
Why organize information 
if you can find it?

UDC and libraries 
in an internet world

Wouter Schallier – Head of Biomedical Library K.U.Leuven



There was a time…

• Information was only available via libraries
• Collecting and organizing info was the only 

way to find/have access to it
• Otlet and La Fontaine wanted to make a 

big universal bibliography of human 
knowledge (répertoire bibliographique universel)

– Their tool: the Universal Decimal Classification (UDC)



Now…

• The quantity of information keeps growing
• The quantity of information outside 

libraries is enormous
• The internet is fundamentally unorganized 

(one big “data soup”)
• Information changes very quickly
• Collecting and organizing the world’s 

knowledge seem to have become an 
impossible ambition



Besides

• Search engines make us find/access 
information => no need for organizing

• Everybody is an information amateur: 
everybody publishes, everybody shares 
information, everybody tags information, 
…

• The web is becoming social and organizes 
itself



Already heard of ?

wiki

weblogs

podcasts

RSS

tagging

folksonomies

www.flickr.com

www.del.icio.us.com

www.kiko.com

www.plazes.com

www.writely.com

www.librarything.com

www.youtube.com

www.slideshare.com

http://www.flickr.com/
http://www.del.icio.us.com/
http://www.kiko.com/
http://www.plazes.com/
http://www.writely.com/
http://www.librarything.com/
http://www.youtube.com/
http://www.slideshare.com/


Angry young (wo)men
G. van den Brekel, Journal of the European Association for Health Information and

Libraries, 2007, vol. 3 (1)

• fascinated by new technologies;
• multitasking is a way of life;
• staying connected is essential;
• interactive, not isolation;
• zero tolerance for delay;
• actions are more important than knowledge;
• learning by doing, not by being told;
• nintendo trial-and-error approach to 

improvement is a viable model for learning;
• cut-and-paste culture.



So…

• What about UDC?

• What about metadata?

• What about library systems?

• What about libraries?



UDC

• design for broad use and easy access: 
librarian’s tool => user’s tool: help the 
user, not complicate things

• maximize the retrievability/visibility of 
information: e.g. clustering, browsing

• enrich bib info in the background
• automatic indexing/classification











Metadata

• Formal and subject metadata should be 
integrated and combined in an intelligent 
way

• Maximize, enrich and visualize info in 
order to make it easily retrievable: less 
organization, more visibility/retrievability

• Automation (cost-effectiveness)



Library systems

• Visible (“leak out”) on the internet
• As intelligent and user-friendly as search 

machines (avoid frustration: “the OPAC sucks”):
– Only show what the user wants to know
– Make the user curious
– Give the user several chances
– Enrich the catalog with services (“more like this”, “get 

it”, new book lists, RSS …) and data (cover art, 
reviews, TOC’s, …) 







Libraries

• Libraries have to win again their users
“a strong plea for a focus shift for 
librarians, a focus into the environments 
where the users are, instead of expecting 
them to come to us, or our resources”

G. van den Brekel, Journal of the European Association for Health Information and Libraries, 2007, vol. 3 (1)

• Collections and services should be visible
on the internet

• Social (community)





Thanks to: G. van den Brekel



Thanks to: G. van den Brekel



This is why the user should be 
central in further UDC 

developments



Thank you!
And thanks to Jens De Groot (K.U.Leuven, Biomedical Library)

Wouter Schallier
wouter.schallier@bib.kuleuven.be
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