














Interview:
Kevin Guthrie

Entrepreneur and business model
expert Kevin Guthrie tells Michelle
Pauli why passion and persistence
are crucial leadership qualities for
not-for-profit start-ups, and what can
be learnt from real life sustainability
case studies.

While the credit crunch may have
focused everyone’s minds on financial
matters, the challenge of how to sustain
digital resources after initial grant
funding finishes existed long before
the current economic crisis. Funders
encourage not-for-profit organisations
to transcend a dependence on grants,
but how can projects generate revenue
and what business models have been
tried and tested?

Kevin Guthrie of the New York-based
charity Ithaka has been looking into
these questions as part of a Strategic
Content Alliance project to examine
business modelling and sustainability
within the not-for-profit sector.

Last year, Ithaka’s report on
Sustainability and Revenue Models for
Online Academic Resources outlined

a range of economic models in

use as well as several important
organisational and cultural factors
that helped leaders of digital projects
to succeed. After feedback from

peer review workshops last spring
suggesting it would be valuable to
have more detail about specific cases
to allow a deeper exploration into the
complexity of models now in place and
the web of factors that can encourage
their success or lead to their downfall,
Ithaka has researched case studies
from organisations in the UK, France,
Germany, Egypt and the United States.

‘We wanted to see how people actually
did it,” explains Guthrie. ‘We tried

to get a range of different cases as

a starting point with different kinds
of revenue models - everything

from Open Access approaches to
subscription-based resources and
mixed models. We also sought
different kinds of content so that we
were not looking just at text-based
resources but also at still and moving
images, for example’.

As a result, the 12 case studies cover
a wide geographical range, subjects
from philosophy to birdwatching, and
formats from journals to TV news
clips. Each case study is ‘rich and
idiosyncratic’ in itself, says Guthrie,
but while much can be discovered by
simply reading through the full spread
of studies, some overarching findings
about successful revenue models in the
public sector can also be teased out.

‘I wouldn’t want to characterise

any one case study as a success.
They are exhibiting success in many
different ways but sustainability is

an ongoing process,’ says Guthrie.
‘One cannot declare oneself “done”
with sustainability any more than

one can declare oneself “done”
cleaning the kitchen - there needs

to be constant re-evaluation. But
there are core principles - creativity,
great leadership, an ability to really
understand the value of the resource
that you are developing so that you can
be flexible in finding ways to fund that
resource - that are key to success.’

Creative cost
management strategies
can be as crucial as novel
revenue strategies.

Creative cost management strategies
can be as crucial as novel revenue
strategies. Guthrie points to the

UK's National Archives (TNA), which
has leveraged outside commercial
enterprises in order to digitise
content quickly through its Licensed
Internet Associates programme. The
companies chosen to digitise content
pay an ongoing royalty to TNA, but this
is not seen as the primary benefit.

‘It doesn’t provide an enormous amount
of revenue but the companies they work
with do the digitisation so they provide
tens of millions of pages of content at
no cost to the National Archives. It's a
creative way of getting content out in
digital form,” explains Guthrie.

Indeed, over the past six years, TNA's
partner companies have invested
about £53 million in the digitisation
and ongoing support of TNA content.

Guthrie is also enthusiastic about the
tactics taken by eBird, a website run
by the Information Science department
at the Cornell Lab of Ornithology. It
demonstrates what he calls a ‘two-
sided market” and a great use of
user-generated content. Cornell’s
original aim was to build a database
of information about bird locations
and migration patterns for academic
research purposes. However, the
result is a web-based community
where birdwatchers of all levels

can record their avian sightings and
share these observations with other
enthusiasts as well as scientists.

‘If Facebook revolutionised social
networking for college students, then
Cornell Lab of Ornithology spearheaded
a similarly path-breaking specialised
online community for bird lovers,” says
Guthrie of a project that is clearly one
of his favourites for its sheer ingenuity.

Users log into their ‘my eBird" account
and enter information from their
latest bird-watching trip, save those
observations into their personal

lists, upload old sightings from

Excel or other software, or use the
site’s mapping tool to see which bird
species have recently been seenin a
given region. By aggregating online
the data that birders had previously
been collecting off-line, the project
strives to create a dataset useful to
scientists: birders’ observations are
funnelled into a separate Open Access
virtual repository, where researchers
can download data from eBird and
other projects. Not only has eBird




become a valuable database, it has
also tapped into the level of interest it
inspires in its users to draw on other
revenue streams, including corporate
sponsorship and a franchising service
for its core software.

eBird is a perfect demonstration

of strategic and creative thinking
from project leaders, and Guthrie

is adamant that this kind of
entrepreneurial direction, coupled
with a passion for what it is trying to
achieve, is at the heart of a start-up’s
success.

‘In the successful cases the leader has
a passion for the value of the resource
and what they are trying to build and
passion for impact on the community
they are trying to service. It manifests
in the creativity and the persuasion
powers of the leader to make it work.’

Guthrie highlights the Stanford
Encyclopedia of Philosophy, the
brainchild of two academics at
Stanford University in California,
Edward Zaita and John Perry, who
wanted to create an online resource
to meet the reference needs of
philosophers as the major print
reference works in their field were
slipping out of date. What they

came up with is an internet-based
reference source built on a platform
that allows authors and editors to
manage the process of updating
entries entirely online and to revise
entries as frequently as required.

By the beginning of this year the
resource included 1,000 entries from
nearly 1,300 authors in the academic
philosophical community, and Zaita
and Perry have raised three-fourths of
a planned $4.125 million endowment
to keep it growing.

In a similar vein, the Thesaurus
Linguae Graecae, a digital corpus of
over 12,000 works of Greek literature
founded in 1972, was led by a classics
professor at the University of California,
Irvine, for its first 25 years, and has
converted its value to a niche audience
into a sustainability model that
incorporates multiple revenue streams.

In both these cases the leaders had
the energy to dedicate many hours

to their project because they had a
passion for the subject and a vested
interest in making it work. ‘The stakes
of success need to be critical to that
person,” says Guthrie.

However, while passion for the subject
is crucial, Guthrie is clear that a
leader’s passion for their project ‘has

to be about the impact of the resource
on a broader community not just a
personal research project’. It also

has to be supported by a framework
and a strategic vision - what are

the intentions and what is to be
accomplished and who is accountable.

“Passion alone will not
deliver a resource,” says
Guthrie. ‘Start-ups are

hard Work!”

And Guthrie can speak from personal
experience, having put the passion and
hours into two successful start-ups of
his own. He was the president and first
employee of JSTOR, founded in 1995 by
the Andrew W Mellon Foundation as a
shared digital library to help academic
institutions save costs associated with
the storage of library materials and

to improve access to scholarship. He
oversaw its growth from start-up to

an organisation that, by mid-2003,
employed 70 staff and generated
annual revenues of approximately $20
million. JSTOR now serves over 3,000
participating libraries in more than 110
countries around the world and last
year merged with Ithaka, the not-for-
profit organisation Guthrie founded in
2004 to help the academic community
take full advantage of rapidly
advancing information and networking
technologies.

Of course, start-ups are particularly
tough to lead in the current economic
climate when the institutions that
often house and support these kinds
of resources are looking carefully at
hidden costs and there are greater
pressures to justify investments in
projects, especially those that serve a
wider constituency that the institution
itself.

‘Those projects that have developed
entrepreneurial attitudes and a

good sense of their costs are in the
best position to survive this kind of
environment,” says Guthrie. And his
advice for any start-up trying to make
a go of it right now? ‘Collaborate

and aggregate,” he urges. This
environment loves scale and low
marginal costs. If you're small it can
be challenging to be seen and to be
found, so consider aggregating to
make your content more accessible.’

Read the Ithaka report and case
studies at: http://sca.jiscinvolve.org/
business-modelling-publications

Centre for Computing in
the Humanities: Leveraging
shared infrastructure and
expertise to develop digital
projects in an academic
department

DigiZeitschriften: Library
partnership and a subscription
model for a journal database

eBird Cornell University Lab
of Ornithology (Information
Science Department]: A two-
sided market for academic
researchers and enthusiasts

The Electronic
Enlightenment: Subscription-
based resource sold through a
university press

Hindawi Publishing
Corporation: The open access
contributor pays model

L’Institut National de
UAudiovisuel: Free content
and rights licensing as
complementary strategies

The National Archives:
Digitisation with commercial
partnerships

The Stanford Encyclopedia
of Philosophy: Building an
endowment with community
support

The University of
Southampton BOPCRIS

Unit: Experimentation with
sustainability and partnerships
for library digitisation projects

The Thesaurus Linguae
Graecae: Specialised
historical content for a niche
audience

V&A Images: Image licensing
at a cultural heritage
institution
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The Strategic Content Alliance
invited a small but representative
number of chief executives and
senior directors from a number of
UK and international agencies to a
symposium in Oxford in May. Stuart
Dempster, director of the Strategic
Content Alliance, reports.

‘If the public sector is going to make a
real contribution to the digital economy,
we need new ways of thinking about
the challenges that hold us back. The
Strategic Content Alliance has already
delivered real results by getting key
players from different sectors to come
together and take a fresh approach

to the big problems - problems like
copyright, sustainability and strategy.

Strategic Content Alliance’s greatest
strength is in its positioning - it is able
both to influence policymakers and

to make life easier for practitioners,

to inspire new thinking and deliver
practical outputs. If you haven’t done so
yet, it is well worth getting involved in
the work of this fantastic organisation.’

Nick Poole, chief executive, Collections
Trust

This reviewed the Alliance’s work in
nurturing a framework of principles
and good practice for not-for-profit
online content. Delegates explored
the tactical tools developed by the
Alliance in areas such as Audience
(Users); Intellectual Property and
Licensing; and Business Models and
Sustainability. Rapid prototypes were
demonstrated such as CenturyShare
beta and Digipedia - a moderated wiki
which gives a ‘plain English’ narrative
to the online content life cycle and
links to authoritative information
resources. Delegates praised the high
quality products produced to date in
these key online content areas.

‘It was very helpful to get up to date
with the progress of the Strategic
Content Alliance recently. As so much
of our intellectual and cultural heritage
becomes available in digital form, it's
crucial to coordinate these activities
on many levels. The stewardship
organisations themselves have much
to learn from each other about how
best to digitise material and make it
available; their audiences are also
better served if effective tools and
facilities can be devised to offer access

to materials from multiple sources.
The Strategic Content Alliance can
help with both of these areas. But
most important, from my perspective,
the Strategic Content Alliance offers

a way to help to coherently frame and
articulate the very crucial public policy
issues facing our cultural memory
and stewardship organisations as they
digitise key materials and make them
available to the world.”

Clifford Lynch, executive director,
Coalition for Networked Information

There were significant and informed
discussions surrounding key strategic
areas such as the nature of online
content; authority and quality issues;
complexity of the landscape and

the opportunities of partnership in
specific areas. Questions surrounding
leadership, vision and strategy were
explored in combination with the need
to ‘join things up’ at a time of economic
and political uncertainty. Opportunities
to influence policymakers and
practitioners on the big questions of
IP, business models, ‘Digital Britain’,
the re-use and re-creation of online
content etc were explored. The theme
of generosity - permitting new,
innovative and creative use of various
sectors’ online content was cited as
an operational goal - demonstrating

a wide impact. At a time of austerity

it was stated that more guidance and
help was required as funding becomes
harder to obtain.

‘The work of the Strategic Content
Alliance now means that whatever

we develop at the BBC will have
immediate and long-lasting benefits
for audiences and all of the UK’s major
publicly funded information resources.
In the past, we'd create something and
there it would sit, locked in our site,
not reaching all the audiences it could
benefit. With this initiative we'll know
that our products and services will go

beyond our sites - and we'll be able to
deploy the benefits of other people’s
services to create maximum value for
the licence-fee payers of the UK.

Tony Ageh, controller, BBC Archive

In conclusion, the event provided a
welcome forum whereby delegates
could discuss and explore some of the
key issues to help steer the next two
years of the Alliance’s work. There
was considerable praise for the tools
developed and recognition that these
could be applied for the ‘common
good’, globally. Delegates were
generally optimistic and enthusiastic
about the continued development

of the Alliance’s Framework in
partnership with other agencies at
home and abroad.

‘I am very pleased that the British
Library is a founder member of

the Strategic Content Alliance and
commend the excellent work that
has gone into producing a content
framework that is rich in practical
guidance on critical issues such as
IPR and audience research and has
an array of excellent case studies
on innovative business models for
sustainable digital services. We can
all benefit from this rich compilation
and | look forward to continuing
collaboration on practical and policy
matters of national and international
importance.’

Dame Lynne Brindley, chief executive,
British Library
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