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FUTURE ROLE OF THE LIBRARY’S CATALOGUE

Background

1. Library catalogues serve a number of purposes, the chief one being to list items held in a library’s collection and to record the shelf location of each title held.  In this way, the catalogue enables readers to find out what a library holds and to locate the items they want to use from the collection.  In addition, online catalogues serve an essential stock control and auditing role by recording information such as number of copies held, price, and supplier information. They can also record information about the condition of collection items and can be used to track the loan of items.

2 The National Library’s catalogue has always been a central tool for the Library’s core business of collecting and making collection items available for use. Until 1980, the catalogue was in card form and from 1980 to 1991, the Library used a combination of card and microfiche catalogues.  From 1991, the various card and microfiche sequences were brought together in an online catalogue.  For the first time, the online catalogue provided ready access to the Library’s holdings from outside the Library building and anywhere in the world. The Library currently provides its online catalogue through a library management system called Voyager, provided by Endeavor Information Systems Inc.

3 Most libraries in the world would now have online catalogues and many are beginning to consider whether the catalogue is still effective in carrying out its basic role of providing access to collections. Users now have a wide range of choices when they commence the process of discovering books or other items in library collections.  In many cases the Internet provides the pathway to these choices.  For example, users may discover a book through a search engine (such as Google Scholar), through another web service (such as Amazon) or through a union catalogue service (such as Libraries Australia) rather than through a library catalogue.  There is increasing evidence that users prefer such discovery pathways to the library catalogue as they are easier to use with simple searching and users have more access to a wider range of options for getting a copy of the information they need than is possible through their library catalogue.

4 In response to these changes in the way users expect to be able to find information, the National Library has been considering the future role of its catalogue.  A key consideration is whether the Library needs to maintain public access to its online catalogue now that Libraries Australia is a free, web based service that provides much easier searching and a greater diversity of getting options than the catalogue.  All of the Library’s catalogue records are already searchable through Libraries Australia as well as its own catalogue, so the Library could substitute Libraries Australia for its existing catalogue. 

5 The trend away from using library catalogues does not mean however, that the local library system (as opposed to the local catalogue) has lost its relevance in the resource delivery process.  The local library system stores much essential information about the copies of a book which the library holds, or the issues of a serial which have been received.  Users who have found information about a book through a pathway other than the local catalogue will still need the information stored in local library systems if they want to get access to it through a library.

The Role of Union Catalogues

6 ‘Union catalogue’ is the term which librarians use to describe catalogues such as Libraries Australia – a catalogue which lists the holdings, not just of one library, but a collection (‘union’) of many libraries, such as all of the libraries of a state or nation.

7 The recent development of Libraries Australia has led the National Library to re‑evaluate the importance of union catalogues in delivering a service to end users.  (As Council is aware, Libraries Australia records the locations of more than 42 million resources held in more than 800 Australian libraries.  A new free web search interface to Libraries Australia was released in February this year).  Researchers and many other users are interested in getting access to resources wherever they may be held in the nation’s library. The Library has concluded that union catalogues, which offer a variety of options for the user to get a copy of the resource they want, need to be promoted as a primary means of access to resources in library collections.

8 Union catalogues have the potential to bring a large number of users in contact with a large number of resources.  In economic terms, they can ‘aggregate both supply and demand’, thus increasing the chance that a relatively little-used resource will be discovered by somebody for whom it is relevant.

The Library’s Investigation

9 The Library will continue to use its local Voyager library system to support collection workflow operations including the acquisition and cataloguing of new collection items, the receipt of new issues of serials and delivery of items to reading rooms.

10 However, in its recent investigation the Library has examined the possibility that it might replace the Voyager catalogue interface with Libraries Australia as the primary catalogue to be searched by users.

11 The Library identified a number of considerations which gave support to this scenario.  These included:

· Our users would have access to a wider pool of library resources, including the national distributed collection of Australian resources.

· Libraries Australia is now available as a free search target.

· All the records in the Library’s local catalogue are also in Libraries Australia.
· Libraries Australia now has better searching features and is easier to use than the local catalogue.

· The data in Libraries Australia is being indexed by search engines such as Google.  This means that users who discover a book by searching Google can link directly to Libraries Australia in order to locate that book in an Australian library.

· The Library has the ability to further improve the searching features of Libraries Australia.
· The Library has an opportunity to enhance the user’s experience by integrating the Libraries Australia interface with other services, such as a future newspaper search service.

12 The Library also identified a number of barriers to achieving this scenario.  If users search Libraries Australia and discover a resource of interest to them, they may wish to borrow or consult that resource through the National Library or through another library that they are entitled to use.  What do they do?  The users need to be able to access some information which is held only in the local library system.  For example, if the resource is a serial, does the library have the issue they need?  If it is a book, is there a copy available to read or to borrow?

13 There are two ways of allowing the user to access this detailed information. One is to ‘deep link’ the user directly to the local library which holds the item. This takes the user into a different library system.  Libraries Australia has already constructed such ‘deep links’ to the catalogues of the National Library and most of the state and university libraries. 

14 A better long term way to tackle this problem is to present the user with the information they need from the local system, without them having to leave Libraries Australia.  However it is not currently possible to do this, as certain technical standards are needed in local library systems to make it work. The Library has already commenced a process to encourage the standards committees and library system vendors to develop and implement the standards needed to make this work.

15 Another concern with the scenario in which the Library replaces its catalogue with Libraries Australia as the primary catalogue to be searched by users is the potential for users to be confused about what they are searching.  Will users know when they are searching the National Library’s catalogue and when they are searching the union catalogue, Libraries Australia?  The interfaces on the Library’s web site will need to present these choices clearly to the user, and must be capable of applying a ‘held in my local library’ search limit in a straightforward way.

The Future

16 In the current Information Technology Strategic Plan, the Library included some strategies to move towards a scenario in which it could substitute Libraries Australia for its existing catalogue.  Among other things, the Library is planning to:

· encourage standards bodies and local system vendors to develop and implement standard interfaces to support the exchange of data and requests between systems;

· explore mechanisms for storing and managing local data in Libraries Australia; and

· change the interface under the “Catalogue” area of our web site, so that users are presented with a clear choice of searching the nation’s libraries, or searching the Library’s collection only.

Conclusions

17 During the past year, the Library has been considering the future role of its catalogue.  Our focus has been on the experience and requirements of the user in discovering and getting items in our collection.

18 The Library has identified some strategies to move towards a scenario in which it could substitute Libraries Australia for its existing catalogue.  One motivation for such a change is the increasing trend for users to discover library resources through services other than the catalogue.  Another motivation has been the development of Libraries Australia, with its easy-to-use interface, its linkages between the finding and getting functions, and its exposure to search engines such as Google.  We wish to make Libraries Australia an important part of the resource discovery process for the Australian public.

