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Introduction

The first virtual communities appeared in the 1990s thanks
to the emergence of the Internet, but some studies put their
inception in the 1970s. What is clear is that these kinds
of groupings began to become popular starting with the
creation of the World Wide Web (Wwww or w3).

In general terms, we can say that a virtual community
is made up of individuals, groups, or institutions that come
together to achieve a specific end, and they do it using in-
formation and communications technologies (1cTs). In other
words, compared to traditional communities where indi-
vidualism prevails, these groupings are characterized by
and benefit from a high degree of exchange and feedback
about concrete questions, empathy among their members,
the immediate support, and the possibility for informal
socialization thanks to simultaneous communication,
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and the production of structured knowledge emitted and
transmitted by the prosumers of information.?

People interact in these kinds of groups regardless
of their geographical location. They may also decide to
meet through electronic mail, on a website, a chat, a blog,
wiki, or a videoconference, among other forms and media
that technological development produces.

This article will deal with academic and research com-
munities forged in the study of metadata by library sci-
ence and information studies. In the first place, I will look
at why we should study metadata, and then, [ will cover
a few examples of virtual communities.

About the Study of Metadata
Metadata are not of interest only for library science, but

for all disciplines, given the rise in the issue of data (both
big data and scientific data). This is because they have been
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putinto a quantified format in order to tabulate and ana-
lyze them, as Viktor Mayer-Schonberger and Kenneth Cuk-
ier have explained when they dealt with datafication.?

The term “metadata” (“data about data”) was first coined
by Jack Myers in 1960 and copyrighted in 1986 by a soft-
ware and medical services company. According to Priscilla
Caplan,? by 1990, the term would begin to be used as part
of the informational needs for humans to be able to use
computer files, particularly of scientific, social, and geo-
spatial data.

It was also introduced into the description of informa-
tional resources or objects and web connections. In 1995, it
became part of bibliographic vocabulary after the creation
of the first set of elements known as the Dublin Core Meta-
data Set. It should also be noted that that yearis the turn-
ing point in information organization because it divided into
whatis known as cataloging and the creation of metadata.

The cataloging now known as “traditional” consists of
the description, representation, and creation of descriptive
logs of documents, texts, and magazines; that is, print-
ed materials and non-book items such as tapes, photo-
graphs, maps, and audiovisuals among others. The new
current about the creation of metadata alludes to the
identification, description and localization of electronic
resources distributed on the web, now popularized as di-
gital information resources.*

In this context of change and adaptation of cataloging
practice and metadata creation, researchers like Elaine Sve-
nonius pointed out that we were dealing with a new bib-
liographic vocabulary in which both the properties and
the characteristics of the data must be recognized, as well
as the tendency for human intervention to decrease in
the process of metadata creation, the stabilization of in-
formation networks and systems already developed to a
great degree by 1CTs.”

We must consider three aspects to understand the dif-
ference between cataloging and metadata creation. The
first task in the case of metadata creation is to describe
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the piece of information so it may be administered, pre-
served, and structured. Then, access must be associated
to each of these descriptions. Lastly, it must be remembered
that coding consists of laying out the elements in accor-
dance with metadata syntaxis.

In this century, we are in a stage at which collections,
processes, and users have been forcibly diversified by in-
formation technologies, the Internet, the www, and the
new mobile technology. But, what does this have to do with
metadata and virtual communities?

Metadata and Virtual Communities
In Library Science

The study of metadata has intensified and is explored
from its practical explanation to its theoretical contribu-
tions for understanding why we are entering the age of
datafication. This means that new library and informa-
tion science scholars are learning from the grand traditions
of their area, but also from the knowledge of other dis-
ciplines, like computer science and systems analysis,
among others.

As Chan Ping Wah and Ngian Lek Choh pointed out,®
these library and information science professionals, sit-
uated in a globalized world, need to pay more attention
to user-centered models. In the past, the library was fo-
cused on products and services. This change explains the
development of platforms with multiple communications
mediums, different channels, and a wide variety of high-
ly inter-operational content.

In terms of theory, it is said that the arrival of meta-
data prompted the rise of three schools of information
organization. The first, traditional cataloging, involves
descriptive metainformation; the second is structuralist;
and the third is known as data structuring.

The second two aim for the normalization of informa-
tion and the universal use of data marking languages. From
this, it can be inferred that the three pillars for the struc-
turalist school are the study of the semantic web, the
standardization of metadata, and resource retrieval. This
reaffirms what World Wide Web creator Timothy John
Bernes-Lee, as quoted by G. G. Chowdhury and Sudatta
Chowdhury,” said: a common frame of reference must be
established to be able to share and reutilize data, subject
to a markup language and other references.



Communities, mainly academic or research commu-
nities have existed for several centuries. A great deal has
been said about the importance and impact on them of
what are called “invisible colleges.” However, it has been
a long time since the first of these appeared; the commu-
nications media have changed, as have the motivations
for reflection and analysis of what these academic com-
munities experience.

As already mentioned, technological advances have
made possible the creation and transformation of physi-
cal or in-person communities into virtual communities. To
make the latter, several methodologies have been desig-
ned, such as the ADDIE (Analysis, Design, Development,
Implementation, and Evaluation) model, created at Florida
University, and another based on a community proposing
three dimensions of virtuality: space, time, and structure.
This leads us to three types of virtuality: in-person, per-
manence, and virtual skills.8

That is, according to the ADDIE model, the following
phases must be gone through: being an in-person commu-
nity; then, hybrid; and, lastly, virtual. Some cases have been
documented, however, in which the communities are born
virtual, with the help of new technologies and tools used
by e-science, open access, Web 2.0, library 2.0, and infor-
mation 2.0.

In the words of C. Benassini,” the idea of community
remits us to a form of organization that puts the priority on
links of belonging. Its members know each other, share
a code of values, and support each other when they face
individual or group problems; but, above all, the commu-
nication and common purpose implicit in generating a
group project persist.

Virtual communities, therefore, are established in cy-
berspace or in Web-based environments and bring together
persons related to a specific theme who share documents
and electronic resources because they have common,
shared interests. Or, in other words, they are networks of
persons with information and communications technol-
ogies, with a common (professional) discipline or interest
that allow them to share information and innovation.°

Montserrat Tesouro i Cid argues that in virtual commu-
nities, subjects participate motivated by common proj-
ects.’! That is, the community does not manifest as a
collective determined by spatial and temporal limits, but
rather as a configuration of subjects who establish par-
ity-based communicative links and relations in the service
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of a common objective. That is why this community rep-
resents an extension of our daily lives.

Another trait of a virtual community is that its loca-
tion will be specified by its access route or URL (uniform
resource location), or the digital social network that will
give it meaning in cyberspace. In addition, the connectiv-
ity of its members will occur through the mobile devices
they have; in this way, people use information technology
and the Internet to maintain community links in cyber-
space, thus forming significant support relations.

To make clearer what I have said about these communi-
ties, I will focus on those identified as research or academic
communities. Among other specificities, they are organi-
zations that maintain continuity over time but are above
all defined by the fact that their members share a practice.

Some Virtual Communities
About Metadata

These are organizations aimed at sharing practices, ad-
vances, and the most recent developments regarding the
study of data and metadata, as well as to display advanc-
es in research on platforms, software, or mobile apps, among
other topics. What follows is a brief review of six of these
groups, five from abroad (the majority international) and
one from Mexico.

1. Dublin Core. Of the six communities listed here, the
oldest and, it’s said, the one that was born at an
in-person meeting, is Dublin Core, founded in 1994.
Its aim is to support innovation in metadata design
and best practices in the entire metadata environ-
ment. It is headquartered in the United States.!?

2. RDA. The next is Research Data Alliance (rRpa), found-
ed in 2013, with 12,400 members and a presence in
145 countries. Aimed at harmonizing the administra-
tion of research data, its headquarters is in Belgium.!?
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3. EAD. The Encoded Archival Description was founded
in 2014; it has seventy-one member organizations
and 12,916 active affiliates. Its aim is to build so-
cial and technical infrastructure to allow for the open
exchange and reutilization of data in the archival
sphere. Its headquarters is in the United States.

4. DLF. The Digital Library Federation launched opera-
tions in 2016 to develop skills, share ideas, strengthen
digital commitment, and promote advanced tech-
nological collections and initiatives among librar-
ies, museums, and archives. It is also located in the
United States.™

5. The Core Metadata Interest Group of the American
Library Association. This is the most recently found-
ed virtual community, initiated in 2020 with the aim
of exchanging information about advances in re-
search, tools, and current activities that affect meta-
data and information resource on the Web. It is a
national network operating in the United States.?®

6. The Seminar for Metadata Research (Seminario de
Investigacién Metadatos). This community exists in
Mexico, hosted by the unam Library Science and In-
formation Research Institute (1BI). Beginning in 2009,
it was initially in-person, but in 2012, it became a
virtual community. Its aim is to analyze the structures
and schema of metadata to determine the appro-
priate storage, description, representation, accessi-
bility, and usefulness of digital objects’ data.'”

Conclusions

As we know, for several years now, the digital age and
globalization of information have marked a new course
for everyone who communicates through networks, the
Internet, and virtual communities, regardless of their spe-
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cialization. Therefore, their postulates, objectives, and scope
must consider community participation, the speed with
which advances in information technology are logged,
and the reutilization of data, to ensure that, regardless of
their geographical location, they can interact. NIM
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