Question and Answer session following Stephen Abrams presentation at CLA, St. John’s Nfld., Thursday, May 24th, 2007
Q: (JF) I have a question; actually I have a couple of questions.
A: (SA) Yah, I know (laughter)

Q: (JF) I could go into a Rick Mercer type rant right now, which would be appropriate given where we’re located. However, I’m trying not to represent my own personal interests, but instead express some of the frustrations on the Horizon side of the company. Stephen has already remarked that it was clearly visible on Horizon-L and a number of other venues. 
My question is – How many clients were consulted in terms of making the decision announced on March 13th to end development of Horizon/Corinthian 8?
A: (SA) There was a list of clients who were consulted on the weekend before we made the announcement. There were some clients who were seriously impacted by the decision because they were already on Horizon 8 in particular or they had upcoming contracts that were going to be changed. About three months prior to that, our Vista folks, they did interviews with over 200 clients; long-form interviews with a hundred and short-form interviews with another hundred. And there were 25 where they did detailed lunches, dinners (one on one); mostly with the strategic side of the house because they had some issues. They kept telling me that they wanted to talk to Anne Jacobs at the Seattle Public Library about the ILS, and I said she’s not going to talk about the ILS with you. I said, “She’s running a $30 million dollar institution. She has staff who deal with the ILS. She wants to talk about what her strategic priorities are!” And that’s when they started figuring out some of the stuff that I had been finding in my research. The strategic priorities of libraries, some of the software was misaligned with their ability to accomplish it. So yes, they did talk to a lot of customers.
Q: (JF) When you were running down the list of deficiencies of Horizon 8, obviously from the company’s point of view. You mentioned the hardware costs and I think that was something that we were all well aware of. And I think that it scared a lot of people in terms of the move. At any point were thin clients considered? 

A: (SA) It was the server side that was the harder side and the bandwidth into the server. So the thin client stuff we actually have as part of reducing to simplify clients using Java. We can put a lot the functionality on the desktop with Java. When we started the project three years ago, we thought that hardware costs were going to go down because it has been going down for a long time. It hasn’t gone down lately; it’s actually sort of stabilized. We thought that some of that higher grade hardware that we could always spec at the beginning of the three year development cycle was going to do what it always did – drop by half in price. It didn’t and we thought “This is not good”. We deal with the public sector market to a large degree, and these people don’t have enough money for this. It’s not like we’re selling to Nortel or the military. So yes.
There is a web based client coming out. The two priorities for the web-based client are for public library circulation and school library circulation; school libraries because they have volunteers who do the check out and the public libraries because they have part-time staff who can’t be trained properly on the full blown complicated interface. So you want to be able to give 15 minutes of training and put them on the desk. Then if you’re in the back room and you get asked for, “How do I pay a fine that’s a weird one?” You say, “I’ll come out and help you out.” And that we thought was a way to make libraries more efficient and you can do other things.
Q: (JF) The third thing is in terms of the impact of the shift from the development of Horizon to the new product (Rome). What would be anticipated in terms of staffing requirements? Will there be an impact on the overall complement of staff across the board within the company?

A: (SA) It will have little effect on the overall complement of staff. We are down a bit; mostly in administration, so we’ve moved our accounting and hr operations to Provo and centralized it. There’ve been a bunch of stuff that you guys would never see, which have been stressing out my colleagues and friends within the company. On the development side, we’ve reorganized development under Berrit and Talin; there’s the maintenance group which needs to remain for Horizon and Unicorn, and then there’s the developers group and they’ve been organized into three or four teams. There’s the user experience team on the portal doing the portal stuff. Then there’s the user experience team under Carol working on the visual and facetted piece and the user centre design testing that we’re doing there. Then there’s the Rome piece, which is the biggest piece which is divided into two teams making sure that if we designed something in Horizon 8 that’s already done (Cause a lot of it is already done). How much effort is there to cut and paste that over onto the Unicorn platform, and what we need to do to make the calls on stuff? So there was some new stuff in Horizon 8 and there are some good ideas in Horizon 8 that we can move over. So one group is looking at that and the other group is looking at where the next generation of the platform goes, so that the next generation of consortial features that we had already speced out in our six meetings with large consortia. We flew them into the Chicago airport and they told us what needs to happen and that’s been mostly focused on complex consortial activity, reducing keystrokes and multitype consortia so that school, public libraries, colleges and universities can exist within the same consortium while still expressing the user experience differently. 
Q: (JF) I mentioned the “O” word (Open Source) last night and Stephen responded to that, so I should for the record put that on the table. I’m saying that within the Horizon group there is a potential to go in that direction. A lot of people were feeling frustrated about the announcement to the point where they were willing to talk about Open Source as a concept in terms of an ILS. Could Stephen address that issue? Is that a realistic expectation? (Obviously not from the company’s point of view.)
A: (SA) I have to say that I don’t understand the white hat and black hat debate on Open Source. I would say that if I were making a strategic decision in libraries, I would say that we should be using all the open source we can, so that when I set the specs for our user experience strategy, it had to be PDA compliant because the phone is a dominate device very quickly, it had to be ADA compliant to support for all levels of adaptive technology
which are mostly Open Source. They had to be XML because it needs to sense the device it’s going to and it needed to be infinitely configurable with the portlets so that the portlets could go where they want, because our academic clients do not have it within their power to change the portal strategies of their university or college. They can only tunnel into it. Most of our public libraries can chose their own portal, but not all of them, so that we need to be able to integrate effectively on that. Those pieces are all there. So we can’t write all that, so that I don’t want to write a blog. So I put a portlet strategy or open source blog software or whatever you want – that’s great. I don’t want to write a wiki; use any wiki. It’s absolutely essential that everybody starts adapting wikis to store their knowledge. But we can’t have all these reference librarians about to retire and have all their knowledge in some drop down box on some browser that we’re going to delete the moment that they retire is moronic. So how do we actually get an entire generation (which is what my speech is about at 4:30) of really talented reference librarians to share their knowledge system-wide, which is local knowledge. If you know anything about knowledge management, local knowledge trumps everything! How do we get them to store all that? Well that’s where Open Source come in – making it affordable while at the same time changing our culture to be more collaborative. Now where I do have an argument with Open Source is that libraries have invested, we have invested 30 years (I’ve been a librarian for 30 years) in building a rugged, sustainable good backbone of how to manage the back office of the library. That was our challenge for the last 30 years. 2007, is the tipping point when we go back to the 60’s where programs and customer service are infinitely more important than the back office. We’ve been meeting the librarian’s needs for the last 30 years, and as a company we have to start meeting end user’s needs for learning, community and interaction. And that requires us to be “open” to Open Source, but it requires librarians to invest more of their energy into the user experience, and how we manage that is to use all Open Source tools available to us, but use them in a framework that we can do it effectively with our programmer related knowledge. Libraries generally don’t have developers; real developers. Most of the developers in the library world are captive in the ILS companies, and in some content providers. In order to run a successful Open Source system like Apache or the ones that everyone points to as being successful, they have three to four thousand open source developers; real developers not application programmers, out in the marketplace contributing to it. I’ll bet that there are not twenty-five in the library world, nor can our library market afford to sustain a charitable group of developers working collaboratively to rebuild something they already have. Why wouldn’t they say “We’re going to use Open Source tools that are available and we’re going to integrate them into what our strategic priority is.” We’re not about managing the back office of libraries, we’re about learning, community and managing the user experience. And it’s infinite I think that there are lot of programmers who will tell our directors, “Gee, I’d really like to do this because it’s exciting to me; I like to program and I like to develop.” But how many of them are going to sit there and say, “Gee, it’s exciting to me in the back office to start getting fun off the solutions.” So that when I talk about getting ready for a reorganization, it’s moving our libraries under cross functional teams. Where you get programmers and front-line service personnel, technicians, circulation folk, inter-library loan folk and reference librarians cooperating on creating what does it look like when we put more library people and folk into the virtual library experience. How do we sit there and say every time they say “How do you do a search on the OPAC?” you instantly have an IM account there, and you can message us. Too many of us have our virtual reference on the top page where we never have to see it again. How do we actually imbue the entire end user experience with our libraries and integrating them into our community. Yes, we can do that with Open Source. Sirsi and Dynix before we merged and after we merged have made sure that all of our products supported Open Source. All of our portals are Open Source compliant and can be used. But what frustrates me is investing time reinventing circulation and interlibrary loan. That’s just like trying to deliver ice faster after the refrigerator was invented. Let’s just say that’s a good infrastructure for our library, we know that we’re doing it right. We understand everything that we’re doing – it’s solid and strong, but if we’re going to invent something let’s get just enough framework that a portal solution or whatever and build the next generation user experience that works differently in Hamilton by the nature of their community, than it will at the University of Toronto, than it will in Calgary, than it will at the University of Alberta. Each of those environments needs to be different because they are different communities and different learning strategies. The Bibliocentre supports every nursing school in Canada, so the way they designed the Unicorn implementation with streaming media for nurses, is based on nurses learning styles and a very local aspect of how that works. And you wouldn’t sit there and say let’s copy that for the auto mechanics, because the auto mechanics have a different style of how they search. And both of them are totally valid options for students all across Ontario, but you need to be cognizant of how we’re going to build that next generation. If we sit there and say that there’s a better way to store book biographic records and we’re going to invest in that instead of making better nurses, making better auto mechanics and making better MBAs. Please make better MBAs. We’re overrun with them at SirsiDynix (laughter). Anyway, Jim got my rant last night. I just think in my 30 years as a librarian looking at libraries, we look at new technology and we project all of our wants and desires onto it, and then start to imagine what it could be like, then believe it instead of asking some critical questions about how will that happen? We did the same thing with the web; like democracy will be better with the web. Well we got search engine optimization so that the Democrats, the Republicans, the Conservatives and the Liberals all make sure during every election that the first three pages that they choose have their stuff on it. So we’re trying to be the thin blue line between our users that it’s not the most popular answer, it’s what the partisan political groups want you to see on Google. And how many of us go out there and tell people that your OPAC results are not manipulated by advertisers and special interest groups. If you want to do an essay of abortion or gun control, it’s the anti-abortionists and NRA types who determine what shows up on the first three pages of hits. How many of us say that the user experience at the library is biased toward quality information – we’re none partisan, but we are biased toward quality information. How do we create a user experience that is fundamentally different than the Google advertiser based experience? Google is making a billion dollars profit every quarter on creating a role for advertisers and we’re not fighting them hard enough. We’re not sitting there saying that Google is about to default the search engine to your local community; it knows if you’re a student at the University of Toronto and it defaults the search engine to Google within eighteen minutes. What is your strategy to say to Google Scholar that its ads, where they charge four times the rate for hits on Google Scholar because it gets the fifteen to twenty five year olds; the sweet spot of advertising. Why did they develop it – it’s not like they wanted to be “scholarly”, but you know that only the most shallow thinking believes that we should be delivering Google Scholar to our users instead of selecting quality information from Gale, Ebsco, ProQuest and all the good guys who actually deliver quality information. All of us have been through this last spin where we went to an article level economy. None of you really value your print collections the way you used to. You still value them, but not the way you used to. We’ve got an article level economy where you have a thousand times more articles in the library than you ever had. Well by 2010 with between 25 to 200 million books online and we move the open URL standard down to chapter level, what are you going to do when the chapter of every non-fiction book is integrated into the results with the new chip videos and the articles? And it’s all local because they know that you’re at Toronto Public Library or St. John’s Public Library where Google Max and Google Local have already been tuned into that and they’re selling ads. They’ve already signed up the two major news groups in Canada; seventy-five per cent of the newspapers in North America to cross sell ads with Google. And cross sell all the Yellow Pages advertising and all the classifieds and all the local ads. They’ve already signed up NBC to be the You Tube advertiser. So we know what is about to happen to us locally. What are libraries doing around that? Do we really think that rebuilding the integrated library system which is solid and we know that it is sustainable and it needs to have certain features to make it work; XML and PDA compliant and all that stuff to make it work and now we need to work on the user experience. Sorry that I’m rambling … but I’m passionate about it and I believe it. It’s what I believe is the truth, because I don’t believe in lying.
