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What’s missing from this picture?

• Many library resources do not appear in a typical search engine 
results page (SERP)

• As search engines become the ubiquitous “front page” of the 
internet, this poses a threat to libraries’ perceived relevance



A few relevant studies

• OCLC Perceptions of Libraries Report: 
http://oclc.org/reports/2010perceptions.en.html

• Pew Internet Research Center’s Internet and American Life 
Project: http://www.pewinternet.org/2012/03/09/main-
findings-11/

http://oclc.org/reports/2010perceptions.en.html
http://www.pewinternet.org/2012/03/09/main-findings-11/


What do I mean by visibility?

1. A site’s pages are being crawled and effectively indexed by 
search engines

2. Pages are not only being indexed, but rising high enough to 
be visible in relevant SERP

My focus is on visibility for library resources, specifically the 
resources listed in Online Public Access Catalogues (OPACs)



Google trends data



My research questions

1. What factors motivate libraries to address search engine visibility 
issues?

2. What barriers stand between Canadian public library information 
resources and search engine visibility? 

3. What factors have the potential to enable libraries to achieve 
search engine visibility for their resources?



Methodology

• Semi-structured interviews with library staff members 

• Site-specific searches of libraries’ catalogue websites to see 
how many resources are currently being indexed by search 
engines

• Website traffic data collected by libraries about how users find 
their resources



How visible are Canadian public 
library resources right now?



Library Number of Indexed OPAC Pages

1 481
2 214,000
3 269
4 29,100
5 51,700
6 7,370,000
7 221,000
8 207,000
9 213,000

10 1,410

= Libraries that block crawlers from accessing the OPAC using 
robots.txt 





Website Traffic to Main Websites



Website Traffic to OPAC Domains



Library 6 – Unified OPAC and Website



Type of Query Percent of the top thousand queries

Queries including L6’s name 79.73%
Queries including general library keywords 15.71%
Queries including the name of a general 
resource (database, ebooks, audiobooks, 
etc)

3.28%

Queries including the name of a specific 
resource

0.76%

Other 0.51%

L6: Top thousand search engine queries
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Vendors as enablers and barriers

• OPAC vendors often control crucial aspects of SEO for resources, and 
can be both enablers and barriers

• Some participants felt confident that over time, their vendors would 
provide improved SEO for library resources – others were skeptical

• Iain Lowe (Director of Product at Bibliocommons) has been 
experimenting with XML sitemaps and schema.org microdata

• He just did a webinar on the semantic web and SEO 
(https://youtu.be/m9xITfgY77Y) 

https://youtu.be/m9xITfgY77Y


Number of OPAC pages indexed in Google

Library First site-specific search 

(2015)

Second site-specific search 

(2016)

2 214,000 372,000

7 221,000 719,000

8 207,000 245,000

9 213,000 486,000

Bibliocommons libraries before and after 
implementing XML sitemaps



Technical Barriers: Difficulty being indexed

• Crawlers are blocked by robots.txt files
• Many databases still use query-based dynamic URLs

• Search engines have evolved and can now interpret dynamic URLs, 
but not everyone is aware of this (Stiller & Szymanski, 2008)

• Some databases use truly ephemeral URLs that are still a real barrier

• Desire to provide not simply stable URLs but permanent URLs 
before being indexed, in order to avoid 404 errors

• Lack of links to bibliographic records, due to structure of OPAC



Solutions

• Many of these problems can be solved by changing robots.txt files 
and creating XML sitemaps

• Robots.txt files tell crawlers what NOT to index

• XML sitemaps provide crawlers with a list of pages that SHOULD 
be indexed

• Dan Scott (2015) has a great step-by-step introduction to the use 
of robots.txt and XML sitemaps here: 
http://dx.doi.org/10.21083/partnership.v10i1.3328

http://dx.doi.org/10.21083/partnership.v10i1.3328


Technical Barriers: Rising to the top of SERP

• Even if all the resources in a catalogue are indexed by search 
engines, they may not rise high enough in search results to 
be seen

• For public libraries’ location-specific resources, geolocation is 
important and doesn’t seem to be currently applied to 
searches for individual book titles

• Many library catalogues do not conform to SEO best 
practices (e.g. having canonical URLs and using appropriate 
microdata), making them less attractive to search engines



Solutions

• Some problems can be solved by consulting the webmaster guidelines 
published by search engines

• For example, if a database uses faceted search, this can create 
multiple URLs for the same content. Search engines don’t like this, 
but it’s an easy fix:
• Canonical URLs can be specified in a sitemap, or by adding a “rel=canonical” 

link element to duplicate webpages’ HTML 
(https://support.google.com/webmasters/answer/139066)

• For library content to rise high in SERP, search engines must be able to 
understand that content – this means content must be not simply 
machine readable, but machine understandable

• Basically, this adds up to linked data and the semantic web

https://support.google.com/webmasters/answer/139066


Linked data: the Libhub Initiative

• Zepheira has recently emerged as a vendor of linked data solutions 
for library catalogues, with a strong emphasis on making library 
resources more visible online

• Their Libhub Initiative is essentially a test-case for LoC’s BIBFRAME 
linked data model 

• Right now, Libhub creates a separate linked-data version of the 
catalogue, which links back to each OPAC resource

• The idea is that by linking different libraries’ bibliographic records, the 
libraries’ combined online reputations will help each record rise 
higher in SERP



Linked Data: Schema.org

• The major search engines have developed a standardized structured 
data vocabulary: www.schema.org

• Learning and using this markup can solve many of the technical 
difficulties identified by participants 

• Schema.org is not as granular as libraries would like, but the Schema 
Bib Extend group has succeeded in adding specialized vocabulary and 
other library-related modifications, making Schema.org markup more 
compatible with library needs (Scott, 2014)

http://www.schema.org/


Open questions

• How are search engines going to interpret libraries’ SEO efforts?

• How can we make sure location-based information is being 
considered in searches for individual resources?

• If a library does everything right, will its resources actually reach the 
top of SERP? 

• Is this even something that we should be attempting?



More info

• My thesis is available at 
http://www.collectionscanada.gc.ca/obj/thesescanada/vol2/NSHD/T
C-NSHD-71421.pdf

• You’re welcome to get in touch with me at zoe.dickinson@dal.ca if 
you want to discuss any of this further

http://www.collectionscanada.gc.ca/obj/thesescanada/vol2/NSHD/TC-NSHD-71421.pdf
mailto:zoe.dickinson@dal.ca
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