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I. Introduction 

 
Open source is the sharing of or making publicly available online code, programs, and 

applications. Within libraries, the use of open source code is most clearly illustrated through the 
Integrated Library System. However, the concept of open source extends beyond open code and 
includes free or non-proprietary software (e.g., freeware); online programs and applications; and 
social media tools—all at minimal or no cost to the user. This paper will consider not only the 
discrete role of open source code but also what I have termed the wider “open information” 
universe and how it is applied within libraries. 
 

With respect to open source, the current challenge for libraries is two-fold. At the micro-
level, librarians must learn how to use and assess open source. This requires an understanding of 
information-technology concepts and practices, as well as strong strategic planning capabilities. 
At the macro-level, librarians working on open source issues must contend with information 
policies that (1) run counter to flattening access to information and knowledge and (2) protect 
user privacy. 
 

This paper proposes two visualizations of open information: the spectrum of open 
information and the open information web. The open information spectrum begins with open 
source code that can be used by developers to build programs and tools which are then used by 
libraries, including integrated library systems, content management systems, information 
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retrieval systems, and discovery layers. In addition to developing programs via open source code, 
libraries also have applied “pre-fabricated” online applications and tools that are not-for-profit, 
non-proprietary, or free to use. These include free citation managers and instant messaging 
services. 
 

Programs can be open source code—i.e., developers may use the code but build programs 
using their own ingenuity—or freely and readily available software in which users download a 
program and rely on technical support either from the source community or from a third-party 
proprietor. These programs are online applications readily-available for users to download, 
install, and use without cost. Alternatively, they may be accessed online via a cloud system, also 
without cost to users. Facebook, Pidgin, Skype, and Twitter are examples of “free to the user” 
technologies. In addition to code, programs, and tools, open information as a philosophy 
advances a non-commercial and non-proprietary vision, viz., a vision of no-cost and of openness. 
Information movements espousing such a philosophy include Open Access and Fair Use. These 
movements are discussed below in Section IV. 
 

As open source nicely illustrates the broader concept of open information, this paper 
begins with an open source literature review and three related case studies. Taken together, 
Sections II and III suggest that Library and Information Science (LIS) professionals may benefit 
in product and service decision-making through increased familiarity with open source resources. 
Further, these sections also are meant to stimulate a broader discussion concerning open 
information and how it is an emerging and growing theme within the LIS profession. To that 
end, this paper concludes with a proposal for how open information and libraries (as both 
profession and concept) are integrally linked. 
 
 
II. Open Source: Literature Review 
 

The intersection of libraries and open source is a growing area of academic study and 
publication. Further, it is a cross-referenced topic within library and information sciences, 
information technology, and social and informational law and policy. This brief literature review 
provides a sample of emerging topics related to open source and library systems. 
 

While the subject of open source is well documented, this literature review focuses on 
open source as it relates to library applications. Examples include Nicole C. Engard’s Practical 
Open Source Software for Libraries; Karen A. Coombs and Amanda J. Hollister’s Open Source 
Web Applications for Libraries; and Art Rhyno’s Using Open Source Systems for Digital 
Libraries.1 While arguably dated, Rachel S. Gordon’s The Accidental Systems Librarian remains 
a helpful reference for setting open source tools in context.2 It is complemented by the 
aforementioned Coombs and Hollister’s Open Source Web Applications for Libraries. Academic 



articles span numerous disciplines, with foci including practical application and meta analysis.3 
Other current examples can be found in this paper’s bibliography. 
 

While there are many traditional writings and analyses of open source and libraries, the 
nature of the subject requires a review of online resources. Some of the leading online sources in 
this area are LYRASIS Technology Services’ FOSS4LIB and Marshall Breeding’s Lib-Web-
Cats. Further, OCLC’s WebJunction page on open source is an essential resource for libraries. 
 

While not directed to library application, The Open Source Initiative, provides a 
foundation and updated information on open source. The commercial opensource.com provides 
publications from various social sectors (i.e., government, business, education, etc.) on what it 
identifies as the “open source philosophy.” 
 

Finally, Krichel’s article “From Open Source to Open Libraries” provides a background 
on open source software and a breakdown for how it can be applied to creating open digital 
libraries as a service. Of particular interest to this paper is the idea of libraries as software. 
Krichel describes how libraries are a conduit for information. Because libraries want heavy use 
and broad distribution of information, freer and more open software is preferred. As will be 
detailed below, the shared vision of libraries and open information is manifested in not only open 
source code but also software, programs, and web applications and tools that do not follow the 
traditional commercial and/or proprietary marketplaces.4 
 

This paper is concerned with how libraries, both as a service and as a concept, use open 
source to support their organizations and to promote free and open access to information. 
Specifically, it will look at some of the more common open source tools used by libraries and 
assess their strengths and limitations. Each example is meant to highlight the general 
characteristics of specific programs or tools. The focus of each case study will relate back to 
(1) product assessment as it affects libraries and librarians and (2) information policy issues, 
namely copyright and privacy. It will conclude with how open source code relates to other open 
information movements and synthesize how open information relates to the concept of a free and 
public library. 
 
 
III. Open Source: Case Studies and Applications 
 

Libraries have assessed and implemented a variety of open source products. This 
includes, but is not limited to, Integrated Library Systems (ILS); citation managers; content 
(including Wikis) and document managers; blogs and other social media tools (i.e., 
communication tools); and resource discovery tools.5 This paper does not provide a list of open 
code, products, or services, rather, it will consider some of the most commonly used open source 
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products and their strengths and limitations. Below are three  broad areas of how open source as 
a product and as a concept (what I have termed “open information”) have been implemented 
within libraries. The first, Integrated Library Systems, provides a direct example of open source 
code and libraries; while the second and third examples, citation managers and social media 
tools, are used as sample studies for ready-to use freeware. 
 
 

A. INTEGRATED LIBRARY SYSTEMS: OPEN SOURCE CODE 
 

ILSs are probably the most direct example of library technology and open source code. 
There are many resources and references for libraries to use when considering open source ILS, 
including LYRASIS Technology Services’ FOSS4LIB portal, which provides worksheets and 
checklists related to the migration from commercial to open source code for libraries. OCLC 
provides ready to use open source products that are developed along open source premises and 
are sold at a much lower rate than commercial ILSs. Deng, while not focused on the open source 
component of ILS, highlights some of the related issues that are also noted below (Deng 2010, 
26). 
 
 

1. Strengths 
 

One successful case study of an ILS migration from commercial (Innovative Interfaces) 
to open (Koha) can be found in an article by Ian Walls in OCLC Systems & Services. One of 
NYU’s medical libraries recently migrated to Koha  and used bt the author’s employer, ByWater 
Solutions, as their third party, commercial ILS support. While noting the limitations, the author 
highlights best practices for assessing open ILS and migration procedures. The general strengths 
of open source ILS include customization; low cost purchase and set-up; and, while not 
highlighted in the case study above, free community support. (Walls 2011, 27). 
 
 

2. Limitations 
 

Rapp summarizes nicely the pros and cons of open source library systems. Unlike the 
case study cited above, this library reverted back to their commercial ILS vendor. Some of the 
reasons why an open source ILS may not work for a particular library include limitations in 
programming and developer support and resources; technical and legal challenges with migrating 
data from the commercial ILS to the open source ILS; and limitations in modules (Rapp, 2011). 
 

This last issue points towards the concepts of early adopters and Gartner’s Hype Cycle. 
That is, not all open source is created equal. Early adopters will need the patience and 
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adaptability to work through development phases, while also guiding their users through various 
versions. 
 
 

B. CITATION MANAGERS: OPEN SOURCE PRODUCTS AND 
PROGRAMS 

 
While commercial citation managers, like RefWorks, are readily purchased by libraries, 

libraries also include free, online citation managers like Zotero and Mendeley. One challenge 
that citation managers raise in particular, is the conflict of interest between the purchased version 
of citation managers and the promotion of the free, online citation versions. 
 
 

1. Strengths 
 

Much like their other open information counterparts, Zotero and Mendeley function on 
the premise of creating a service that is not-for profit. They have a robust online community and 
volunteer developers who provide (some) technical support and improvements. Specific to 
citations managers, it is much easier for users to retain their collections through a separate 
account that is not linked from their current institutional-sponsored account. While there are 
packages that allow for continued access even after a user leaves their institution, they are not 
likely to be as seamless as simply having users create their own Zotero or Mendeley accounts 
and have them maintained and managed at the user—rather than at the institutional—level. 
 
 

2. Limitations 
 

Citation manager limitations are no more specific than some of the limitations already 
noted above. Technical support and presentations are two of burdens that some libraries would 
rather not take on. Further, reliance on a community to respond to discrete technical problems 
may (or may not) be as accessible as it may be with larger vendors who have an incentive to 
keep their customers satisfied. It would be of further interest and research to survey and assess 
how free and proprietary citation managers line up against one another on this issue. 
 
 

C. SOCIAL MEDIA TOOLS: OPEN SOURCE TOOLS 
 

Social media tools, like instant messaging (IM), these tools raise another decision point 
for libraries. Libraries should look at social media tools as a means of communication in the 
current information environment. However, like any communication strategy, a social media 
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strategy ought to be implemented before adopting any social media tool. Lastly, librarians more 
so than other professional groups should consider what it means for third parties to use user 
metadata and user-created data. 
 
 

1. Strengths 
 

With respec to reference services, instant messaging is a large component for many 
libraries. Similar to citation tools, IM products are available in both the commercial and open 
source sector. Consider for example, Library H3lp (a paid, non-profit IM system) and Google 
Chat, now Google Hangouts. 
 

Open or free chat services are easy and quick to set-up, with little to no contractual 
agreements, except for the general terms of service. Highly flexible and likely familiar to your 
users, open IMs are readily available to libraries that are able and willing to create their own 
accounts. 
 
 

2. Limitations 
 

The ease with creating accounts on behalf of one’s library can cause a disruption to any 
communications and/or social media strategy that may be in place. Multiple accounts - whether 
chat, or Facebook, or Twitter - that all claim to represent the library may actually end up 
confusing users rather than simplifying user interaction. For this reason, more libraries ought to 
formalize the process of assessing and implementing social media tools. A recent presentation on 
social media management was provided at the 2013 Special Libraries Association annual 
meeting (Yanek, 2013. 
 

Lastly, librarians, as a profession, ought to be concerned with the use of social media 
metadata and their users’ data that is created and stored on these third parties. Issues of privacy 
and data created through social media is one of the most current and highly debated information 
policies to date. Librarians should be at the forefront of this debate and practice privacy 
protection when implementing free-to-the-user products and services. 
 
 
IV. Open Source in Context: Related Movements and Concepts 
 

It is worth discussing the idea of “open source” as a concept and how it relates to other 
“open” movements, like freeware, Open Access, Copyleft movement, and to a lesser extent, free 
online tools. Further, all of these open information movements can be viewed through the 
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principles of a free and open library. Salve and his co-authors notes succinctly, “[b]oth libraries 
and  open source have the same philosophy i.e., ‘community first’.” (Salve and Lihitkar 2012, 
382). 
 
 

A. THE WEB OF OPEN INFORMATION  
 

The open source and related open access movement are aligned with the concept and 
practices of libraries. The general movement of non-proprietary, non-commercial markets is in 
line with the concept of a free and and public library. See Figure 2. 
 

Blake Carver’s modification to Ranganathan’s rules is well cited within the open source 
and library communities and solidifies the shared philosophy among information specialists:  
(1) software is for use, (2) every computer its user, (3) every reader his source code, (4) save the 
time of the user, and (5) a system is a growing organism (Gorodon 2003, 39).6 Similarly, Richard 
M. Stahlman provided the Four Freedoms of Open Software (annotated): (1) run the program, for 
any purpose; (2) study how the program works and access to source code; (3) redistribute copies; 
(4) distribute copies of your modified versions to others and giving the whole community a 
chance to benefit from your changes (GNU Operating System, 2013). 
 
 

B. THE SPECTRUM OF OPEN INFORMATION  
 

There is a sliding scale of sharing within the open information environment. See Figure 1, 
infra. On the one end, open source code can carry the least commercial and proprietary 
characteristics; on the other, there are free (to users) online applications and tools like Twitter 
and WordPress, among many others. In addition to being less commercial (i.e., not sold in the 
traditional commercial market) and proprietary (i.e., protected and enforced by traditional 
copyright laws), this spectrum also highlights the inverse relationship between user influence and 
customization. The less commercial and proprietary the open information resource, the greater 
the user control and capabilities, and vice versa. This relationship is important for libraries to 
consider because, while there may be fewer up-front pecuniary costs, there may be other costs to 
implementing open information tools and services, such as programmer and developer 
investment and legal assistance to protect and maintain ownership of library- and user-created 
information. 
 
 
V. Conclusion 
 

There are three distinct issues related to open information and libraries. The first is that 



open information has the potential to save libraries from the financial costs of purchasing 
commercial products. Second, open information allows libraries to customize programs and tools 
more readily, as well as making materials available sooner and to more patrons (i.e., Open 
Access). Third, the philosophy of open information is broadly shared by libraries and their 
professionals—that is, knowledge is for everyone and information should be free. 
 

Libraries are drawn to open source because of the ability to run, adapt, and improve the 
code that runs programs and applications which libraries use.7 This means a reduction in the 
purchasing and bundling of pre-fabricated programs that cannot be readily adapted. It also 
requires libraries to invest in program developers since they are foregoing the technical support 
and infrastructure that traditional providers offer. 
 

While many can point to the cost-savings that come with use of open source, for libraries 
in particular there is also the philosophical justification for supporting and using open 
information. Compatible with the spirit of Ranganathan’s five laws, open information is the path 
librarians should be pursuing because it stems from the same origin that first gave rise to the 
concept of a free and open library. 
  



Figure 1: A Spectrum of Non-commercial and Non-
proprietary Information Uses 

 
 

 
 

A pictoral representation of non-commercial, non-proprietary information-sharing practices.  
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Figure 2: Radial Diagram of Open Information Movements and 
Libraries 

 

 
 

A pictoral representation for how open information movements 
relate to the concept of a free and open library. 
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Endnotes 
 
 

1 Nicole C. Engard, Practical Open Source Software for Libraries (Oxford: Chandos 
Publishing, 2010); Karen A. Coombs and Amanda J. Hollister, Open Source Web Applications 
for Libraries (Medford, N.J.: Information Today, Inc., 2010); Art Rhyno, Using Open Source 
Systems for Digital Libraries (Westport, Conn.; London: Libraries Unlimited, 2004). 

2 Rachel S. Gordon, The Accidental Systems Librarian (Medford, N.J.: Information 
Today, Inc., 2003). 

3 For an example of an academic article focusing on the practical application of open 
source, see Dion Hoe-Lian Goh et al., “A Checklist for Evaluating Open Source Digital Library 
Software,” Online Information Review 30 (2006); for an example of an academic article focusing 
on meta analysis, see Muhammad Rafiq, “LIS Community’s Perceptions Towards Open Source 
Software Adoption in Libraries,” The International Information & Library Review 41 (2009). 

4 Thomas Krichel, “From Open Source to Open Libraries,” Bulletin of the American 
Society for Information Science and Technology 35 (2009). 

5 For examples of these resource discovery tools, see Coombs and Hollister, Open Source 
Web Applications for Libraries, 219-50. 

6 See also S.R. Ranganathan, The Five Laws of Library Science (London: Edward 
Goldston, 1931). 

7 See generally Coombs and Hollister, Open Source Web Applications for Libraries. 
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