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Open Source Library Systems: The Current State of the Art Marshall Breeding

Open source integrated library system (ILS) 
products currently find use in a relatively 
modest portion of libraries in the United 

States, but the numbers continue to show a gentle 
upward trend. Of the 9,493 public libraries (17,276 
branches) in the United States represented in librar-
ies.org, 582 (815 branches) use some version of Koha, 
and 635 use Evergreen (1,273 branches). This total 
of 1,217 libraries means that 12.8 percent of public 
libraries in the United States use an open source ILS. 
Of the 3,045 academic libraries in the United States, 
128 use Koha, and 35 use Evergreen for a total of 163 
or 5.4 percent. 

The figures give evidence that open source ILSs 
have become an important part of the library technol-
ogy landscape. In the United States and Canada, the 
impact has been moderate, but a growing part of the 
competitive environment. In the early days of open 
source ILS products, a dramatic shift seemed possible. 
Libraries expressed heightened concerns with some 
of the vendors of proprietary software, and there 
were signs that there was the possibility for more of 
a wholesale turn toward open source alternatives. But 
fifteen years later, proprietary products continue to 
dominate, with open source alternatives holding a rel-
atively small minority position. But the impact goes 
beyond the implementation numbers. The presence of 
open source has increased competitive pressures on 
the commercial offerings to moderate pricing, acceler-
ate development, and improve support services. 

To date, large academic libraries have not imple-
mented open source ILSs or library services platforms 
in large numbers. The Kuali OLE project sparked con-
siderable interest but ultimately failed to produce a 
viable product. The new FOLIO initiative has attracted 
even larger interest, but it remains to be seen if this 

interest will eventually translate into implementa-
tions once the software has been completed. 

Open source software has made a positive impact 
on the library technology industry. Many libraries 
have implemented systems based on open source soft-
ware and are able to directly take advantage of its 
capabilities and can assess its value to them. These 
open source alternatives also have an impact on the 
overall industry. The mere presence of viable open 
source products represents an important competitive 
element. Open source software moderates cost across 
the board. Those offering proprietary products must 
take open source alternatives into consideration as 
they set pricing. Open source developers work hard 
to meet or exceed the capabilities of the established 
proprietary products. Those producing the proprie-
tary products likewise must continually improve their 
systems and find ways to meet the expectations of 
flexibility and interoperability available in the open 
source realm. 
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