Practices and Prospects is grounded in rich historical 

data which provides the context for an understanding of the emergence, development, and 

growth of digital libraries. It draws on over twenty years of research since the emergence of 

digital libraries in the 1990s. Whereas North America is the basis for issues explored, the author 

provides a broader international perspective, giving numerous examples of digital libraries 

initiatives in various countries throughout the world.  

 

Two themes, one dealing with the theoretical foundations, current practices and prospects of 

digital libraries and the other with the societal role of digital libraries within the context of a 

web-based environment are explored within the ten chapters which span the book. The historical 

background beginning with the technological revolution around 1965 and the conditions since 

then to the 1990s which led to the emergence of digital libraries around 1991 provides the 

context of digital libraries development. A further unravelling of baseline standards, early 

principles, funding, reports, outcomes, further research and practice, the transformation of 

scholarly communication processes, open access, the connection between technologies, 

collections, social forces and online community building, further immerses the reader in the early 

issues which surrounded the development of digital libraries.   

 

The book explores some key issues in depth such as subject-based and institutional repositories 

in relation to web developments and hybrid libraries.  The emergence, growth and positive 

impact of repositories as well as the challenges and criticisms levelled against them are discussed 

at length. The early four highest ranked repositories are mentioned and some discussion is 
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devoted to the two most widely deployed types of repositories, EPrints and D-Space as well as 

another called Fedora. Islandora and Hydra, which provide a layer above a repository to better 

support interoperability, are earmarked as the next generation repositories. Data is used from 

ROAR and OpenDOAR, the systems used to track repositories worldwide. Hybrid libraries are 

also looked at in relation to repositories, the web and with user engagement as their information 

seeking patterns evolve. Interoperability is identified as the key challenge of both hybrid libraries 

and digital libraries, but Calhoun recommends cloud-based library systems which she says may 

offer a better integrated alternative to the current fragmented array of systems, tools and services 

which she sees hybrid libraries using at present. Cloud based library systems however are only 

now beginning.  

 

A great deal of discussion is given to the social and economic impacts of digital libraries to the 

communities that use them. The author shows how the social role of digital libraries can diminish 

the digital divide and how they might also support the free flow of ideas, empower individuals, 

support teaching, learning and the advancement of knowledge, provide economic benefits and 

preserve intellectual and cultural  aspects for the future. A conceptual framework for examining 

the social roles of digital libraries is offered with examples of each social role and community 

benefits. The legal obstacles surrounding copyright and deposit of digital content are highlighted 

while studies are put forward which found that the current legal framework actually discourage 

digital preservation best practices or even make them illegal.  

 

With regard to the communities which digital libraries serve, the author uses the responses from 

nine interviewees who are experts in the field to determine some common characteristic for long-

term viability. These success factors have to do with the purpose, focus and commitment of 

communities, the successful communication of the identity, intent and nature of a digital library, 

awareness and discoverability, community and needs orientation, user centred design, ease of use 

and reliability, quality content and funding sustainability. She also talks of the life-cycle of 
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online communities that is inception, through creation, growth and maturity. This life-cycle 

framework is then applied to examine the prospects of open access repositories. She focuses on 

the potential of these repositories, their positive impact on scholarship and how they may 

increase the social and economic value of digital libraries. However there are major challenges to 

digital libraries such as the low level of faculty awareness, a lack of clarity in the purpose and 

focus of repositories and divergence in community needs and attitudes. The recruitment of 

content is also a common challenge and interestingly studies are cited which have linked the 

problems of recruiting faculty content to the way that librarians talk with faculty about 

repositories.  Though there are two directions in the open access movement, the Green open 

access which is related to self-archiving,  and Gold open access, which deals with publishing 

open access journals, Exploring Digital Libraries deals with the former and some of the issues 

around self-archiving such as the uncertainty of copyright.  However organisations supportive of 

open access and which offer advice to scholars who want to retain self archiving and other rights 

are mentioned.  The last two chapters of the book are devoted to a discussion on the social web 

and the responses of digital libraries to developments in teaching and learning through web-

based technologies. Some successful experiments in optimizing the reach and visibility of digital 

libraries are put forth. Also explained are issues such as why search engine optimization (SEO), 

the semantic web and linked data are important to the social web and the increasing expectations 

with mobile applications and interfaces. There is hope for libraries for a digital future 

particularly those with special or unique collections and the driving forces which can merge to 

make them a reality are highlighted.   

  

There are references to seminal papers for many issues discussed which makes it easy for further 

reading. The book is rich with real world examples of projects, digitization thrusts and 

challenges experienced by corporations, universities, and individuals who supported, funded or 

propelled the digital libraries movement in some way or the other. A glossary, index and 

numerous figures make complex terms simpler and easy navigation throughout the text. The 
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organisation of the book with the ascending stages of the digital libraries movement makes the 

present status clearer and sets the stage for librarians, information professionals, practicing 

professionals, technologists, cultural memory institutions, scholars and graduate students to take 

the movement into its next stage of development. The style of writing makes the issues easy to 

understand and all technical jargon is explained. This up to date text is recommended to 

technologists for an understanding of the social issues confronted by digital libraries as the 

technologies evolve and to information professionals of today who will become engaged in this 

movement in one way or the other as the momentum builds.   


