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Quality and Interoperability:
The Quest for the Optimal Balance

Nicola Ferro
University of Padua, Italy

1. INTRODUCTION

Since the field of digital libraries has come to 
light in the early nineties of the past century, a 
lot of improvements and a dramatic change in 
the viewpoint has happened. In the beginning, 

digital libraries were almost monolithic systems, 
each one built for a specific kind of information 
resources – e.g. text, images, or videos – and 
with very specialised functionalities developed 
ad-hoc for those contents. This approach caused 
a flourishing of systems where the very same 
functionalities, e.g. user management or reposi-
tories, were developed and re-developed from 
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scratch many times, causing them to be different 
and often incompatible one with the other. More-
over, these systems were confined to be applied 
to the realm of traditional libraries, being their 
digital counterpart, and they had a kind of “static” 
view of their role, since they were places where 
users can find and retrieve desired information 
resources with a data-centric vision rather than 
being systems where users can interact with and 
augment the managed information resources with 
a user-centric vision. The main motivation of this 
approach has been the high complexity of digital 
libraries which forced researchers and develop-
ers to specifically address each case in a kind of 
bottom-up approach which contributed to make the 
picture about digital libraries clearer and clearer.

With the passing of time and by exploiting 
the previous research results and achievements, a 
more mature way of facing the design and devel-
opment of digital libraries has taken place. Digital 
libraries moved from being monolithic systems 
to being component and service-base systems, 
where easily configurable and deployable services 
can be plugged together and re-used in order to 

create a digital library. Moreover, digital libraries 
started to be seen as more and more user-centered 
systems, where the original content management 
task is partnered with new communication and 
cooperation tasks, so that digital libraries become 
“a common vehicle by which everyone will access, 
discuss, evaluate, and enhance information of 
all forms”(Ioannidis, Maier, Abiteboul, 2005). 
Finally, digital libraries are no more perceived as 
isolated systems but, on the contrary, as systems 
that need to cooperate together in order to improve 
the user experience in accessing information and 
to seamlessly integrate information resources of 
different domains.

In this evolving scenario, shown in Figure 1, 
the design and development of effective services 
which foster the cooperation among users and 
the integration of heterogeneous information 
resources become a key factor which needs to be 
pursued by researchers and developers. A relevant 
example of this kind of new services are annota-
tions, i.e. providing users or groups of users with 
the possibility of adding personal annotations on 
the managed information resources, even crossing 

Figure 1. Evolution of the digital libraries from data-centric systems (shown on the left) towards user-
centric systems (shown on the right)
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