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ABSTRACT 

The concept of ‘Long Tail” as a business model and its applications in marketing 

to sell products to a large number of niche customers lead other domains to adopt it. 

Academic libraries hold many unique but unexplored resources and cater a large 

number of scattered but prospective users those who are not coming under the 

mainstream. The paper explores the concept in detail and examines the use of social 

media in connecting the long tails of content and users in academic libraries. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

A somewhat comical term “Long tail” was coined by Chris Anderson (Anderson, 2007) to 

describe a new business model citing the examples of Netflix and Amazon in a Wired 

magazine article. He showed that these companies sell a large number of unique items, each 

in relatively small quantities which later surpass the sale through their main supply channels. 

Later in his famous book published in 2006, The long tail: How Endless Choice is Creating 

Unlimited Demand, he further explained that our culture and economy are increasingly 

shifting away from a focus on a relatively small number of hits (mainstream products and 

markets) at the head of the demand curve, and moving toward a huge number of niches in the 

tail. In the era without the constraints of physical shelf space and other bottlenecks of 

distribution, narrowly targeted goods and services can be economically as attractive as 

mainstream fare. 

The impact of the concept of long tail on a large number of domains has intensified with 

the emergence of the web as the ultimate platform for communication and business. The 

amplitude and variety of the so far obscure and unexplored products or contents available and 

the heterogeneity of consumers or users spread across a broad spectrum of social levels drive 

an unexpected demand for items and result an increase in supply. The impact of social media 

in domains such as Library and information Science increases the relevance and applicability 

of the concept. 
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2. OBJECTIVES 

The objectives of the study are, 

• To comprehend the concept of ‘long tail’ as a business model and its relevance and 

applications in libraries 

• To examine the social media tools which can be effectively used to connect the 

long tails of content and users in academic libraries 

3. THE LONG TAIL ECONOMICS 

According to the traditional twenty-eighty law, 20% of consumers purchase 80% of a certain 

category of goods, while 80% of consumers buy only 20% of other goods, the company will 

focus on this as long as 20% of the customer to ensure the company's normal operations, 

while the remaining 80% of customers can be paid little attention. The long tail theory holds 

that the remaining 80% of the customers that have the same importance and emphasizes that 

those in the back of the tail can be profitable in search of profit-making points. 

The idea is that, while a small number of products make up a large quantity of sales, there 

are many products in relatively low demand that don’t sell well on their own, but which 

together can outsell the more popular products
.
 This product versus popularity curve is 

represented in the figure 1. 

 

Figure 1 Graphical representation of Long tail 

In short, the basic concept of the long tail is that in a market with near infinite supply 

(huge variety of products), a demand will exist for even the most obscure products. When we 

take the example of books, films and music, in a traditional model of supply and demand, 

consumers get limited choice because the limited capacity of physical distribution channels 

(book stores, theatres, media) and locations for storage and distribution of these products. The 

products widely available are those popular enough to justify allocation of scarce distribution 

channel space (culture of hits). 

In the long tail model of expanded choice, these limitations of physical distribution 

channels can be overcome by digital/network technologies. The huge success behind Amazon 

and NetFlix business models proved the quantum of reach and effectiveness of internet 

through digital distribution, powerful search technologies and a critical mass of broadband 
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penetration for delivering a wide range of items using virtual inventories to an ever expanding 

domain of consumers. They are given with the ways to find niches that suit their particular 

needs and interests. A range of tools and techniques - from recommendations to rankings - are 

effective at doing this for them. These “filters” can drive demand down the tail and the 

number of niches multiplied which makes the hits less popular and niches relatively more so 

(Anderson, 2006). This reduces the cost of content delivery drastically. When we add up these 

so many niches, collectively they can become a market rivalling the hits (head). 

4. THE LONG TAIL OF LIBRARIES 

The studies related to the application of long tail in libraries mainly focused on print 

materials which are hitherto unavailable or kept away from the main stream of mass usage. 

Dempsey (2006) focused on two aspects in his study on library long tail, aggregation of 

supply and aggregation of demand and the connecting factors in between, the transaction 

costs, data about choice and behaviours, inventory and navigation. 

4.1. Aggregation of supply 

The collection of a library differs from that of a book store since it has the responsibility 

towards the historical records. The library has to show what has been made available and 

what is available now. The library collection is driven by local perception of need and 

available resources: collection development activities exist to balance resource and need. In 

the material world, the transaction costs of access to a distributed library collection are high, 

so those libraries that could afford it sought to amass large local collections in order to 

aggregate supply locally. This leads to the formation of consortiums and networks where big 

collections are created. But this aggregation of the supply locally also demands more 

investment and leads a raise in the transaction cost. 

4.2. Aggregation of demand 

Union catalogues and resource sharing systems have historically operated above an individual 

library level, and we are now seeing organizations who supply those services thinking about 

how to re-develop as major web presences that help aggregate demand (backed up by 

aggregated supply). The availability of web 2.0 applications such as RSS feeds, APIs, blogs, 

wikis, social networks, etc. are making it possible to insert the library into the user 

environment (rather than always expecting the user to come to the library environment) 

(Dempsey, 2006). 

4.3. Connecting factors 

According to Dempsey (2006), the connecting factors are: 

4.3.1. Transaction costs 

A library user has a range of discovery tools and services that provide access to a fuller range 

of scholarly and learning materials. This in turn is supported by a well-developed apparatus of 

deposit libraries, resource sharing systems, union catalogues, cooperative collection 

development, document supply, and other collaborative and commercial services. An 

integrated D2D chain (discovers, locates, requests, and delivers) of content delivery will 

reduce the transaction cost. 

4.3.2. Data about choice and behaviour 
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These are transactional and behavioural data such as holdings data (choices made by 

libraries), circulation and inter library loan data (choices made by users), and database usage 

data (choices made by users) which can be used for improving the library services. The 

library long tail demands the aggregation of new types of data sets such as the likes and 

dislikes, recommendations, etc. 

4.3.3. Inventory (“the ultimate catalogue”) 

The inventory of items whether it may be print or digital that should be accessible to the users 

through advanced search tools is the integral component of a library long tail. This big 

catalogue must include all the items that might be excluded from a regular library catalogue. 

This system should be populated according to the changing need patterns of users and 

facilitate its fast delivery and optimum utilization. 

4.3.4. Navigation 

The tools for navigation of this inventory should be designed according to their ranking, 

recommendations and connect readers to relevant materials and also help them to connect the 

more heavily used materials to potentially useful, but less used, materials. 

5. THE LONG TAIL OF ACADEMIC LIBRARIES 

In the present academic library perspective, the long tail effect can be discussed on mainly 

three basic fronts. 

1. Content (scholarly and instructional) 

2. Users (behaviour and competency) 

3. Services (channels, tools, strategies) 

5.1. Content 

The contents are mainly of scholarly and or instructional in nature. The traditional academic 

library content mainly comprises print materials (books, journals, theses, bibliographies, etc.) 

and or some academic databases/digital materials. The library tries to acquire and manage 

only the items that it thinks will benefit the most prominent users in the academicia 

(managing the “Hits”). The uncertainty of getting a required material to the user is mainly due 

to the lack of library's storage or shelf space and huge cost required. This diminishes the 

probability of finding out an item 

which may be interesting for a niche user. Although the library contains that item but was 

not listed or catalogued and hence vanishes from this potent user's sight. 

5.2. Users 

The long tail of library users is scattered in nature and distinctly different in their information 

needs. The basic features of these niche users may be divided into two. 

• Behavioural characteristics: Entirely distinct behavioural traits with their 

different attitudes and approaches. Some of these users may keep them remain 

anonymous and don’t try to express their requirements publicly. 

• Competency levels: The competency level of the users in the long tail varies 

largely based on their formal or informal educational background, professional 

experience, and inborn ability to understand information and knowledge. 
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• Global outlook: The users of a modern academic library are not limited to a 

localised set of individuals. Advanced e-learning tools, Course Management 

Systems, technology enhanced distance learning and cloud computing 

environments created tech-literate learners with global views. 

 

5.3. Services 

The traditional information services offered by an academic library are mainly limited to and 

designed for a set of people (teachers and learners) who regularly visit the physical library or 

access the learning materials subscribed by the library online. Here the channels created, tools 

used and strategies followed are known and tested. The key disadvantage of this system is its 

inability to address the needs of users, who are unable to access the physical or online 

resources due to various reasons such as, 

• Hierarchy in the channel of communication: This allows only an authentic 

member to communicate with the library in a prescribed manner, which is a 

deterrent to many of the new generation learners. 

• Archaic tools and strategies: The techniques and tools used to serve the users are 

not technologically enhanced or competent enough to relate with their expertise. 

The present learners call for new strategies to reach them where they are. 

How to reach out to these potential stake holders, who reside in the long tail strata of users 

of an academic library? The following sections examine the available tools and technologies 

available and suggest some ways to connect the long tail of content with the users. 

6. CONNECTING THE CONTENT WITH THE USERS USING SOCIAL 

MEDIA 

When we apply the concept of long tail for managing the content in an academic library, the 

evolving technologies coming to rescue us from the constraints confronted earlier. The mass 

digitization projects and low cost data capturing tools (even a basic new generation mobile 

can capture, store and process an image of a piece of content which may be interesting to an 

user in the long tail) help libraries in a big way to catalogue or list every item it holds and 

place it before the user for consumption. The web interface of such a library helps to 

disseminate these long 

inventories in an economical way. The union catalogue which contains all possible items 

of libraries on a network also serves the purpose of organizing the long tail of content. Apart 

from these developments, the one force that changed the landscape was the emergence of 

social media. 

6.1. Social Media 

Andreas Kaplan and Michael Haenlein (2010) define social media as "a group of Internet-

based applications that build on the ideological and technological foundations of Web 2.0, and 

that allow the creation and exchange of user-generated content." Furthermore, social media 

depends on mobile and web-based technologies to create highly interactive platforms through 

which individuals and communities share, co-create, discuss, and modify user-generated 

content. It introduces substantial and pervasive changes to communication between 

organizations, communities and individuals (Kietzmann & Hermkens, 2011). 
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Kaplan and Haenlein (2010) created a classification scheme, with six different types of 

social media: 

1. collaborative projects (e.g.,Wikipedia) 

2. blogs and microblogs (e.g., Blogger, Wordpress, Twitter) 

3. content communities (e.g.,YouTube and Daily Motion) 

4. social networking sites (e.g., Facebook) 

5. virtual game worlds (e.g., World of Warcraft) 

6. virtual social worlds (e.g., Second Life). 

6.2. Packaging the long tail of Content for Social Media 

When we examine the nature and type of information or content shared or transmitted on 

social media, the dynamism and currency come as most important ones. The interaction and 

communication between the members are very active and in an uncontrolled environment. 

When an academic library packages its contents for social media, with an aim to showcase it’s 

hitherto unexplored resources (long tail of content) the main things to consider are, 

1. Identifying the undiscovered or untapped but relevant content 

2. Analysing the value (historical and current) and relevance of the content 

3. Identifying the content with its prospective user 

4. Designing the content as compatible with the proposed social media tool 

5. Tagging and optimising the content to facilitate searching 

The repackaging of the long tail of content by adopting the above steps will result in the 

creation of a value added product ready for distribution. 

6.3. MAPPING THE LONG TAIL OF USERS ON SOCIAL MEDIA 

The users of a present day academic library consists of students, teachers and researchers, 

those have an active presence on social media. The steps to map the long tail of users who 

were present on social media are stated below. 

1. Knowing user’s priorities, likes and dislikes 

2. Identifying the niche or subject area of the user, if any 

3. Identify the types of social media used by the prospective user 

4. Creation and maintenance of the user profiles and their social media maps 

When the user mapping is over, the next step is to connect the enriched content with the 

prospective user. 

6.4. Connecting the Content with the user 

The repackaged long tail contents of the library have to reach the long tail of users identified 

with the help of social media tools. Some of the social media tools which can be used for this 

reaching out process are noted below. 

1. Social networks: Online social networks lead the social media tools by its 

immense reach and interactivity. Facebook only has more than one billion active 

users (Wikipedia, 2013). Information of the enriched content shall be publicized 

and shared on the Facebook page of the library. The ‘followers’ of the page could 

share the content which may be distributed among their ‘friends’ and eventually 

reach any one of the prospective user. 
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2. Blogs and Micro blogs: The library shall launch its own blog and regularly update 

its content. The repackaged content shall be kept on display on the library blog. 

The comment and RSS features of the blog facilitate easy distribution. Micro 

blogs, like the popular one, twitter has the potential to reach millions of people. 

Any user who is searching for an obscure piece of long tail content may get it on 

such micro blogging platforms. 

3. Wikis: Wikis are tools which facilitate collaborative learning and creation of new 

content. This shall be used to enhance the value of the long tail content by group 

discussions and editing. A relatively unimportant but relevant piece of content can 

be enriched by a wiki project which will increase its value and thereby reach the 

potential long tail of users. 

4. Social bookmarking: Social bookmarking (e.g., de.lic.ci.ous) tools bookmark 

online resources and allow retrieving the same by the help of user generated tags 

assigned during the process. One person’s collection can be seen or incorporated 

by other likeminded people. Bookmarking of the long tail content and making it 

available to the public will be effective to find the unknown user on the web. 

5. Folksonomy/ social tagging: This is a user generated open tagging system where 

the user can tag content as he/she wish, which is searchable and retrievable. The 

long tail content with some peculiar names, and which is unknown to the 

prospective user may be tagged socially by the library /people and thereby will 

reach the user. 

6. Content communities: Video sharing (e.g., YouTube) and image sharing (e.g., 

flickr) networks help to showcase the long tail content in an attractive way and 

ultimately helps to find its own user. An ancient music track may not find its user 

if it lays in a media library, but on youtube it will get listeners and probably 

downloaded by some. 

The above examined social media tools are worthy applications which can be effectively 

used to connect the long tail of content with the long tail of users. 

7. CONCLUSION 

The validity of the concept of ‘Long Tail’ as a business model has been proved by a number 

of successful applications in different domains. The study on the long tail characteristics of 

content and users in an academic library and its effective management in the present web 2.0 

environment using social media tools showed the relevance and applicability of 

Ranganathan's Five Laws of Library Science, especially the second and the third laws. 
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