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2021 Library Systems Report.  Advancing library technologies in challenging 

times  

By Marshall Breeding  

A year complicated by a global pandemic, the community of vendors providing 
technologies to libraries made important strides to meet pressing needs and make 
ongoing progress in their longer-term initiatives. Though the pandemic disrupted library 
services—as well as funding—in 2020, concerted efforts were made to fulfill the 
demands of users to the extent possible. Almost all vendors made sharp turns to expand 
access to digital collections and services in order to compensate for diminished access 
to physical materials. 
Only a few minor acquisitions took place in this deeply consolidated industry' last year. 
Unlike in 2019, none of these transactions altered the overall balance of power among 
competitors. Vendors made extraordinary efforts to help customer libraries cope with 
changed services while they continued product development agendas looking beyond 
current circumstances. 
 

Responses to the crisis 

Library vendors readily provided support during the pandemic, especially through rapid 
development or implementation of functionality that supported newly instituted 
workflows, such as online selection and checkout of materials and touchless curbside 
pickup. Abrupt building closures prompted a need to update policy calendars controlling 
due dates and notices, along with other operational changes. Almost all vendors 
described delivering system interventions or functional enhancements to assist their 
customers during this challenging period. Many of these changes will have enduring 
value. For some libraries, the crisis accelerated transitions to increased digital 
operations already under way. 

In addition to changes  in system policies and operations, some vendors mentioned 
other specific—and unprecedented—measures offered in support of their clients during 
the pandemic Biblionix not only implemented 16 features designed to help libraries 
adapt to changes in lending and workflow but also offered financial relief to its clients. 
Since many experience reduced lending during the pandemic, Biblionix lowered the fees 
for Apollo ILS according levels, an unusual practice in the library technology industry. 
Innovative Interfaces made Circa Sierra mobile app free to libraries for a year to assist 
with curbside services. Ex Libris launched the "Best Practices for the Ex Libris Community 
during COVID-19" initiative to provide guidance on building closures and reopenings.  
Soutron Global developed a Pandemic Recovery Program, providing customers with an 
extended support package, and donated its revenue to a financial assistance fund 
designated for Soutron clients. OCLC supported libraries implementing curbside pickup 
services through specialized workflows provided through its CapiraCurbside mobile app. 
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Solidifying a consolidated industry 

Business acquisitions spanning multiple decades have consolidated the library 
technologyindustry into one dominated by a handful of large companies. Organizations 
such as EBSCO Information Services, Follett, OCLC, and ProQuest have assembled 
diverse portfolios of products, some of which complement other content offerings and 
services not covered in this report. These organizations are massive: EBSCO Information 
Services employs 2,852 globally. Across its businesses, ProQuest has a workforce of 
2,740—including 1,461 employed at the parent company and the rest via subsidiaries 
including Bowker, Ex Libris, and Innovative. Follett, with $3 billion in revenue in 2020, 
employs 1,758 (including its subsidiaries). OCLC reports 1,238 total personnel. The 
remaining organizations that participated in this report employ a combined total of 
1,316 people, reflecting the economic clout of the top tier. 

Events of the last year furthered the industry's consolidation. The acquisition of 
Innovative Interfaces by ProQuest at the beginning of 2020 triggered a review by the 
Federal Trade Commission (FTC), the key US governmental regulator that challenges 
anticompetitive mergers and acquisitions. The FTC initiated its review in February and 
concluded it in November without imposing any restrictions. 
While under active review, ProQuest agreed to operate Innovative as an independent 
Company and separate its business and product activities. Going forward, ProQuest will 
operate Innovative as an individual business unit, parallel to Ex Libris. Each company will 
develop and support its own products, though they are no longer restricted from 
exploring synergies. 
The FTC not imposing divestments suggests that company mergers within the industry 
have so far not crossed legal anticompetitive thresholds. Though product and vendor 
choices are narrow, libraries continue to have alternatives when procuring major 
technology' systems. Even in the academic and school sectors mostly dominated by 
large companies, smaller and niche players—as well as open source alternatives—
represent viable competition. The outcome of ProQuest's FTC review validates the 
reality of a consolidated industry and may signal tolerant of other bold moves. 

Although industry giants get much attention, small and midsized companies play a vital 
role in the industry, providing competition and well-appreciated products and services. 
Smaller companies can offer specialized products and boutique services not addressed 
by the big name. Their nimble processes also have the potential to drive innovation. 
But this tier of smaller organizations faces the harsh reality of limited resources and 
development capacity. Almost all the small and midsized companies in the industry' 
have experienced static or reduced numbers of employees over the last decade: 
 
• The Library Corporation: 199 in 2010,116 in 2020 
• SirsiDynix: 385 in 2010, 387 in 2020 
• Book Systems: 60 in 2010, 62 in 2020 
• Keystone Systems: 17 in 2010, 16 in 2020 
• Equinox: 22 in 2010, 20 in 2020 
• Auto-Graphics: 32 in 2010, 28 in 2020 
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• Infor: 71 in 2010, 35 in 2020 
Only By Water Solutions, with 15 employees in 2010 and 30 in 2020, has shown 
substantial personnel growth. 
 
 

New Mergers and Acquisitions 

Following a wave of transformational business transitions the previous year, 2020 was 
relatively calm. A phase of transition usually follows major acquisitions, as the 
organizations involved integrate and strategize. ProQuest and Volaris Group continued 
their respective business integration strategies after major acquisitions of Innovative (by 
ProQuest) and Bibliocommons (by Volaris Group). In both cases, the acquired companies 
will operate independently but within the business infrastructure of their new owners. 
Last year EBSCO Information Services acquired Zepheira, a consulting firm known for its 
work related to linked data technologies. Its work includes the conceptualization of 
BIBFRAME for the representation of bibliographic data as linked data, and the Library. 
Link service to improve the discoverability of library holdings on the web. 
In the mobile technology' sector, SOLUS acquired Boopsic—an early entrant in the 
library mobile space whose products quickly became dated in the fast-moving industry'- 
SOLUS has become the leading provider of mobile technologies for libraries, providing 
customized apps as well as building branded apps for companies, including SirsiDynix 
and Innovative. 
OCLC strengthened its position for public library technologies with its acquisition of 
Capira Technologies, announced in July 2020. Capira brings to OCLC important mobile 
capabilities. 
Its curbside pickup workflows were especially useful during the pandemic. 
Axiell continued to expand by acquiring Musoft, which offers products for museums and 
cultural organizations in the Czech Republic and Slovakia. It also acquired New York-
based Culture Connect, gaining new technologies to manage and showcase digital 
collections in museums, archives, and libraries. Axiell also acquired Ebban, a digital 
reading service used in 150 schools in Finland. 
 

Academic and research libraries 

Libraries serving higher education institutions require specialized products responsive 
to the dynamics of collection profiles and the evolving nature of their services. These 
libraries offer collections comprising mostly electronic resources, though they still 
acquire print materials as needed. Most have extensive print inventories, often stored 
offsite, as well as valuable special collections. Ever-increasing costs of scholarly journals 
exert tremendous pressure on collection budgets, leading to steeply curtailed 
acquisitions of monographs, which in turn amplifies interest in resource-sharing 
partnerships and supporting technologies. The trend in scholarly publishing toward 
open access adds a new layer of complexity to electronic resource management. New 
broad-based transformational agreements between publishers and libraries —or their 
educational institutions and parent organizations —add further complications, with 
some libraries being forced to track article-processing charges and content beyond the 
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organization's subscriptions, for example. These issues need to be addressed by the 
tools libraries use for acquisitions, access, and analytics. 
 
University libraries, following the decline of print and electronic course reserves, have 
shifted to supporting teaching in other ways—for instance, using applications that 
integrate with the institution's learning management system to provide access to course 
and supplemental reading materials. 
 
Libraries supporting universities involved with primary research see new opportunities 
in lending their expertise with institutional repositories, metadata, and the management 
of digital information. Research information management systems have traditionally 
been acquired through institutions' research offices, from vendors such as Elsevier. 
Libraries can strengthen their strategic involvement in research by acquiring new 
products (like Esploro) independent of research offices and partnerships with other 
institutional stakeholders. 
 
Multiple vendors strive to provide products that support the complex dynamics playing 
out in academic libraries. In recent years, academic libraries have seismically shifted 
away from integrated library' systems (ILSes) oriented to print collections, adopting 
instead library services platforms (LSPs) designed to manage all collection formats. 
Installations of ILS products like Aleph and Voyager, geared toward academic libraries, 
are falling rapidly. Vendors offering ILS products adopted by multiple types of libraries 
are seeing defections among colleges and universities. We can anticipate further drift of 
implementations of ILS products such as Symphony and Sierra, that have traditionally 
served all types of libraries, among academic libraries. In 2020, 559 out of 2,423 
Symphony implementations were in academic libraries. 
 
Discovery services play a diminished role in the academic library market. Bundled 
solutions avoid some of the complications of separate implementation and integration 
and are promoted by their respective vendors. Relatively small numbers of researchers 
and students consider the provided through scholarly publishers (such as Scopus), or 
disciplinary services (such as PubMed). Though their popularity is dwindling, discovery 
products, which contain discovery services and discovery interfaces, arc still essential 
for academic libraries. Vendors must strive- to strengthen their capabilities, improve 
user interfaces, and increase their strategic importance. 
 
Vendors routinely bundle a discovery product with deals for LSPs. Few academic libraries 
enter separate procurement projects for discovery services as was often the case a 
decade ago. It's more typical now for a library to accept the discovery product bundled 
with its LSP, such as Primo with Alma or WorldCat Discovery Service with WorldShare 
Management Services, or to take advantage of a partnership between his ILS vendor and 
one of the discovery service providers, usually EBSCO Information Services. 
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Other Industry News  

McGraw-Hill and Cengage terminated a planned merger in May 2020, after a year-long 
review by the US Justice Department's Antitrust Division. The move would have 
combined the second (McGraw-Hill) and third (Cengage) largest publishers of textbooks 
in the US. According to both companies, the merger ended because they couldn't agree 
with the government on which assets should be divested. 
 

ProQuest 

As one of the largest businesses offering products and services to libraries. ProQuest has 
become increasingly involved in the technology- sector through acquisitions and 
product development, while maintaining its foundation in content, databases, and 
metadata. Its 2004 acquisition of Serials Solutions led to products such as the 360 Suite 
for electronic resource management and the Summon index-based discovery service. Its 
acquisitions of Ex Iibris in 2015 and Innovative Interfaces in 2020 dramatically expanded 
its presence in the library technology sector. 
 
Ex libris is the leading provider of strategic technology products for academic and 
research libraries. Its focus on technologies for this sector, as well as generous allocation 
of resources for product design and development, has driven steady growth through 
multiple product cycles-beginning with the ILS through its current portfolio of diverse 
products. Ex Libris reported a total workforce of 973 in 2020, down slightly from the 
previous year but almost twice as big as a decade ago. 
 
Ex Iibris's Alma LSP continues its surge with another year of strong sales. Its 114 new 
contracts have expanded installations to 2,037, almost double the 1,095 place only three 
years ago. Alma is now used by libraries in 41 countries. This impressive number of sales 
can be attributed to libraries with large collections that serve many sites or institutions. 
In addition to Alma as its strategic LSP, Ex Libris continues to support its legacy ILS 
products. Few Aleph sales were reported, usually to new sites joining existing 
installations. Aleph installations peaked in 2015 and have since declined as these 
libraries move to Alma and other products. There were no new sales for Voyager in 2020, 
with 188 installations remaining. Voyager peaked in 2011 with 1,255 installations. Yet 
with important institutions, such as the Library of Congress, continuing to use its legacy 
products, Ex Libris remains motivated to continue support. 

Ex Libris continues an ambitious development agenda to enhance Alma. Recent 
improvements include a transition to Oracle Analytics Server from Oracle Business 
Intelligence for its underlying analytics engine and a new metadata-editing interface. 
Consistent with the modern software-as-a-service (SaaS) model, Ex Libris delivers 
incremental updates to Alma monthly rather than deploying major release packages. 
Additionally, a new framework that enables library and third-party developers to create 
Cloud Apps, applications that run natively in the Ex Libris Cloud, was released in 2020. 
This approach differs from the creation of separate apps that interoperate with Alma via 
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APIs. Cloud Apps provide new functions that can appear as menu items within the Alma 
interlace. 
Alma also serves as a foundation for other academic and research products of interest. 
Leganto, which integrates with an institution´s learning management system to manage 
course reading lists, saw 69 new sales and is now installed in 230 libraries. The Esploro 
platform for institutional research support was selected by six new organizations and is 
now used at 27 total institutions. Leganto has been available since 2016; Esploro was 
released in 2019. Ex libris launched Pivot-RP, a new product that combines content from 
research-funding opportunity resources Pivot and Research Professional, in January 
2021. 
Ex Libris has also expanded its involvement with resource sharing. The RapidILL service 
it acquired in 2019 gained 104 customers, expanding its use to 430 libraries. Ex Libris has 
integrated the RapidILL service into the Alma interface for libraries subscribing to both 
products. RapidILL also fully supports libraries that use other systems. 
The Rapido product for managing resource sharing workflows in Alma, introduced in 
2020, saw 66 sales in its first year of availability. 
Ex Libris also continues to improve its resource discovery. Primo and Summon were 
developed independently with separate indexes. To improve efficiency, the company 
recently undertook the task of creating a single index, while maintaining Primo and 
Summon as distinct products. The Central Discovery Index (CDI) of more than 4.5 billion 
records now powers both products. More than 2,100 library systems using Primo 
transitioned to the CDI last year. 
Ex Libris continues to develop and support Primo as an independent discovery' service 
that can be used with Alma or any other major resource management system. Many 
libraries that originally implemented Primo with other ILS products have subsequently 
migrated to Alma. Ex Libris also offers PrimoVE, a discovery service that is more tightly 
integrated with Alma and managed through its back-office console. Last year more than 
208 library systems implemented Primo and PrimoVE, increasing total installations to 
2,735; Summon saw 38 sales and now has 808 total installations, a slight decrease from 
last year. 
Innovative Interfaces began 2020—the first year in which it operated under the 
ownership of ProQuest and new executive leadership—with fresh strategies for product 
development, partnerships with customer libraries, and revived sales. For most of 2020, 
Innovative was required to operate in complete isolation from ProQuest. This restriction 
was lifted once the FTC review was concluded, but the company continues to operate 
as an independent business despite ownership by ProQuest. Innovative reported 254 
employees, down from about 350 prior to the acquisition. Though painful, staff 
reductions arc common during acquisitions, especially in administrative areas subsumed 
by the parent company. 
Innovative states full commitment to serving all types of libraries currently represented 
within its customer base, particularly public libraries served by its ILS product Polaris. 
Academic libraries are another focus, as they make up a sizable portion of its Sierra 
implementations. 
Higher education institutions will remain a significant portion of Innovative's customer 
base going forward, so the company must execute strategies to fulfill users' 
expectations. An early example of this mandate is the company's partnership with Ex 
libris, which involves integrating the Summon discover)' service with Sierra. Innovative 
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had previously partnered with EBSCO for an integration between Encore and EBSCO 
Discovery Service, branded as Encore Duet. The partnership with EBSCO collapsed in 
2019, prior to Innovative's acquisition by ProQuest.  
The integration between Summon and Sierra will be an important element in the 
company's strategy; Innovative reported that 30 of its academic libraries have started 
using Summon. 
Prior private equity ownership devalued investments in development at Innovative. 
Under new-ownership, Innovative has begun an ambitious development agenda. The 
first major initiative has produced a discovery- environment based on a new technology 
platform. Branded as Vega, this brand-new service has a clean, intuitive user interface 
that pairs content from the library's collection with external sources. Key features 
include automatically generated author and topic- pages, resource recommendations, 
and groupings of similar items and formats. 
Though early in its product cycle, Vega has attracted the attention of libraries that want 
to deliver a contemporary' user experience and build patron engagement. New York 
Public Library, one of the largest systems using Sierra, is a development partner for Vega. 
Innovative reported that 19 libraries signed agreements in 2020 to implement Vega. 
Though the product initially focuses on discovery, the platform will he expanded to 
include additional services. 
Overall, Innovative's sales of Polaris and Sierra were consistent with recent years. The 
16 new contracts for Polaris resulted in 430 total installations; 18 new Sierra contracts 
led to a total of806 installations. On top of that, 22 libraries purchased the Innovative 
Mobile app. Innovative also reported 146 additional libraries participating in INN-Reach 
resource sharing networks. 
 
 
 
 


