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Catalogue Use at the State Library of Victoria 
 
 
ABSTRACT 
 
 A questionnaire survey conducted at the State Library of Victoria indicates that users in 
general, and not just scholars, value the standard elements of bibliographic data found in the 
Library’s catalogues, and consider all these elements useful for finding, identifying and 
selecting items. Rather than making do with less, users wanted more bibliographic data, 
including more content details and additional elements, such as reviews. They considered all 
kinds of cataloguing error to be significant, but were able to differentiate between those that 
were likely to have most impact on their catalogue use.  
 
 
Introduction 
A recent survey of a particular group of scholars who use the National Library of Australia’s 
collection showed that there were still catalogue users who appreciated and utilised the 
various elements of traditional bibliographic data.1 This article asks whether a broader 
spectrum of users might likewise benefit from full, high-quality catalogue records. To this end, 
a representative sample of users of the catalogues at the State Library of Victoria (SLV) were 
surveyed through a more detailed questionnaire. The results are reported in this article.   

The general context of this research question – the value of library cataloguing – has 
been set out in an earlier article.2 The specific catalogues at the SLV consist of the ‘main 
catalogue’, a catalogue of the Library’s manuscripts, and a database of digital images. All 
catalogues are accessible on the SLV website and have similar interfaces and functionality. 
There is no local interface, so remote and local users are presented with the identical 
catalogue. Most of the SLV collections are closed access, but most items may be requested by 
any SLV member for use within the Library; and just about everyone can join the Library.   
 
Methodology 
A printed questionnaire survey was administered at the SLV in September-October 2007. As 
the object was to survey those people who use the catalogues, rather than visitors in general, a 
purposive sampling technique was employed, whereby users of PCs dedicated to catalogue 
and database use were targeted, along with other patrons who appeared likely catalogue users 
(e.g. they had SLV books on their desks). The overall response rate was encouraging, 
estimated at 40%. The return rate was also quite good, estimated at 75%. Questionnaires were 
distributed throughout the SLV reading rooms – in the Information Centre, and its adjoining 
rooms (Genealogy, Newspapers, Arts), the Redmond Barry Reading Room, and the La Trobe 
Reading Room. The last batch of forms were distributed a different way, by being inserted 
into items for collection at the Book Desk in the Information Centre. Most readers who 
requested items from the closed collections (which represented the vast majority resources in 
the SLV collections) would have done so after identifying the items and call numbers on the 
catalogues (a few might have been provided the necessary information by SLV staff). The 
response/return rate in this case was about 35%. A small token of appreciation was offered to 
those who returned the form.  

Although demographic questions were not included in the questionnaire, the 
researcher was satisfied that the sample included a wide range of people, fairly representative 
of SLV catalogue users (or at least on-site users of the catalogues). The researcher approached 
those patrons he observed using the SLV catalogues or who showed signs of catalogue use, 
regardless of any other attribute. The gender and age of those who accepted his invitation to 
participate in the survey did not appear to be particularly different from those who did not; the 



sample appeared to comprise a similar number of men and women, and significant numbers 
of adults in all age groups. Reasons given when patrons declined the researcher’s invitation 
were varied and most did not point to a particular demographic (an exception being patrons 
with weaker English-language reading skills). Response rates were quite similar across the 
various reading rooms, even though some of these were intended for patrons with specific 
interests. Further, the results derived from the batch of forms distributed in the items at the 
Book Desk were similar to those derived from the forms distributed in person. 

 
Results 
A total of 106 survey forms were fully, or almost fully, completed and returned. One 
respondent stated that they never used any of the Library’s catalogues (despite completing all 
the questions), and their form was discarded, leaving a sample of 105 catalogue users. 

Table 1 indicates that most respondents use the main catalogue quite frequently, i.e., at 
least twice a month. This would reflect, amongst other things, the nature of the Library’s 
collections – being mostly closed access, they require the use of the catalogue. Although there 
appears to be many SLV visitors who never, or rarely, use its collections, and some who limit 
their use to the open shelves, there is also a core group of patrons who use the Library for its 
collections, and many of these patrons do so on a regular basis. 
 
 
Table 1 – Use of catalogues 
 

answer options Never 

No more 
than once 

a month 
2-4 times 
a month 

More than 
four times 

a month Total 
Main catalogue 3 19 36 46 104 
Manuscripts catalogue 58 26 10 3 97 
Pictures catalogue 53 30 11 3 97 

 
 

Table 1 also shows that the other two SLV catalogues, for manuscripts and pictures, 
are generally used on a much less frequent basis, though significant use of both databases are 
made by a minority of patrons. As might be expected, most respondents used the catalogues 
primarily from within the library, but there was good representation from patrons who 
accessed them remotely as much or more of the time (table 2). 
 
 
Table 2 – OPAC access location 
 
 % n 
Mostly from inside the library 55.4 51 
Mostly from outside the library 16.3 15 
About the same 28.3 26 

 
 

Table 3 shows respondents’ indications on how often they used the various search 
options and limits available on the SLV catalogues. Some overstatement seems to have 
occurred, as the responses aggregated to more than 100% (based on the ‘use half the time’ 
and ‘use all the time’ points of scale) across the options, which were, except for the limits, 
mutually exclusive. Nevertheless, even if the responses were not totally accurate in terms of 
use, they indicated intent, or at the very least, demand. All options and limits were reported to 



be used by significant percentages of respondents (>10%), with the following options being 
employed by at least 50% of users ‘sometimes’ or more frequently: Keyword anywhere, 
Author's name, Title list, Subject keyword, Title keyword, Subject list, Author's name 
keyword, and Journal title list. 
 Of the five options that were used at least half the time by 50% or more respondents 
(Keyword anywhere, Title list, Author's name, Title keyword, Subject keyword), it may be 
noted that the last two are available only in the ‘construct a search’ interface, and not in the 
default interface, whereas several options in the default interface (Boolean search, Call 
number list, By or about an organisation, and By or about a person) are used regularly by far 
fewer users (<20%). (However, some of the options used less frequently by patrons may well 
be used extensively by staff.)  
 One other aspect of these responses that was encouraging, was respondents’ apparent 
understanding, for the most part, of the labels used to represent the search options (assuming 
they would have otherwise indicated ‘Don’t know what it means’); the one exception here 
being ‘Boolean search’, the meaning of which was unknown to a fifth of the sample. 
 
 
Table 3 – Use of search options 
 

 
Don't use 

at all 
Seldom 

use 
Sometime

s use 
Use half 
the time Use often 

Use all 
the time 

Don't 
know 

what it 
means Total 

 
 

At least 
sometimes 

(%) 

 
 

At least half 
of the time 

(%) 
Default menu           
Keyword 
anywhere 3 9 15 9 29 33 1 99 86.9 71.7 

Title list 5 12 16 13 38 17 1 102 82.4 66.7 
Author's name 4 12 22 6 46 14 0 104 84.6 63.5 
Subject list 11 18 26 6 26 14 1 102 70.6 45.1 
Journal title 
list 24 22 19 7 18 5 3 98 50.0 30.6 

By or about a 
person 32 24 18 6 8 3 7 98 35.7 17.3 

By or about an 
organisation 41 23 16 5 5 3 3 96 30.2 13.5 

Call number 
list 49 20 15 5 6 1 3 99 27.3 12.1 

Boolean 
search 49 10 11 1 6 1 21 99 19.2 8.1 

‘Construct a 
search’ menu           

Title keyword 17 11 18 7 26 17 0 96 70.8 52.1 
Author's name 
keyword 21 16 16 12 24 11 0 100 63.0 47.0 

Subject 
keyword 20 7 21 7 31 13 1 100 72.0 51.0 

ISBN/ISSN 60 15 10 3 3 1 5 97 17.5 7.2 
Publisher 
name keyword 66 18 8 3 3 1 0 99 15.2 7.1 

Series title 59 16 15 3 4 3 0 100 25.0 10.0 
Place 
newspaper 
published 

61 17 15 3 1 2 0 99 21.2 6.1 

Date(s) 
published 51 19 19 2 3 5 0 99 29.3 10.1 



Contents/Sum
mary 58 8 17 6 6 2 2 99 31.3 14.1 

Physical 
description 72 13 7 2 2 0 2 98 11.2 4.1 

Title translated 70 12 9 3 3 0 1 98 15.3 6.1 
Electronic 
resource 52 10 20 5 10 2 0 99 37.4 17.2 

Language 
note 75 12 6 1 3 1 2 100 11.0 5.0 

Accession 
number 76 6 5 2 2 0 7 98 9.2 4.1 

Source of 
supply of 
publication 

77 6 5 2 1 1 5 97 9.3 4.1 

Title translated 74 11 7 1 4 1 2 100 13.0 6.0 
Exhibitions 66 18 7 2 2 1 4 100 12.0 5.0 
Search limits           
Date 44 12 20 7 13 4 0 100 44.0 24.0 
Language 61 10 14 5 6 2 2 100 27.0 13.0 
Location 58 10 16 5 8 2 0 99 31.3 15.2 
Item type 59 12 12 7 5 0 3 98 24.5 12.2 
Place of 
publication 67 10 13 3 3 2 2 100 21.0 8.0 

 
 

The next questions were concerned with the identification and selection of items based 
on record elements displayed on the catalogues. Tables 4 and 5 show how useful respondents 
rated particular elements that were or could be displayed for the purposes of identifying 
specific resources (known items); tables 6 and 7 show the same responses with respect to the 
selection of unknown items. It should be noted that there may be some sequencing effect 
present in the data, as the identification questions were always presented before the selection 
questions. In any case, the results showed that even without taking selection into account, all 
elements were considered at least ‘sometimes useful’ by at least 30% of respondents. These 
included elements not currently present, but which were suggested as possible additions. In 
general, the rating distributions for the elements with respect to selection were found to be 
similar to those for identification. 
 
 
Table 4 – Value of record elements for identification of items 
 

answer options 
Not at all 

useful 
Seldom 
useful 

Sometime
s useful Useful 

Very 
useful Essential 

Don't know 
what it 
means Total 

At least 
sometim
es (%) 

Author 2 7 9 23 25 38 0 104 91.3 
Title 3 1 2 13 31 52 1 103 95.1 
Publisher 10 22 30 23 10 7 0 102 68.6 
Date 9 14 17 23 21 16 0 100 77.0 
Physical 
description 20 26 16 14 14 10 0 100 54.0 

Uniform title 26 17 17 12 6 3 18 99 38.4 
Variant title 24 22 14 17 6 1 16 100 38.0 
Edition 17 19 19 24 11 9 1 100 63.0 
Series title 15 25 22 26 8 4 2 102 58.8 
Volume 15 22 16 23 13 11 1 101 62.4 



number 
Notes 25 22 17 17 10 4 5 100 48.0 
Contents/Sum
mary 12 11 18 25 21 10 2 99 74.7 

Other authors 16 13 18 28 19 3 3 100 68.0 
Subject(s) 8 9 13 26 30 16 0 102 83.3 
ISBN/ISSN 34 20 13 10 6 4 15 102 32.4 

 
 
Table 5 – Value of additional elements for identification of items 
 

 Not at all 
useful 

Seldom 
useful 

Sometime
s useful Useful 

Very 
useful Essential 

Don't know 
what it 
means Total 

At least 
sometim
es (%) 

Author 
Affiliation 18 21 19 17 9 3 16 103 46.6 

Cover Image 11 23 26 23 12 5 3 103 64.1 
Rating 20 23 20 18 6 5 10 102 48.0 
Review 17 18 21 21 14 8 4 103 62.1 
Target 
Audience 21 23 19 22 7 7 4 103 53.4 

 
 
Table 6 – Value of record elements for selection of items 
 

answer options 
Not at all 

useful 
Seldom 
useful 

Sometime
s useful Useful 

Very 
useful Essential 

Don't know 
what it 
means Total 

At least 
sometim
es (%) 

Author 4 3 15 22 25 34 0 103 93.2 
Title 0 3 8 16 27 49 0 103 97.1 
Publisher 8 28 26 20 11 8 1 102 63.7 
Date 5 10 23 19 32 13 1 103 84.5 
Physical 
description 15 15 24 17 21 8 0 100 70.0 

Uniform title 16 20 16 19 13 2 14 100 50.0 
Variant title 19 18 20 18 8 5 13 101 50.5 
Edition 19 12 25 25 10 10 0 101 69.3 
Series title 14 20 21 23 8 10 4 100 62.0 
Volume 
number 14 16 18 22 19 10 2 101 68.3 

Notes 15 13 21 23 14 9 5 100 67.0 
Contents/Sum
mary 10 6 10 22 31 21 1 101 83.2 

Other authors 14 11 20 28 22 3 3 101 72.3 
Subject(s) 10 4 10 18 24 34 1 101 85.1 
ISBN/ISSN 32 22 17 10 5 6 7 99 38.4 

 
 
Table 7 – Value of additional elements for selection of items 
 

 Not at all 
useful 

Seldom 
useful 

Sometime
s useful Useful 

Very 
useful Essential 

Don't know 
what it 
means Total 

At least 
sometim
es (%) 

Author 
Affiliation 18 16 17 21 12 5 13 102 53.9 

Cover Image 18 20 26 18 15 5 2 104 61.5 



Rating 24 19 15 25 10 4 6 103 52.4 
Review 15 14 19 28 17 7 3 103 68.9 
Target 
Audience 22 23 14 15 21 4 5 104 51.9 

 
 

Table 8 combines the ratings for identification and selection – it is assumed here that 
the two functions are of approximately equal importance with respect to catalogue use. Those 
elements that were considered ‘useful’, ‘very useful’ or ‘essential’ by at least 50% of users 
were Title, Author, Subject(s), Contents/Summary, Date, and Other authors. The catalogue 
already cites title field, author main entry heading, and publication year in the results list, but 
does not include any of the other three elements even in the brief record view, despite 
including certain other apparently less useful elements. The Library is therefore reviewing the 
composition of the catalogue’s record views and whether in fact the ‘detailed view’ should be 
the default. (Of course, there are other considerations when it comes to record displays, such 
as the amount of space different elements take up on the screen.) 

It is also worth noting that some of the suggested additional elements were considered 
even more useful than some of the elements currently present, and all were considered 
‘useful’ or better by 30% or more of respondents. In particular, 46.1% of respondents thought 
that reviews of resources would be ‘very useful’ (or better). It was commented that the value 
of a review would depend on its author, but the Library might significantly increase the 
effectiveness of its catalogues by sourcing for reviews from a variety of sources, and possibly 
even consider a ‘Web 2.0’ approach whereby patrons are able to add their comments on 
particular items. Such features are now being considered for inclusion in the Library’s future 
federated search facility. 

Regarding element labels, it would appear that they are mostly intelligible to users; 
those that were less understood (according to table 8) were ‘uniform title’ (16%), ‘variant 
title’ (14%), and ISBN/ISSN (11%).   
 
 
Table 8 – Value of elements in display  
 

answer options 
Not at all 

useful 
Seldom 
useful 

Sometime
s useful Useful 

Very 
useful Essential 

Don't know 
what it 
means Total 

At least 
‘useful’ 

(%) 

At least 
‘very 

useful’ 
(%) 

Author 6 10 24 45 50 72 0 207 80.7 58.9 
Title 3 4 10 29 58 101 1 206 91.3 77.2 
Publisher 18 50 56 43 21 15 1 204 38.7 17.6 
Date 14 24 40 42 53 29 1 203 61.1 40.4 
Physical 
description 35 41 40 31 35 18 0 200 42.0 26.5 
Uniform title 42 37 33 31 19 5 32 199 27.6 12.1 
Variant title 43 40 34 35 14 6 29 201 27.4 10.0 
Edition 36 31 44 49 21 19 1 201 44.3 19.9 
Series title 29 45 43 49 16 14 6 202 39.1 14.9 
Volume 
number 29 38 34 45 32 21 3 202 48.5 26.2 
Notes 40 35 38 40 24 13 10 200 38.5 18.5 
Contents/Sum
mary 22 17 28 47 52 31 3 200 65.0 41.5 
Other authors 30 24 38 56 41 6 6 201 51.2 23.4 
Subject(s) 18 13 23 44 54 50 1 203 72.9 51.2 



ISBN/ISSN 66 42 30 20 11 10 22 201 20.4 10.4 
Author 
Affiliation 36 37 36 38 21 8 29 205 32.7 14.1 
Cover Image 29 43 52 41 27 10 5 207 37.7 17.9 
Rating 44 42 35 43 16 9 16 205 33.2 12.2 
Review 32 32 40 49 31 15 7 206 46.1 22.3 
Target 
Audience 43 46 33 37 28 11 9 207 36.7 18.8 

 
 

Table 9 provides an indication of the extent to which respondents considered that 
certain errors and omissions in the catalogues might affect identification and selection of 
items, with responses for identification and selection contexts being added together. As would 
be expected, respondents rated errors with ISBNs and physical descriptions as less serious 
than those concerning titles and summaries. Nevertheless, all errors, even punctuation errors, 
were considered at least ‘sometimes relevant’ by a quarter or more respondents. Omissions 
and incorrect information were considered, on average, at least ‘sometimes relevant’ by about 
two thirds of respondents, typographical errors by about half, and punctuation errors by 42%. 
Given these expected patterns, it would seem that respondents understood the question being 
asked – what is interesting, then, is that SLV catalogue users have very high expectations 
about both the quality and depth of records, many of them viewing even relatively small 
errors as significant. Indeed, one user commented that there should be no errors or omissions 
in a state library catalogue! 
 
 
Table 9 – Importance of errors and omissions in record displays 
 

answer 
options 

Not at all 
relevant 

Seldom 
relevant 

Sometime
s relevant Relevant Important Critical 

Don't know 
what it 
means Total 

At least 
‘sometime
s relevant’ 

(%) 
ISBN          
Omission 32 21 13 10 11 5 12 104 40.5 
Incorrect 30 22 16 12 5 8 11 104 41.2 
Typographical 
error 33 15 14 14 6 13 9 104 44.6 

Punctuation 
error 38 21 13 10 3 9 10 104 33.3 

Physical 
description          

Omission 32 21 13 10 11 5 12 104 56.1 
Incorrect 30 22 16 12 5 8 11 104 46.3 
Typographical 
error 33 15 14 14 6 13 9 104 38.7 

Punctuation 
error 38 21 13 10 3 9 10 104 28.6 

Summary          
Omission 32 21 13 10 11 5 12 104 82.8 
Incorrect 30 22 16 12 5 8 11 104 82.8 
Typographical 
error 33 15 14 14 6 13 9 104 52.2 

Punctuation 
error 38 21 13 10 3 9 10 104 43.1 

Title          



Omission 32 21 13 10 11 5 12 104 90.7 
Incorrect 30 22 16 12 5 8 11 104 91.7 
Typographical 
error 33 15 14 14 6 13 9 104 69.5 

Punctuation 
error 38 21 13 10 3 9 10 104 63.1 

 
 

Comparing the responses from those who used the main catalogue more than four 
times a month with the sample as a whole, it was found that frequent users’ relative use of the 
various search options was similar. They were a little more appreciative of titles, dates, 
uniform and variant titles, and subject headings in record displays, and a little less enthusiastic 
about reviews and target audience information. However, their relative ratings (i.e. rankings) 
of the displayed elements were again very similar to those of the sample as a whole, as was 
their average rating across the elements. Similarly, the importance frequent users attached to 
errors and omissions in the catalogue mirrored, for the most part, that attached by the whole 
sample.  

Finally, the questionnaire invited general comments on the SLV catalogues. There 
were several compliments – both on the catalogue and on the Library more generally. There 
were also calls for more contents and summary information, especially given that most items 
were in closed stacks. Some respondents found the ‘more like this’ links very useful. One 
respondent considered cataloguing accuracy, even down to the level of spelling and 
punctuation, to be a mark of professionalism.  
 
 
Conclusions 
As the SLV catalogues are the key to the Library’s collections, it is not surprising that they 
are used frequently by many patrons, particularly the main catalogue. As a result, most users 
appear to make good use of the functionality and information the catalogues offer.  

Although users might have overstated their use of various search options, they clearly 
valued them, even the less standard ones such as ‘Exhibitions’ and ‘Source of supply of 
publication’. Apart from ‘Boolean search’, the search options appear to be understood by a 
large majority of users, at least in broad terms.  

Perhaps most notably, SLV catalogue users were appreciative of all the standard 
record elements that might be displayed in the ‘detailed view’, and claimed to find the 
information potentially useful for the purposes of identification and selection. Indeed, they 
wanted more summaries and content details; they were also interested in reviews and other 
types of extra information.  

Not only did users value the metadata displayed in the catalogue, they also valued its 
quality – even errors that might be considered ‘minor’ were considered significant by many 
respondents. Users expect high cataloguing standards from the SLV, and want more metadata, 
not less. In the SLV catalogues, many bibliographic elements were utilised both in the search 
itself, through the extensive set of search options and limits, and in the identification and 
selection of resources, through the record displays.  

Many of these findings in fact confirm the Library’s perceptions of how its users 
search the catalogues and how things might be improved – by providing more flexible search 
options and displays, more metadata, and more scope for explorative searching by means of a 
faceted navigation system. This is exactly what the Library will be aiming for with its planned 
Federated Search Solution, as the project tender states: 

The FSS will be fast, simple and effective and will more closely meet user expectations than the 
Library’s current search options. The FSS will have the following functionality: a “search engine-
style” (seemingly simple search) with a highly pleasing visual style; highly configurable user-



friendly set of interfaces; search across a number of internal and external data sources at once 
including, all State Library websites, State Library catalogues & indexes … display results from 
multiple data sources within a seamless, integrated interface; ranking of results by relevance 
and other criteria; grouping of results by various criteria in facets and/or clusters for further 
search refinement; more advanced options (to meet the demands of the research-oriented and 
for more targeted/guided searches); configuration and personalisation features … the ability to 
allow a level of engagement with the provided content to facilitate Web 2.0 commentary 
features such as tagging, rating and user reviews etc. 3 

The overall message from the research is that the SLV catalogues are effective tools of 
bibliographic access, and that users are appreciative of their content and functionality. This 
appreciation means that further enhancements, such as those the Library has planned, are all 
the more worthwhile.    
 
 
Notes 
1.  P. Hider  ‘Catalogue use by the Petherick Readers of the National Library of  
            Australia’ Australian Academic & Research Libraries vol 38  no 1 2006 pp40-60 
2. Ibid. 
3. State Library of Victoria. Federated Search Solution [tender]. Part B – Specification. 
 Section 1.0 Overview of scope of requirements. 2007.  
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