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Introduction 

Talis Source is the closest thing we have in the UK library community to a UK National 

Union Catalogue.  But in this regard, the statement “so near and yet so far” is very true.     

Here we lay out our plans for advancing the objectives behind a National Union Catalogue.  

And, we invite participation from other interested parties: libraries, software providers, LMS 

providers and strategic bodies.  

 

Where did the UK National Union Catalogue go? 

This is not a riddle.  And yet it does seem enigmatic that something perceived as so desirable 

by so many in the library domain still proves so elusive. 

Several explanations offer themselves as to why we are unable to provide an aggregated view 

of what the nations’ libraries hold.  This is, of course, Talis’ perspective based on its close 

involvement with the development of two major union catalogues in the UK; UnityWeb and 

Talis Base. 

 

Catering for a single agenda 

Perhaps it is the fact that union catalogues in the UK so far have tended to focus on a single 

audience with fairly focused objectives.   So, when we developed UnityWeb in 2001, we 

managed to get upwards of 60% of the public library community to be involved in 

contributing their catalogues.  Because enabling resource sharing was important to them.  But 

resource sharing didn’t press the same buttons with the majority of academic libraries, so 

most did not contribute. 

 

Technical barriers to contribution 

Perhaps the answer lies in the technical barriers that many libraries face in contributing their 

data.  Extracting data from your LMS is, as we have learnt, not straightforward, and tends to 

come at a cost. 
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Lack of will or trust 

Perhaps the answer also lies in the fact that no single software provider can muster the 

universal consensus required to build such a catalogue.  Non-commercial bodies haven’t 

succeeded in raising the necessary political support.  And there seems to be a lack of trust 

when any commercial provider tries to rally support across the library domain.  This issue is 

exacerbated given the tendency of aggregators to charge libraries for access to their own 

contributions. 

 

So what, if anything, can be done to make a truly national catalogue of UK library holdings a 

reality?   

A coordinated response that satisfies multiple agendas and includes multiple stakeholders 

suggests itself as the only solution.  Talis presents a focal point today for these efforts to 

finally succeed.  The expertise that Talis has acquired through its thirty-six years of building 

union catalogues and its work in aggregating the holdings data of over four hundred libraries 

in the UK so far, provides a base on which others can build.  

 

Need to meet multiple agendas 

As we have already stated, when you start to broaden the agendas to which the contribution of 

holdings might apply you can also start to align motivations to a far wider audience of 

libraries.   This in turn creates wider participation. 

All of the areas listed below, are of interest to some of the library audience.  In most 

instances, libraries are seeking to meet demands in at least one of these areas.   

 

 

 

Fig 1. Library agendas 
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What if the capabilities of Talis Source and other applications built upon the same Platform of 

core information, could be extended to meet not only the needs of those in resource sharing, 

but the needs of these other business areas? 

 

Cataloguing 

Talis has first-hand experience of developing union catalogues for another core function of 

libraries - cooperative cataloguing.  Over one hundred libraries are creating and editing 

catalogue records in the Talis LMS and contributing them to a union catalogue of 6.5 million 

records in Talis Base.   

 

End-user discovery 

In the minds of users this means exposing library collections through their interface of choice.  

Google, Yahoo! and MSN are synonymous with search and discover for millions of people.  

Providing access to an aggregation of library collections makes the job of opening up libraries 

via search engines a reality. 

 

Stock Optimisation 

Having an aggregate view of stock across all libraries opens up all kinds of possibilities for 

collaboration.  Imagine for instance, being able to offer stock rotation models across multiple 

authorities, or being able to market your withdrawn stock to the public on a second-hand book 

site for libraries?  

 

Consortia borrowing 

Another growing requirement in the community is for individual library institutions and 

authorities to work collaboratively with other libraries in their region to offer reciprocal 

borrowing rights to users. 

Libraries working in these tight-knit clusters need access in real-time to holdings and 

circulations information in order to enable remote and local transactions to be synchronous.   
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Industry analytics 

A critical mass of library data can generate insight of huge intrinsic worth, like: issue 

statistics, borrower trends, ILL transactions, purchasing patterns and so on.   

 

Resource sharing 

Talis Source today is most closely aligned to the needs of resource sharing.  And it attracts 

participation from a large section of the community who wish to be involved in resource 

sharing activity.   

As of April 2006, Talis Source contains over 18 million bibliographic records and nearly 45 

million holdings from over 400 institutions, of which approximately 150 institutions actively 

update their holdings on a regular basis. This is a sizeable engagement by libraries, but still 

equates to minority participation by UK libraries as a whole. 

To appeal to wider audiences we have to accommodate a far wider agenda than that of 

resource sharing.  Talis and others will engage with these concerns to ensure that every 

library in the UK has a reason to participate. 

 

Barriers in current resource sharing models  

We have already gone some way down the road to delivering a national union catalogue, 

through our efforts in resource sharing.  This experience has exposed other barriers which 

impede progress, and need to be lifted. 

  

The business model barrier    

Libraries, who were not major lenders or borrowers of items, but rather in need of an 

occasional ILL facility, did not engage with us.  They either could not afford the cost of a 

subscription, or could not justify a subscription for the amount of usage they would get from 

an ILL package, so they did not subscribe and therefore did not contribute.  Today, libraries 

no longer have to pay to look-up and view holdings data in the catalogue.  They can now 

access this data free-of-charge in Talis Source, providing they commit to making a 

contribution of their own library’s holdings. 
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The contribution barrier    

Many libraries are still tied up with systems that either do not make data extraction easy, or 

make data extraction a chargeable exercise.  We are working with vendors to address this 

issue and welcome the opportunity to work with you on an approach to the providers of your 

LMS.  We also accept contributions in any electronic format, and we do not make any charge 

for its submission.   

 

The interoperability barrier    

Data once contributed to a system tends to remain inaccessible to all systems bar the one to 

which the data was contributed.  Given the efforts of making a contribution, this can 

discourage libraries from working with more than one provider, restricting development or 

innovation in this area.  Talis has stated its intention to partner with any provider of ILL 

functionality to enable access to holdings data contributed to the Platform. 

The lack of interoperability between systems and data has meant that ILL groupings have 

tended to initiate requests only between libraries that are using the same system.  An 

understandable decision when trying to satisfy requests as efficiently as possible.   

However, encouraging libraries to ALL use the same system, ultimately removes choice.   It 

creates a situation where the incumbent provider is no longer challenged to deliver innovation 

or consider different (perhaps cheaper?) ways of meeting the objectives of the community.  

Any upheaval in the market that results in a monopolistic position being achieved by one 

supplier removes choice and tends not to benefit the customer.  That is why an open platform 

on top of which all can build has to be the logical step. 

 

Enabling new library services 

The technology underpinning systems used in discovery and sharing models for example, is 

evolving to the point where we no longer need to wrap data and functionality within 

proprietary applications.  Data and functionality can be loosely coupled in a way that enables 

data to interact freely within and between multiple applications.   

This is particularly appropriate in an area like resource sharing where the process of ILL 

requesting relies fundamentally on the exchange of information or data between systems e.g. 

a requesting library’s system and a responding library’s system.  
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This is why next generation applications in this area will embrace collaboration and 

partnership. 

 

Building next-generation resource sharing and disco very solutions 

Next generation solutions for discovery and sharing will be based on the premise that many 

software providers will want to engage and build systems that innovate and improve current 

practices. 

 

Data contributed to an open platform architecture such as that underpinning Talis Source will 

enable software providers of LMS functionality, and resource sharing systems and resource 

discovery systems to build and deliver new and innovative applications quickly.  And this 

model will of course also apply to any new area of service, such as those listed above. 

This will inevitably take time and will require relationships and partnerships to build 

gradually in order to stimulate this kind of collaborative software development.  But Talis is 

taking the first important steps towards achieving this goal by removing the barriers of 

participation for libraries, and openly engaging with software vendors to open the lines of 

communication. 

These applications will not always be free to use.   As in any development, where additional 

value can be determined through building functionality on top of data, then those 

developments become chargeable.  But Talis is underwriting this with a commitment that 

entry-level search and discovery capability of the data itself is free and will remain free. 
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Conclusion 

Talis welcomes the opportunity to talk with any library, software vendor or interested party 

regarding its plans for broadening participation.  We offer a number of channels for 

communication including: forums, blogs and podcasts, all of which are accessible via 

www.talis.com.    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


