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*  The t it le of the ‘Antaeus’ column der ives from  the name of the mythical giant , Antaeus or Antaios. The 

son of Gaia (whose nam e m eans ‘land’ or ‘earth’) , Antaeus was undefeatable in com bat  so long as he 

remained in contact  with the earth. Once grounded by contact  with the soil,  he vanquished all opponents. 

However, in order to disem power Antaeus, Heracles sim ply lifted him  from  the earth, overcom ing him  

totally . Thus, many t imes through the centuries, Antaeus has been used as a sym bolic f igure showing how 

any hum an aspirat ion m ust  rem ain grounded in order to succeed. LI S research m ust  therefore retain its 

contact  with the ‘ground’ of everyday pract ice in order to fulfil its potent ial as a sophist icated research 

discipline – it  must  remain empowered by its relevance to pract it ioners.  
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Abstract  

 

Purpose of this paper To exam ine whether placing URLs into library opacs 

has been an effect ive way of enhancing the role of the 

catalogue for the contemporary library user. 

Design/ m ethodology/ approach A brief review of the literature com bined with an 

analysis of publicly available stat ist ics for library use in 

the US and the UK. 

Findings That  certain ways of placing URLs into the opac are 

loosely associated with a successful library 

environm ent , i.e., with constant  or increasing levels of 

stock circulat ion and opac use, while other forms of 

hyper- linking opac records are loosely associated with 

declining levels of library use.  

Research lim itat ions/  

 I m plicat ions 

The loose associat ion between different  opac 

management  pract ices and apparent  stat ist ical t rends 

of library use could be invest igated in greater depth 

by further subsequent  research, but  along the lines 

and m ethodology suggested herein. 

Pract ical implicat ions Firm  suggest ions on how to place and m anage URLs in 

the online catalogue are made. 

What  is or iginal/ value of the 

paper? 

This paper takes certain catalogue enhancem ent  

pract ices which are ident ified with the US library 

environment  and invest igates them  in a UK, and 

specifically Scot t ish context , to shed light  on the 

original US ideas behind these pract ices. 

 

Paper type: General Review 

 
Keyw ords: Libraries;  catalogues;  online catalogues;  United States of Am erica;  UK;  

Scot land. 

 

 



 3

I nt roduct ion 

Librarians have been worr ied for som e t ime that  elect ronic services beyond the 

library building (such as commercially available online services, search engines like 

Google, and “ the internet ”  in general)  are taking users away from libraries, print  

collect ions and the library catalogue. The library building, it s stock and its catalogue 

are m utually dependent , and so are bundled together in a spiral of decline:  “declining 

dem and for today’s catalogs reflects dim inishing interest  in already low-use research 

library collect ions…[ but ]  the legacy of the world’s library collect ions is for the t ime 

being t ied to the future of catalogs.”  (Calhoun, 2006) .  

 

I n spite of this gloom, there is plenty of discussion in the LI S literature disput ing the 

evidence either way. I n the UK for exam ple, som e have noted that  physical visits to 

Brit ish academ ic librar ies are in long term  decline (Akeroyd, 2001) , which in turn 

implies that  catalogue use is in decline. But  by cont rast  others note that  UK HE 

library stock circulat ion is buoyant  (LI SU 2006) . Sim ilar ly, borrowing from  UK public 

libraries has been declining, but  on the other hand visits to UK public libraries are 

holding up well ( ibid.) . This brief paper will look at  a part icular aspect  of this complex 

set  of t rends in library use and exam ine whether one part icular response by 

librarians to the perceived threat  of the networks has been an intelligent  and 

successful one:  the pract ice of adding URLS for free internet  resources and websites 

to library opacs. 

 

New  internet  cataloguing pract ices 

Librarians have always used their catalogues as finding guides to the stock kept  

within the four walls of their library buildings. Logically therefore, if the physical 

collect ion and library building are becom ing less and less used, then the catalogue 

itself will be less and less used. I t  is difficult  to cite any definit ive proof of this, but  

some writers have pointed to local t rends of declining catalogue use in their own 

libraries (Banks, 2000)  while others have sim ply invoked gut  inst inct  (Murray, 2006) . 

One powerful voice confirm ing the significant  t rend towards decline in opac use is the 

Library of Congress (Calhoun, op. cit .) .  A recent  report  commissioned by them 

seem s convinced of the catalogue’s dire predicament :  

 

“Today, a large and growing num ber of students and scholars rout inely 

bypass library catalogs in favor of other discovery tools, and the catalog 

represents a shrinking proport ion of the universe of scholarly informat ion. The 

catalog is in decline, it s processes and st ructures are unsustainable, and 

change needs to be swift .”  

 

One answer to this perceived decline in catalogue use which became popular in the 

1990s was to reinvent  the catalogue in its online form  by put t ing hyperlinks into 

opac records for ‘non- library’ elect ronic items, especially non- library materials. The 

856 field in the MARC record is the field allocated to the url in contem porary 

cataloguing pract ice:  the hyperlink is displayed to the browser from  this field and, 

when clicked, full text  can be pulled through the bibliographic descript ion onto the 

screen by the user. Rather than losing readers to the net , net  resources are brought  

into the library opac and net  users’ elect ronic informat ion seeking may spill over into 

use of the otherwise ignored print  collect ion.  

 

US librar ies with extensive free subscript ions to government  serials init iated this 

t rend in the 1990’s by gradually start ing to add hyperlinks to their opacs as and 

when governm ent  publicat ions changed from print  to online. I t  seemed logical to 
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indicate the cont inuity of content  from  one medium to another by enriching the 

record in this way, with a hyperlink.  

 

As a result , the pract ice grew in ambit ion:  the study of this form  of internet  

cataloguing quite soon spawned its own scholarly literature with a dedicated journal 

(Riem er, 1997-       ) . Gradually the interest  extended to creat ing:   

 

• hyperlinked opac records for free-standing internet  resources which only exist  

on the web  

 

rather than ‘inert ia cataloguing’ of elect ronic items such as:    

 

• online cont inuat ions of print  or iginals already established in library collect ions 

(especially ‘pr int  to online’ m igrated governm ent  publicat ions ) , or  

• paid for digital  items (above all,  elect ronic journals, and more recent ly e-

books) .    

 

There are a number of gains from  such opac-based internet  cataloguing pract ice. By 

systemat ically adding urls for online resources into the opac, the opac becomes more 

than just  a finding tool for what  are -  sadly -  increasingly less at t ract ive print  

m aterials. I t  is also a tool for ret r ieving excit ing online materials that  exploit  the 

uniqueness of the internet .  

 

I n fact , by promot ing the opac as an online informat ion ret r ieval tool with integrated 

print  resources, the inform at ion user with a preference for networked resources will 

encounter print  resources alongside their favourite online resources and rediscover 

the print  library via its catalogue. By as it  were ‘ambushing’ them in this way, the 

reluctant  library user may be seduced by the hyperlinked opac into finding print  

resources as good as or bet ter than their elect ronic equivalents. They m ay indeed be 

converted back to the t radit ional pr int  library. 

 

The lessons of experience 

The argument  sounds seduct ively convincing. However, it  is a good while since this 

form  of cataloguing pract ice first  became popular in the late 1990’s, so we should 

now be in a posit ion to assess the value or otherwise of this well intent ioned 

innovat ion. What  does hard experience show us, som e ten years or so further on? 

 

First ly, it  should be said that  there were many from  the start  who were scept ical 

about  the value of cataloguing internet  resources into library catalogues, especially 

resources that  were not  simply elect ronic facsim iles of fam iliar pr int  form ats, or were 

not  deliberately purchased for the collect ion. Library catalogues, in pr int  or elect ronic 

from , were never designed for this sort  of task.  

 

Thus, Antelm an (1999)  argued why we should "at tem pt  to accom m odate the[ se]  

new resources in the old gateway?". Given the lim ited funct ionality of the typical 

web-based opac, the ‘webpac’ is not  ideally suited to capturing details about  web 

objects and m ust  be distorted to accom m odate the new online world.  

 

Above all,  catalogues are built  for the stat ic world of pr int , where the print  object , 

once purchased, has an unchanging locat ion on the shelf and its content  does not  

change as it  sits in the library collect ion. Put  more simply, URLs decay, so URLS in 

catalogue records m ust  be m aintained to offset  this decay. This is real problem in a 

number of ways. Opacs are essent ially databases, and databases, unlike hierarchies 
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of hyperlinked web pages in a standard browsable web site, do not  make them selves 

available for link validat ion very readily.  

 

As Tyler (1999)  says, “Dealing with problem URLs in the library catalog is far more 

com plex than in the more fam iliar ‘homepage’ environment .”  Link checking 

mechanisms are not  often available as standard funct ionality in many integrated 

library systems, and the alternat ive to integrated link validat ing software is to graft  

on an external package to your cataloguing system rout ines. This in turn involves 

export ing links into a discrete file for checking as a separate, regular task. This is 

onerous. 

 

And even if link checking is possible, the fact  that  the link enshrined in a url may not  

change, but  the content  to which it  refers m ight , again challenges the convent ions 

within which catalogues were created. Domains can remain the same but  be used for 

completely different  sites – the more alarm ing results of such changes to educat ional 

web sites listed by educat ional inst itut ions have been reported quite widely (Taylor, 

2001) . By cont rast , pr int  items do not  alter their content  once catalogued. 

 

This infinitely extending content -validat ion task is nigh impossible for the human 

cataloguer m anaging a t radit ional opac. Metadata created by the human m ind 

consist  of a snapshot  of an item ’s content  taken at  one m om ent  in t ime. Metadata 

generated by m achines such as search engines can crawl over ent ire texts and 

analyse it  on a recurrent  basis through t im e. The best  that  a librarian can do is keep 

re- reading the internet  ‘stock’ in their catalogue to m ake sure it  has not  changed its 

nature. Again, this is onerous, but  om it t ing to do so can, in the very worst  cases, 

leave the inst itut ion host ing the opac highly embarrassed, if not  worse -  vulnerable 

to legal act ion ( ibid.) . 

 

The evidence against  

I f accurate URLs in the opac cannot  be maintained, then the percentage of links 

which fall into error accelerates rapidly. On the open web, this phenomenon is called 

‘linkrot ’ (Nielsen, 1998) . A num ber of authoritat ive studies tell us that  URLs break 

within only a few m onths (Markwell and Brooks, 2002 ) , after which they must  be 

repaired. Opac hyperlinks will therefore fall apart  very soon at  this rate.  

 

So how have libraries dealt  with this problem?  

 

Burke, Germ ain and Van Ullen (2003)  carr ied out  a recent  analysis of the issues of 

catalogue reliabilit y and accuracy as affected by the pract ice of adding URLs into the 

opac. Their intelligent  study of the m em bers of the Associat ion of Research Libraries 

in the USA showed that  the fears of the early scept ics about  URLs in opacs have in 

many ways been realised:  “A large percentage of the researched library 

catalogs…had a significant  number of errors.”   

 

Looking specifically at  those 24 ARL catalogues which linked to free URL resources as 

opposed to subscript ion m aterials, 67.50%  of respondent libraries had an average 

error rate over 14.58% . The highest  error rate was no less than 58.33% . Yet  this is 

hardly surprising, given that  only 37.5%  of the respondents to the survey reported 

doing any type of automated link checking of the URLs in their catalogues. Burke et  

al. cont rast  this high error rate for broken URLs with what  we know about  the 

average incidence of m issing print  monographs listed in t radit ional well maintained 

catalogues of pr int  collect ions– for example, this was calculated at  just  4.30%  in a 

representat ive US University Library ( ibid.) . 
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Most  alarm ingly – especially in view of Taylor, 2001 – not  one library in the survey 

reported checking for content  consistency. I n the face of such error rates, the 

authors of the study ask:  

 

“As librarians, do we accept  this as a tolerable rate of failure in a resource 

valued for its authority? Since our m ission is to keep the catalog relevant , do 

we [ not ]  dilute its credibilit y with resources that  are not  stable? Are we not  

concerned with the possibilit y of catalog records quickly turning into 

erroneous informat ion?”   

 

Given the seniority of those who responded to the survey – collect ion development  

heads and technical services heads – one m ight  conclude that  the m ajority of these 

senior LI S professionals’ response to these despair ing quest ions would be in the 

negat ive. Sim ply, for them , incorrect  URLs in the catalogue m ay be bet ter than no 

URLs, because at  least  then the catalogue shows that  libraries indeed can ‘do’ the 

internet , albeit  with results of variable quality.  

 

The response 

Subsequent  to Burke et  al’s scept ical study being published in 2003, there has been 

at  least  one direct  response to their challenge, dem onst rat ing that  it  is possible to 

add URLs to an opac, and to maintain their accuracy, while also improving the 

service to readers. Brown’s 2004 study of pat terns of access to US federal online 

documents via opac URLs, which references Burke, Germain and Van Ullen’s cr it ical 

paper, states that , at  the University of Denver, their use of URLs in the opac has 

been successful and carr ied through to a high standard. 

 

I n 2004 Denver m aintained no fewer than 182,329 URLs in its opac, which is a 

sizeable am ount . The study t racked URL click throughs, compiling data about  them 

via a database system and est imat ing the value of these click throughs by analysis of 

the collected results. Brown points out  that  a regular link checking rout ine is 

maintained for their Library’s URLs, carr ied out  weekly by means of their integrated 

library system 's automated link checking facilit y. Even so, Brown adm its “This large 

num ber of URLs creates a m anagem ent  headache for URL m aintenance”  – how big 

we aren’t  told, because the author does not  actually give us a percentage error rate 

as an indicator of ‘linkrot ’ or URL accuracy. This is a failing in the study, in view of 

the importance of this m easure as established by Burke et  al. 

 

On the posit ive side, the author shows that  the total number of online accesses 

(3,809)  is higher than the total pr int  circulat ion figures (2,080)  for this type of 

material over the one year period of the study. He concludes that  “ federal docum ent  

URLs in the OPAC are worthwhile:  users are finding documents they otherwise would 

not  have found. Moreover, users are using the addit ional URLs we have added 

through our aggressive URL-adding projects.”  And the evidence adduced does seem 

to bear this out .  

 

However, Brown expresses the reservat ion that  equally “ [ users]  could do a Google 

search and land upon government  documents.”  This inevitably raises the quest ion:  

why bother to create and then check som e 200,000 opac URLs in the first  place 

when Google will maintain the same links for your users for free?  

 

Discussion 
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Brown (op. cit .)  and Burke et  al. (op. cit .)  represent  two different  views of the value 

of URLs in the opac. Brown points to the increase in t raffic through opac URLs in one 

library and argues that  this proves their value. Burke takes a wider view of a larger 

com m unity of librar ies, and argues that  the problem of ‘linkrot ’ in opac URLs is a 

serious factor that  promotes the ‘disintegrat ion’ of the opac rather than ‘integrated’ 

searching for print  and elect ronic item s via the sam e library search tool. 

 

I n order to help shed more light  on the mat ter, we will look at  experience of this 

issue in the UK and offer some points of comparison. Rather than conduct ing original 

research, as did Burke et  al. (op. cit .) , we will use publicly available stat ist ics. 

 

Both the ARL in the US (ARL, 2006)  and SCONUL (2006)  and LI SU in the UK (LI SU, 

2006)  collect  useful stat ist ical data on library usage on behalf of their respect ive LI S 

com m unit ies. And broadly speaking, as noted in the int roduct ion to this paper, these 

stat ist ics shows that  there is a long term  t rend in the US ARL library community, 

start ing in 1991, whereby circulat ion figures (and by inference opac use, which is the 

means by which items are found prior to being circulated)  have fallen year on year 

without  respite. Yet  this is the library com m unity that  has adopted the pract ice of 

adding URLs to the opac m ost  extensively. I f the integrated opac was m eant  to stave 

off the decline in catalogue and collect ion use, then, on the evidence of broad t rends, 

the experiment  has failed. 

 

By cont rast , the UK HE com m unity has been far m ore caut ious in spreading URLs 

into their  opacs. Yet  their  circulat ion figures over a comparable per iod have been 

holding up well and have increased in many cases. The resilience of UK circulat ion 

figures is remarkable, because it  has been maintained in spite of the fact  that  there 

are fewer resources available to UK libraries for building up at t ract ive collect ions of 

stock than in the USA.  

 

There seem s to be som e sort  of very general pat tern whereby URLs in opacs are 

associated with libraries in decline, in cont rast  to library system s with a conservat ive 

at t itude to URLs in the opac, whose collect ions and opacs seem  to rem ain in higher 

dem and.  

 

I f Burke et  al. (op. cit .)  are correct , then integrat ing URLs into the opac has certainly 

created a problem  with ‘linkrot ’.  But  we can add to that  negat ive finding our 

percept ion that  such ‘linkrot ’ may even have accelerated the user’s disinclinat ion to 

use librar ies and their opacs, at  least  in nat ional library systems which have adopted 

the pract ice on a large scale basis. However, this is a percept ion based on very 

general t rends, and is a finding that  could only be asserted confident ly by examining 

specific librar ies, their opac pract ice and their own specific inst itut ional pat terns in 

catalogue use and stock circulat ion.    

 

Nevertheless, it  is no more than common sense to hazard a few thoughts about  the 

impact  of ‘linkrot ’ on opacs. Although broken links do not  direct ly contam inate 

accom panying records with reliable hard copy locat ions in them , the cognit ive 

overload of dist inguishing incorrect  internet  resource records from  correct  pr int  item  

records must  surely exasperate the informat ion user. Opac interfaces are thought  to 

be int r insically unat t ract ive when compared to alternat ive search tools:  “Elect ronic 

catalogs, wherever you go in the academ ic world, have becom e a horr ible crazy-quilt  

assemblage of incompat ible interfaces and vendor-const rained list ings.”   (Burke, 

2004) . The last  thing librar ies should do is increase the difficulty of using them.  
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Above all,  if  our target  user is an impat ient  internet  junkie, with the at tent ion span of 

a television advert , overexposure to broken links in the opac will fast  exhaust  their 

faith in the ent ire catalogue system. The experience of lots of ‘HTTP 404 -  File not  

found’ m essages has a very clear m eaning to a net  surfer:  ‘This site is no good! ’  

Truly therefore, as one writer has said, ‘Rot ten links ham per learning.’ (Dean, 2002)  

 

URLS in the opac: UK pract ice, focussing on Scot land 

To explore this further, it  is helpful to exam ine UK opac management  pract ice in a 

lit t le more detail.  Specifically within the UK, recent  analysis of circulat ion figures in 

the public dom ain (Joint , 2004)  has shown that  circulat ion t rends in Scot land are in 

step with the general pat tern of UK academic and libraries. Circulat ion figures have 

been steady or r ising in the m ain, with an average increase in hardcopy issues 

throughout  the decade following the advent  of the first  commercial web browsers in 

1994 of some 15%  overall.  There are no direct ly available figures collected for opac 

use, but  let  us infer that  the opac, as the gateway to the collect ion, has been well 

used in parallel with these circulat ion figures. 

 

I n terms of Scot t ish HE library policy on URLs in the opac, this is also broadly 

conservat ive, in tune with UK general pract ice. There are three general approaches, 

based on the categories described earlier in this paper:  

 

• The m iddle way :  to catalogue only those online cont inuat ions of print  or iginals 

already established in library collect ions (especially ‘pr int  to online’ m igrated 

government  publicat ions) , or paid for digital items (above all,  elect ronic 

journals) .    

• The path of no change:  To maintain a divide between all online documents 

and print  items, using the opac purely as an inventory of print  items, pushing 

lists of online elect ronic resources into the library’s separate web site. 

• The radical path:  To catalogue fam iliar library items ( ‘pr int  to online’ 

m igrat ions and paid for digital item s) , but  also to include freely available web 

sites that  would norm ally be the preserve of Google and other search engines. 

 

As a general rule, Scot t ish librar ies do not  use link checking facilit ies in their 

integrated library system to validate links and avoid ‘linkrot ’.  By and large this is 

because Scot t ish HE librar ies have been pursuing ‘the m iddle way’ in creat ing URLs 

in the opac, and have avoided including freely available web sites that  would 

normally be the preserve of Google and other search engines, while creat ing URL 

links to stable items t radit ionally associated with the Library collect ion. 

 

One great  benefit  of this approach is that  link m aintenance can be carr ied out  via 

alternat ive means than whole scale checking of links. I f a library has an Open URL 

resolver package or a good serials management  package, these will effect ively do 

the job of URL m aintenance for you, without  resort ing to use of an integrated library 

system  link m anagem ent  tool or an external ut ilit y such as Xenu (Hausherr, 2006) . 

Open URL resolvers and serials m anagem ent  packages do not  help librar ies m anage 

hyperlinked opac records for free-standing internet  resources which only exist  on the 

web. Only dedicated link checking software can do this. 

 

One of the down sides of using dedicated link checking software is that  checks may 

be carr ied out  on all the e- journal links from  a single commercial supplier ’s server, 

causing the supplier server overload and considerable inconvenience – the copious 

accesses may even be m isinterpreted as a denial of access at tack!  
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I t  is im portant , therefore, when thinking about  link management  in the opac, to 

m ake a dist inct ion between two types of URL:  

 

• Type 1)  COMMON STEM URLS (different  ones derived from  one common 

source server locat ion/ domain) . These are prim arily culled from  a single 

source -  e.g. NetLibrary, single com m ercial ejournal suppliers and so forth. 

These all tend to have the sam e  stem  between the ht tp: / /  ident ifier and the 

first  slash, and a different  file nam e thereafter. 

Exam ples (all are URLs taken from a Scot t ish webpac and were valid at  the 

t ime of writ ing) :  

 

ht tp: / / www.net library.com/ urlapi.asp?act ion= summary&v= 1&bookid= 104743 

ht tp: / / www.net library.com/ urlapi.asp?act ion= summary&v= 1&bookid= 92453 

ht tp: / / www.net library.com/ urlapi.asp?act ion= summary&v= 1&bookid= 1922 

 

• Type 2)  DI SPARATE URLS (different  ones from  m any sources or from  m any 

server locat ions or domains) :  -  e.g. self-contained web sites. These all tend to 

have different  stem s between the ht tp: / /  ident ifier and the first  slash, while 

the file name following, if there is one, will vary as in 1) . 

Examples (all are ‘linkrot ted’ URLs taken from  a Scot t ish webpac and were 

broken at  the t ime of writ ing) :  

 

ht tp: / / jobs.psbappointments.co.uk/   

ht tp: / / turpion.keldysh.ru/  

ht tp: / / www.rsc.org/ is/ journals/ current / russian/ rcrcon.htm   

 

Using Type 1)  URLs in your opac has the advantage of link stabilit y, and conform  to 

the pat terns of user dem and found in studies of hyperlinked opacs by recent  writers 

invest igat ing Burke et  al. ’s cr it icism  of opac URL management  pract ice. They have 

found that  readers use hyperlinked opacs “ for connect ing to the elect ronic resources 

subscribed to by the library”  (Ort iz-Repiso et  al.,  op. cit .) ,  rather than for free web 

sites offered on the open internet . 

 

I n part icular, the studious avoidance of Type 2)  URLs avoids the previously 

m ent ioned ‘dom ain change danger’ whereby content  alters without  the URL breaking, 

as noted in the popular press (e.g. Taylor, op. cit . ,  describing the fate of Ernst  & 

Young's lapsed moneyopolis.org domain;  and Dean, op. cit . ,  who notes a study 

report ing that   “…a handful of links changed into porn links, which could be a real 

concern…”) . There are examples of not  dissim ilar problems in unmaintained Scot t ish 

webpac URLS:  

 

I nternat ional tax systems and planning techniques bullet in.  

I m print :  London :  Thomson Tax Ltd. 

ht tp: / / www.thom tax.co.uk/   

 

The link above is clear ly no longer to a website that  corresponds to the opac 

metadata describing it .  

 

A final advantage of using only Type 1)  URLs in your opac, derives from the impact  

of opac URLs on the integrity of the data within you library systems file. The more 

r isks you take with opac URLs, the m ore likely it  is that  you will slowly corrupt  the 

data in your system s file. To som e extent  there have always been errors and 

inconsistencies in catalogues, and readers have simply taken these in their st r ide. 

http://www.thomtax.co.uk/
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I ndeed, in the web environment  there are those who say that  broken URLs are 

expected by readers who will happily ignore them (Dean, op. cit .) :  

 

" ‘Typically we don't  react  to a m issing link,’ said Craig Clawar, assistant  

director for technical operat ions at  the Professional and Distance Educat ion 

program at  Rensselaer Polytechnic I nst itute. ‘Most  of our audience is 

sophist icated enough to know how to react  to that . ’ "  

 

This is all very well in open web sites or in VLEs. But  library system files have at  

som e point  to be m igrated from  one version of a system to another, or from  one 

library system to another system ent irely, if the host  library is changing system 

supplier.  

 

When this happens, the integrity of the data held in a system m ust  be checked. 

‘Under-managed’ links in the opac detected at  this stage will raise the costs of 

system file m igrat ion, because, like corrupt  I SBNs, they are easy for commercial 

suppliers to detect , and they present  evidence that  the systems file is badly 

maintained and even corrupt .  The supplier will be suspicious. They will quite 

just ifiably want  compensat ion for dealing with an unreliable set  of data. So a 

proliferat ion of messy Type 2)  URLs will raise the cost  for (or even jeopardise)  this 

whole process of file t ransfer. 

 

Finally, a few words about  the path of no change. Again, it  is largely a mat ter of 

com m on sense to realise that  users who find hybrid pr int / elect ronic journals 

catalogued in an opac as purely hard copy ent it ies will find such informat ion 

incomplete.  I t  is frust rat ing for them to have to look for details about  parallel 

elect ronic versions in a separate set  of web pages maintained outside the opac by 

their host  library.   

 

Thus both the radical path and the path of no change in opac developm ent  are 

fraught  with difficult ies. I n the anonym ised 2004 study of declining circulat ion 

stat ist ics in Scot land (Joint , op. cit .) ,  the two libraries who report  decline in 

circulat ion figures and, by inference, opac use, have respect ively pursued one of 

these two opac management  policies. Unlike this m inority of Scot t ish HE libraries and 

their US counterparts, the majority of Scot t ish HE librar ies have pursued the m iddle 

way , and certainly this had had no negat ive effect  on their  stat ist ics of library use. 

  

Conclusion 

The conclusion of this paper is that  ‘the m iddle way’ in managing URLs placed into 

the opac is the most  sensible way forward. Of course, it  remains the case that  the 

1990’s vision of an ‘integrated’ opac, which can search both library resources and the 

open internet , is a powerful one. However, there are now bet ter ways available to us 

which can achieve this goal of integrated searching. And distort ing the opac by 

overloading it  with inappropriate URLs may damage the value of the catalogue to 

users rather than enhance it  ( leading to the ‘disintegrated’ opac described by Burke 

et  al.)  

 

A recent  study notes how the increasing Open Source movement  will create a 

“ revolut ion”  in library systems and software (Dorman, 2005) .  Comment ing on this, 

Macgregor et  al. (2005)  note that   

 

“Am azon Web Services (AWS) , for exam ple, can now easily be invoked by a 

library OPAC during a query to provide added value to a user’s result  set . 
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Book jacket  im ages, reviews, contents pages, etc. can all be integrated within 

an OPAC results page to enrich individual bibliographic records.”  

 

I t  seems that  the goal of integrated searching will be achieved by creat ing meta-

search facilit ies which combine opacs together with other tools in an interoperable 

portal relat ionship, rather than by hardwir ing URLs into the ‘guts’ of opac records via 

the MARC 856 field. This is certainly the vision of those such as Cam pbell & Fast  

(2004) , whose idea of opacs and the semant ic web informs Macgregor et  al’s recent  

descript ion of the future catalogue:    

 

“The abilit y of OPACs to offer access to a wide range of library and 

informat ion services supplied by mult iple organisat ions, or “ shared services” , 

will reduce the need for the single local gateway current ly exemplif ied by the 

OPAC. There will be many ways into the informat ion environment , ranging 

from  personalised domest ic portals to predeterm ined sets of services offered 

by specific organisat ions for specific purposes;  librar ies will be a subset  of the 

lat ter… 

 

“And we can expect  mult iple layers of service sharing, from  local to regional 

to nat ional to internat ional, with different  aggregat ions in each layer serving 

different  user groups. I t  is highly unlikely that  a single cent ral catalogue of all 

the world’s resources will ever be feasible, so at  some level this must  involve 

a dist r ibuted approach using some of the “hyper-clumping”  ideas explored in 

the CC- interop project  (CC- interop, 2005) .”  

 

Libraries m ay resent  becom ing ‘a subset ’ of portal services offered by specific 

organisat ions for specific purposes. But  if this is what  the future asks of us, we must  

answer that  call and take our place as an im portant  provider ( if not  a m onopoly  

provider)  in the informat ion universe.  

 

The future of the Library and its fam iliar informat ion ret r ieval tools thus appears 

ext rem ely br ight . However, we must  preserve the best  of our t radit ional values (such 

as a com m itm ent  to high standards of accuracy)  rather than chasing after novel but  

ult imately unproven pract ices in cataloguing and m etadata innovat ion.  I n this way 

we will maintain a role that  is recognisable as part  of the unbroken t radit ion of 

library and informat ion pract ice that  has underpinned scholar ly research and 

teaching throughout  previous m illennia.  

 

However, if we do not  maintain a path of intelligent  moderat ion and scept ical 

innovat ion, we will endanger that  cont inuing role. The future of informat ion provision 

will look more like a break with t radit ion than a cont inuat ion of t radit ional LI S work.  

Such an outcome would be bad for informat ion users as well as bad for informat ion 

workers.  

 

To this end, the invest igat ions above are offered as an at tem pt  to sketch out  an idea 

of what  this middle way looks like in pract ice,  with reference to one part icular aspect  

of contemporary LI S work. I t  is up to intelligent  reflect ive pract it ioners to take such 

invest igat ions and decide on a way forward. 

 

But  we should note that , although our future is in our own hands, the user is the 

final arbiter of our fate. Ult im ately we m ust  offer to them  tools that  are fit  for 

purpose. I f we do not , we face a future of decline and desuetude, a future that  will 

be etched in sim ple stat ist ics showing plum m et ing levels of library use.  We need to 
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look at  what  works and what  does not  work, and make decisions based on what  the 

numbers tell us:  this is the only basis on which we can look to the future with 

confidence. 

 

Nicholas Joint  

Cent re for Digital Library Research/  

Andersonian Library 

University of St rathclyde. 
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