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by Stephen Abram
This issue’s theme is Future Ready and it got me to thinking.  What ‘trend’ books influenced my early career?  In my early career I made a habit of reading what my users read.  I was working in a large consulting firm at the time and the ‘business book’ trend was exploding.  I can still recall reading Alvin Toffler’s Future Shock and The Third Wave and Faith Popcorn’s Popcorn Report.  Of course I read Tom Peter’s In Search of Excellence and anything by Drucker too.  Indeed I was lucky enough to meet or see many of these authors at SLA conferences too.  I now recognize that the early 80’s started my addiction to non-fiction business insight books.  My gateway drug, er, book, was one that has influenced the course of my life.  It was John Naisbitt’s Megatrends and a number of the follow up editions that were also aided or co-authored by librarian Patricia Aburdene.  I first read this book when it was published in 1980, the year I graduated with my MLS.  It resonated with me in that the trends seemed so real and aligned with things I needed to know to guide my career and be, well, future ready.

The trends identified were: 
1. Industrial Society to Information Society 

2. Forced Technology to High Tech/High Touch 

3. Institutional Help to Self Help 

4. Representative Democracy to Participatory Democracy 

5. Hierarchies to Networking 

6. Short Term to Long Term 

7. Centralization to Decentralization 

8. North to South and West 

9. National Economy to World Economy 

10. Either/Or to Multiple Option 

The exploration of each of the trends in the book was the real meat of Naisbitt’s work.  In hindsight Naisbitt was quite prescient.  I learned a lot and please recall that this was before the massive proliferation of personal computers, e-mail, the Internet, websites, or streaming media.  And our phones were HUGE!  However, it did prepare me to be open to new ideas and perspectives about the future – much like my pre-teen years spent reading Marshall McLuhan and Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn opened my mind to a broader global perspective.  Reading does change lives!
Anyway, this issue’s theme made me think about what I might choose as the big megatrends right now for our specialized brand of information practice.  I’m not as big a thinker as Naisbitt so, sadly, my vision horizon is still well within sight.  That said, here are the ten trends that I think are critical to consider over the next twenty years in our world of information.  I can guarantee that this list isn’t comprehensive and that at least two events or inventions will occur in the next twenty years that change the course of history.  That noted, I believe that each of these will be completely transformative and result in discontinuous versus incremental change in our profession.
1. Mobile

You’ve heard this before ad nauseum.  Of course we can now do just about everything on a device in our pocket.  That said, the convergence of usable services is quite awesome but that’s not enough to make this as transformational as it is.  The real change is that we now have widely adopted devices that are truly personal and portable and not shared.  Think about it.  This isn’t the merely the shared home phone or home PC and is usually quite separate from our work devices.  It is an extension of ‘you’ and knows things about you.  And it accesses your social connections on so many levels.  We have only touched the surface of the changes mobility will cause.
2. Social
More than 75% of the Millennials are now in the workforce with a high number already starting families.  Higher education is now dealing with the first wave of post-Millennials.  These are two generational cohorts who are, to a major extent, socially connected to their friends, acquaintances, and colleagues forever.  The changes already wrought by early stage services like MySpace and Friendster and now in LinkedIn, Tumblr, and Facebook have changed the world and promise to fundamentally put human social behaviours on steroids for exponential changes in the coming years.
3. Cloud
For those of us who grew up with installed software and optional upgrades the cloud is a major perception shift.  Over the next decade, as all files, software and services move to the cloud, we’ll see the consequences of that change.  At a minimum it is likely that we will move past a world where outdated software on laggardly adopters’ devices acts as a boat anchor to overall change.  Therefore, the speed of change and improvements will increase.  Think of the things that are slowed by remaining support for IE6 and dial phones as money is spent supporting old ways instead of improving the infrastructure.

4. Geo-Global
Globalization as a trend has gone way beyond Naisbitt’s original imagination.  Follow the sun strategies are now the norm in many industries and sectors.  Indeed such technological innovations as geographic positioning systems allow for customizations and localization of services on a global scale. Indeed, in the latest bin Laden events, it was minutes before satellite shots of his compound were available, tweets from his neighbours and more.  The combination of global industries and technology will change things quickly for better or ill.
5. Streaming
I grew up with TV and the movies and a little radio – all separated.  Not only has entertainment and news changed as a result of the ability to stream content as video and audio, but the major change that is coming is how this will affect business collaboration and learning.  The next ten years will see technological change in what has been traditionally viewed as entertainment-focused activities blossom in the worlds of education, research and business.
6. Apps or Not
I think that just about everyone I know shares their favourite apps with eachother and the debate of Apple versus Android is running hot.  Will app strategies survive?  I think so in some way but they’ll evolve a lot using HTML5 and other neutral innovations that allow personal choice to be device agnostic.
7. E-Learning
We’ve all heard that we’ll have many careers before we retire and that our lives will need to be ones of continuous learning.  In the past week I’ve been catching up with doctors, pharmacists, nurses and chiropractors.  Everyone I spoke with lauded the online learning and updates they were attending (usually over lunch) on a regular basis.  I’ve also visited a bunch of university campuses and seen that, even beyond the distance education student’s life, every student is immersed in a blended learning environment.  As we watch the evolution of e-learning as an academic strategy and extending lifelong into every workplace we see some very important transformations and changes emerging.  This isn’t just personally relevant to individuals but it is critical to economic adaptation on a national and global scale.
8. Content Curation
It is already a truism that there is too much information to absorb, ever, even as a specialist.  We haven’t seen anything yet.  As most books become digital and discoverable, as most audio and video follows the same path, and as it becomes a major business task of content mills to use this content or create targeted, inexpensive content to drive marketing and advertising, the need for professional content curators to serve up the best in the context of user needs in education, business teams, and research will massively increase.
9. An Instant World
Expectations have permanently changed.  I saw this when we first got a fax machine in the 80’s.  Users would ask for the research to be sent over within minutes and I’d have to explain that I had to do the research first before I could fax it.  Sigh.  Now that issue is upon us in greater force.  In order to effectively deal with user demands for instant gratification we must get better at the predictive development of answers and resources.  Will that be hard?  Yes, but we have no choice but to develop the tools to accomplish this.
10. Individual Practice 

More Librarians – in all styles, sectors, and with many titles – will practice privately just like many doctors, lawyers and accountants do today.  Over the coming decade, those of us who grab the brass ring will succeed and be increasingly valued for our skills to make sense of information explosion 2.0.
I am one of those people who find the future exciting.  I don’t believe that the future is an incremental extension of the past but that it is heavily influenced by people who animate the world they want, it is influenced by inventions and events that create discontinuous change, and I believe that we have the power to influence the future.  We certainly can’t influence the past.
Nostalgia is not a vision, it's a nice memory.
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