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Executive Summary

An end user’s expectations and work practices on the Web infl uence his or her 
decision to use a library online catalog. Catalog interfaces matter, but catalog data 
quality is also a driving factor of the catalog’s perceived utility—and not only for end 
users, but also for librarians and library staff. To gain a rounded, evidence-based 
understanding of what constitutes “quality” in catalog data, OCLC formed a research 
team to:

Identify and compare the data quality expectations of catalog end users and • 
librarians

Compare the catalog data quality expectations of types of librarians• 

Recommend catalog data quality priorities, taking into account the perspectives of • 
both end users and librarians.

Readers who are seeking to defi ne requirements for improved catalog data (exposed 
in both end-user and staff interfaces) may fi nd this report helpful as a source of 
ideas. The same is true for readers who have a part to play in contributing, ingesting, 
syndicating, synchronizing or linking data from multiple sources in next-generation 
library catalogs and integrated library systems. 

Selected key research fi ndings:

The end user’s experience of the delivery of wanted items is as important, if not • 
more important, than his or her discovery experience.

End users rely on and expect enhanced content including summaries/abstracts • 
and tables of contents.

An advanced search option (supporting fi elded searching) and facets help end • 
users refi ne searches, navigate, browse and manage large result sets. 

Important differences exist between the catalog data quality priorities of end users • 
and those who work in libraries.

Librarians and library staff, like end users, approach catalogs and catalog data • 
purposefully. End users generally want to fi nd and obtain needed information; 
librarians and library staff generally have work responsibilities to carry out.  The 
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work roles of librarians and staff infl uence their data quality preferences.

Librarians’ choice of data quality enhancements refl ects their understanding of the • 
importance of accurate, structured data in the catalog. 

The fi ndings suggest two traditions of information organization at work—one from 
librarianship and the other from the Web. Librarians’ perspectives about data quality 
remain highly infl uenced by their profession’s classical principles of information 
organization, while end users’ expectations of data quality arise largely from their 
experiences of how information is organized on popular Web sites. What is needed 
now is to integrate the best of both worlds in new, expanded defi nitions of what 
“quality” means in library online catalogs. 

The report concludes with recommendations for a data quality program that balances 
what end users and librarians want and need from online catalogs, plus a few 
suggestions for further research.
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Introduction
“A persistent shortcoming in the decision-making process [about library 
database quality] that needs to be addressed is the lack of serious research 
into user needs and benefi ts, and the actual impact on users of database 
quality decisions.”1

What constitutes “quality” in catalog data has been reasonably well-understood by 
library professionals. The informed librarian’s defi nition of catalog quality can be 
traced directly to Charles Cutter’s statement in 1876 of the objectives of a library 
catalog;2 these objectives have guided librarians’ preferences for catalog design 
for over a hundred years. Thanks to Cutter and the theorists who followed,3 today’s 
library catalogs are founded on predictable and consistent record and heading 
structures, which facilitate serendipitous discovery, effi cient known-item retrieval 
and many ways to browse. Library catalogs typically contain good metadata, in 
the sense that they use authority control, classifi cation and content standards to 
describe and collocate related materials—all practices founded on Cutter’s objectives 
for catalog searching by author, title or subject, or for distinguishing editions.  

A study conducted by the OCLC Online Data Quality Control Section in 1989 
confi rmed that librarians’ consensus about quality in their own library catalogs 
carried over to their expectations of WorldCat as a source of shared catalog  
records.4 Carol Davis, then head of the Online Data Quality Control Section, found 
that librarians’ top three quality concerns with WorldCat at the time were duplicate 
records (more than one record describing the same edition), incorrect (unauthorized) 
forms of name headings and incorrect (unauthorized) forms of subject headings. 
Today, OCLC’s WorldCat quality program continues to center on managing these 
top three database quality priorities. Further, a glance into the contents of OCLC 
Bibliographic Formats and Standards5 demonstrates one way in which Cutter’s 
classical principles underpin present-day best practices in standardized description, 
consistent record encoding and authorized forms of names and subject headings. 

Many writers have affi rmed that Cutter designed his objectives of the catalog with 
the convenience of the user in mind. A similar motivation (the convenience of the 
user) underlies the “Functional Requirements for Bibliographic Records” (FRBR), 
a conceptual model based on the user tasks of fi nding, identifying, selecting and 
obtaining wanted information.6 However, an examination of the literature turns up 
little evidence that Cutter, the distinguished theorists who followed him, or those 
who framed FRBR and “Resource Description and Access” (RDA)7 rigorously tested 
their conceptual frameworks with information users. Fran Miksa, a well-known 
professor and librarian, has noted of Cutter’s and early librarians’ work to establish 
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traditions of information organization that “in the fi eld of librarianship, user studies 
of a serious kind only begin in the 1920s.”8 Similarly, in the quote that begins this 
introduction, Janet Swan Hill enjoins librarians to clearly understand how and which 
library catalog data quality decisions help users fi nd and obtain the information they 
need.

Information-seeking Behavior
In 2003, the OCLC Environmental Scan identifi ed self-service, satisfaction and 
seamlessness as defi nitive of information seekers’ expectations.9 That report 
documented ease of use, convenience and availability as equally important to 
information seekers as information quality and trustworthiness. In 2005, the report 
Perceptions of Libraries and Information Resources looked further into people’s 
information-seeking behaviors and preferences with respect to libraries, most 
notably revealing the trend of information seekers to begin a search for information 
with a search engine (84%) rather than on a library Web site (1%).10 In addition to 
these examples of serious research into end-user information needs, a large body of 
research is available from the fi elds of communications, learning theory, sociology, 
psychology, consumer research, human-computer interaction and elsewhere. Social 
science researchers have investigated many paradigms in information-seeking 
research;11 the “Principle of Least Effort,” attributed to philologist George Zipf, is 
probably the best-known in libraries. A report from Marcia Bates to the Library of 
Congress (on improving user access to catalogs and portals) also contains a helpful 
review of the information-seeking literature.12

Donald Case, in his book on information seeking, points out that much research 
focuses on information sources (e.g., books or newspapers) and systems (e.g., 
catalogs) rather than on the needs, motivations and behavior of information users.13 
In other words, much research has emphasized information objects and systems over 
people. In contrast, usability experts have recognized the importance of designing 
systems contextually—that is, conducting “work practice” studies and using that 
information to drive information system design.14 Librarians at the University of 
Rochester River Campus Libraries have taken the lead in applying work practice 
studies to library research questions.15 An example is studying faculty research work 
practices to identify how scholars might use institutional repositories.  

Catalog Use, Users and Data Quality
The recent library literature contains numerous articles on the need for change in 
online catalogs to better satisfy the expectations of information seekers who are 
accustomed to Web search engines, online bookstores and seamless linking to full 
text. Increasingly it is understood that an end user’s expectations and work practices 
on the Web matter a good deal to whether he or she will use or revisit a library 
online catalog. In his August 2005 paper for the International Federation of Library 
Associations and Institutions (IFLA), John Byrum, Library of Congress, wrote of the 
need for library catalogs to provide access to more content and to offer signifi cantly 
enhanced functionality based on the features of popular search engines.16 Speaking 
of the limited scope of the catalog and its emphasis on print, Norm Medeiros, 

Introduction
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Associate Librarian and Coordinator for Bibliographic and Digital Services at 
Haverford (PA) College, wrote, “More and more, users want, expect, and pursue full 
text. In increasing numbers they look past the catalog when searching for e-journals, 
databases and Web sites.”17 

At the same time, many of the users of library online catalogs are librarians and 
staff—these individuals form an important catalog user community themselves. 
Therefore, just as catalog end users (e.g., citizens, students and faculty) have 
information needs, preferences and expectations that need to be supported by 
catalog data, so do librarians who get their work done using the data underpinning 
the catalog. 

Designing a New Database Quality Program

As next-generation library online catalogs emerge, and as OCLC makes decisions 
about how to shape its next-generation WorldCat data quality program, it is essential 
to gain an evidence-based, user-centered understanding of what catalog data 
“quality” is to the various communities (both end users and librarians) for whom 
library online catalogs are or can be an important, frequently visited information 
resource. To this end, OCLC formed a research team of Karen Calhoun, a cataloging/
metadata expert; a professional from an independent market research fi rm; and 
members of OCLC’s Market Analysis team to: 

Identify and compare the data quality expectations of catalog end users and • 
librarians

Compare the catalog data quality expectations of types of librarians   • 

Recommend catalog data quality priorities, taking into account the perspectives • 
of both end users and librarians. 

While many of the research team’s fi ndings relate specifi cally to defi ning a WorldCat 
data quality program, many fi ndings are generalizable to the data supporting the 
current generation of library online catalogs and integrated library systems (ILSs). 
This report describes those generalizable fi ndings. Readers who are seeking to 
defi ne requirements for improved catalog data (exposed in both end-user and staff 
interfaces) may fi nd this report helpful as a source of ideas. The same is true for 
readers who have a part to play in contributing, ingesting, syndicating, synchronizing 
or linking data from multiple sources in next-generation library catalogs and 
integrated library systems.  

Introduction
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Methodology
The OCLC research team employed three methods to identify the catalog data quality 
expectations of catalog end users and library staff: focus groups, a pop-up survey on 
WorldCat.org and a Web-based survey. WorldCat.org, OCLC’s freely available end-user 
interface on the Web, provided the means for the team to study focus group and pop-
up survey participants’ reactions to the data elements underlying a recently designed 
library online catalog. The third method, the Web-based survey, targeted librarians 
and library staff accessing WorldCat via both end-user and staff interfaces—that is, 
not only WorldCat.org and WorldCat on FirstSearch, but also Connexion and Z39.50 
access to OCLC Cataloging (chiefl y used by catalogers), and WorldCat Resource 
Sharing (generally used by interlibrary loan staff). 

In the study of librarian and library staff expectations, it was appropriate to consider 
all interfaces to WorldCat data, since the primary research interest centered not on 
a particular interface but on librarian/staff preferences around catalog data quality. 
The team’s interest in the particular interface used to access the data was secondary; 
instead the goal was to gain an evidence-based, user-centered understanding of 
the data quality needs of a variety of subcommunities of librarians and library staff. 
To the extent that WorldCat and library catalogs are comparable, the methodology’s 
focus on data quality, rather than interface, permits insights gained about WorldCat 
to be germane to the data quality requirements of library online catalogs and 
integrated library systems in general.

End-user Focus Groups
OCLC commissioned Blue Bear LLC to facilitate three qualitative focus groups during 
May 2008 in Columbus, Ohio. Blue Bear’s facilitator conducted one session each for 
the following groups: undergraduates ages 18 to 24, casual searchers ages 25 to 59, 
and faculty and graduate students (referred to as scholars in this report). The three 
groups included the following participants:
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Undergraduates Casual Searchers Scholars

Participant demographics

8 participants• 

18 to 24 years of age• 

7 undergraduates; 1 recently • 
graduated from a university 
with a bachelor’s degree

6 have used a library’s • 
Web site

6 have a current library card• 

Participant demographics

8 participants• 

25 to 59 years of age• 

General Internet users• 

Occupations included • 
basketball coach, public 
speaker, teacher, disc jockey, 
business professional and 
author

5 have used a library’s • 
Web site

5 have a current library card• 

Participant demographics

8 participants• 

25 to 59 years of age• 

3 graduate students and • 
5 faculty

Graduate student disciplines • 
included computer science & 
linguistics, school counseling 
and education

Faculty disciplines included • 
German studies, political 
science, communications, 
economics & fi nance and 
sociology & anthropology

All had published work or • 
assigned a paper with 10+ 
citations

Online usage

6 participants spend 6–10 • 
hours per week and 2 spend 
1–5 hours per week online 
(excluding e-mail)

All have used an eCommerce • 
site; textbooks.com, Amazon, 
Yahoo!, Bestbuy.com and 
eBay were most frequently 
mentioned sites

Online usage

6 participants spend 10+ • 
hours per week online 
(excluding e-mail); 2 spend 
6–10 hours per week

All have used an eCommerce • 
site; Amazon, eBay, Barnes & 
Noble and half.com were most 
frequently mentioned sites

Online usage

Half spend 10+ hours per • 
week online (excluding 
e-mail); 3 spend 6–10 hours 
per week, and 1 spends 1–5 
hours per week online

All have used an eCommerce • 
site; Amazon and Barnes & 
Noble were mentioned by all 
participants

Research Protocol 

Participants sat at a networked laptop using software and connections that allowed 
the research team to capture Web metrics and comments/page mark-ups for 
immediate viewing and for post-group analysis. Images of screen shots with some of 
these comments are presented in the fi ndings. 

Rating symbols (see the image below) associated with all comments were captured 
during the focus group session. 

The green plus sign means they liked what they saw and the comment is positive; the 
red minus sign means they did not like what they saw and the comment is negative.  

Methodology
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The groups themselves were modular with online activity followed by offl ine 
discussion. The sessions focused on:

Task 1:•  Online exploration of WorldCat.org with users creating searches of their 
own design

Task 2:•  Online search on WorldCat.org for a specifi c book, Guns, Germs, and Steel

Group discussion of their experiences with Tasks 1 & 2, including walk-through of • 
WorldCat.org

Task 3:•  Online search on WorldCat.org for material specifi c to their key interest 
(undergraduates and casual searchers) or specialty (scholars)

Group discussion of their experiences with Task 3• 

Closing discussion to gauge overall reactions• 

End-user Pop-up Survey
OCLC commissioned ForeSee Results to conduct an online pop-up survey targeting 
worldwide end users of WorldCat.org, OCLC’s freely available interface to WorldCat on 
the Web. ForeSee collected a total of 11,151 total responses between May 12, 2008 
and July 9, 2008, with a 4% response rate based on the number of times the survey 
displayed to users.   

The online survey popped up when a respondent clicked through to the Detailed 
Record in WorldCat.org. The survey included 25 closed-end questions and one 
open-end question. One of the questions asked respondents to describe themselves 
(“Which best describes you?”). Answers to this question enabled division of the 
responses into groups self-identifi ed as students, teachers/professors, other general 
searchers and librarians/library staff. To capture the perceptions of end users only, 
responses from the librarians/library staff group were excluded from the end-user 
data. Of the 11,151 total responses, 68% were from end users.  

Methodology
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The end users described themselves as follows:

Age 

18 or below 5%

19–30 24%

31–40 17%

41–50 20%

51–60 20%

61 or over 13%

Prefer not to answer 1%

Total End Users 7,583

Students* 28%

Teacher or professor 22%

Business professional 19%

Other 16%

Retired 9%

Healthcare professional 6%

*Type of Student

Graduate college/Post-graduate 54%

Undergraduate college/Post-secondary 30%

High/Secondary school 10%

Middle/Intermediate/Junior high school 3%

Other 2%

Elementary/Primary school 1%

Source: Online Catalogs: What Users and Librarians Want, OCLC, 2009 (End-user pop-up survey)

Methodology



Online Catalogs: What Users and Librarians Want   9

Library Survey
OCLC commissioned Marketing Backup, an independent marketing research fi rm, 
to conduct a Web-based survey targeting librarians and library staff who use the 
WorldCat database from a variety of interfaces.  

OCLC mailed an invitation to participate in the survey to 3,522 OCLC members from 
academic, public and special libraries around the world. In order to collect the 
perspectives of all who use WorldCat data, the research team divided the mailing 
into three equal subsets. Library directors, heads of cataloging and heads of public 
services received invitations. OCLC asked recipients to forward the invitation to all 
who use WorldCat data, whether for collection development, acquisitions, cataloging, 
resource sharing, reference or other work in their libraries.  

A total of 1,397 librarians and library staff responded to the survey between 
September 10, 2008 and November 30, 2008. Since multiple respondents from 
one institution were invited to participate in the survey, a response rate cannot be 
calculated.

Respondents self-identifi ed their job responsibilities from a list of roles—library 
director/dean, public services/reference, cataloging, acquisitions and interlibrary 
loan. They could choose more than one role, and the majority (58%) did; 42% 
reported that they play only one role in their libraries. Throughout the report the term 
librarians is used to represent librarians and library staff.

Library Type

Academic 52%

Public 25%

Special 18%

Other 5%

Job Responsibilities (Selected all that apply)

Cataloging 64%

Public Services/Reference 44%

Collection Development 31%

Acquisitions 28%

Interlibrary Loan 24%

Library Director/Dean 21%

Region

Inside North America 74%

Outside North America 26%

 Source: Online Catalogs: What Users and Librarians Want, OCLC, 2009 (Library survey)

Throughout the report signifi cant differences are reported. A statistically signifi cant 
difference is a difference in responses that, based on statistical tests, are not due 
to chance.

Methodology
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Data Quality: 
What End Users Want

Key Findings
The end user’s experience of the delivery of wanted items is 

as important, if not more important, than his or her discovery 

experience. Appropriate, accurate and reliable data elements 

supporting the transitional experience from discovery through 

delivery are critical.  

End users expect a seamless fl ow from discovery to delivery; end 
users want to know immediately if the item is available and if so, 
how to get the item. For online materials, end users want more 
direct links or easier access to the online content, both text and 
media.  

Discovery-related information elements beyond author and 

title, such as summaries, excerpts and tables of contents, are essential aspects 

connecting the stages of an end user’s discovery-to-delivery experience.

While conducting their searches, end users value and expect evaluative information 
to assist their discovery, and ultimately, the delivery of materials.   

Libraries need to make it easier for end users to quickly ascertain whether items meet 
their needs; for analog items, the available data needs to help users decide if it is 
worth their time to obtain the items—most often by going to the library. 

Search results must be relevant and the relevance must be obvious.  

End users have expectations of the types of results they should get when they 
conduct searches. They want the library catalog to return relevant results based on 
those expectations. Behind the scenes, the catalog needs supporting data elements 
and ranking algorithms that make it obvious to end users why search results are 
returned and the order in which they are returned. 

Keyword searching is king, but an advanced search option (supporting fi elded 

searching) and facets help end users refi ne searches, navigate, browse and manage 

large results sets.

What do end users want?

Direct links to online content—• 
text and media formats

Evaluative content, such as • 
summaries/abstracts, tables of 
contents and excerpts

Relevant search results• 

Item availability information—• 
if the item is available and how 
to get it

Simple keyword search with • 
an advanced, guided search 
option

At a glance…
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End users want to be able to do a simple Google-like search and get results that 
exactly match what they expect to fi nd. At the same time, they appreciate the ability 
to conduct advanced, guided searches so that they do not have to scroll through 
pages of results to fi nd the items they need. They view faceted narrowing of results as 
an effective way to reduce what may be unmanageable results lists.  

Detailed Observations

Overview

The research team collected end-user fi ndings via two methods: focus groups and 
an online pop-up survey. Three different segments of end users participated in focus 
groups: undergraduates ages 18–24, casual searchers ages 25–59 years old, and 
faculty and graduate students (called scholars throughout this report). The online 
survey randomly popped up as end users were searching in WorldCat.org.

Most essential data elements

When asked what information in the records was most essential in identifying 
the items they need, end users responding to the pop-up survey chose a blend of 
data elements that support the user’s delivery experience, as well as some data 
elements that support the discovery experience. The elements related to delivery are 
represented by the horizontal striped bars in the chart below; the elements related to 
discovery are represented by the solid bars.

Most Essential Data Elements*
What information is most essential in helping you identify the item that you need?

Base: End-user pop-up survey respondents

7%

7%

12%

14%

24%

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30%

Links to online content/full text

Delivery-related element Discovery-related element

Item details

Author

The ability to see what is immediately available

A list of libraries that own the item

Source: Online Catalogs: What Users and Librarians Want, OCLC, 2009 (End-user pop-up survey) 

Three of the end users’ top fi ve choices included data elements supporting delivery: 
24% of the respondents said they want to see the list of libraries that own the needed 
item; 14% said they want to know what’s immediately available; and 7% want links 
to online content/full text. 

 *Note: Title—the ubiquitous choice—was excluded in order to focus more attention on other data 
elements.  

Data Quality: What End Users Want
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Two of the end users’ top fi ve choices were discovery-related data elements: author 
(12%) and item details (7%).*

When specifi cally asked what data elements were most useful in fi nding the items 
they need, focus group participants primarily mentioned discovery-related data 
elements such as the ability to preview the book, the cover art, the ability to refi ne 
a search by various criteria and summaries/abstracts. Throughout the discussion 
group sessions, however, participants spoke of delivery-related data elements as 
well. One participant noted that we are living in a “buy it now, get it now” world of 
instant access to electronic materials. This is the reality that end users expect from 
libraries: the links that connect them from the metadata describing online content to 
the content itself.  

Desired data quality enhancements

When asked what enhancements to a catalog could help them consistently fi nd 
wanted items, more than one-third (36%) of the pop-up survey respondents 
answered that having more links to online content/full text would be the enhancement 
they would want to see. As was evident in the responses to the earlier question about 
most essential data elements, this question about suggested enhancements leads to 
the same fi nding: both discovery-related and delivery-related information elements 
are important to end users.

Top Five Desired Data Quality Enhancements
What changes would be most helpful to you in identifying the item that you need? 

Base: End-user pop-up survey respondents

16%

18%

18%

32%

36%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50%

More information in the “details” tab*

Add tables of contents

Add summaries/abstracts

More subject information

More links to online content/full text

Delivery-related enhancement Discovery-related enhancement

Source: Online Catalogs: What Users and Librarians Want, OCLC, 2009 (End-user pop-up survey)

As for the rest of the most frequently chosen enhancements—from more subject 
information to more information in the details tab*—respondents appear to be 
expressing the desire for data elements not generally included in a standard catalog 
description. The desired data elements may be structured or unstructured, but they 
need to help end users assess the utility of items in a results set and decide which 
ones merit taking the time to obtain.

 *At the time of the pop-up survey, the WorldCat.org “details” tab contained basic bibliographic 
information plus enriched data such as table of contents and summary/abstract, 
if available.
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Discovery 

The next two sections present more detailed observations from the end users 
about their discovery and delivery experiences. This section will discuss discovery. 
Interspersed in the reporting of fi ndings are discussions of the differences among 
subgroups of end users—casual searcher, undergraduate and scholar focus group 
participants and pop-up survey respondents. 

Searching

Focus group participants discussed their experiences in searching, from the 
relevancy of the search results to the tools used to assist in their search process, 
such as advanced and faceted search features. 

Relevancy of search results. The fi ndings suggest that end users’ preferences and 
expectations are increasingly driven by their experiences with search engines like 
Google and online bookstores like Amazon. When end users conduct a search in a 
library catalog, they expect their searches to fi nd materials on exactly what they are 
looking for; they want relevant results.  

During the focus groups, when participants searched for known items, their search 
strategies were often successful in returning relevant search results. Thus, they 
could easily fi nd the items they wanted. One participant noted that the exact item 
she was looking for was the fi rst search result. “It was my #1 choice,” said a scholar 
participant, referring to the search for a known item. Another participant excitedly 
explained how the search not only resulted in what was the correct item but also 
found new things: “I looked for something familiar and found a more comprehensive 
list than from Amazon …”

When searching for known items, focus group participants were usually successful 
in fi nding them; the search strategy was often as simple as entering the title and/
or author. It was when participants conducted general searches on a topic (i.e., 
searches for unknown items) that they expressed dissatisfaction when items 
unrelated to what they were looking for were returned in the results list. End users 
may not understand how to best craft an appropriate search strategy for topic 
searches. The fi ndings indicate that end users expect to type in a few words and have 
the catalog return the items they want; they expect the catalog to “know” what they 
are looking for based on the terms they type in the search box. Additionally, if the 
words they use in their searches have multiple meanings depending on the context, 
they still expect their searches to return appropriate materials on exactly what they 
want. As noted above, their experience with search engines and even the use of 
natural language in searching appears to have infl uenced their expectations. As one 
end-user survey respondent requested, “Make it as easy as a Google Book Search …”

During the focus groups, participants discussed their expectations that catalogs 
would use weighting in the search algorithm toward common uses of popular terms 
to ensure that the catalog would identify needed items. In situations when this 
weighting is not obvious, the users explained that they feel that the catalog has 
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failed to meet their expectations. One user discussed a search he had conducted 
for “running” and the search returned results on running a business and several 
novels with the word “running” in their titles. He was expecting results for books and 
materials on the sport or exercise of running, so these results surprised him. He felt 
that the catalog should have understood the common use of the term “running” and 
have been weighted toward the sport or exercise.  

Improving the relevance of search results is an interesting data quality problem 
whose solution goes well beyond the boundaries of the types of metadata that 
catalogers have been responsible for supplying, obtaining, managing or mining. 
Yet it is clear that end-user expectations are likely to (or at least, should) drive new 
developments in library catalog search relevance capabilities.

Advanced search. Supporting an advanced search feature involves indexing 
bibliographic data elements separately—title, author, subject, format, publication 
date, and so on. The effective operation of advanced search features may also involve 
controlled vocabularies to ensure, for example, that all of the materials authored by 
Ernest Hemingway are retrieved by a query on Hemingway’s name.   

End-user focus group participants used the advanced search feature of WorldCat.org 
particularly when searching for known items. During the focus groups, a single search 
box appeared helpful for users conducting general searches (i.e., unknown items). 
However, when a searcher was looking for a known item, the ability to be more 
precise in the search was more likely to ensure successful search results. Advanced 
search functionality allowed the users to more quickly identify the needed item in the 
search results because the results were more precise.  

Source: Online Catalogs: What Users and Librarians Want, OCLC, 2009 (Focus groups)

During the focus groups, some participants in the scholar group initially looked for 
more functionality beyond the basic keyword search box. The facilitator discussed 
with these participants their expectations in building a search strategy and learned 
from them that prominently placed advanced search functionality is desirable as 
an optional search method, preferably with some guidance on how to use it. The 
participants understood the basics of an advanced search feature but seemed 
uncertain about its full capabilities.   

“Always nice to be able 

to specify—or include 

all info to quicken 

search.”
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Refi ne your search. Provided the data are appropriately indexed, preexisting fi elds in 
a catalog database such as author, publication year and format can be extracted and 
presented (usually in the left frame of the Web page) to permit faceted navigation, 
also called faceted search or faceted browsing. Faceted search supplements (and 
obviates the imprecision associated with) the popular direct search method, i.e., 
typing keywords in a search box, that is characteristic of keyword searches. Facets 
enable searchers to progressively narrow their choices from a large and often 
unwieldy retrieval set. Librarians have embraced faceted search in next-generation 
catalog interfaces, as the underlying data elements are readily available in databases 
created using library cataloging standards and traditions. These fi ndings suggest 
that facets are another effective application of the controlled terminologies and 
authorized heading forms that have been built and maintained by librarians.   

Focus groups participants found faceted browsing in WorldCat.org to be a “very 
comprehensive way to refi ne” their search results. While reviewing a short results 
list is manageable, keyword searches often return hundreds of results, making 
faceted browsing a useful tool to quickly narrow the choices—“You need [to] refi ne 
your search when you get hundreds of results, but not when you get 15,” said a 
participant from the undergraduate group. 

Source: Online Catalogs: What Users and Librarians Want, OCLC, 2009 (Focus groups)

Some participants in the focus groups were less accustomed to using faceted 
browsing and, therefore, did not immediately understand the functionality. Others, 
however, immediately understood how to use the faceted browsing option once they 
saw it, and what results it should return to them. This was especially apparent among 
the participants in the undergraduate and casual searcher groups. Additionally, they 
indicated a strong intent to use the faceted browsing in the future.
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Discovery-related information elements

Focus group participants discussed information elements that are particularly 
valuable in determining which item(s) they want from a search results list. Pop-up 
survey responses and focus group fi ndings were consistent as to what information 
elements are helpful in identifying the items needed. Both groups of respondents 
rely on and expect enhanced content, including summaries/abstracts and tables of 
contents.

In addition to enhanced content, the fi ndings suggest that social features are 
important information elements to some end users. In particular, reviews and ratings, 
depending on the credibility of the author of the reviews and ratings, are desirable 
discovery-related elements to certain segments of user populations.

Summaries/abstracts. Summary information was well-received by focus group 
participants in all three groups and was also frequently the topic of suggestions 
among pop-up survey respondents as a way to improve the catalog. Most focus group 
participants felt that the actual summaries need to be highly visible when searching, 
ideally in the search results, as well as on the single-record display page. One survey 
respondent made the following suggestion: “I wish the results page would list a short 
blurb (one line) about the book similar to the way Google shows you a tiny bit about 
what a site link is about.”

The fi ndings suggest that summaries are most important in searches for unknown 
items; focus group participants and pop-up survey respondents expressed interest 
in wanting a quick verifi cation to determine if it is worth their time to even look at an 
item. When probed about what information was most essential in fi nding the wanted 
item, a participant from the scholar focus group commented, “Honestly, nothing 
really jumps out at me but probably I think the summary. Then I can go from there to 
decide to get it.” One survey respondent echoed that sentiment: “Please include a 
description of what the item is about so viewers can know if it is worth their time to 
get this book out of the library before they go.”  

Other discovery-related results    

Focus group and pop-up survey responses mirrored one another with respect to their 
choice of essential data elements for discovery—including item details, summaries/
abstracts and tables of contents. Because the focus group sessions were interactive, 
it was possible to also explore the role of cover art, excerpts, reviews, ratings and 
user-contributed lists as aids to the discovery and selection of wanted items.  

Cover art. Focus group participants from all three groups reacted positively to cover 
art displays. Positive comments such as “I like to see a picture of the book,” “I like 
the cover image being prominent” and “Like to see what the book looks like” were 
made in all focus group sessions. The participants in the undergraduate group were 
the most vocal on their interest in seeing an image of the book’s cover. Participants 
discussed that they see value in having cover art appear in the search results as well 
as in the individual item’s record. 
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Excerpts. Focus group participants from all three groups indicated a desire to sample 
the items returned in the search results. They appeared to want to review sample 
content online; as they discussed this desire, they did not limit the samples to only 
books. They also discussed the desire to sample content for other media, such as 
audio and video fi les.  

Source: Online Catalogs: What Users and Librarians Want, OCLC, 2009 (Focus groups)

Related subjects and subject categories. Participants from the undergraduate focus 
group liked the related-subject information as a way of determining the usefulness 
of the item. In a WorldCat.org single record display, the “related subjects” label 
precedes the controlled subject terms assigned to the title. When displayed in the left 
frame as facets, many focus group participants found the subject categories listed 
there helpful for refi ning searches and for browsing.

Social features. The focus group participants offered a mixed reaction to social 
features, such as the ability to create reviews and share lists. Participants in the 
undergraduate focus group were more favorable toward user-contributed content, 
and they were quite discerning in their ability to distinguish authoritative from non-
authoritative reviews.  

Overall, editorial reviews were considered more valuable than end-user-contributed 
reviews; this opinion was particularly evident when the focus group participant’s 
information need was for academic or professional purposes.  

User-contributed reviews were at least somewhat interesting to some participants in 
all of the focus groups when they were not conducting academic searches. Scholars 
were more interested in professional reviews and were less interested in other users’ 
opinions on the materials unless they were “experts.”  

While some participants in the casual searchers group felt the reviews were “boring,” 
one participant mentioned he loves to read reviews due to his profession (basketball 
coach); “… we learn from each other.”

Participants in the undergraduate group said reviews would be helpful in deciding 
what item is needed. Not all felt it was necessary to have “professional” reviews, 
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though they would like some indication of who wrote the review. They felt everyone 
has different tastes/opinions, and these opinions are valuable. While not all agreed 
that professional, editorial reviews were necessary, they all agreed that they could be 
useful. 

Source: Online Catalogs: What Users and Librarians Want, OCLC, 2009 (Focus groups)

The participants in the undergraduate group also found value in user-created 
lists, which provide a way for end users to keep track of and share items using 
WorldCat.org. These lists allow end users to refer to items of interest, and they 
can share the lists with friends and colleagues. These participants felt it would be 
benefi cial to be able to see which items others are using and for what purpose; 
they felt that it would add credibility to an item to know who was using it.

Source: Online Catalogs: What Users and Librarians Want, OCLC, 2009 (Focus groups)

Participants in the casual searchers and scholar groups did not perceive user-created 
lists to be useful; one participant in the casual searchers group described user-
created lists as “… a bunch of random people who read the book and put it on a list 
somewhere … not the least bit helpful in conducting research…” These participants 
would like to be more informed about the author/creator of the lists. 

“Ratings are always useful”

“I always read reviews too”

“This is awesome! I love that you can 

see other people’s reference lists”

Data Quality: What End Users Want



20   Online Catalogs: What Users and Librarians Want

Delivery 

Discovery is important, but delivery is as important, if not more important, than 
discovery. The fi ndings suggest that a seamless, easy fl ow from discovery through 
delivery is critical to end users. This point may seem obvious, but it is important 
to remember that for many end users, without the delivery of something he or she 
wants or needs, discovery alone is a waste of time. 

The pop-up survey results confi rmed the importance of delivery as the goal of most 
searches. Presented with a list of what they would do with the information found by 
searching WorldCat.org, most pop-up survey respondents chose options related to 
delivery; 30% would request the item from a library and 21% would visit a library 
listed.

What Will Be Done with the Information
What will you do based on the information you found?

Base: End-user pop-up survey respondents

7%

8%

12%

21%

30%

0% 5% 10% 20%15% 30%25% 35%

Other 

I did not find the item I was looking for

Cite the item

Visit a library listed here

Request the item from a library

3%

4%

4%

5%

6%

Write a review 

Purchase the item

Share the item with a friend

Nothing

Save to my favorites

Source: Online Catalogs: What Users and Librarians Want, OCLC, 2009 (End-user pop-up survey)

Item ownership and availability. The fi ndings indicate that end users want to know 
if an item is available, preferably at the point of sorting through the search results. 
Beyond just being helpful, the delivery-related information was the most critical for 
some focus group participants. A couple of the participants in the casual searchers 
group went as far as to suggest that if an item is not available, it should not even 
be included in the results list. As one participant put it, “Why put a result there…
if you cannot get it?” A participant from the undergraduate group wanted the ability 
to set up a “preferred library affi liation” account and have search results display 
accordingly. 
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These research results suggest that much effort could be usefully invested in 
determining how and what data elements might be improved to make the delivery 
experience for all types of materials—print, licensed and digital—as positive as 
possible for end users. 

Access to online content. The fi ndings emphasize the need for more direct links and 
easier access to online content from library catalogs, both for reading online and 
downloading. Delivery, and in fact, immediate delivery is what users have come 
to expect based on their experience with various downloadable media: “… great 
concept but in 2008, there has to be an immediate fi x!! When you buy it now, get it 
now. eBooks or MP3 downloads are a must,” summed up the need for immediate 
gratifi cation for information by one participant in the casual searchers focus group.

From a data quality perspective, the need for easy access to online content from 
library catalogs is likely to require increased investment in linking metadata 
management and interoperability with third-party data.
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Data Quality: 
What Librarians Want

Key Findings
Librarians and library staff, like end users, approach catalogs and 

catalog data purposefully. End users generally want to fi nd and 

obtain needed information; librarians and library staff generally 

have work responsibilities to carry out using catalog data. 

The data quality preferences of librarians and staff are driven 

primarily by their work assignments.

Librarian and library staff work assignments generally fall into 
two broad types: those assignments involving direct contact with end users of the 
library, and those that predominantly support library operations, such as selecting or 
acquiring new materials for the library. The type of work role appears to have a good 
deal of infl uence on a librarian’s or library staff member’s priorities for catalog data 
quality. 

Duplicate records (multiple records for the same edition or manifestation) impede 

the work of librarians and staff.  

The merging of duplicate records in WorldCat was the top priority of all types 
of librarians, from all types of libraries, inside or outside North America. One 
respondent captured the general sentiment saying, “I would get rid of all the 
duplicate records! I spend a lot of time trying to determine why records are different 
and which one I should use. If the duplicates were gone, this would make my job a lot 
easier.” Merging, removing or better managing duplicate records would appear to be 
a top priority for improving the effectiveness and effi ciency of library catalogs for the 
work carried out by librarians and staff. 

Librarians and staff place priority on enriching catalog records with tables of 

contents data. 

From a long list of potential data quality enhancements, respondents consistently 
selected adding tables of contents to bibliographic records as their second choice 
(behind merging duplicates). This consistency held across nearly all categories of 
respondents.    

Except for the priorities to merge duplicate records and add tables of contents, 

signifi cant differences exist in the data quality priorities of librarians by work role, 

type of library and region. 

What do librarians want?

Duplicate records merged• 

Typographical errors fi xed• 

Brief records•  upgraded

Evaluative content, such as • 
tables of contents, summaries/
abstracts and cover art

At a glance…
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Inside the library community, expectations and preferences for catalog data quality 
enhancements appear to be dependent on a variety of factors. There was no common 
third or subsequent choice for catalog data enhancement across respondents 
with different work roles, from different types of libraries, or from libraries inside 
or outside North America. For example, the third most-chosen enhancement for 
respondents from libraries outside North America was adding more records for non-
English materials; this enhancement did not make it into the top ten list of North 
American library respondents. Upgrading brief bibliographic records was the fourth 
most-chosen enhancement by respondents from academic and public libraries, but 
this enhancement did not make it into the top ten list for special libraries.  

Detailed Observations

Overview

The research team collected data from 1,397 librarians and library staff via a Web-
based survey; 74% of the responses came from from North American institutions 
and 26% came from institutions in other countries. The Web-based survey targeted 
librarians and library staff accessing WorldCat via both end-user and staff interfaces—
that is, not only WorldCat.org and WorldCat on FirstSearch, but also Connexion and 
Z39.50 (chiefl y used for cataloging on WorldCat), and WorldCat Resource Sharing 
(generally used by interlibrary loan staff).  

Librarian and staff survey respondents identifi ed themselves by type of library, 
country and job role (director, acquisitions, cataloging, collection development, 
resource sharing and reference). Survey respondents could choose more than one 
job role. The analysis presented in this chapter compares responses across these 
categories. Signifi cant differences in responses between these categories are 
noted throughout this report. A statistically signifi cant difference is a difference in 
responses that, based on statistical tests, are not due to chance.

The library study’s purpose was to evaluate what data elements librarians and 
library staff fi nd most helpful for identifying items in WorldCat and to identify the 
enhancements that librarians and staff require for their work with WorldCat. 

The survey research centered not on a particular WorldCat interface but on librarian/
staff preferences around WorldCat data quality. This report presents the fi ndings 
about WorldCat data quality enhancements. To the extent that WorldCat and library 
catalogs share similar data quality issues (duplicate records, for example), the 
fi ndings of this study are applicable to the data quality requirements of library online 
catalogs and integrated library systems in general.

Desired Data Quality Enhancements 

Desired data quality enhancements by total library survey respondents

To try to compile a comprehensive list of data quality enhancements, refl ecting as 
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many points of view as possible, the survey designers looked into the results of 
many studies of catalog data. The exercise yielded 18 choices to present to survey 
respondents, who were asked to choose a favorite, plus other enhancements from 
the survey’s list of choices. The chart below gives a ranked order of the choices from 
all library survey respondents. Merging duplicate records (52%), adding tables of 
contents to detailed bibliographic records (40%) and adding summaries/abstracts 
to detailed bibliographic records (28%) are the top three recommended data quality 
enhancements from all library survey respondents.

  Desired Data Quality Enhancements
Which of the following enhancements would you recommend?

Base: Library survey respondents
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Source: Online Catalogs: What Users and Librarians Want, OCLC, 2009 (Library survey)

Reasons for top desired enhancements by total library survey respondents 

The survey prompted respondents for their reasons for choosing a favorite 
enhancement. 

Respondents who would recommend adding table of contents to detailed 
bibliographic records stated it would provide enough detail for librarians and users 

to identify the item (53%) or it would enhance searching (24%), based on 133 
comments.  

More than two-thirds (68%) of those who would recommend adding summaries/
abstracts to detailed bibliographic records stated the summaries help librarians and 

end users identify the needed source, based on 82 comments.  
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Desired Data Quality Enhancements by Category of Respondent

The ranked list of all respondents’ data quality enhancement choices is weighted 
toward the demographic composition of the library survey respondents, over half of 
whom come from academic libraries. Further, nearly three-fourths of the respondents 
come from North American libraries, and nearly two-thirds have job duties associated 
with cataloging. An examination of the data quality enhancement choices by category 
of respondent yields some interesting differences across every category—type of 
library, job role and region.  

Desired data quality enhancements among respondents by library type

The analysis revealed several signifi cant differences among survey respondents by 
library type. The following table lists the enhancements that were among the top ten 
enhancements chosen by respondents by at least one of the three types of libraries 
included in this study: academic, public and special libraries.  

Desired Data Quality Enhancements
Which of the following enhancements would you recommend?

By library type

Total Academic Public Special

Enhancement Rank % Rank % Rank % Rank %

Merge duplicate records 1 52% 1 57% 1 48% 1 56%

Add tables of contents to records 2 40% 2 46% 5 27% 2 44%

Add summaries to records 3 28% 3 29% 6 27% 3 28%

Fix typos 4 27% 5 28% 3 29% 4 27%

Upgrade brief records 5 25% 4 29% 4 29% 14 17%

Add cover art to results 6 25% 11 23% 2 35% 12 18%

Make it easier to correct records 7 25% 6 26% 11 25% 6 24%

Fix MARC coding errors 8 24% 7 26% 9 25% 8 21%

Add summaries to results 9 24% 9 23% 7 27% 10 19%

Increase accuracy of library 
holding information

10 24% 13 22% 8 25% 5 25%

More records for online resources 11 22% 8 26% 14 14% 7 24%

Add more formats 12 22% 10 23% 10 25% 11 19%

More clickable links to online 
content

14 18% 14 20% 13 15% 9 21%

Source: Online Catalogs: What Users and Librarians Want, OCLC, 2009 (Library survey)

In the following charts, signifi cant differences are shown by the shading of the 
columns. For example, the striped columns highlight the enhancements chosen 
by signifi cantly more academic and special library respondents than by public 
library respondents. The dotted columns highlight the enhancements chosen by 
signifi cantly more academic and public library respondents than by special library 
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respondents. Finally, the checkered column shows where signifi cantly more public 
library respondents recommended that enhancement when compared to academic 
and special library respondents. 

Academic library respondents. Academic and public library respondents are 
signifi cantly more likely than special library respondents to give priority to upgrading 
level 3 or other brief records (note the dotted column).  

Academic and special library respondents are signifi cantly more likely than public 
library respondents to recommend adding tables of contents to the record (note 
the striped columns). Signifi cantly more academic and special library respondents 
ranked more records for online/digital resources in their top ten enhancement lists—
an enhancement not in the top ten list for public libraries (note the striped columns). 
Although not in the top ten list for either group, signifi cantly more academic and 
public library respondents recommended adding more records for non-English 
materials as an enhancement compared to special library respondents.

Top Ten Data Quality Enhancements
Which of the following enhancements would you recommend?

Base: Academic library respondents
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Source: Online Catalogs: What Users and Librarians Want, OCLC, 2009 (Library survey)
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Public library respondents. Unlike every other respondent group, respondents from 
public libraries’ second most-chosen data quality enhancement was to add cover 
art to results (35%), rather than adding tables of contents to records. Signifi cantly 
more public library respondents selected to add cover art to results (35%) (note 
the checkered column) compared to academic and special library respondents, at 
23% and 18%, respectively (not in their top ten list). As already noted, public and 
academic library respondents are more likely to give priority to upgrading level 3 or 
other brief records compared to special library respondents (note dotted column).

Top Ten Data Quality Enhancements
Which of the following enhancements would you recommend?

Base: Public library respondents
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Source: Online Catalogs: What Users and Librarians Want, OCLC, 2009 (Library survey)
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Special library respondents. As previously noted, special and academic library 
respondents are signifi cantly more likely to give priority to adding tables of contents 
to the records and more records for online/digital resources compared to public 
library respondents (note the striped columns).

Top Ten Data Quality Enhancements
Which of the following enhancements would you recommend?

Base: Special library respondents
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Source: Online Catalogs: What Users and Librarians Want, OCLC, 2009 (Library survey)
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Desired data quality enhancements by job responsibility 

The table on the following page lists the data quality enhancements that were 
among the top ten enhancements chosen by at least one of the six librarian roles 
included in this study: cataloging, acquisitions, library directors, reference, collection 
development and resource sharing.   

Merging duplicate records was the top enhancement for each job responsibility, 
while adding tables of contents to records was the second choice among each group.

More records for online/digital resources made it into the top ten list of all groups 
except for reference and resource sharing staff. 

More records for non-English materials made the top ten list of catalogers, but not 
any other group. 

Directors were the only respondent group whose top ten list did not include making it 
easier for my library to correct or enrich records.   

Charts showing the top ten enhancements chosen by each role follow this table; 
signifi cant differences in top ten enhancements among roles are highlighted 
immediately after these charts.
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Desired Data Quality Enhancements
Which of the following enhancements would you recommend?

By job responsibility

Total Cataloging Acquisitions

Library 

Directors Reference

Collection 

Development

Resource 

Sharing

Enhancement Rank % Rank % Rank % Rank % Rank % Rank % Rank %

Merge duplicate records 1 52% 1 61% 1 55% 1 51% 1 52% 1 55% 1 49%

Add tables of contents to 
records

2 40% 2 38% 2 40% 2 47% 2 45% 2 46% 2 42%

Add summaries to records 3 28% 7 28% 7 27% 5 30% 3 30% 3 31% 4 27%

Fix typos 4 27% 4 35% 3 31% 8 24% 6 26% 4 29% 9 21%

Upgrade brief records 5 25% 3 37% 4 30% 14 18% 13 19% 12 23% 14 16%

Add cover art to results 6 25% 11 22% 8 26% 4 30% 7 25% 7 26% 8 23%

Make it easier to correct records 7 25% 6 31% 5 29% 12 21% 9 22% 8 25% 10 20%

Fix MARC coding errors 8 24% 5 33% 6 29% 11 21% 10 21% 9 25% 11 19%

Add summaries to results 9 24% 14 19% 12 21% 3 31% 4 29% 6 27% 5 25%

Increase accuracy of library 
holding information

10 24% 12 20% 9 26% 10 22% 5 29% 5 28% 3 38%

More records for online 
resources

11 22% 8 25% 10 26% 9 23% 12 19% 10 25% 12 19%

Add more formats 12 22% 10 22% 11 22% 7 26% 8 23% 11 24% 7 23%

Add more records for 
non-English materials

13 21% 9 23% 13 20% 13 21% 14 15% 14 16% 13 17%

More clickable links to online 
content

14 18% 15 14% 14 17% 6 28% 11 21% 13 22% 6 23%

Source: Online Catalogs: What Users and Librarians Want, OCLC, 2009 (Library survey)

The charts on the following two pages detail the top ten enhancements for each 
job responsibility: cataloging, acquisitions, library directors, reference, collection 
development and resource sharing.
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Cataloging—Top Ten Enhancements
Which of the following enhancements would you recommend?
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Source: Online Catalogs: What Users and Librarians Want, OCLC, 2009 (Library survey)

Acquisitions—Top Ten Enhancements
Which of the following enhancements would you recommend?
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Source: Online Catalogs: What Users and Librarians Want, OCLC, 2009 (Library survey)

Library Directors—Top Ten Enhancements
Which of the following enhancements would you recommend?
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Source: Online Catalogs: What Users and Librarians Want, OCLC, 2009 (Library survey)

Data Quality: What Librarians Want



Online Catalogs: What Users and Librarians Want   33

Reference—Top Ten Enhancements
Which of the following enhancements would you recommend?
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Source: Online Catalogs: What Users and Librarians Want, OCLC, 2009 (Library survey)

Collection Development—Top Ten Enhancements
Which of the following enhancements would you recommend?
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46%

Source: Online Catalogs: What Users and Librarians Want, OCLC, 2009 (Library survey)

Resource Sharing—Top Ten Enhancements
Which of the following enhancements would you recommend?
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Source: Online Catalogs: What Users and Librarians Want, OCLC, 2009 (Library survey)
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Respondents who reported roles in cataloging

Signifi cantly more respondents with job responsibilities in cataloging selected 
merging duplicate records as their top choice compared to directors, reference or 
resource sharing staff.

Merge Duplicate Records
Which of the following enhancements would you recommend?

61%

55%

51%

52%

55%

49%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70%

C A T A L O G I N G

Resource SharingCollection Development

DirectorCataloging ReferenceAcquisitions

Source: Online Catalogs: What Users and Librarians Want, OCLC, 2009 (Library survey)

Similarly, cataloging respondents were signifi cantly more likely to recommend 
upgrading level 3 or other brief records compared to directors, reference, collection 
development and resource sharing staff. 

Upgrade Brief Records
Which of the following enhancements would you recommend?

37%

30%

18%

19%

23%

16%
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DirectorCataloging ReferenceAcquisitions

Source: Online Catalogs: What Users and Librarians Want, OCLC, 2009 (Library survey)

Cataloging respondents were signifi cantly more likely to recommend fi xing 
typographical errors compared to resource sharing, reference and director 
respondents.

Fix Typos
Which of the following enhancements would you recommend?

35%

31%

24%

26%

29%

21%
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Source: Online Catalogs: What Users and Librarians Want, OCLC, 2009 (Library survey)
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Respondents who reported roles in acquisitions

Acquisitions respondents were signifi cantly more likely to recommend fi xing 
typographical errors compared to resource sharing respondents.  

Fix Typos
Which of the following enhancements would you recommend?

35%

31%

24%

26%

29%

21%
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Resource SharingCollection Development

DirectorCataloging ReferenceAcquisitions

Source: Online Catalogs: What Users and Librarians Want, OCLC, 2009 (Library survey)

Respondents who reported roles as library directors 

Even though respondents in all job roles chose adding tables of contents to records 
within their top ten priorities, signifi cantly more library director respondents 
recommended this enhancement compared to cataloging respondents.

Add Tables of Contents to Records
Which of the following enhancements would you recommend?
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Source: Online Catalogs: What Users and Librarians Want, OCLC, 2009 (Library survey)
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Director respondents were signifi cantly more likely than acquisitions and cataloging 
respondents to give priority to adding summaries/abstracts to the entries on results 
lists and more clickable links to online content.

 Add Summaries to Results
Which of the following enhancements would you recommend?
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Source: Online Catalogs: What Users and Librarians Want, OCLC, 2009 (Library survey) 

More Clickable Links to Online Content
Which of the following enhancements would you recommend?
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Source: Online Catalogs: What Users and Librarians Want, OCLC, 2009 (Library survey)

Respondents who reported roles in reference

Reference librarians were signifi cantly more likely than cataloging respondents to 
give priority to adding summaries to results lists and increasing the accuracy and 
currency of library holdings information.

Add Summaries to Results
Which of the following enhancements would you recommend?
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Source: Online Catalogs: What Users and Librarians Want, OCLC, 2009 (Library survey) 
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Increase Accuracy of Library Holding Information
Which of the following enhancements would you recommend?
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Source: Online Catalogs: What Users and Librarians Want, OCLC, 2009 (Library survey)

Respondents who reported roles in resource sharing

Resource sharing respondents were signifi cantly more likely than any other group to 
recommend increasing the accuracy and currency of library holdings information.

Increase Accuracy of Library Holding Infomation
Which of the following enhancements would you recommend?
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Source: Online Catalogs: What Users and Librarians Want, OCLC, 2009 (Library survey)
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Desired enhancements among respondents by region

The analysis revealed many differences among survey respondents from libraries 
inside and outside North America. Respondents from outside North America were 
signifi cantly more likely to recommend more records for non-English materials and 
more records for online materials—neither of which made it into the top ten priorities 
among North American respondents. Another enhancement included in the top ten 
of respondents outside North America but not in the top ten for North American 
respondents was adding more formats (e.g., articles, images, maps, audio, video, etc.). 

Even though respondents from inside and outside North America chose merging 
duplicate records as their top priority, signifi cantly more North American respondents 
recommended this enhancement when compared to respondents outside North 
America. North American respondents were also signifi cantly more likely to 
recommend upgrading level 3 or other brief records, making it easier for my library 
to correct or enrich records, and increasing the accuracy and currency of library 
holdings information. Making it easier for my library to correct or enrich records, 
adding cover art to entries on results lists, and increasing the accuracy and currency 
of library holdings information made it into the top ten priorities of North American 
respondents but not of respondents outside of North America.

Top Ten Data Quality Enhancements
Which of the following enhancements would you recommend?

Base: Library survey respondents Inside and Outside North America
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Data Quality:
Librarians and End Users

Key Findings

Both end users and librarians place a high priority on delivery-related data • 

elements for printed or other analog materials—that is, knowing where the items 

are held and which are available immediately.  

End users, but not librarians, give the highest priority to enhancing the catalog • 

with more links to online content. Librarians give the highest priority to merging 

duplicate records. 

Librarians and library staff ranked more links to online content in the bottom third 
of their enhancement list. However, when asked to describe the preferences of end 
users, many librarians who work directly with end users can accurately predict the 
importance that end users place on linking to online content from the catalog.

While their own data quality priorities tend to be markedly different from those of 
end users, many librarians who work directly with end users also appear to be highly 
aware of the importance that end users place on enriched content, more records for 
formats other than print (e.g., audio and video), and the availability of sample text/
excerpts from the catalog.

Catalog data elements selected by librarians and library staff as • essential tend to 

relate to known item searching. The presence of an ISBN, for example, is a high 

priority for librarians’ identifi cation of needed items. 

End users’ choices of data elements that are • essential for identifying wanted 

items suggest they value and expect evaluative information (such as summaries) 

to assist their discovery and choice of wanted items.

The enhancement of catalogs with tables of contents and summaries is equally • 

important to end users and librarians. 

These data elements are not generally included in a standard catalog record.

Except for tables of contents and summaries, the catalog data quality • 

requirements of end users and librarians tend to be different. 

Differences appear to be driven primarily by the individual’s purpose in using the 
catalog—to fi nd and obtain needed information (end users) or to carry out a work 
assignment (librarians—for example, to order a new book for the library).  
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Librarians’ choice of data quality enhancements refl ects their understanding of • 

the importance of accurate, structured data in the catalog.  

End users benefi t from this structured data, for example when refi ning their searches 
with facets; however, end users tend to be unaware of the data quality requirements 
that support the functionality they rely on for precise, consistent results. This 
phenomenon is another driver of the differences in data quality priorities between 
librarians and end users.  

Detailed Observations

Overview

The fi rst section of this chapter compares the responses of the end-user pop-up 
survey to the responses of the library survey on two dimensions: 

Data considered most essential for identifying wanted items• 

Recommended data quality enhancements.• 

The end-user fi ndings reported here are based on end-user reactions to WorldCat.org, 
OCLC’s freely available end-user interface to WorldCat. For comparing responses 
about essential data for identifying items, the research team extracted that subset of 
library survey respondents who reported using WorldCat.org. 

The fi ndings about desired data quality enhancements represent end-user reactions 
to WorldCat.org and librarian and staff reactions to WorldCat data from any OCLC 
interface. 

To the extent that WorldCat and a library’s online catalog are comparable and share 
data quality issues, the fi ndings of this study are generalizable to individual library 
online catalogs. 

As previously noted, the study seeks to assess data quality (rather than interface) 
needs, based on the searcher’s purpose in using the data; for end users, the purpose 
is generally fi nding and obtaining items to meet an information need, while for 
librarians and staff the purpose is generally carrying out a work assignment.   

A second section of this chapter analyzes library survey respondents’ perceptions 
of what enhancements would be most helpful for end users. The analysis compares 
librarian and staff respondents’ perceptions of what end users want to what end-user 
survey respondents actually reported.

Comparing What Librarians and End Users Want

Most essential data elements

Both library and end-user survey respondents were asked what information in the 
records was most essential in identifying the items they need. The following chart 
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details the responses among library survey respondents and also end users who use 
WorldCat.org. 

Comparing the librarian/staff to end-user results, both library and end-user 
respondents fi nd author, a list of libraries that own an item and item availability to be 
essential. Notably, ISBN—the third-most selected data element by librarian and staff 
respondents—was selected by only 3% of end users as essential.* 

Most Essential Information
What information is the most essential in helping identify the item needed? (Library survey)

What information is most essential in helping you identify the item that you need? 
(End-user pop-up survey)

27%

12%

0% 5% 10% 20%15% 25% 30%
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7%
Links to online content/full text

Item details

The ability to see what is 

immediately available

ISBN

A list of libraries that own the item

Author

End UsersLibrarians

Source: Online Catalogs: What Users and Librarians Want, OCLC, 2009 (Library survey and end-user pop-up survey)

One part of the library survey prompted participants to write how they would choose 
to enhance the database if they could wave a magic wand over it. A written comment 
perhaps explains why library survey respondents fi nd the presence of an ISBN so 
important: this cataloger/resource sharing staff member from a public library said, “It 
would make my job easier if all current editions of a bibliographic record had either 
an ISBN number or a publisher number.” Other respondents who provided comments 
related to ISBN wished for all records to have accurate ISBNs and for improvement in 
the accuracy of ISBNs for older materials.

 *Note: Title—the ubiquitous choice—was excluded in order to focus more attention on other data 
elements. 
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Desired data quality enhancements

The library survey and the end-user pop-up survey results suggest there are 
important differences in the data quality requirements of those who work with the 
catalog (librarians and staff) and those who use it to fi nd and get information (end 
users). The following chart lists from most to least chosen all of the desired data 
quality enhancements from library and staff respondents (they could choose multiple 
items from the list of enhancements in the library survey).   

Merging duplicate records (52%), adding tables of contents to detailed bibliographic 
records (40%) and adding summaries/abstracts to detailed records (28%) are the top 
three recommended data quality enhancements among respondents to the library 
survey.   

Desired Data Quality Enhancements
Which of the following enhancements would you recommend?

Base: Total library survey respondents
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Source: Online Catalogs: What Users and Librarians Want, OCLC, 2009 (Library survey)
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The next chart lists from most to least chosen all of the desired data quality 
enhancements from respondents to the end-user pop-up survey. The multiple-choice 
list of enhancements presented in the survey was (necessarily) not the same as the 
list presented in the library survey, but there were some comparable choices. 

End users’ top two enhancements were to add more links to online content/full text 
and more subject information. Tied for third are more tables of contents and add 
summaries/abstracts. From more subject information through add sample text/
excerpts, end users appear to be asking for data elements that are not generally 
included in a standard catalog description. The end-user responses ranked the 
enhancements related to correcting data (remove duplicate records and increase 
accuracy (e.g., name, subject headings) as 8th and 17th, respectively.

Desired Data Quality Enhancements
What changes would be most helpful to you in identifying the item that you need? 

Base: End-user pop-up survey respondents
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Source: Online Catalogs: What Users and Librarians Want, OCLC, 2009 (End-user pop-up survey)

*At the time of the pop-up survey, the WorldCat.org “details” tab contained basic bibliographic 
information plus enriched data such as table of contents and summary/abstract, if available.

Data Quality: Librarians and End Users



44   Online Catalogs: What Users and Librarians Want

The multiple-choice lists of enhancements differed, but suffi cient overlap exists to 
make some comparisons useful. Library survey and end-user survey respondents 
seem to agree on the importance of adding tables of contents and adding 
summaries/abstracts; beyond that, various differences emerge. Tabulating the 
overlapping choices on the two survey lists, and sorting each ranked choice into 
the top, middle or bottom third of the two lists yields the results detailed in the 
following chart. In these results, the difference between library and end-user survey 
respondents’ choices pertaining to adding more links to online content seems the 
most signifi cant; while this enhancement was the fi rst choice of end users, library 
and staff respondents ranked it in the bottom third of their choices. End-user interest 
in adding sample text/excerpts also seems considerably keener than library and staff 
respondents’ interest in this enhancement. 

Relative Ranking of Data Quality Enhancements 

in Library and End-user Surveys
Which of the following enhancements would you recommend? (Library survey)

What changes would be most helpful to you in identifying the item that you need?
(End-user pop-up survey)  

Relative Ranking

 Library Survey Respondents    End-user Survey Respondents

Comparable Enhancements Choice* Top Third Middle Third Bottom Third

Merge duplicate records  
#1 Choice

More links to online content #1 Choice

Add tables of contents to records  

Add summaries to records  

Add cover art to results

Add more formats

More records for non-English materials

Add excerpts to the records

Source: Online Catalogs: What Users and Librarians Want, OCLC, 2009 (Library survey and end-user pop-up survey)

*Note: This is a subset of responses from both the library survey and the end-user pop-up survey.
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Advanced searching, refi ning searches and faceted search

As noted in an earlier chapter, supporting advanced searching, browsing and faceted 
navigation of search results involves fi elded indexing of bibliographic data elements 
and usually the establishment and maintenance of controlled forms of headings 
(for names and subjects) to ensure the consistent and reliable collocation of search 
results in the catalog. 

Library survey respondents’ enhancement choices placed a good deal more 
emphasis than end users’ choices did on correcting errors (like merging duplicates 
and fi xing typographical and MARC coding errors) that compromise the ability of 
catalog data elements to effectively support advanced and faceted searching. The 
end users in this study’s focus groups found advanced and faceted searching helpful 
in certain circumstances—especially when working with large retrieval sets—but 
end users tend to be unaware of the data structures and practices required to 
support this functionality. Librarians and staff are aware of what it takes to support 
more sophisticated search features, and so it makes sense that library survey 
respondents—especially those who reported cataloging responsibilities—gave higher 
priority than end users did to database correction activities. 

Librarians’ Perceptions of What End Users Want

Library survey participants who work directly with users were asked to predict what 
enhancements their end users would recommend (their perceptions are labeled as 
“Librarians’ Perception of End Users’ View” when presented in charts). This section 
provides the results of the perceived end-user views and where applicable, compares 
the perceived user views to the actual views of end-user respondents.

From a list of 18 enhancements (see chart on next page), library survey respondents 
who work directly with users were asked to select one, then other enhancements to 
WorldCat that would be the most helpful for their libraries’ users. Nearly half of the 
library and staff respondents (48%) felt that adding cover art to search result lists 
would be helpful to their users, followed by 44% who felt adding tables of contents 
to records and 43% who felt adding summaries/abstracts to search result lists would 
be helpful. 

An analysis of the library survey results segmented by type of library revealed that 
respondents from public libraries were signifi cantly more likely than academic and 
special library librarians to feel that adding cover art to search result lists would be 
helpful to their users (Public = 69%, compared to Academic = 45% and Special = 
31%). 

Data Quality: Librarians and End Users
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A quarter or more of total library survey respondents who work directly with users 
selected adding summaries/abstracts to detailed bibliographic records (39%), 
adding more clickable links to online content (31%) and adding more formats (25%) 
as enhancements that would be helpful to their users. 

Librarians’ Perception of End Users’ View: 

All Desired Data Quality Enhancements
Which of the following enhancements would be 

most helpful for your patrons?

Base: Librarians who work directly with users
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Fix MARC coding errors

Make it easier to correct records

Enable more libraries to make corrections

Upgrade brief records

Fix typos

Add support for multilingual searching/

record displays

Greater exposure of holdings on the Web

More records for non-English materials

Merge duplicate records

More records for online resources

Increase accuracy of library

holding information

Add excerpts to the records

Add more formats

More clickable links to online content

Add summaries to records

Add summaries to results

Add tables of contents to records

Add cover art to results

Source: Online Catalogs: What Users and Librarians Want, OCLC, 2009 (Library survey)
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Thus, librarians and library staff are aware of the importance that end users place 
on enriched content such as summaries/abstracts, of their desire for more clickable 
links to online content/full text, and of the priority end users place on sample text/
excerpts. These priorities are mirrored in the choices end users made from the 
enhancement list that was presented to them in the end user survey, shown below. 

Desired Data Quality Enhancements
What changes would be most helpful to you in identifying the item that you need? 

Base: End-user pop-up survey respondents

36%

32%

18%

18%

16%

14%

12%

12%

11%

10%

10%

9%

9%

7%

7%

7%

7%

6%

5%

5%

0% 5% 10% 20%15% 25% 30% 35% 40%

More links to online content/full text

More subject information

More tables of contents

Add summaries/abstracts

More information in the “details” tab*

More author information

Add sample text/excerpts

Remove duplicate records

More edition information

More selection of non-English

language items

More cover art

More reader reviews

More citation information

Add recommendations

Add editorial reviews from

popular publications

More publisher information

Increase accuracy 

(e.g., name, subject headings)

More format/type information

Add ratings

Other

Source: Online Catalogs: What Users and Librarians Want, OCLC, 2009 (End-user pop-up survey)

*At the time of the pop-up survey, the WorldCat.org “details” tab contained basic bibliographic 
information plus enriched data such as table of contents and summary/abstract, if available.
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Adding cover art to results, adding tables of contents to records, adding summaries to 
results and adding summaries to the bibliographic records top the list of discovery-
related enhancements that librarians and staff feel would be helpful to their users. 
To aid in discovery, end users reported that they want more subject information, 
followed by the addition of evaluative information similar to what librarians 
predicted—adding tables of contents and summaries/abstracts.

Top Discovery-related Data Quality Enhancements
What changes would be most helpful to you in identifying the item that you need? 

(End-user pop-up survey) 
Which of the following enhancements would be most 

helpful for your patrons? (Library survey)

 

16%

18%

18%

32%

0% 10% 20% 40%30% 50% 60%

More information in the “details” tab

Add tables of contents

Add summaries/abstracts

More subject information

39%

43%

44%

48%

Add summaries to records

Add summaries to  results

Add tables of contents to records

Add cover art to results

End-user pop-up survey respondents Librarians’ perceptions of end users’ view

Source: Online Catalogs: What Users and Librarians Want, OCLC, 2009 (End-user pop-up survey and library survey)

On the delivery side, more links to online content topped both librarian (perception 
of end users’ views) and end-user survey respondents’ enhancement choices. 
Librarians and staff also predicted that end users would be helped by increasing the 
accuracy of library holdings information—an enhancement that undoubtedly would 
be helpful in improving the end-user’s delivery experience, but of which end users 
would likely be unaware. 

Top Delivery-related Data Quality Enhancements
What changes would be most helpful to you in identifying the item that you need?

(End-user pop-up survey) 
Which of the following enhancements would be most 

helpful for your patrons? (Library survey)

36%

0% 10% 20% 40%30% 50%

More links to online content/full text

21%

31%

Increase accuracy of library

holding information

More clickable links to online content

End-user pop-up survey respondents Librarians’ perceptions of end users’ view

Source: Online Catalogs: What Users and Librarians Want, OCLC, 2009 (End-user pop-up survey and library survey)
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Conclusions

Librarians and End Users
The study found important differences between the catalog data quality priorities 
of end users and those who work in libraries. End users, librarians and library staff 
approach library catalogs purposefully. When end users approach catalogs, they 
generally want to satisfy information needs; librarians and library staff generally have 
work assignments to carry out. The purpose for which catalog data is being used 
seems to be an important driver of differences in data quality priorities. 

The study also found signifi cant differences between data quality priorities of 
librarians/staff by work role, type of library and region. Work role and region seem to 
be the primary drivers of differences among types of library survey respondents in 
this study. 

The understanding that those who work with catalog data have of how its data 
structures work—and the lack of that understanding among end users—is another 
driver of different data quality priorities among end users and some librarians. End 
users are largely unaware of the catalog’s infrastructure, although the end-user focus 
group participants in this study responded favorably to some of the features that rely 
on it (e.g., facets, advanced search).

The fact that end-user participants found the ability to conduct an advanced search 
helpful suggests that the investment in separate indexes and controlled forms 
of names and subjects can benefi t the end user’s discovery experience in next-
generation library catalogs.

To the extent that librarians and staff approach their own catalogs and WorldCat in 
comparable ways, this study supports the view that those with different roles in their 
libraries have somewhat different data quality priorities. In particular, those with 
roles in cataloging and acquisitions certainly place higher priority on database error 
correction activities than end users, but also compared to librarians and staff in other 
job roles. Cataloging and acquisitions staff place a high value on—and recognize 
the importance of—the catalog’s formally structured data, for example, fi elded 
indexes and authorized forms of headings that support advanced searching, search 
limits, faceted browsing and other features of the catalog that rely on the catalog’s 
infrastructure. They also place the highest priority on merging duplicates (more than 
one record for the same edition) and fi xing inaccuracies in structured data.   
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Balancing What End Users and Librarians Want
Catalogs have many constituencies, both inside and outside the library. This study’s 
results suggest that end users place a high priority on enrichment data (tables of 
contents, summaries, etc.) and on links to online content, both text and media. 
Librarians and library staff are also important catalog users, and their data quality 
priorities tend to be different than end users’ priorities. If their data quality needs are 
met, they can do their jobs more effi ciently and effectively. And, some of librarians’ 
data quality requirements (to be able to fi x mistakes and control heading forms, for 
example), while not shared by end users, play a role in fulfi lling end users’ needs.   

In a world of unlimited human and fi nancial resources, a data quality program for 
a library’s online catalog could meet all end users’ needs and all librarian and staff 
needs. In a world of limited resources, library leaders must make choices, creatively 
deploy the resources they have, and balance competing data quality requirements. A 
data quality program that strikes a balance between what end users and librarians/
staff want and need, but gives an edge to the desires of end users, seems more likely 
to assure the library will continue to thrive in the end-user communities it serves.  

Usability, User-centered Design and the Principles of 

Information Organization

An interesting insight arises from reading the chapter in Fran Miksa’s dissertation 
that covers the development and thinking behind Charles Cutter’s nineteenth century 
Rules for a Dictionary Catalog;1 then immediately reading the fi rst chapter of the 
fi rst full draft of Resource Description and Access (RDA),2 which carries forward the 
concepts of Functional Requirements for Bibliographic Description (FRBR).3 While 
Cutter’s rules and RDA were or will be applied at very different points in history, 
reading the two texts suggests the principles of information organization underlying 
them are consistent. One can discern an unbroken thread of development from Cutter 
to RDA. 

Yet with a few exceptions of rigorous user studies that may take shape around 
FRBR concepts,4 there is no evidence that Cutter or the framers of FRBR or RDA 
systematically tested their assumptions with end users of information systems. 
Fran Miksa, who has over the course of his long career publicly noted librarianship’s 
relatively separate and parallel developments of the principles of information 
organization on the one hand, and use and user studies on the other, has said, “I 
conclude that the idea of information users and use remains rather mysterious in its 
overall sense—rather like the images we see while driving in a fog.”5

As Web information services have taken off, commanding a great deal of attention 
from all segments of the information-seeking public, those who built them 
appeared to pay little heed (if they were aware at all), of the conceptual frameworks 
for information organization embraced by librarianship. Instead a good deal of 
experimentation, trial and error seemed to be the rule.  
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As it became clearer to Web developers what worked and what didn’t, many also 
learned to take advantage of new opportunities in the Web’s virtual world—lessons 
that have emerged as some very different ways of organizing large volumes of 
information, for example, on Flickr or Facebook. On the Web, the principles of 
usability and user-centered design might be said to have displaced the traditional 
principles of information organization, at least as librarians have practiced them. 
David Weinberger, writing about new ways of bringing order to masses of digital 
information, notes that “everything is connected and therefore everything is 
metadata.”6 Based on their experiences with popular Web sites, Internet-savvy end 
users expect to be able to search on a rich store of metadata from many sources and 
easily fi nd and get just what they want.

Given these two different traditions for bringing order to information on end users’ 
behalf—one from librarianship and the other from the Web—this study’s results are 
not surprising. Librarians’ perspectives about data quality remain highly infl uenced 
by classical principles of information organization, while end users’ expectations 
of data quality arise from their experiences of how information is organized on 
popular Web sites. What is needed now is to integrate the best of both worlds in new, 
expanded defi nitions of what “quality” means in library online catalogs, as well as 
who is responsible for providing it.        

Metadata and Content

Delivery, Links and More Online Content in the Catalog

In this study, end user respondents, but not library survey respondents, gave the 
highest priority to enhancing the catalog with more links to online content. End users 
appear to perceive the process of moving through discovery and selection to access 
as one continuous fl ow, while librarians tend to think about user tasks as separate 
and distinct. In a blog post on FRBR, Karen Coyle goes so far as to say, “The FRBR user 
tasks [fi nd, identify, select, obtain] are limited in scope, and as such they limit how 
we think about users and catalogs.”7  

Because end users come from an information world where a huge amount of 
content is online, it is natural for them to expect to be able to access content—not 
just discover, select and be directed how to get it (the modus operandi of the 
library catalog). As Google Book Search gains the attention of those who use library 
collections, an end user’s appetite for linking immediately to the digitized content of 
books, or at least to snippets, can be expected to increase even more. The end-user 
expectation to link to content extends beyond text and includes the expressed desire 
to link to samples of music and video.     

Discovery, Delivery and Enrichment Data

These results suggest that end users want to reduce the difference between the 
description of an item (its catalog record) and the item itself by enriching the basic 
catalog record with tables of contents, summaries/abstracts, cover art and excerpts 
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or sample content. For some end users (in this study, undergraduates), social content 
like user reviews, ratings and tags was also seen as helpful. Librarians seem to agree 
that at least tables of contents should be added to catalog records. 

In keeping with the fi nding that delivery is as important, if not more important than 
discovery, end users generally don’t see the point of fi nding things they can’t get 
or spending time to get things that won’t meet their information need. Not wanting 
to waste their time or energy, end users seem to want this enriched content to help 
them decide if it’s worth their time to try to obtain the item. 

“Physical delivery has long been the ignored stepchild of the library world.”8 These 
words begin Valerie Horton’s 2009 report on the second ‘Moving Mountains’ 
conference on the physical delivery of library materials. Her article describing the 
state of library delivery (interlibrary loan, consortial borrowing, home delivery) 
through a variety of conference presentations is a good starting point for considering 
how to raise the priority of delivery in libraries. 

Subject Headings and Subject Information

When end-user survey respondents selected “more subject information” as an 
enhancement priority, what did they mean? It is unlikely, given the relatively few 
unique subject-rich words contributed to a catalog description by controlled subject 
headings,9 that they mean more controlled subject headings. Given end-user survey 
respondents’ top choices for catalog enhancement and what end-user focus group 
participants reported, “more subject information” is more likely to be interpreted as 
subject-rich data elements not generally included in a standard catalog description. 

At the same time, controlled subject terms and phrases serve end users in a number 
of ways: as subject-rich index terms; to support multilingual subject searching (when 
records contain subject headings in more than one language); as facets for refi ning 
or expanding searches; for browsing; as words or phrases linked to classifi cation 
or other terminologies; as a factor in determining relevance ranking; and more. 
To support these features, today’s catalogs rely on labor-intensive practices for 
producing controlled subject headings. Given the growing concern that these 
traditional methods are not sustainable going forward, it may be necessary for 
libraries to fi nd more economical means to achieve the benefi ts to end users that 
controlled subject vocabularies provide. 

Standard Numbers

The fi ndings suggest that standard numbers like the ISBN are critical to support 
librarians’ work. Despite what end users selected as essential elements for 
identifying wanted items, standard numbers can also be essential to support 
end-user tasks. The presence of standard numbers is essential, for example, for 
providing reliable links to (and movement of data between) the same item in multiple 
repositories, as well as supporting a variety of machine-to-machine interactions that 
improve the end user’s discovery or delivery experience. 
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Where to Get the Data

Enrichment Data 

This study is far from the fi rst to fi nd that enrichment data such as summaries and 
contents notes are important contributors to end-user searching;10 that users want 
enriched records;11 and that enriched records increase usage of library materials.12 
However, adding enrichment data like tables of contents and summaries by hand 
to individual records in a local catalog is an approach that will not scale to the task 
ahead. Libraries need to work together to fi nd ways to share the costs of enriching 
discovery systems and keyword indexes with this content. 

Existing catalog data is the fi rst source to mine. FRBRizing catalog data is a promising 
approach for obtaining more evaluative content such as summaries, subject 
tag clouds, cover art and possibly tables of contents. The OCLC researchers who 
produced FictionFinder13 were very successful in mining FRBR clusters for many of 
these data elements, as illustrated below. By exploiting information in the FRBR 
clusters, FictionFinder is able to provide a summary on the search page for many 
works. For example, the illustration of the FictionFinder search for “foundlings” 
provides summaries for famous works on the topic, such as Wuthering Heights. 
Data mining is the fi rst approach to be exploited to its fullest potential for obtaining 
enriched content to add to basic bibliographic descriptions.

Source: Online Catalogs: What Users and Librarians Want, OCLC, 2009

Another approach, very common in the fi eld today, is to purchase enriched content 
from a vendor or through the library’s ILS supplier. Cherie Madarash-Hill and J.B. 
Hill’s 2005 study of the results of adding enrichment data obtained through a 
library’s ILS vendor is a good place to start looking into this approach.14 A third 
method is to pull the enriched content into the catalog using an application 
programming interface (API) such as the one provided through Amazon Web 
Services.15 Other APIs are available as well.  

A story of love turning in on itself 

and the violence and misery that 

result from thwarted longing.
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Relevance Ranking, Classifi cation and User Transaction Data 

The state of relevance ranking in library catalogs does not appear to meet the 
expectations of today’s end users. It is somewhat surprising that more has not been 
accomplished, given the research and publications of many information scientists 
that followed on the appearance of Melvin Maron and John Kuhns’ article on 
“probabilistic indexing” in 1960.16 Maron and Kuhns were early explorers of how to 
automate information search and retrieval. Their experiments tested probabilistic 
indexing, an automated document retrieval technique they invented. Their 
experimental process ingested user query terms, matched them to weighted keyword 
index terms assigned to documents, made statistical inferences, and then selected 
and organized documents in order of their probability of being relevant to the user’s 
query. The technique produced promising results and engendered a good deal of 
related research in information science. Some promising research by Ray R. Larson 
and others on the application of relevance ranking techniques to library catalogs 
appeared in the late 1990s17 but gained little traction with ILS vendors. Larson’s 
relevance ranking techniques were especially interesting because he experimented 
with “classifi cation clustering” to help focus subject searches. In effect, Larson 
and his team were using the terms associated with classifi cation numbers to assist 
in ranking search results. More recently, staff at the National Library of Australia 
explored the possibility of mining the structured data of the catalog to produce 
better ranking of search results for Libraries Australia catalog searchers.18 Using the 
fi elded data available in MARC records plus holdings information, the staff reported 
reasonable success in refi ning the relevance ranking of search results in Libraries 
Australia, implementing their catalog changes in November 2008.  

This study’s results suggest that what drives end-user expectations of relevancy 
ranking in library catalogs are end-user experiences on Google and sites like 
Amazon.com. Google’s incredible success is largely based on its ability to rank search 
results based on a complex algorithm of what links to what on the Web. Amazon’s 
excellent relevance ranking of search results appears to be based on patterns of 
searching and buying and on user-contributed data.

Recommendations
As noted in the executive summary, this report is written for those readers who are 
seeking to defi ne requirements for improved catalog data and for those readers who 
have a part to play in contributing, ingesting, syndicating, synchronizing or linking 
data from multiple sources in next-generation library catalogs. It is for those readers 
that the following recommendations are made:

Examine and compare the library’s investments in bibliographic work, catalog • 
management, linking functionality and enrichment content (tables of contents, 
summaries, etc.) and rebalance them as appropriate to better meet end users’ 
catalog data quality requirements. 

Within the library community and with relevant organizations, explore how to • 
obtain or produce enrichment content (tables of contents, summaries, etc.) 
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through data mining, the use of APIs, partnerships with publishers and vendors, 
and collaborative library projects.  

Encourage the appropriate organizations to complete research and development to • 
improve relevance ranking in online catalogs. Explore the feasibility of redeploying 
classifi cation data (and the terms associated with classifi cation numbers) and 
other existing data to improve relevance ranking. 

Pay more attention to the library’s delivery services and the data elements that • 
support a positive experience for the end user. 

Explore the feasibility of home or offi ce delivery of materials, or other faster,  –
more convenient options for the delivery of physical items. Be willing to 
change policies and workfl ows, and to change how library human and fi nancial 
resources are deployed to make this happen.

Explore consortial borrowing and lending options. As appropriate, be willing  –
to link from the catalog to purchase options and to digitized materials on 
demand. Consider setting a library standard (e.g., within 24 hours) for getting 
requested materials to users.

Invest effort in improving the library’s linking metadata management and  –
interoperability with licensed and open-access data.  

Consider adding more digital content that end users can easily link to from the  –
catalog, and associate print descriptions with their digitized counterparts.  

Where possible, link from the catalog to excerpts or snippets, both text and  –
media.

Examine the local editorial changes being made to bibliographic records and • 
analyze which ones directly assist end-user discovery and delivery, and which do 
not matter as much. Redesign procedures and workfl ows to focus human expertise 
on what matters most to end users and which must be done manually. 

Libraries will not be able to accomplish what is needed by going it alone. • 
Collaboration and a coordinated approach involving many organizations (and 
even end users) will be required. As noted in section 1 of the Library of Congress 
Working Group fi nal report, traditional library workfl ows, featuring the same 
corrections being done multiple times at multiple libraries, are costly and 
redundant.19 The right mechanisms for collaboratively sharing the effort of data 
quality improvements could assure better experiences for end users of catalog 
data at less cost to libraries. 

Within the library professional community and to the extent possible, look for ways • 
to automate the production and maintenance of the structured data that supports 
collocation, faceting and advanced search features in the catalog.

Explore ways for the library community to collaborate with the appropriate • 
organizations to link and cross-reference standard numbers to support both library 
and end-user tasks.
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A Few Ideas for Further Research
Researchers who want to build upon the fi ndings presented in this report may wish 
to consider the following ideas for further study. These suggestions range from rather 
simple and practical projects to more advanced research undertakings.

Produce a guide for libraries that describes the options for adding more • 
enrichment data (tables of contents, summaries, etc.) to bibliographic descriptions 
in library catalogs. Compare the costs and benefi ts of a variety of approaches 
(manual enrichment, data mining, vendor data, APIs, etc.).

Explore how classifi cation, subject terminologies and structured data in the • 
catalog might be used to improve relevancy ranking in online catalogs. 

Experiment with and assess the outcome of using more economical means • 
(automation, data mining, user-contributed data, etc.) to support faceting and 
other enhanced search options. Greta de Groat’s 2009 Digital Library Federation-
commissioned report is a rich source of ideas for data mining, clustering, mapping 
and other tools to automatically enhance metadata for fi nding and using digital 
collections.20  

This study focuses on what end users and librarians say they want. Appropriately • 
designed transaction log analyses, which measure what a target population 
actually does, could usefully complement the research reported here.
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