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I’m honored and delighted to have been asked to address the VALE User’s Conference. I believe that consortia 

like VALE are going to play an important part in the effectiveness and sustainability of academic libraries going 

forward, so you folks are much on my mind as I work at the Mellon Foundation to try to support our higher 

education and library constituents. I’m both pleased and grateful to have the chance to share some of my 

thinking with you today, and I look forward to hearing your thoughts in return. 

Before I launch into our topic this morning, I have a couple of disclaimers. First, one of the most important 

responsibilities of a keynote speaker is to entertain. Sadly…we’ve picked a topic today about which I’m 

passionate, so while I’m going to do as much informing as I can, I’m afraid the pure entertainment quota is 

going to be relatively low—no flashy graphics, no singing or dancing, and few jokes; at least, few intentional 

jokes. If you’re laughing too hard, then I’m probably in trouble up here!  

The other disclaimer is a little more conventional. I’m here today to speak in my own voice. What I’m going to 

say does not necessarily reflect the opinions of my colleagues or of The Andrew W. Mellon Foundation. I’m not 

here to announce new Foundation policy or to set any new directions.  

Actually, I’m here to honor you and what you’re doing, to tell you why I think it’s important, and to share a 

little bit about what my program is doing to try to help. I will begin with a quick introduction to the Mellon 

Foundation and my program, so that you understand the perspective that I bring to this talk today. Next I’ll 

introduce some apparently unconnected thoughts, which aren’t nearly as random as they may seem at first. 

Finally, I’m going to start pulling them together for you, into a picture of how I see the next 10-15 years playing 

out for higher education and its libraries, with some ideas about how VALE, and you, might want to plan for the 

changes.  

In the process, I’m going to pose some questions that we all need to be thinking hard about as we plan for the 

future. 

The Andrew W. Mellon Foundation is named after a son of the Pittsburgh banking dynasty who was also 

Herbert Hoover’s Secretary of the Treasury. The Foundation is one of the ten largest philanthropic 

organizations in the US, having assets of over $6 billion, and giving roughly $300 million per year to five major 

constituencies 

 Higher education, with particular foci on: scholarship in the arts and humanities; and support for liberal 

arts colleges 

 Research libraries 

 Museums 

 Performing Arts organizations 

 Conservation biology 

My program, the Program in Research in Information Technology, is the newest and smallest of the Mellon 

programs. It is staffed by me and my Vice President, Ira Fuchs, whom some of you will know as the man who 

invented Bitnet, the co-founder of CREN and JSTOR, the co-inventor of the listserv, Princeton’s former CIO, 

and a winner of the EDUCAUSE Leadership award.  
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We exist primarily to serve the foundation’s other constituencies, by funding technology innovation that 

directly serves those constituencies. We also consult with and for our colleagues in Mellon’s other programs, 

when their grantmaking involves technology in some way. We give about 7 million dollars a year, mostly in the 

form of a very small number of rather large grants. Since the year 2000, we’ve funded about two dozen major 

projects in all, having total capitalizations ranging from about $3 million to about $140 million. 

Despite our name, we fund no pure research. We fund the development of production quality software: software 

you can take up and use just as if it were commercially produced. Everything we fund is open source, so that 

our constituents can use it in any way they like.  

We seldom fund single institutions to do anything; instead, we form and fund consortia of institutions to 

develop software that meets a mutual need. The institutions in the consortia form a virtual development 

organization, or VDO, seconding managers and developers to the project for the duration. After the project is 

delivered, the VDO and these consortia migrate into a governance model in which a software foundation owns 

the source code, and the community comes together to sustain it on a democratic, egalitarian basis, just like any 

other open source project. However, one big difference usually remains: because community source projects 

build institutional software, the community members are primarily institutions, not individuals. Consequently, 

most of the people who work on community source projects are actually paid to do so—not by the projects, but 

by institutions which contribute to the community by assigning some of their employees as contributors. This 

means that the average level of contributor experience and professionalism in a community source project is 

higher than in many open source projects.  

An important part of the community source strategy is to attract commercial vendors to provide essential 

services for users who don’t have the in-house capacity to install, customize, maintain, or service the software. 

People often hear “open source” and think they need to be hackers to use it. But more than 80% of all the 

installations of Mellon-funded institutional software last year were commercially vended: fewer than 20% of 

institutions tried to do it on their own. Many of these vended solutions are turnkey: you can buy or rent as much 

or as little handholding as you need. The vendors are part of the community, too: in some cases, they even serve 

on the governing boards. 

Diversity is essential to the success of these projects. The developer communities for Mellon-funded projects 

include institutions on every continent except Antarctica, and software funded by my program is used every day 

by 30-50 million people in every time-zone and on every continent including Antarctica. In fact, my command 

of geography has improved significantly since taking this job, because it’s hard for someone to name a place 

anywhere on the globe that doesn’t touch on our projects in some way! Our consortial participants include 

research universities as well as smaller 4-year institutions and even community colleges, working right 

alongside the big boys, and more than pulling their weight. They include elite, private US institutions like MIT 

and Stanford, flagship public universities like Indiana, Michigan, and Rutgers, and elite international 

institutions like the Universities of Oxford, Cambridge, and Toronto, as well as leading regional institutions like 

the University of Capetown, Macquarie University in Australia, Open Polytechnic in New Zealand, and 

comparable institutions in many countries, including Sweden, the Netherlands, India, and China. But they also 

include smaller schools like Middlebury College, in Vermont, and San Joaquin Delta Community College, in 

California—which is not just a participant, but a Founding Partner of both the Kuali Financials and Kuali 

Student projects. Originally, we called these projects “directed open source,” but because of this broad, diverse 

participation, it’s become more common to call them simply “community source.” 

Because we have a small budget and a very big mission, I look for what I like to call “tectonic” projects: 

projects that have the potential to have an unusually large impact, and to really change the landscape underneath 

our constituencies for the better. Here are some of the projects we’ve supported in the last few years: 

 Sakai collaborative research and course management environment 
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 Kuali Financial System: ERP system 

 Kuali Research Admin: formerly MIT’s COEUS 

 Kuali Student System 

 SEASR rich media analytics platform 

 FLUID User Experience Project 

 Zotero web research tool 

 OpenCollection (Museum/Special Collections CMS)  

 The Open CourseWare Initiative 

This doesn’t count projects like the FEDORA repository services, Extensible Catalog, LibraryFind, and OAI, 

which are supported by Mellon via colleagues in other programs, and projects like JSTOR and ARTstor, which 

were Foundation Presidential initiatives.  

So that’s enough about us. Let me turn now to what I’ve called random thoughts, but what are really some 

issues and themes that I think are going to have powerful effects on the way our future plays out. This talk is 

billed as being about “The Library in the Academic Enterprise,” but you will see that I draw very few 

distinctions between libraries and the campuses that house them. The themes I want to illuminate apply to both 

libraries and campus IT, as well as to consortia like VALE. These themes and their impacts may look a little 

different depending on where in the org-chart you sit, but one of the most important subtexts to my talk today is 

that we’re all in this together. That’s only going to become more true in the years ahead. 

Pseudo-Random Thought #1:  Cyberinfrastructure is coming, and it’s going to be great—but in the immortal 

words of coach John Madden, “don’t do anything great unless you’re prepared to survive the celebration.”  

Information technology in libraries and higher education is on the verge of a brave new world, thanks to the 

academic technology infrastructure initiatives that are being called, collectively, cyberinfrastructure. It’s 

important that we not get so focused on how great they could be that we forget that we have to survive them, 

too—that we need to make them, not just great for a few, for a moment, but accessibly and sustainably great. So 

one question I have is this: what are you doing right now to ensure that your institution and VALE will survive 

the cyberinfrastructure celebration?  

Pseudo-Random Thought #2: The more you read about strategy in any field of human endeavor, the more 

often you come across the core concept that one should always play to one’s strengths. Whether it’s Sun Tzu or 

Clausewitz on war, Lombardi or Paterno or Krzyzewski on sports, or Rachael Ray on cooking, the secret to 

success is to play to your own strength, and the primary goal of strategy should be to create an environment 

where your strengths are most effective.  

In battle, you seek the high ground, and attempt to concentrate your forces while scattering your enemy; in 

sports, you build your team to suit your home field; in cooking, you use the freshest, local ingredients. My 

question here is this: as a consortium, what are VALE’s home-field strengths, and how can you shape your 

institutional environments to continue to make those strengths as effective as possible?   

Pseudo-Random Thought #3: In my Foundation work, we often remind our grantees that “not-for-profit is a 

tax status, not a business model.” That saying makes the point that your organizations exist to serve a need, and 

they’re expected to serve that need as well and as efficiently as possible. Anything less is a breach of the 
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public’s trust, because not-for-profit status is a public status, conferred by government in the belief that such 

organizations, public or private, will benefit the community and the nation.  

To serve, you must survive; to survive, you must plan. Key questions for a sustainability plan include:  

 What is your mission, really? 

 Who are your stakeholders, what do they want, and how will you give it to them?  

 What resources do you need, and how will you ensure a sustainable supply?  

Pseudo-Random Thought #4: It may well be impossible to sell a mature software product profitably—and 

even if it is possible, you might not want to be a customer.  

When software is young, each new version holds valuable, new features, so buying each new upgrade makes 

sense. The company is growing, so it can attract investment that helps to keep costs down. Once the software 

matures, though, each new version has fewer essential features, and customers begin to balk at the annual 

upgrades. As growth tapers off, investment does too, and more of the costs must be borne by customers. 

Companies respond with many different strategies to “lock in” business so they can charge more and force 

upgrades. But even so, it’s difficult to earn enough to pay for support, maintenance, R&D, marketing, and still 

pay shareholders a profit, so companies start to skimp—usually on R&D or service, or both. They also start to 

merge and take over competitors, because that can attract investment and stave off the crisis a bit longer.  

The result is a volatile market where ownership of the vendors changes more and more frequently, brain drain 

from the vendors reduces the quality of service, prices increase even as products age and become less useful, 

and customer satisfaction deteriorates.  Here’s an easy question: does this sound like any software market you 

know?  It sounds like almost every software market I know…. 

Pseudo-Random Thought #5: There is no such thing as a free market: all markets require proper structure and 

regulation to remain competitive. Adam Smith was right: free competition is by far the best way to create 

wealth efficiently. But many followers of Smith are wrong, in their assumption that free markets are 

automatically self-sustaining. We see in our software markets how vendors are able to exploit a free market to 

create anti-competitive arrangements, like vendor lock-in. 

Several Nobel laureates in economics have shown that the ability of a market to stay free is based on several 

factors, among the most important of which is who owns what’s being bought and sold. Structured well, 

ownership rights can almost guarantee continued free and fair competition; structured poorly, they almost 

guarantee the opposite. My question here is this: who owns the enterprise software that you use? Remember that 

owning a software license is not the same as owning the software itself. How would your vendor relationships 

change if someone other than the vendor owned the software on which you depend?   

I’ve told you about my program’s commitment to fostering community source software. One key reason we do 

this is because allowing the community to own the software can create healthier market dynamics, increasing 

competition, improving quality, and reducing cost, while still allowing vendors to earn a healthy profit.  

Does our model work? Major vendors like IBM and Sun seem to think so: you can buy services for our 

community source projects from them. Moreover, several smaller vendors have come into existence around our 

projects: where the big companies sell a mix of proprietary products and open source services, these startups 

strictly provide installation, customization, maintenance, and support services around open source software, 

owning little or no code of their own. 
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Pseudo-Random Thought #6: Software development capacity in the not-for-profit world is shrinking steadily, 

and quite rapidly. It’s already effectively gone in most not-for-profit domains, with higher education almost the 

sole remaining exception. But higher ed is not immune from the trend, it’s just the rear-guard.  

Thirty years ago, almost every college and university wrote its own software. Today, the number of US 

campuses that can build enterprise software is probably less than 200. Over the next 5-10 years, that number 

will most likely continue to shrink, until only a small handful of wealthy campuses can still write their own 

software.  As far as I can see, this trend is not reversible, because it results from several forces, all of them 

outside of institutional control.  

 First, enterprise software is becoming steadily more complicated. Recent developments like web 

services obscure this fact, because they appear to simplify software construction. But that’s misleading. 

When you have to integrate dozens or hundreds of services to meet complex, ongoing organizational 

needs, then web services bring their own complications.  

 Second, developers are becoming more expensive. We get occasional breaks like the dot-com collapse, 

when highly skilled programmers were willing to come work for our usual wages, but now that Google 

and Microsoft are hiring madly again, at wages as much as 50-100% higher than we can pay, almost all 

the best and the brightest go to them or their competitors, not us. It doesn’t make sense for us to build 

our futures around second-rate developers or windfalls from economic recessions—and a lot of Provosts 

and CIOs are wising up to that fact.  

 Finally, the growth of outsourcing, including offshoring, remote hosting, appliance-based models, 

software-as-a-service, and cloud computing, has created a market in which software is available much 

more cheaply outside the organization, than inside.  

Many NFPs have already reached the point where they have effectively no in-house tech capacity: their “IT 

staff” are actually project managers and contractor liaisons, who may or may not be trained for what they’re 

actually doing. Over the next decade or two, I expect to see even more NFPs, including most campuses in the 

VALE consortium, reach that same point. My question is: how can we anticipate and plan for these changes in 

ways that will be minimally disruptive and maximally innovative for your people and your organization? 

So let’s start putting all these not-so-random thoughts together.  

If I’m right about all this, then going forward we will have a world in which not-for-profit technology capacity 

is likely to decline, while demand for technology services continues to grow, so we can expect to keep being 

asked to do still more with still less. Many of our software markets are dysfunctional already, and there doesn’t 

seem to be much reason to believe that’s going to get better. Vendor lock-in takes desperately needed money 

out of our pockets. It also makes us less agile, and less able to control our own environments, so it’s harder for 

us to play to our own strengths. Most of us don’t have the in-house ability to build our own software today, and 

the few of us who still do may well lose it in the next several years.  

Oh, and let’s not forget cyberinfrastructure, which is likely to increase the capabilities of those institutions that 

can afford to install and maintain it, while at the same time relegating any campuses that cannot afford it to 

second-class citizenship. Regrettably, because these projects have been built by and for large research 

universities, right now most of the VALE institutions probably fall into the future under-class. Paraphrasing 

John Madden again, one can argue that the people who are building our cyberinfrastructure are not doing as 

much planning as they need to, around the question of how you are expected to survive their celebration. 

Pretty grim picture, yes? Well, not necessarily. I don’t want to underplay the seriousness of the challenges that 

smaller institutions will face over the next decade or two, because they are significant, and anyone who fails to 

appreciate that is likely to get steamrollered.  
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But let me sketch two possible futures for you, one utopian and one dystopian, to give you a sense of just how 

much control over your future you may have, if you’re smart, plan ahead, and work hard. It’s a tale of two 

campuses: let’s start with the worst of times. 

Dystopia. In the unhappy future, institutions will focus on putting out the fires rather than thinking strategically 

about IT. They will work harder to do more with less, slowly losing capacity and shifting work to outside 

vendors. They will be reactive rather than proactive about each new shock. They will continue to rely primarily 

on proprietary software, whose uncertain quality and increasing cost will make them work ever harder and still 

hinder their agility. Cyberinfrastructure will arrive, but only for the wealthy, so institutions that can afford to 

install it will raid those that cannot for their best faculty, librarians, and support staff—who will be eager to 

move if they can, because who wants to be a second-class citizen?  

To prosper in this ever-more-competitive environment, institutions will allocate more and more resources to 

marketing and branding, borrowing resources from infrastructure areas like IT to meet each new crisis, and 

becoming steadily less able to pay back those loans.  

It’s not all grim: there’s lots of innovation in this future, as the bright, resourceful folks in higher education IT 

keep coming up with clever ways to do more with less. But that innovation may even become part of the 

problem, because focusing on it may obscure the more fundamental problems and delay an effective response. 

Even today, an awful lot of “IT innovation” in higher education amounts to rearranging the deck chairs on the 

Titanic. Localized innovation around micro-level problems won’t provide the course-change that is needed. 

After 20 years of this pattern, many smaller institutions may be severely downgraded in quality, and all but the 

wealthiest will be clinging by their fingernails to the margins of technology in higher education. Worst of all, as 

competition forces institutions into a race to the bottom, the institutional diversity in American higher education 

will have dropped precipitously.  

Utopia. Then there’s the utopian, happy future: the best of times. Here, as the environmental pressures increase, 

smaller, less wealthy institutions will decide to work smarter, not harder. They will collaborate more 

aggressively, using consortia to concentrate their resources in order to remain competitive with each other and 

the larger, wealthier campuses. One word often used for this mixed model of collaboration and competition is 

“coopetition.” 

Community source projects will produce more enterprise software that permits smarter, better collaboration 

within and between campuses, improving productivity by getting the technology out of the way. The individual 

institutions will still shrink in capacity, but their consortia will assume much of the burden that the institutions 

can no longer bear directly: 

 Library consortia will evolve from loose purchasing confederations to providers of managed and shared 

services to their constituents.  

 Other consortia will evolve to deliver hosted cyberinfrastructure, allowing faculty at their member 

campuses access to most of the same capabilities as faculty at elite research universities.  

 Some consortia will develop virtual research collaboratives and even “virtual academic departments” 

across their members.  

 Other consortia will lead and guide community source software projects. Some of them will also go into 

the software services business, becoming providers of outsourced services to institutions that can no 

longer afford in-house tech staffs.  
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 By using consortia to meet common needs, institutions will share costs in areas where they have no 

competitive advantage or simply do not compete, enabling them to preserve and allocate more resources 

to distinguish themselves effectively in areas where they have important, competitive differences. They 

will “coopete” in order to play better to their own respective strengths.  

Unlike a true utopia, this future is not without its problems; for example, the growing number and variety of 

consortia will challenge institutions to manage their memberships effectively, and some institutions may be so 

disadvantaged that even consortia won’t save them. But after 20 years have passed in this future, American 

higher education will still be institutionally diverse, and many smaller, less wealthy colleges will still survive 

and prosper; in fact, if all goes well, they will find themselves more competitive against the giants than they are 

today.  

So which of these visions will hold? Most likely, neither one: the future is hard to predict. But if your 

skepticism is leading you to think that the dystopian future is either much more likely or just inevitable, think 

again. Everything I mentioned as part of the utopian future either already exists today, or is in the process of 

coming into being.  

 You know your own efforts to expand VALE’s services to its members.  

 The NITLE consortium is in the process of implementing a business model that is based almost wholly 

on the delivery of shared technology services, some hosted, some brokered. NITLE also has some in-

house software development capability.  

 A consortium of Southern colleges is already working on implementing the first virtual academic 

department, by combining Classics faculty into a single department that spans all of their member 

institutions. Faculty teach—and team-teach with faculty elsewhere—classes comprised of students from 

many schools. When finished, their virtual Classics department will have more faculty and arguably 

broader coverage than any other Classics faculty on earth. Regrettably, though, I hear they’ve also 

implemented the virtual faculty meeting…. 

 Community source software initiatives are alive and well in the financials, research admin, student 

services, and learning management arenas.  

 There is a libraries project trying to get underway soon that hopes to do for next-generation library 

systems what Kuali is doing for financials, research administration, and student systems—possibly using 

the Evergreen project as a starting point.  

So there’s plenty of reason for optimism: not mindless optimism, which could be disastrous, but real hope that, 

if we’re smart and diligent, we can come together to craft a future in which we might actually want to live and 

work.  

It’s always tempting for us to believe that we live in unprecedented times, facing unprecedented challenges. 

Well, it’s true that nobody’s had to wrestle with cyberinfrastructure and services oriented architectures before, 

but that doesn’t mean that history has nothing to teach us. In fact, more than 200 years ago our Framers faced a 

very similar situation: small fish in a big pond, limited resources, and limited power. They had already formed a 

loose consortium, on a model you will all recognize: consensus-based governance, which made it difficult to do 

anything at all; strictly limited scope and autonomy; and strictly limited ability to acquire resources. Egos and 

legitimate interests both posed serious challenges to any effort to strengthen their bonds.  

We all know how that story ended: they listened when Ben Franklin told them “we must all hang together; else, 

assuredly, we shall all hang separately;” they put aside differences; and they did the work necessary to forge a 
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stronger, more effective consortium. The result is far from perfect, as the headlines remind us daily, and it takes 

a lot of work to keep it running well, but our Constitution still remains one of the better models of governance 

ever crafted by humans.  

I believe that the move from the Articles of Confederation to the Constitution of the United States is not 

dissimilar to the move that today’s higher education institutions and consortia will need to make if this happier 

vision of the future is to come to pass. I don’t think you all need to rush out and re-read the Federalist Papers to 

make it happen again today—but then again, speaking as a political scientist, it couldn’t hurt…. 

Let me finish by repeating that the pieces of a brighter techno-future for higher education are slowly coming 

into being. The real question before us today is, how far can they take us, and which of us, if any, will be left 

behind?  

I submit that only you know the answer to those questions: you as representatives of your institutions, which 

will need to learn to forge strong, effective consortia to cover a much larger part of the technical services space, 

and you as representatives and users of VALE, who will have to help your consortium figure out how to provide 

its members with services that will keep them agile and more autonomous as the world changes around us all.  

What sort of future do you want for your campus? For VALE? For US and even global higher education?  One 

way or another, it’s in your hands. 

I’d welcome your questions or thoughts on any of these issues, either right now or during the after-party. You’re 

also welcome to contact me later for more information. Thanks again for welcoming me here today.   

Thank you. 

 


