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JISC/SCONUL Library Systems workshop - Future visions. January 2012 

The disruptive approach...No more library systems!.....NOTE: This is ‘food-for-

thought’ based on various readings and influences (see part two -notes). It is meant as a 

provocation to discuss and challenge. I am not advocating this as a solution. Names of 

product/systems mentioned in the scenario have been made up! 

2020: An undergraduate student talks about ‘the Library’ 

‘The library?  The system’s great and I use it all the time. It’s really easy and I get everything 

(pretty much) I want. Everything is centred on my course and I can easily focus on the most 

important tasks I need to get done-like my next assignment. I know what I have to do and 

have the resources on tap to do it. I like the way that I can track my GPA score and get 

suggestions for reading, tasks or resources that can help me improve it. My score was falling 

a bit last year so I redeemed some library points to get the accelerator package with access 

to extended resources. So when I had my regular ‘viva’ session with my lecturer I passed 

with flying colours. It’s worth doing that sometimes because if I get over a 3.3 I get a part of 

my course fee refunded-- and that reduces my student debt. 

I like the way the library helps me to work with others. When using a CoursePiece you can 

see its ‘pulse’ gets stronger as comments are added and more students are using it. I like to 

see what others thought of what I’ve just read and get see interesting stats, such as how 

many others are reading with me. We connect share and discuss what we like or dislike or 

what we found especially useful. I make connections not only with students at my uni but 

also with students all over the world. I get some really interesting perspectives that way.’ 

2020: Director of learning and teaching 

‘We shut the library and outsourced the activities we needed a few years back as part of the 

move to online learning. The old library building is now our campus LearningSpace. That also 

means of course we got rid of all our library systems and the VLE. The P___xxx ‘ShareLearn’ 

cloud based platform does it all. In effect it’s a commercial shared service used by 

universities round the world. It also provides content and infrastructure for schools so we’ve 

been able to save money by working a lot more closely with out ‘feeder’ secondary schools. 

The ‘Library’ is now simply another app on the student’s PD (personal device). The content 

is much more integrated with the courses now. We have a pay-per-use model for content 

and paid for resources are mixed with free OER.   The world-wide ‘collective intelligence’ of 

ShareLearn means we have data to judge the quality and effectiveness of content measured 

by learning outcomes and cost.  We can see not only what resources get used but what 

resources have the biggest GPA impact. Now the creation and selection of learning content 

is done based on proper metrics. It’s a shared activity in a sense between students and 

academics’. 
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PART TWO: Explanatory notes and references 

Disruptive innovation 

The scenario imagines that a company or other organisation has looked at the ‘problem’ 

from a ‘disruptive innovation’ stance as advocated by Clayton Christensen.
1
 So instead of 

taking the normal ‘sustaining’ innovation approach (which is what all existing library system 

developments do (URM, ERM, Open source, web scale etc) it looks at how those approaches 

might be disrupted. This ‘disruptive’ approach eschews the mainstream which means most 

university libraries will dismiss it initially as not right for them. It will typically avoid some of 

the complex features and approaches of existing systems and may be seen as not meeting 

the (complex) needs of many libraries and their users. The (initially) small number of 

institutions that take this disruptive route will get rid of pretty much everything we currently 

think of as comprising a library system infrastructure. 

A different approach to meeting user needs 

In taking this approach the company/organisation will have looked at needs and 

requirements in a different way. It may well have used the ‘jobs-to-be-done’ (JTBD) 

methodology advocated by Christensen. Rather than a conventional response to ‘needs’ or 

functional requirements the JTBD approach asks what ‘problem’ is the user trying to solve, 

how do they do it now, what alternatives they use, and consequently how might it be solved 

more simply and conveniently at less cost. 

The HE context 

Clayton Christensen applied his ‘disruptive’ analysis to (US) schools in 2008 and universities 

in 2011
2
. His book ‘The innovative University’ is clearly very US focussed (and doesn’t 

mention libraries) so might easily be dismissed by people involved in UK Higher Education. 

However the underlying issues and trends are more widely applicable. At heart he sees a 

need to deliver better quality education at lower cost and views technologies such as online 

learning as being critical to achieving this. Some of the issues he raises and themes he talks 

about are:-  

• The strategy of universities tends to be one of imitation (of the top ones) rather than 

innovation. This tends to solidify past educational practice among traditional 

universities making them more expensive but not fundamentally better from a 

learning standpoint. This is essentially a 'sustaining' innovation model. 

• High quality online learning is the major technological disruptive force3 

• There is great disruptive power coming from for profit institutions (esp. in USA). They 

profit from their extensive use of online technology. E.g. the University of Phoenix 

had revenues of $3.8 billion in 2009. In same year it enrolled 355,800 new 

students...more than the 10 campuses of University of California. 
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How does this play in the undergraduate student part of the scenario? 

The increasing uptake of tablet devices such as the iPad is having a dramatic impact on how 

users interact with content. The scenario suggests that ‘resources’ and learning have 

become increasingly intertwined in order that students can get their ‘jobs’ done better. 

There has always been a problem in how libraries interface with the learning and teaching 

environment. Typically integration between library management systems, VLEs and reading 

list system has been weak and problematic.
4
 Developments we are already seeing in 

textbooks
5
 and in ‘trade’ (i.e. rather than scholarly) ebooks suggest what a more integrated 

and ‘social’ approach might look like
6
. What we think of as social media forms an integral 

part of the ‘experience’. So in the scenario the ‘library’ is the device itself (or something like 

an ‘app’ running on the device) and the student is provided with a very integrated learning 

environment that includes the learning tasks and the content combined together and 

available at all times. There is also close feedback to academic performance. 
7
 This then 

becomes the library system, and indeed the VLE. 

How does this play in the Director of learning and teaching part of the scenario? 

An organisation such an Apple, combined perhaps with Pearson and other content providers 

might provide a very compelling offer to a university to transform the library and learning 

environment. Outsourcing is much discussed at the moment.  

Such an approach can be imagined as one that has a highly focussed approach to content 

being better coupled with learning in order to better meet the real need of students. At the 

heart of this ‘disruptive’ proposition to the university would be a converged digital library 

and learning offering that could enable significant economies. From the library perspective 

alone the university might decide to no longer ‘waste’ resources on librarian selected 

material that is never used 
8
. It might also decide to no longer ‘waste’ resources on 

librarians leaving the selection of course content to academics assisted by the much 

improved metrics from the new environment.  It looks very unlikely that a conventional 

library or VLE system would play a part in the offering.  

To get the full benefit of such an approach the university would transform to a completely 

online learning environment and abandon courses that could not be delivered in this way. It 

and might also abandon research. Christensen argues that such a strategic focus could 

increase the quality of the course and the student experience. The efficiencies gained would 

allow academic staff to be paid more than at competing institutions. Such an environment 

might also enable an increase in the time students spend with lecturers—online or indeed 

physically. Instead on of library full of stuff that isn’t used there would be a state of the art 

learning space that promotes collaborative learning.  

Finally one of the characteristics of a disruptive innovation approach is to provide solutions 

for what were previously considered ‘non consumers’. The scenario suggests that the 

university is providing service for its ‘feeder’ secondary schools. It might go further and offer 



JISC/SCONUL Library Systems: Future visions workshop 19
th

 January 2012. Ken Chad Consulting Ltd 

Page 4 

 

services to alumni as part of their continuing education—and in doing so maintain a further 

subscription based revenue stream. An important aspect to Christensen’s notion of 

disruption includes business model innovation as well as technology. The two often go hand 

in hand 
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