Editor’s Note

In the summer of 2024, Clifford Lynch announced his retirement as executive director
of the Coalition for Networked Information (CNI) after 28 years at its helm. CNI quietly
launched a project to create this Festschrift to document and honor his legacy. Authors
began contributing articles in early 2025, with a planned publication date of July 2025.
Since the final membership meeting of Cliff’s. tenure was April 7-8 in Milwaukee, the
plan was to surprise him, surrounded by colleagues and friends, with a presentation of
the table of contents of this special issue. However, just two weeks prior to the meeting,
Cliff’s health worsened; he was told about the Festschrift and received project details
and articles. Though unable to attend in person, he participated in the CNI membership
meeting via Zoom and also virtually joined his retirement reception, which included
readings of excerpts from each article in this volume. Sadly, on April 10, 2025, Clifford
Lynch passed away. Festschrift contributors wrote their articles prior to his passing, and
we have chosen not to,alter their original language.
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Transitions

fter nearly three decades at the helm of the Coalition for Networked Informa-

tion (CNI), Clifford Lynch'’s retirement marks a new era for the organization. It

follows a period of some transition that began withthe 2020 COVID-19 global
pandemic, when CNI, along with so many others, wrestled with reconceptualizing
long-standing operational models. CNI's programs had-operated nearly exclusively
in person, including—and perhaps most significantly—~membership meetings, its sig-
nature event. In-person meetings of member representatives have long served as the
cornerstone of CNI's activities, enabling attendees to learn about new developments, to
network with one another, and to foster collaborations. The core model had remained
largely unchanged for decades. At the time of the shutdown, CNI was preparing for its
Spring 2020 Membership Meeting, which was to take place March 30-31 in Southern
California, an epicenter of the pandemic in the United States.! On March 10, Cliff an-
nounced that the in-person spring meeting would be canceled, to be replaced with a
virtual meeting.” The virtual event was designed to account for time zones and “Zoom
fatigue” (a new conceptiat the time). Sessions were scheduled during a limited set of
hours (to not overtax attendee attention) that could work comfortably across North
American time zones. Presentations were spread over nearly nine weeks (March 30-
May 30) to retain the original program and yet limit the number of talks per day. Ever
attentive tolate-breaking news to incorporate into meeting programs, CNI issued an
additional call for proposals on topics related to the pandemic to add to the existing
lineup.*About 70 presentations were made over the course of that meeting, and Cliff
personally introduced nearly all of them.

Though CNI membership meetings eventually returned to in-person-only events,
the pandemic experience led to an array of online programming that continues as of this
writing. During the shutdown, CNIbegan holding small, informal, virtual meetings with
member representatives, known as Hallway Conversations. These online get-togethers
provided opportunities for the kinds of serendipitous encounters people missed when

portal: Libraries and the Academy, Vol. 25, No. 3 Supplement (2025), pp. 115-119.
Copyright © 2025 by Johns Hopkins University Press, Baltimore, MD 21218.



116

Afterword

they could not gather in person. With Cliff’s light facilitation and easy, warm manner,
the program became, and remains, popular. The number of breakout sessions offered
at in-person meetings was greatly reduced. Nearly all presentations are now recorded
and posted publicly, as are videos from the Pre-recorded Project Briefings Series, a
quarterly program born of the pandemic era, that continues to serve as a supplement
to the in-person events.

Experimenting with virtual offerings also demonstrated that some previously in-
person-only programs worked better online, such as Executive Roundtables, a program
to bring together member teams for discussions on a predetermined topic. Virtual
Executive Roundtables have made feasible broader organizational representation arnd
participation. Library leaders had been the primary participants when roundtables were
held only in person. Now, virtual roundtables typically include representatives from a
variety of units that serve, in addition to the library, as key partners in the deployment
and stewardship of campus networking programs and infrastructure. Depending upon
the topic, participants may represent an institution’s office of research, campus informa-
tion technology, instructional technologies, or research computing, for example.

Early in the pandemic, Cliff recognized the profound impact the shutdown would
have on the research enterprise, and he was concerned that little attention was paid to the
broad ramifications of the emerging research crisis. As a result, CNI quickly organized an
Executive Roundtable on the topic. The call for participation yielded an overwhelming
response, ultimately resulting in four separate convenings with different participants.
In total, about 60 individuals from 30 member organizations participated, represent-
ing a wide range of campus units.® The strong desire for opportunities to engage with
colleagues, to compare experiences across. organizations, and to share challenges and
strategies was palpable. CNI's roundtables provided a vehicle for that purpose, as well
as allowing a glimpse into what was happening on campuses across North America
and perhaps to glean some sense of where things might be headed. Understanding the
evolving nature of institutional responses to the crisis, Cliff called for two subsequent
follow-on roundtables to ¢ontinue exploring how operations were impacted and strat-
egies were evolving. The research enterprise series demonstrated how CNI's agility,
under Cliff’s stewardship, allowed it to serve its community quickly as a venue for
engagement and. connection, as well as a valuable and trusted information resource at
a time of urgent need.*

CNI and What May Lie Ahead

A'survey of members conducted in the months following Cliff’s retirement announce-
ment, shared at the CNI Fall 2024 Membership Meeting, indicated a high level of
satisfaction among its members. The vast majority of respondents gave high marks to
the overall value of membership, deeming it either “excellent” (47.8 percent) or “good”
(44.4 percent).’ Furthermore, survey results signaled that networking and collaboration
opportunities, as well as access to information on emerging trends, were among the
primary benefits members valued most. These elements are key components of CNI
programming and hallmarks of Cliff’s personal style and interests. Time and again,
survey responses echoed members’ deep appreciation for CNI as a trusted source for
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information, updates, and connections to others. In addition to affirming much of CNI's
standard practice, respondents expressed a strong desire for several of Cliff’s leadership
traits to be reflected in a future executive director, including, for example, the ability to
synthesize and communicate complex issues in an accessible manner, and deep personal
engagement with the community.

Naturally, the survey also reflected desire for some change. For example, some com-
ments called for increased opportunities for collaboration and for a greater diversity of
participation. Several themes that ran through the feedback highlighted the inherent
tensions and difficult trade-offs between certain choices. The intimate nature of CNI
meetings was lauded, and its small size was praised as worth preserving. At the same
time, there were calls to increase the number of representatives permitted to attend,-and
the suggestion that tiered membership dues (or membership categories) might allow
for a greater number of organizations to join. Both suggestions would likely lead to
increased attendance, thus a declining sense of intimacy among meeting-participants.

CNTI'’s next director will have much to consider in plotting the organization’s future;
who that person will be remains unknown as of this writing. The’survey results may
provide a glimpse of possible outlooks, but the resounding‘approval of CNI and its
programs by its members, and the high value they place(on the organization’s work,
leave little doubt that Cliff’s visionary leadership has-contributed significantly to the
digital information landscape and its community. He has provided CNI with a solid
foundation for whatever may come next.
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