
THE TIME HAS COME:
Why Libraries Are Looking to Replace the ILS



The Integrated Library System (ILS) first appeared in the 1970’s. These systems 
evolved over the years, embracing online capabilities such as Web access for patrons. 
Fundamentally, however, they are still built on data structures and implement 
workflows designed for managing a print collection.

Libraries are still using these systems, largely because the pain of changing is so 
great. Is the pain finally great enough? In June of 2012, Serials Solutions fielded a 
comprehensive survey of 85 libraries to:

 » Measure satisfaction with the current ILS

 » Gauge the interest in moving to a new collection management system

 » Understand where using the old technology is painful

 » Determine what libraries are looking for in their next system

 » Evaluate where libraries stand in the process of researching and moving to a 
new system

The survey was fielded with the assistance of Primary Research Group, a professional 
research firm that provides survey-based research on many aspects of library 
collections and operations. Of the 85 libraries that participated in this survey, two-
thirds are academic. Some special libraries also participated. Sizes ranged from less 
than ten staff members to more than 50.

KEY FINDINGS

Nearly 56 percent of the libraries sampled reported that they would consider replacing 
their ILS system within the next four years. Yet those same libraries reported that they 
were satisfied with their current ILS, and highly satisfied in many cases.

Conclusion? The core functionality that libraries have come to associate with their 
familiar ILS is no longer adequate and is, in fact, holding libraries back. The market is 
ready to swap out the ILS in favor of something fundamentally different.

The following shortcomings of the current ILS were identified in particular, quantified 
by the survey responses and revealed through unaided comments. They are driving 
the need to find a replacement.

 » The lack the interoperability with other systems, both systems within the library 
and with other systems on campus 

 » Redundant, inefficient workflows that are overly complex and require dual 
entry, especially in the areas of electronic/print resource management, 
acquisitions and general ease-of-use 

 » Assessment capability and reporting that is either overly complex or non-
existent 
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 » Difficulty managing and maintaining the data in the knowledge base 

 » An antiquated IT service and support model, compared to modern cloud-based, 
software-as-a-service (SaaS) offerings

Finally, the survey evaluated readiness to implement a replacement for the ILS. Nearly 
a third of libraries have already begun to research their options. However, the years 
2014 and 2015 are the timeframe when the move to implement a new collection-
management system to replace the ILS begins in earnest. While funding issues are 
a likely factor in the delay, libraries understand the monetary as well as the time 
investments required, and are ready to move ahead.

THE MOMENTUM FOR REPLACEMENT

The question was asked, “Are you considering replacing your current ILS system at any 
time in the next four years?” Overall, more than half of libraries surveyed — 56 percent 
— indicated they are considering it.

Interest varies with the type of library, with approximately half of public college 
libraries and 70 percent of private college libraries considering replacement. There is 
slightly less interest among special libraries. The survey uncovered a slight correlation 
between interest in replacement and the academic focus of the college, with research 
libraries being more likely than community colleges to consider replacement. Larger 
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libraries and those who have been with their current ILS the longest are more likely to 
be looking to replace it. Not surprisingly, libraries who adopted their current ILS the 
most recently are by far the least likely to replace it.

Satisfaction with the ILS. To better understand the attitudes toward the current 
system, the survey included the question, “How satisfied are you with your current 
ILS?” Given the answers to the replacement question, the responses were surprising. 
They indicate that 1) overall satisfaction with the ILS is quite high, and 2) there is little 
correlation between satisfaction and the interest in replacing the ILS.

Why replace a system with which you are, on the whole, satisfied? It is likely that 
libraries understand the inherent limitations of an ILS and are satisfied, because they 
are evaluating based on its functionality as an ILS. However, they know they need to 
replace it with something fundamentally different. 

The remainder of this paper explores some of the specific and most prominent 
shortcomings of the ILS as reported by the libraries (much of it drawn from responses 
to open-ended questions) and what libraries expect from a new collection-
management system. It concludes with survey findings about the expected timeframe, 
and factors that might impact the ability to implement a system in that timeframe.

ISSUES WITH THE ILS

REDUNDANT, INEFFICIENT WORKFLOWS

The survey asked a broad, open-ended question: “What frustrations do you have 
with your current ILS system?” The number of libraries that specifically mentioned 
“workflow” indicates this is a top-of-mind pain point. The comments included: 

 » “Lacks the ability to adapt to a workflow”

 » “Not geared toward academic library workflows”

 » “Overly complex workflows”

 » “Antiquated workflows”

When asked “What would an ILS/WMS vendor ideally have to do or provide in order 
to win your business?” one respondent replied “potential for workflow simplification 
and staff savings” and from another, “prove that they can streamline our workflows and 
increase our productivity.”

Three particular issues related to workflows stood out in the survey.

Dual Management of Print/Electronic Resources. More than half of all libraries 
surveyed — 57 percent — stated that they have issues with having to use multiple, 
separate management systems for their print and electronic resources
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The number was less than 50 percent only among the smallest libraries (less than 
ten FTE employees). Larger libraries and those at research universities were the most 
likely to report this is a problem. Results for the type of library or number of years with 
the ILS aren’t shown here because there the differences weren’t significant, with all 
responses in the 50-60 percent range.

Among the expressions of dissatisfaction:

 » “Lack of integration between our catalog and databases”

 » “Lack of integration of an e-resource management system”

 » “Too tightly coupled with non-digital formats and not sufficiently flexible with 
the range of digital info we acquire and manage”

The libraries tied this lack of integration to productivity issues, from the broad-based 
frustration of managing electronic journals separately, to specific issues such as the 
need to perform separate steps to import e-resource MARC records into the ILS. With 
60 percent of library materials budgets devoted to e-resources, and on a trajectory 
to reach 80 percent by 2020 (source: U.S. Department of Education) libraries are 
recognizing the need to move away from the print-centric ILS.
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Acquisitions. A large number of unprompted comments referenced frustrations 
with acquisitions. Declared one respondent at an academic library, the “acquisitions 
modules are always the worst in every ILS I have ever worked with.” Another said that 
the “acquisitions module is very confusing to learn, therefore we are not using it for 
monographic purchases.”

Libraries are looking for acquisitions that integrate with systems both internally 
and externally, to streamline workflows and cut down on redundant entry. Here is a 
sampling of what libraries said they are looking for:

 » Integration between acquisitions and cataloging

 » Integration with purchasing systems

 » Integration with book jobber systems

Ease of Use. Ease of use and its resulting impact on productivity was rated far and 
away the most important factor influencing the choice of a system to replace the 
ILS. Libraries reported that complicated processes, complex workflows and inflexible 
workflows put a drain on productivity and drive up expense. Ease of use, in fact, 
was rated as a more important factor than the cost of the system. Clearly, there is 
recognition that the hard cost of a system is less significant than the costs that come 
with using it.

Here is sampling of the frustrations expressed:

 » “Overly complicated procedures”

 » “Too much clicking”

 » “Non-intuitive staff functions”

And what are libraries looking for?

 » “Increase staff efficiency”

 » “Streamline workflows and improve productivity”

 » “Easier system for staff to learn”

 » “Workflow simplification and staff savings”

COMPLEX OR NON-EXISTENT ASSESSMENT CAPABILITY

The study revealed that the ability to run reports to assess the value of a collection is 
a major shortcoming of the ILS. Many of the libraries surveyed said that generating 
reports was complex or expensive. Some said the reporting capability was 
substandard, while others said it was non-existent.
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Here are some of the ways they expressed their frustration:

 » “Report writing, and extracting data for analysis is not as flexible as I would like“

 » “Too complicated … we have to know SQL and Access to run reports”

 » “Lack of reporting and statistics”

 » “Reporting capability is weak”

 » “We would like scheduled reports, improved statistics and decision-making 
capability”

 » “Lack of ability for non-IT staff to make changes to settings or reports”

As resources are becoming increasingly electronic, circulation activity is no longer a 
good barometer of the value the library delivers. Libraries need an accurate picture of 
how collections are accessed — not borrowed — so they can demonstrate their true 
value to the institution.

DIFFICULTY MAINTAINING THE KNOWLEDGEBASE

Verbatim responses from the survey indicate that libraries recognize they have 
problems with data in the local knowledgebase — both in the quality of the data and 
the difficulty in maintaining it. With more and more e-resources, the need to have an 
authoritative and comprehensive knowledgebase of databases and ebook packages is 
critical.  Once again, the old model of an individual, local knowledgebase doesn’t meet 
the need.  

Certainly, hosted knowledgebases, such as that of Serials Solutions, have helped.  
But those resources were not complete, especially regarding e-book packages and 
bibliographic records for monographs.  Libraries have found themselves searching 
multiple databases and maintaining multiple resource lists – one for the link resolver, 
one for the discovery service and one with the e-book supplier.  To an open-ended 
question about frustrations with their current ILS, the “necessity to maintain multiple 
silos of information” was one answer. And what would cause libraries to break from the 
past and start looking for a replacement?  To “reduce or eliminate multiple knowledge 
base management,” responded another.

The need to duplicate data entry for searching and copy cataloging was mentioned 
by several libraries. Also, many, many libraries recognize that they have problems 
with data quality and how their records are structured. Problems with bibliographic 
and authority records, missing records and the need to convert data in non-standard 
formats were just a few of the data-related problems that libraries said they need to 
address.
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THE IMPORTANCE OF INTEROPERABILITY

Libraries were asked, “As a factor in choosing an ILS system, how important is 
interoperability with the financial, student, supplier acquisition and ordering systems 
that you use? Overall, 70 percent of libraries who responded said that interoperability 
is either “extremely important” or “important” to them. Only a handful said it is either 
“not really important” or “completely unimportant.”

The most emphatic responses about the importance of interoperability came from 
public colleges, community colleges, research universities, larger libraries, and those 
who had been with their current ILS the longest.
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Verbatim responses indicate that libraries are looking for a broad scope of 
interoperability, with the following types of systems specifically mentioned:

 » Automated Storage and Retrieval System 

 » Catalog and databases, circulation module and cataloging

 » External systems for managing expenditures, patron roles, identities, access and 
privileges

 » Student and financial systems

 » Link resolver and discovery services

 » Acquisitions

Some specified that an open Application Programming Interface (API) was either 
lacking in their current system, or that having a robust, open API would be a key driver 
supporting a system change.

INEFFICIENT IT SERVICE AND SUPPORT MODEL

Our survey revealed that libraries are spending vast amounts of time maintaining 
records, and performing redundant, repetitive work across multiple, siloed systems. 
They recognize that the current technology model centered around the ILS is the 
culprit, and are looking to a new model for their next-generation system.

The survey asked, “What are the main reasons that you might have for seeking out a 
new ILS system?” Among the answers:

 » “Moving more parts to the cloud”

 » “Moving to the cloud for less systems support needed and less copy cataloging 
support needed”

 » “To get a better product for the same or less money, without having to host our 
own server”

 » “Move to a cloud platform, with community features”

 » “Gaining efficiencies from the cloud computing model”

Libraries recognize that accessing software in the cloud using a Software-as-a-Service 
(SaaS) model is the wave of the future, and that’s what they are looking for in the next 
generation of collection management.

TIME FRAME FOR ILS REPLACEMENT

Finally, the survey evaluated readiness to implement a replacement for the ILS.
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Timeframe for Researching. Libraries were asked, “If you have any interest in a new 
ILS system, when do you think you would start to seriously research your potential 
choices?”

Overall, 30 percent indicated they had already started researching systems and 
providers, or would begin that research during the 2012 calendar year. However, more 
libraries don’t expect to begin to seriously research systems until 2015 or later. Smaller 
libraries and, of course, those who most recently implemented their current ILS are the 
most likely to wait. 
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Timeframe for Implementation. The following question was asked: “When do you 
think that you would be ready to implement a new system?” 

Expectations to implement in 2012 or 2013 are relatively low. The years 2014 and 2015 
are the major target years, with 22 percent of libraries overall expecting 2014 and  
17 percent anticipating 2015. Well more than half of all libraries that have been with 
their current ILS the longest expect to implement a new system in 2014 or 2015. 
Virtually all of the largest libraries surveyed, and all of the research university libraries 
expect to implement in 2014 or later.

Staff Readiness. What about the pain of making the change? Those surveyed were 
asked to characterize their preparedness and expectations by choosing from one of 
these statements: 1) We are already prepared for a quick transition, 2) Preparations 
have begun and we are confident it will go smoothly, 3) Preparations have begun 
and it has not gone as smoothly as anticipated, 4) No real preparations yet, but staff is 
quite flexible and we expect a smooth transition, 5) No real preparations yet and we 
would have to make a major time investment to assu re a smooth transition, 6) No real 
preparations yet and I would anticipate some serious problems in the short term.
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Most have made no preparations, and while some expect a smooth transition, more 
expect a major time investment. Clearly libraries understand the pain of the change, 
but are ready to move ahead.

READINESS 
OF STAFF TO 
TRANSITION
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Funding Issues. Finally, what is the outlook for funding an alternative to the ILS? We 
asked, “To what extent does our budget and funding outlook allow you to make a 
transition to a new or upgraded ILS alternative to your present system if you wanted 
to do so? There were four responses offered: 1) We have the funds for the system 
we would want, 2) We can probably find the funds or fit the new system into our 
existing budget resources, 3) Budgetary issues are a problem and would possibly 
lead to postponement of any transition, 4) Budgetary issues are serious and we can’t 
contemplate a change right now unless it is at a lower cost than present.
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Overall, 11 percent said they have the funds for the system that they would want, while 
another 32 percent said they could probably find the funding. Special libraries and 
smaller libraries report relatively more funding problems, while private colleges and 
graduate-degree granting universities are in better shape. The prevalence of budgetary 
problems overall is the likely reason why libraries see actual implementation as several 
years away.

CONCLUSIONS

Clearly, libraries recognize the need to replace the ILS. With more collections moving 
to electronic form, the difficulties in managing a collection with a largely closed system 
designed for a print-only environment have reached the tipping point. While there are 
budgetary and other issues that might prevent an immediate move, the majority of 
academic and some special libraries are considering a replacement. Nearly a third have 
already begun to research and prepare for a long-needed transition whose time has 
clearly come.

ABOUT SERIALS SOLUTIONS

Serials Solutions provides industry-leading technology solutions for libraries 
worldwide. The company helps libraries work better by providing innovative, practical 
Software as a Service (SaaS) solutions for discovery and management. Driven by a 
comprehensive knowledgebase and coupled with unparalleled client support services, 
these solutions uniquely merge unsurpassed understanding of libraries. Serials 
Solutions is a dedicated partner of libraries working to remain vital and relevant to 
their users and communities. 

Serials Solutions, a ProQuest business, is headquartered in Seattle, Washington.

www.serialssolutions.com
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