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Abstract: The massive and unstoppable emergence of electronic books in libraries has altered their organization. This 
disruptive technology has led to structural changes. Currently, an e-book exists only if its metadata exists. The objective 
of this article is to analyse the impact that the massive incorporation of electronic books in university library systems 
is having in the processes of assignment of subject headings and classification codes. We carried out a survey of more 
than six hundred libraries, which means almost all the university libraries in Portugal, Spain, England, United States, 
Brazil, Sweden, Norway, Finland and Australia. From the results obtained, it is deduced that: 1) librarians expect e-
books to be provided with descriptive metadata related to the subject headings and classification codes; 2) the biblio-
graphic records provided by publishers/providers seem to be improvable; 3) the quality of the metadata provided by 
the providers does not seem to be taken into account when selecting publishers for the purchase; 4) the discovery tools 
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are also clearly improvable; 5) it seems that there is no “frustration” or “stress” among librarians about the changes produced in relation to 
technical processes; and, 6) it does not seem that we are facing a paradigm shift motivated by these issues. 
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1.0 Introduction. 
 
Indexing (understood as a conceptual representation in-
tended to satisfy information needs) implies an indissoluble 
union between the processes of indexing, retrieving and us-
ing information. This connection between indexing and re-
trieval has been occurring since the moment a conceptual 
representation was used for information storage purposes. 
Three events have been key in shaping this union. The first 
occurred in Mesopotamia with the use of clay tablets, but it 
was consolidated with the appearance of medieval monastic 
libraries and later, between the sixteenth and eighteenth 
centuries, with the incipient libraries that were first the 
product of humanist ideas and later of the scientific revolu-
tion, when more complex procedural and organizational 
techniques began to be applied.  

A third phase took place at the end of the nineteenth cen-
tury with the introduction of tools such as A Classification 
and Subject Index for Cataloguing and Arranging the Books 
and Pamphlets of a Library by Melvil Dewey and the Rules 
for a printed dictionary catalogue by Charles Ammi Cutter, 
which formed the theoretical and practical foundations of 
subject assignment and classification in libraries by combin-
ing information storage and retrieval. 

Librarians created mechanisms to easily locate books us-
ing both classifications and catalogues that acted as access 
points governed by author names, which facilitated 
knowledge of all the bibliographies of an author available in 
the library, the titles catalogue, which facilitated the location 
of a book or made it possible to discover unknown titles 
and, finally, the subject catalogue which ensured quick and 
efficient access to all the books in the library on a given sub-
ject. This was the discovery system for a long time in librar-
ies. In fact, the traditional author and subject catalogues 
have conceptually survived until today since, from any bib-
liographic record that we are visualizing on a screen, with a 
simple click we can obtain a list of all the works of an author 
or a list with all the resources on a certain subject. Similarly, 
classifications following hierarchical principles have been 
beacons in the conceptual organization of works by fields of 
knowledge and their physical location on the shelves (Dewey 
Decimal Classification, Library of Congress Classification, 
Universal Decimal Classification, Colon classification or 
Bliss bibliographic classification). 

In the early 2000s, e-books began to arrive in libraries in-
tensively and unstoppably. A few decades earlier, Andries 
Van Dam, coined the term “electronic book” while working 
on the first hypertext system back in 1967, while Alan Kay, 
introduced the Dynabook, an e-book he imagined as an in-
teractive portable personal computer with a flat-screen and 
wireless communications (Ardito 2000). Likewise, for Con-
naway and Wicht (2007, 1) there are several milestones and 
initiatives that are part of the history of e-books: the ideas of 
Michael Hart in 1971 that later became Project Gutenberg, 
the proposals of some publishers and vendors who in the 
late 1990s started hosting and selling e-books, the emer-
gence of e-book providers such as E-Book Library (EBL) or 
MyiLibrary, which started offering flexible pricing and in-
novative access models, or the announcement in late 2004 
by Google of its Google Print Library Project (later renamed 
Google Books Library Project) in cooperation with several 
libraries. 

At present, it seems that some traditional library ap-
proaches, services and processes are becoming increasingly 
irrelevant (Stachokas 2014, 33). On the other hand, a grow-
ing number of librarians all over the world are beginning to 
recognize that libraries are not properly organized for the 
work that actually has to be done in the twenty-first century 
(Barnes, as cited in Stachokas 2009, 207). Parallel to this 
(Breeding 2017, 16), “in most every respect, digital and elec-
tronic collections have proven to be more complex than 
their analog predecessors.”  

Furthermore, Stachokas (2019, 41) notes, in referring to 
the transition from the traditional library to the hybrid li-
brary, that a different approach has been required in terms 
of acquisitions, cataloguing, access, management and evalu-
ation. In this sense, it is worth highlighting here what 
Goedeken and Lawson (2015, 2016) wrote: “in the last cen-
turies, libraries developed sophisticated bibliographic struc-
tures to accommodate the printed book and its acquisition, 
description and classification. In the period of two decades, 
however, this well-established arrangement has been shaken 
by the disruptive technology that e-books have implied.” 

It has already been pointed out that one of the elements 
that have contributed to the extension of e-books in libraries 
was the appearance of innovative acquisition/subscription 
systems, a factor that has led to massive incorporation of e-
books into university libraries initially and later in libraries 
in general. This has meant that, in a short time, tens of thou- 
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sands of e-books have been incorporated into library sys-
tems. 

To illustrate this, we bring here an example that may be 
representative of what is happening or will happen soon in 
most of the world’s libraries. This is statistical data from Re-
biun (Spanish university libraries network). Some of the de-
creases that may be seen in some articles are likely due to the 
non-contribution of data by one or more libraries. 

According to Table 1, while printed books (hereinafter re-
ferred to as p-books) increase in number by approximately 
2%, e-books do so by 6-10% each year, although the number 
of librarians appears to remain completely stagnant in the pe-
riod.  

From this simple statistical data, it is intuited that perhaps 
librarians have been facing in an increase in work and over-
head in the management of p-books and e-books. Martin and 
Mundle (2010, 227) state that “cataloging individual books 
may be impossible when large packages are purchased. In-
creasingly, libraries are relying on outside sources for their e-
book catalog records, which may come from vendors or third-
party record services and are frequently included in the price 
of a subscription.” To this new dynamic that has been in-
stalled in libraries, we must add the shortage of catalogers. In 
2012, Sapon-White (2012, 46), Head of Cataloguing and 
Metadata Services of Oregon State University, wrote that the 
university had 19,000 students and 1,800 faculty members 
and that libraries annually acquired some 15,000 mono-
graphs and about 5,000 government documents. However, 
libraries had only a paraprofessional dedicated to download-
ing cataloging records and a head of cataloging as the sole 
“professional cataloger in the unit, with time split between 
administering the unit and providing original and complex 
copy cataloging.” Although this is a very concrete example, it 
does not seem that a “paraprofessional” and a cataloguer was 
the optimal team to carry out the great amount of work that 
can be intuited. Therefore, these new work dynamics that 
have brought the incorporation of e-books to the libraries and 
precarious library staff lead us to consider whether today, uni-
versity libraries have the capacity to just check the metadata 
that accompanies e-books or whether librarians have the time 
to correct and improve the metadata of tens of thousands of 
electronic bibliographic records provided by vendors. 

Perhaps, this work overload of librarians could be affect-
ing two central and well-established processes in libraries 
that had been determining both the physical organization of 
books through classification and, the use of bibliographic 
resources by users through retrieval by means of subject 
headings. Until the emergence of e-books these essential 
technical processes had been carried out with a widespread 
rigor in libraries. With the gradual arrival of e-books but 
painfully with their massive incorporation into libraries and 
the overload of work that librarians seem to carry, a question 
arises: how the execution of these key processes has been or 
is being transferred to the e-books. Bearing this in mind, we 
consider that research is needed to know specifically how 
the technical processes of assignment of headings and clas-
sification codes to e-books are being carried out and to find 
out what librarians think about issues related to these as-
pects. We consider that this research is necessary not only 
because of the data and information it can provide but also 
because we are facing processes that directly affect the loca-
tion and use of resources by users. These technical processes 
directly affect users, because if the e-books arrive at libraries 
with deficient, incomplete or erroneous indexing and clas-
sification metadata and librarians do not have the capacity 
to check (due to lack of time and staff)—and if we add to 
this the reception of possible deficiencies or errors in the ti-
tle or author metadata—bibliographic records become in-
visible to discovery systems, and, therefore, what does not 
exist cannot be located first or used later. Thus, we consider 
it relevant to have a study on these issues in university librar-
ies, because they were the first and the ones that, with most 
intensity, have been massively incorporating e-books. 
This work is intended to continue and expand a study initi-
ated in 2016 and published in Proceedings of the Fifteenth 
International ISKO Conference (Gil-Leiva et al 2018). In 
that work we presented the results of the analysis of a web 
questionnaire sent in December 2017 to libraries in Portu-
gal, Spain, United Kingdom, United States and Brazil. In 
the work we present now, as we will explain below, the ques-
tionnaire has been sent to new university libraries in Swe-
den, Norway, Finland and Australia, so a larger set of data 
has been achieved and a broader presentation, contextual-
ization, analysis and discussion of all the data has been ob- 

 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 

E-books 8,819,673 9,452,026 
(+6,69%) 

10,767,685 
(+12,21%) 

11,955,167 
(+9,93%) 

12,699,922 
(+6,2%) 

14,116,385 
(+10%) 

Printed monographs 27,865,360 26,994,464 28,319,147 28,869,028 
(+1,90) 

29,266,657 
(+1,35) 

29,369,554 
(0,35) 

Librarians 2400 2416 2391 2408 2416 2418 
Courses given 445 452 718 644 498 597 

Table 1. Statistical data of the Spanish university library network. Source: https://rebiun.um.es/rebiun/ad-
min/ManageIndicatorsPage 
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tained. Thus, the objective of this article is to analyze the 
impact that the massive incorporation of e-books into uni-
versity library systems is having on the processes of assign-
ment of subjects and classification codes in order to know 
the perceptions of librarians in this new situation.  
 
2.0 Literature review 
 
Over the past two decades, both LIS researchers and librari-
ans have worked and published extensively on numerous as-
pects of the library and e-book ecosystem, such as platforms, 
demand services and e-book sharing networks, challenges 
faced by libraries in this format, acquisition models, discov-
ery tools, loans, e-books versus p-books, support in assisting 
in selection and purchase, uses, challenges and changes in 
cataloguing or quality of bibliographic records provided by 
suppliers, among others. Thus, without pretending to carry 
out an exhaustive bibliographic review since it would exceed 
the scope of this work, we will limit ourselves to some of 
these aspects that are more related, directly or indirectly, to 
our research, and which we group in seven sections. 
 
2.1 Challenges and changes in e-book cataloguing 
 
Nowadays cataloguers find themselves managing and ma-
nipulating large sets of catalogue records, but batch pro-
cessing brings about a new set of challenges to expedite the 
process of getting vendor records into the catalogue. In this 
sense, work has been done to describe experiences in librar-
ies about management and cataloguing practices for e-
books such as batch-loading, workflow, quality control 
(Martin and Mundle 2010 (a); Zhao and Zhao 2010; Chen 
et al. 2016; Castro, et al. 2019).  
 
2.2  Quality and quantity of metadata provided by 

suppliers 
 
This issue, which is related to our research, has also been ad-
dressed in several publications (Wu and Mitchell 2010; 
Zhao and Zhao 2010; Park and Tosaka 2010; Ravit and 
Dana 2015; Frederick 2016; Wiersma and Towstiadi 2017 
or Yuan et al. 2018). Frederick (2016, 68) noted that e-
books require a robust and accurate bibliographic descrip-
tion, although we believe that this robust and accurate bib-
liographic description is not occurring in library environ-
ments. In this sense, Sánchez et al. (2006, 55), when check-
ing NelLibrary records, detected errors in titles, formatting 
problems, and the absence of certain MARC fields. Wu and 
Mitchell (2010, 171) according to their experience in cata-
loguing e-books at the University of Houston libraries, re- 
ported that a significant number of e-book bibliographic 
records provided by suppliers contain syntax and content 
errors. Elsewhere, Zhao and Zhao (2010, 98) analyzed 

MARC records from various suppliers and detected the ex-
istence of general, unauthorized, and spellbound subject 
headings on the SpringerLink platform. Other significant 
examples were shown by Wiersma and Tovstiadi (2017, 628) 
who analyzed the descriptive content (keywords or subject 
headings) of certain e-books on various platforms and 
found that the differences are so great as to make us think 
that we are looking at different books. And finally, accord-
ing to Breedt and Walter (2012, 5) and Wiersma and Tovsti-
adi (2017, 624), e-book publishers seem to be aware that 
they are providing bibliographic records that can be im-
proved, and in the same way, they know that these data gaps 
and deficiencies affect their prestige and sales. Work has also 
been done to identify potential problems and strategies for 
data cleansing and editing before making records accessible 
to users (Sanchez et al. 2006; Mi and Pollock 2019). 
 
2.3 Challenges for libraries concerning e-books 
 
Work has also been done on the integration of e-books in 
libraries (Connaway and Wicht 2007); the description and 
development of digital services platforms to support work-
flows and shared data models (Buczynski 2010); changes in 
the acquisition and circulation of e-books (Rodrigues and 
Godoy Viera 2018); applications for downloading e-books 
by users (Wu et al. 2015); development of APP to enable 
users to read e-books from multiple vendors through a sin-
gle interface (Beswick et al. 2017); interlibrary loan of e-
books (Sewell and Link 2017); analysis of the roles, work-
flows of e-book life cycle and recommendations regarding 
the applications of various types of metadata (Lagace 2018); 
emphasis on shared values, building an ecosystem of in-
teroperable platforms and tools and challenges as preserva-
tion, discovery and accessibility (Watkinson 2018); promot-
ing awareness of e-book collections and enabling browsing 
and serendipitous discovery (Tingle and Teeter 2018); or 
the emergence of new technicians such as the electronic re-
source librarian (ERL) (Stachokas 2009 and 2019). 
 
2.4 Acquisition models 
 
The different options available for the acquisition of e-
books have been described (Costello 2017; Serra and Se-
gundo 2017); some recent experiences of PDA/DDA acqui-
sition are: (Herrera 2012; Goedeken and Lawson 2015; 
Bennett 2016; Schroeder and Boughan 2018; Brown and 
Currie 2019); and demand-driven acquisition program of 
print books (England and Anderson 2019).  
 
2.5 Discovery tools 
 
The location and access to e-books has also been addressed, 
and we find publications focused on improvements to nav- 
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igate all available content and user-guided navigation to en-
courage serendipitous discovery (Tingle and Teeter 2018), 
user experiences in browsing collections using discovery 
tools (Bardeen et al. 2017) or the enumeration of require-
ments for navigation interfaces (McKay et al. 2018). 
 
2.6 E-books versus p-books 
 
This topic has also been extensively covered in several stud-
ies, so only a few examples are brought here. Thus, the use 
of p-books and e-books for identical titles in a collection has 
been compared (Goodwin 2014; Lewellen et al. 2016); com-
parison of the influence of e-books and p-books on reading 
comprehension, eye strain and perception (Jeong 2012); 
reading preferences of college students over e-books or p-
books (Aharony and Bar-Ilan 2018); how format (e-book/p-
book) affects the use of e-books (Miller 2014; Fry 2018; 
Yuan et al. 2018); pricing of e-books versus p-books (Rao et 
al. 2018); or the relationship between the technology ac-
ceptance model and the preference for e-books (Smith et al. 
2019). 
 
2.7 Uses of e-books 
 
Special attention has been dedicated to this topic and count-
less studies on perceptions, behaviour patterns and use of e-
books have been published. Some examples are Noorhida-
wati and Gibb (2008), Lam et al. (2009), Croft and Davis 
(2010), Smyth and Carlin (2012), Romero-Otero et al. 
(2013), Gray and Howard (2017), Blummer and Kenton 
(2018), Casselden and Pears (2019); guidelines for librarians 
on the use of e-books in reference service and collection de-
velopment (Rokusek and Cooke 2019; Proctor 2019); rela-
tionship between licensing and interlibrary loan (Freder-
iksen et al. 2011); relationship between academic e-book 
user practices and selection, browsing and reading (McKay 
2011); university student perceptions of e-books versus 
printed books (Rojeski 2012; Rafiq and Warraich 2016); 
impact of the book’s format on loans (McKay et al. 2015); 
use of mobile phone for reading e-books (Wang et al. 2018); 
the relationship between the technology acceptance model 
and preference for e-books (Aharony 2014; Smith et al. 
2019); the effect of instruction on e-textbook use (Ragan et 
al. 2019). Elsewhere, work has also been done on the rela-
tionship between attitudes and use of e-books and to con-
textualize this in relation to sociodemographic background 
(Bergström 2018) or why students prefer both e-books and 
p-books (Noorhidawati and Gibb 2008; Croft and Davis 
2010; Schonfeld 2013; Academic Student E-book Experi-
ence Survey 2018; Yuan et al. 2018; McKiel 2016 or Ahar-
ony and Bar-Ilan 2018). 
 

3.0 Methodology 
 
This research is based on the following sources and meth-
ods. First, a bibliographic review was carried out based on 
information searches in the Web of Science, Scopus and in-
ternet databases. Likewise, we prepared a web questionnaire 
on an internal platform of the University of Murcia with 
twenty-five matrix questions and closed questions. The 
content of the questions centered on the technical processes 
in e-books (assignment of subject headings and classifica-
tion codes), discovery tools, collection stability, paradigm 
shift and frustration or stress among librarians and automa-
tion of the assignment of subjects and classification codes 
(Annex 1). This same articulation of content has also been 
used to present the results. 

Before the mass mailing of the survey, we performed a 
pretest. We met with two librarians to discuss different as-
pects such as understanding of the questions, their suitabil-
ity or their sequencing. Once the survey was prepared, we 
had to decide where and to whom to send it. Our intention 
was to gather as much information as possible and, if possi-
ble, from different geographical areas. Hence, the decision 
to translate the survey into three languages: English, Portu-
guese and Spanish. In this way, we could reach different 
countries and socio-cultural contexts. The English-lan-
guage survey was sent to university libraries in the United 
Kingdom, Sweden, Norway, Finland, the United States and 
Australia. The Portuguese survey was sent to libraries in 
Portugal and Brazil, and finally, a Spanish survey went to 
Spanish university libraries. Furthermore, with the survey in 
Spanish, we could extend the research to countries in Cen-
tral and South America. 

As to whom to target with the survey, we decided that 
the best recipients would be the directors of the university 
libraries, or those responsible for the technical processes. So, 
we focused on getting the emails from these recipients. For 
each of the selected countries we searched the web for na-
tional directories of university libraries, and once located, 
we visited each of the university pages until we obtained the 
email of the director, the person responsible for technical 
processes or in their absence a cataloguing librarian. In this 
way, we tried to guarantee that the survey would be com-
pleted by the most appropriate people (in the presentation 
of the survey we expressly indicated that if there were a bet-
ter suited person to complete it, the email would be redi-
rected) and that it would reach all the university libraries in 
each selected country. 

Once the surveys were available in web format in all three 
languages and with the e-addresses, more than six hundred 
surveys were sent to university libraries in Portugal, Spain, 
the United States and Brazil in December 2017. After three 
weeks we had eighty questionnaires completed. And at the 
end of November 2018, a second submission was made with 
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the same questionnaire to one hundred and forty-two li-
braries, almost all university libraries in Sweden, Norway, 
Finland and Australia. After eight weeks we had obtained 
twenty-seven completed questionnaires. A total of seven 
hundred and fifty-three surveys were sent. 
 
4.0 Results 
 
As we have pointed out, we sent seven hundred and fifty-
three surveys, and one hundred and seven responses were re-
ceived, resulting in a response rate of 14.2%. The highest re-
sponse rate was obtained from Spain with 43.2% of the sur-
veys answered, followed by Sweden with 30.5%, while the 
lowest rates were obtained from Great Britain (4.8%) and 
the United States (7.05%). Although it may seem a relatively 
low response rate, we consider it enough for a first approach 
to this issue, taking into account also that one third of the 
questions contained the possibility of inserting observa-
tions and comments by the librarians. In this way, we ob-
tained more than three hundred comments that provided us 
with very valuable data and information. Perhaps the low 
response rate is related to the dates of submission. The sur-
veys were sent between the months of November and Janu-
ary, months possibly overloaded with work at the end and 
beginning of the year to which we would have to add holi-
day periods. Below we offer the results. 
 
4.1.1 Technical processes in e-books: assignment of 

subject headings and classification codes 
 
4.1.1.1 Assignment of subject headings 
 
The assignment of subjects to e-books does not seem to be 
a widespread practice in university libraries according to the 
data in Figure 1. 

Librarians informed us that they do not assign headings 
because of the instability of e-book collections, the existence 
of small staff or because some libraries do not yet have e-
books. 31.8% of the librarians assign headings to only some 
of the e-books. As shown in Figure 1, there is some uni-
formity in the responses, however, the data from Spain and 
Brazil are noteworthy, because 37.5% and 54.1% respectively 
have indicated that “yes” they assign subject headings to e-
books while the rest of the countries surveyed are mostly be-
tween “no” and “some.” 24.3% of the librarians stated that 
on some occasion, after assigning subjects or classification 
codes and incorporating them into the e-book platform of 
the library, the publisher or supplier had eliminated or mod-
ified those records in overlapping processes in the common 
work areas. Elsewhere, they have indicated that due to the 
management policies of the libraries, and on occasions, to 
avoid being affected by this situation, they do not usually 
make changes or additions to the records that could be au-
tomatically modified; they do not assign subject headings or 
classification codes to the e-books if these are not provided 
by the suppliers, or they assign the subjects or classification 
codes only to those e-books that they are sure cannot be 
eliminated or modified by third parties. Finally, it is worth 
mentioning that 52.3% indicate that they do not know if, 
on any occasion, records have been modified by the publish-
ers/suppliers.  
 
4.1.1.1.1  Assignment of subject headings to p-books 

versus e-books 
 
We also asked whether the process of assigning subject head-
ings is the same as for printed books, and 85.7% of the librar-
ians indicated that it is the same process, as many e-books 
also have the printed version; therefore, they found no rea-
son to do it any differently. However, 14.3% indicated that 

 

Figure 1. Assignment of subject headings to e-books. 
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it is not the same, because more generic subjects are as- 
signed, global changes are made from the headings provided 
by the supplier or they are assigned from the title. 
 
4.1.1.1.2 Process of assignment of subject headings 
 
We also wanted to know the details of the process of the as-
signment of the headings. We asked whether they assign 
more or less the same number of headings for e-books as for 
p-books and whether there have been changes in the tech-
nical processes regarding indexing and classification. We 

also asked if they had been included in the library’s proce-
dure manuals. Figure 2 provides the answers. 

The high number of e-books subscribed/purchased by li-
braries makes an adequate allocation of subject headings un-
feasible: this is the opinion of 54.36%, and almost 15% express 
doubt. On the other hand, 50.4% of respondents do not seem 
to agree with the assignment of subject headings in libraries, 
and almost 25% could be said to be undecided (Figure 3). 

Similarly, 61.6% of librarians say that e-book subject 
headings should be provided by publishers while 19% is un-
decided (Figure 4). 

 

Figure 2. Number of subject headings assigned to e-books and printed books and changes made to library procedure manuals. 

 

Figure 3. Library should provide the subject headings. 
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In fact, 58% of libraries do not assign subject headings to e-
books, because they are provided by publishers/providers. 
Likewise, 42% state that the subjects provided are sufficient 
and not worth modifying while 31% are undecided and 28% 
do not share the idea that they are sufficient. Also, 40% con-
sider that they are adequate while 37% are unclear and 23% 
say that they are not adequate. 

Regarding the statements on whether the metadata pro-
vided by the publishers/providers on subject headings are 
“adequate” and “sufficient and not worth modifying,” al-
most all librarians seem to agree, and so they opted for op-
tions four to five on the scale, except for the Spanish librar-
ians since 30% did align themselves with these majority op-
tions by marking four to five in relation to them being “ad-
equate,” but another 30% marked the opposite (disagree, 
options one to two). Similarly, in relation to whether “the 
subject headings are sufficient and not worth modifying,” 
41% of Spanish librarians are against this statement com-
pared to 27.6% who seem to agree. 
 
4.1.1.1.3 Provider selection 
 
Finally, we were also interested in knowing if the quality of 
the metadata provided by the providers is considered by the 
librarians when selecting one or another e-books provider. 
53.93% consider that the quality of the subject headings and 
classification codes provided by the publishers/suppliers is 
not considered when choosing e-book packages for pur-
chase or subscription while 35.3% consider that it is. 

4.1.1.2 Assignment of classification codes 
 
Regarding the assignment of classification codes, 59.4% of 
the librarians considered that the high number of e-books 
purchased/subscribed in the library made an adequate clas-
sification number unfeasible while almost 27% declared 
they were against it. On the other hand, according to Figure 
5, libraries assign classification codes purchased/subscribed 
in only 22% of cases to maintain the coherence of the cata-
logue since they are assigned to printed books. 

Sometimes librarians assign classification symbols to e-
books to represent those purchased individually and in 
property, depending on the quality of the data provided by 
the suppliers, or to e-books that are incorporated into the 
library catalogue and form part of the recommended bibli-
ography in the teaching guides. 

The participants were also asked to mark on a scale from 
one to five (1=Disagreement; 5=Agreement) whether the 
numbers codes (CN) provided by the suppliers are adequate 
and sufficient (Figure 6). From the answers given, there 
does not seem to be a clear consensus, although they are in-
clined to note that they are adequate and sufficient. 

We also asked if they used the same procedure for assign-
ing classification codes to e-books as for printed books and 
81.1% indicated that it was the same. Several libraries stated 
that they assign classification codes either by making global 
changes to e-book packages based on correspondence with 
the general subject or by using tools to auto-generate the 
LCC. Finally, more than half of the librarians (56%) stated 

 

Figure 4. E-books publishers should provide the subject headings. 
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that the classification numbers should be provided by the e-
book publishers/suppliers while only 22% considered that 
the librarians should execute this process. 
 
4.1.2 Discovery tools 
 
80% of the librarians consider that the assignment of subject 
headings to e-books is useful for the users during the han- 

dling of the discovery systems while 9.71% indicated that it 
is not and 11.65% did not know. 

75.5% of university libraries have a single discovery tool 
for printed books, e-journals and e-books. The libraries of 
the Anglo-Saxon group (United Kingdom, United States 
and Australia) and of the Nordic group (Sweden, Norway 
and Finland) have uniformly answered that they have a sin-
gle discovery tool. However, in the libraries of the Ibero-

 

Figure 5. Assignment of classification codes to e-books. 

 

Figure 6. Adequacy and sufficiency of classification codes provided by suppliers. 
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American group, a certain divergence can be observed, 
since, in general, in the Spanish libraries there is a single dis-
covery tool while in Brazil and Portugal half of the librarians 
indicate that there is no single discovery tool. 

As for whether users are being offered easy and interac-
tive options for discovering and searching for information, 
48.1% said yes while 21.7% said no and 30.2% said they were 
not clear about this. 
 
4.1.3 Collection stability, paradigm shift and  

frustration or stress among librarians 
 
Sixty-six percent of those surveyed said that e-books are part 
of the university library just like p-books, although almost 
30% said that they are not. On the other hand, there seems 

to be no agreement on the stability of e-book collections and 
their impact on catalogues according to Figure 7.  

On the question of “whether e-book collections are un-
stable and make it difficult to keep the library catalogue up 
to date,” almost all countries scored mostly three and four, 
except Sweden where 50% scored one and three. To the 
question of whether there is a certain “frustration” or 
“stress” among the librarians involved in the tasks of subject 
assignment and classification of e-books, we have found di-
vided opinions, as can be seen in Figure 8, although it seems 
that there is no “frustration” or “stress” about this issue. 

On this question, almost all countries have opted for an 
intermediate position by marking option three, followed by 
option one. Only Brazil has its answers almost uniformly 
distributed throughout the scale from one to five. Annex 2 

 

Figure 7. Stability of e-book collections. 

 

Figure 8. Existence of “frustration” or “stress” among librarians. 
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provides some of the reasons given by librarians who have 
expressed that they do feel some frustration or stress. 

When asked if they consider that such significant 
changes are being produced in relation to the technical pro-
cesses executed in the e-books (assignment of subject head-
ings or classification numbers) such that we can speak of a 
change of paradigm or a change of model, there does not 
seem to be a clear agreement, as can be seen in Figure 9. 

4.1.4  Automation of the assignment of subjects and 
classification codes 

 
Almost half of the librarians indicated that it is appropriate to 
introduce tools for the automatic assignment of subject head-
ings, while for the automation of classification code assign-
ment the percentage is a little lower (41.58%). And in both 
cases, there is a remarkable 23% of indecision (Figure 10). 

 

Figure 9. Paradigm shift due to changes in technical processes. 

 

Figure 10. Need or need not to automate the assignment of subject headings and classification codes in libraries. 
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In general, all countries have positioned themselves be-
tween values three, four or five, so, regarding the automation 
of these processes, despite the noteworthy responses of Swe-
den and Brazil, where a clear tendency to disagree with the 
automation of these two processes is observed, since a signifi-
cant part of their librarians opted for options one and two. 
 
5.0 Discussion 
 
P-books have traditionally formed stable collections in li-
braries. However, with the incorporation and management 
of e-book packages this idea of stability is changing, because 
some e-books or e-book collections seem to come in and out 
of libraries for different reasons. One-third of the librarians 
surveyed believe that e-books are not part of the library like 
printed books. This real or perceived instability by librarians 
was also noted by Roncevic (2013, 5) and Frederick (2015, 
206). 

Regarding the assignment of headings, Stachokas (2009, 
208) indicated that “the not-so-hidden secret of academic 
libraries today is that many cataloguing departments do not 
catalogue electronic resources such as e-serials, databases 
and e-books.” On the other hand, Martin and Mundle 
(2010, 235) in the context of the massive incorporation of 
e-books and the metadata provided by the providers noted 
that “libraries by necessity may need to give up some control 
over their data as they find more efficient ways to serve their 
users. Tools to assist in the evaluation, clean-up, and en-
hancement of records in batch processes will become even 
more important.” We understand that this cession or loss of 
control extends to several dimensions, among them the 
metadata related to the indexing and classification of e-
books. Thus, according to the data we have obtained, 35% 
of the librarians surveyed do not assign subject headings to 
e-books and 58% do not do so because they are provided by 
publishers/suppliers. Also, in another question, 64% ex-
pressed that publishers/suppliers should provide the subject 
headings as opposed to only 20% who were against. This 
means that the presence of headings in the bibliographic 
records that are so useful in the discovery phase is practically 
being left to the e-book providers. 

Librarians indicated that they do not assign subject head-
ings because of the instability of the collections or staff scar-
city. They did assign subject headings when the e-books 
were of great interest, the bibliographic records provided 
contained no subject matter, were inadequate, more spe-
cific subject matter was desired, the e-books were part of 
recommended bibliographies in the subject teaching guides 
or were purchased individually and not part of subscribed 
packages. In this sense, our data are aligned with what Wu 
and Mitchell (2010, 169) already pointed out when they 
stated that librarians only catalogue e-books when they are 
of great value to the collection, are proprietary or the pro- 

viders do not provide the bibliographic records or are of 
questionable quality. 

Libraries have been dealing with different criteria to se-
lect providers for the subscription or purchase of e-book 
packages. Perhaps the most widespread are price, subject ar-
eas and access models. In EBLIDA Key Principles (2012), 
access, ongoing access, long-term preservation, metadata 
availability, price and privacy are mentioned. Vasileiou, 
Hartley and Rowley (2012) refer to business model, license, 
price, platform features and interface, thematic coverage 
and correspondence with reading lists. Roncevic (2013) 
talks about content, technical specifications, functionality 
and business model. Yuan et al. (2018) referring to the Uni-
versity of Toronto Libraries talk about a model that guides 
procurement decisions and practice in evidence-based ap-
proaches, user demand, print usage pattern, cost and availa-
bility. Ciptayani and Dewi (2018) present a design of a de-
cision support system for e-book selection based on the fol-
lowing criteria: price, DRM, content, type of provider, 
business model, license, technical support, resource capac-
ity and customer support. Finally, concerning this, we offer 
some words from Albanese (2007) who, when talking about 
a survey answered by more than five hundred libraries, most 
of them academic, started that the respondents revealed that 
price is the main concern in the purchase of e-books, fol-
lowed by content.  

It is noteworthy that the quality of the bibliographic rec-
ords in general and of the subject headings (as a fundamen-
tal element for the location of e-books during retrieval and 
their subsequent use) are not essential criteria that guide the 
decision-making of librarians. As mentioned above, the ex-
pert group that drafted the EBLIDA Key Principles on the 
acquisition of and access to E-books by libraries in 2012 iden-
tified one criterion to be considered: that e-books should be 
viewed with metadata but without express mention of min-
imum quality. It has also been noted above that numerous 
papers have drawn attention to both the gaps and the variety 
of errors in the bibliographic records (Sanchez et al. 2006; 
Wu and Mitchell 2010, 171; Zhao and Zhao, 2010, 98; 
Breedt and Walter 2012, 5; Wiersma and Tovstiadi 2017, 
624; Mi and Pollock 2019). 

We should remember here that when asked if they con-
sidered the quality of the headings and classification codes 
provided by the suppliers when selecting e-book packages, 
54% said that they did not take this into account, compared 
to 35% who did. In this regard, Sanchez et al. (2006, 69) 
noted that “with the proliferation of e-book sources that use 
very basic cataloguing or none at all, we will face larger issues 
of how, or if, we can continue to provide consistent, quality 
cataloguing and authority control for these titles. If some 
entity does not provide cataloguing for the universe of e-
books, will other methods such as basic Internet search en-
gines be sufficient to provide access?” 
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As regards the use of by users it is interesting to highlight 
that traditionally p-books have existed because readers have 
them readily available on shelves and they can also search for 
their metadata in catalogs. Therefore, there is a double path 
to reach them. However, nowadays an e-book exists for a 
user if its metadata exist and are traceable with the discovery 
tools. In this sense, Yuan et al. (2018) in their study on the 
use of identical titles in p-books and e-books formats by us-
ers have highlighted the importance of metadata to promote 
the use of electronic resources and specifically noted (2018, 
47) that “if there were no e-book metadata within the li-
brary catalogue, e-book usage was low.” Park and Tosaka 
(2010, 705) also wrote that the quality of metadata is “es-
sential for resource discovery and sharing.” And equally, 
therefore, discovery tools are essential in this electronic en-
vironment. 

Concerning the use of e-books by users, it is interesting 
to note that traditionally a p-book has existed for users be-
cause they have it available on the shelf and it also has its de-
scriptive metadata in the catalogue. According to our data, 
only 48.1% of the librarians consider that the user is being 
offered easy and interactive discovery tools and, on the other 
hand, we should remember that 80% consider that the as-
signment of subject headings to e-books is useful for users 
when using the discovery tools. This in line with Ravit and 
Dana (2015, 809) who in a study by the Ontario Council of 
University Libraries’ Scholars Portal Platform found that 
8.7% of users used the “subject'“ field to search for e-books, 
11.1% used the “author” field and 19.1% used the “title.” In 
another similar study, Ravit and Dana (2015, 810) on a set 
of almost fifteen thousand searches randomly selected 637 
and, after their detailed analysis, found that 40% of the 
searches were performed on the “subject” field, 30% com-
bining “subject or title” and 9% combining “subject or au-
thor.” They wrote (2015, 812) that “analysis of our use data 
suggested that subject searching and topical searching by us-
ers are more important to discovery than we had originally 
thought.” The importance that users confer to the “subject” 
field is, therefore, clear. Stachokas (2014, 47) highlights the 
subject expertise when talking about types of professional 
services that librarians offer in the current library (hybrid li-
brary) and will offer in the future with the electronic library. 
Therefore, subject headings seem to be of interest to users 
and are used in their searches for information, but at the 
same time, the process that produces subject headings is ei-
ther being abandoned or is being outsourced to e-book pub-
lishers/providers.  

In summary, with this massive incorporation of e-books 
it seems that we are heading towards the quicksand where a 
weak polyhedral reality with deficient or improvable 
metadata is installed, with a few librarians who do not have 
the capacity to perform an exhaustive control of the records, 
where e-books without quality metadata have a high proba- 

bility of not being recovered and, therefore, of not being 
used; on the other hand, as some studies point out (Jeong 
2012; Miller 2014; Perrin 2016; Fry 2018; Aharony and Bar-
Ilan 2018; Bergstrom and H.glund 2018; Kristensen and 
Kampen 2019), there could be a possible stagnation or de-
cline in the acquisition of p-books, even though many users 
seem to prefer this format. 

Librarians expressed that they do not assign classifica-
tion codes for the following reasons: 1) the effort does not 
compensate for later use; due to the fluctuation of e-book 
packages they do not want to do work that could be lost; 2) 
it is irrelevant information during the user’s search; 3) be-
cause-of the high workload and that classification codes are 
less important in electronic management; or, 4) the search 
system does not offer the possibility of retrieving e-books by 
classification.  

Finally, several authors have used the concept of disrup-
tive technology to refer to what the emergence of e-books in 
libraries has meant (Dillon 2002; Lewis 2004; Lafferty and 
Edwards 2004; Berube 2005; Wilson 2014; Goedeken and 
Lawson 2015; Frederick 2016; Aggerbeck et al. 2016). This 
expression has also been used in relation to the emergence 
of open access (Lewis 2012; Moulaison and Million 2014; 
Tapfuma and Hoskins 2019). David W. Lewis (2004) re-
viewed the changes that have occurred in libraries by analyz-
ing collections, bibliographic control and reference service 
based on the theories of Clayton M. Cristense (1997), who 
coined the term disruptive technology. The closest question 
we asked in our survey on this subject was whether such sig-
nificant changes were taking place in relation to the tech-
nical processes performed in e-books (assignment of subject 
headings or classification numbers) such that we could 
speak of a change of paradigm or a change of model. From 
the answers given by the librarians, it appears that there is 
no agreement on this issue. 
 
6.0 Conclusions 
 
In the discussion section, various recapitulations have been 
presented when commenting on the data collected. How-
ever, we would like to emphasize here several aspects that 
seem significant to us. Indexing as a conceptual representa-
tion to satisfy information needs implies an indissoluble un-
ion between the processes of indexing, retrieval and use of 
information. In the current library ecosystem, an electronic 
resource exists if it is represented by metadata, so it exists 
through its metadata. Thus, e-books exist for library users if 
their descriptive metadata is searchable with discovery tools. 

On the other hand, in the absence of other research that 
completes or deepens what has been studied here, or to con-
trast more intensively our data and interpretations with 
other studies, different significant perceptions emerge from 
the preceding paragraphs: 1) librarians expect e-books to ar- 
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rive with descriptive metadata relating to subject headings 
and classificacion codes; 2) the bibliographic records pro-
vided by publishers/providers seem to be improvable; 3) the 
quality of the metadata provided seems not to be considered 
when selecting the publishers for the purchase or subscrip-
tion of e-books; 4) the discovery tools are also clearly im-
provable; 5) there seems to be no “frustration” or “stress” 
among librarians over changes in technical processes; and, 
6) we do not seem to be facing a paradigm shift motivated 
by these issues. 

 With this massive incorporation of e-books, it seems that 
we are heading towards the quicksand where a weak polyhe-
dral reality with deficient or improvable metadata is in-
stalled, with librarians who do not have the capacity to per-
form an exhaustive control of the records, where e-books 
without quality metadata have a high probability of not be-
ing recovered and, therefore, of not being used. 

Therefore, taking as a reference some revealing data shown 
here and the possible connections that can be derived, we 
should consider whether it is appropriate for library managers 
to leave almost full control over bibliographic records to pub-
lishers and suppliers. We consider that we cannot renounce 
that e-books are always accompanied by quality metadata, be-
cause they are the key to their use by users. Therefore, as e-
books are likely to increasingly displace p-books, it would be 
advisable that librarians grouped in lobbies, in strength and 
over time, that they demand from publishers and suppliers 
higher-quality metadata in general, and in particular, that the 
presence of metadata related to subject headings be an essen-
tial element in the bibliographic records and that these 
metadata of content representation are a reference point in 
the decision-making by librarians in the purchase of e-books.  

Finally, we consider that this work has provided answers 
to various questions, but on the other hand, it also leads us 
to ask ourselves some questions that, perhaps, it would be 
interesting to address in future research; for example, to 
what extent do errors or gaps in the title, author or record 
subject headings metadata interfere with finding e-books 
using discovery tools and, therefore, with their end use? To 
what extent do searches in discovery tools with irrelevant re-
sults end up directing users to p-books available on shelves? 
Or how satisfied are users of my library with finding e-
books after using discovery tools? 
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Annex 1: Survey  
 

 
 
Survey on the assignment of subject headings and classification to ebooks in university libraries 
1. Please, mark as appropriate: 
 Yes No We're on it 
Have you developed a procedure/ policy for the management of electronic
documents? [ ] [ ] [  ] 

 
2. Mark as appropriate (1 Disagree; 5 Agree): 
 1 2 3 4 5 
With the management that is currently being carried out with
ebooks in your library, ebooks are part of the library as well as
printed books. 

[  ] [  ] [  ] [ ] [ ] 

 
3. Does the library have a unique discovery tool for printed books, ejournals and ebooks? 
[ ] Yes 
[ ] No 
[ ] We are working on it 
Observations: 
 
4. Mark as appropriate (1 Disagree; 5 Agree): 
 1 2 3 4 5 
The collections of ebooks are unstable and make it difficult to keep
the library catalogue updated. [  ] [  ] [  ] [ ] [ ] 

 
5. Are the publishers who supply ebooks to your library the same publishers who supply eBooks? 
[ ] Yes 
[ ] No 
[ ] Sometimes 
 
6. Mark as appropriate (1 Disagree; 5 Agree): 
 1 2 3 4 5 
There is confusion among users about what ebooks are and what
electronic journals are. [  ] [  ] [  ] [ ] [ ] 

 
7. Mark as appropriate (1 Disagree; 5 Agree): 
 1 2 3 4 5 
Bearing in mind that the location of an ebook can be more difficult
than a printed book because it cannot be placed on a shelf, discovery
and search options should take precedence in this environment. Is 
the user being offered real, easy and interactive options for
discovering and searching information? 

[  ] [  ] [  ] [ ] [ ] 
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8. Has it ever been the case that a librarian has assigned subject headings or classification codes to a set of ebooks and 
after their incorporation into the library platform, after some time, the publisher / provider of ebooks has eliminated 
or modified the records in overlay processes? 
[ ] Yes 
[ ] No 
[ ] I do not know 
Observations: 
 
9. Does your library assign subject headings to purchased or subscribed ebooks? 
[ ] Yes  
[ ] No.  
[ ] Yes to some of them. 
Please comment briefly on why or on wich: 
 
10. If the answer to QUESTION 9 has been affirmative, is the process of assigning subject headings the same as for 
printed books? 
[ ] Yes, the same as for printed books     
[ ] It is not the same. 
Please comment briefly on the difference: 
 
11. If the answer to QUESTION 9 has been NEGATIVE, check as appropriate (1 Disagree; 5 Agreed): 
 1 2 3 4 5 
We do not assign subject headings to ebooks because they are pro-
vided by publishers/providers. [  ] [  ] [  ] [ ] [ ] 

 
12. Mark as appropriate in relation to metadata provided by publishers/ providers (1 Disagree; 5 Agreed): 
 1 2 3 4 5 
Metadata related to the subject headings of ebooks are adequate. [  ] [  ] [  ] [ ] [ ] 
Metadata related to subject headings are sufficient and are not
worth modifying. [  ] [  ] [  ] [ ] [ ] 

Metadata related to the classification codes of ebooks are ade-
quate. [  ] [  ] [  ] [ ] [ ] 

Metadata relating to classification 
codes are sufficient and are not worth modifying. [  ] [  ] [  ] [ ] [ ] 

 
13. Does your library assign classification codes to purchased or subscribed ebooks? 
[ ] Yes 
[ ] No. Please comment briefly on why 
[ ] Some of them do. Please comment briefly on which 
Please comment briefly on why or on wchich: 
 
14. If the answer to QUESTION 13 has been affirmative, is the process of assigning classification codes the same as 
for printed books? 
[ ] Yes, the same as for printed books [ ] It's not the same. 
Please comment briefly on the difference: 
 
15. If the answer to QUESTION 13 has been NEGATIVE, check as appropriate (1 Disagree; 5 Agreed): 
 1 2 3 4 5 
We do not assign classification codes to ebooks because they are pro-
vided by publishers/ providers. [  ] [  ] [  ] [ ] [ ] 
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16. We want to know your opinion on the following aspects. Mark as appropriate (1 Disagree; 5 Agree): 
 1 2 3 4 5 
The high number of ebooks purchased/subscribed in the library
makes an adequate assignment of subject headings unfeasible. [  ] [  ] [  ] [ ] [ ] 

The high number of ebooks purchased/subscribed in the library
makes an adequate assignment of 
classification codes unfeasible. 

[  ] [  ] [  ] [ ] [ ] 

Ebook publishers / providers should provide the subject headings.[  ] [  ] [  ] [ ] [ ] 
Ebook publishers / suppliers should provide classification codes. [  ] [  ] [  ] [ ] [ ] 
In the selection of ebook packages (eBook packages) for purchase or
subscription, the quality of the metadata related to the subject
headings and the classification codes provided by the publishers
/ suppliers is taken into account. 

[  ] [  ] [  ] [ ] [ ] 

Librarians must assign subject headings to ebooks. [  ] [  ] [  ] [ ] [ ] 
Librarians must assign classification codes to ebooks. [  ] [  ] [  ] [ ] [ ] 
 
17. We assign more or less the same number of subject headings to ebooks as for printed books. 
[ ] Yes. 
[ ] No. 
[ ] I don't know. 
Please comment briefly on why: 
 
18. If there have been changes in applying the technical processes to ebooks in relation to indexing and classification, 
have they been introduced in the library's procedures manual? 
[ ] Yes. 
[ ] No. 
[ ] I don't know. 
Please comment briefly on why: 
 
19. Do you consider that assigning subject headings to ebooks is useful for users when handling discovery tools? 
[ ] Yes. 
[ ] No. 
[ ] I don't know. 
  Please comment briefly on why: 
 
20. Do you consider that assigning classification codes to ebooks is useful for users when handling discovery tools? 
[ ] Yes. 
[ ] No. 
[ ] I don't know. 
Please comment briefly on why: 
 
21. Mark as appropriate (1 Disagree; 5 Agreed) 
 1 2 3 4 5 
I consider that there is some 'frustration' or 'stress' among the librar-
ians responsible for executing these technical processes. [  ] [  ] [  ] [ ] [ ] 

 
22. If you have marked 4 or 5 in the previous question, briefly indicate why you think there is some' frustration' or' 
stress' among the librarians responsible for executing these technical processes. Please explain it briefly: 
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23. Mark as appropriate (1 Disagree; 5 Agreed) 
 1 2 3 4 5 
In this new and massive digital environment, it would be appropri-
ate to introduce the automatic assignment of subject headings. [  ] [  ] [  ] [ ] [ ] 

 
24. Mark as appropriate (1 Disagree; 5 Agree): 
 1 2 3 4 5 
In this new and massive digital environment, it would be appropri-
ate to introduce the automatic assignment of classification codes. [  ] [  ] [  ] [ ] [ ] 

 
25. I believe that such significant changes are taking place in relation to the processes of assigning subject headings 
or classification codes to ebooks that we could talk about a paradigm shift, a model change. 
[ ] Yes. 
[ ] No. 
[ ] I do not know. 
 
Please comment briefly on why: 

 
Annex 2:  
The reasons why librarians feel some “frustration” or “stress” 
 
– The number of documents is overwhelming. In mass up-

loads, we even try to translate some basic or general sub-
jects. 

– This is a very time-consuming task, and there are few 
staff to do this. 

– It is difficult to achieve the objectives and process all the 
e-books properly 

– The records provided by suppliers force many revisions 
and still break, in many cases, the consistency of the cat-
alogue. 

– It is a very difficult task to keep up to date. 
– Loss of control. 
– Any change in the way of operating implies a certain de-

gree of stress until the procedures are clear. On the other 
hand, there is a lot of cases in the e-books (some are prop-
erty, others by subscription, others large collections, oth-
ers individual), and it is difficult to have a single and clear 
procedure, many times it is decided on the fly. 

– Subjects in English, bad quality in the MARC ... insta-
bility of the collections, now they are, now they are not, 
especially in subscription packages. 

– The quality of the original metadata of e-books is very 
poor, requiring a high level of reprocessing by librarians. 

– Due to the more unstable character of signed digital li-
braries, exclusion and inclusion of titles by the provider, 
for example, can generate a feeling of work without com-
pletion.  

– There is frustration because of the amount that is pro-
cessed at once, with records provided by publishers, 
which necessarily interferes with the quality of records.  

– Concerns exist because there are many variables to be 
considered in this “hybrid” phase. The normative instru- 
ments of the area do not yet fully cover this type of ma-
terial. 

– The migrations when they take place leave the catalogue 
inadequate for searching and the work of redoing the 
processes frustrate, because it seems that we are doing re-
work. 

– Many doubts when processing, because it is a virtual ex-
emplar.  

– Because the indexing of e-book providers is very general 
and little specific. My impression is that this task is not 
performed by librarians. 

– It is not always possible to reconcile the demands of anal-
ysis with the quality and depth needed to represent the 
contents. 

– Frustration or stress comes from the fact that technology 
evolves, but quickly that the training of librarians and 
also the adjustments of software tools and hardware that 
librarians use are always out of step with technological 
evolution. The library has been the poor relative in the 
adequacy of both human and technological resources 
and then it cannot function in the timings of social evo-
lution. 

– They deal with criticism from selectors and reference 
when e-book vendor records are inadequate for discov-
ery. Selectors are furious about paying for e-books with 
bad metadata. 

– The quality of records vary from vendor to vendor, so 
different bulk edit operations have to be performed 
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based on the vendor. Some vendors only supply files of 
all the records rather the ones that were added/deleted 
since the last load. The most harrowing issue arises when 
vendors decide to change their unique identifiers so 
there’s no longer a reliable match point, e.g., ebrary and 
EBL merged to ProQuest e-book central. 

– There is not always a valid subject heading to cover the 
subject matter of the material; this can lead to stress as 
the librarians are unsure if there are enough relevant sub-
ject terms used so that the item can be discovered.  

– Because we’re importing large datasets of e-books, it then 
becomes difficult to check the quality of the biblio-
graphic data.  

– Often requires complex technical workflows to ensure 
quality of records and correct coverage of subscriptions 
in supplied record sets. 

– There are not enough staff to do this properly, and yet it 
does need to be done properly, putting a lot of pressure 
on existing staff. Non-cataloguers do not seem to under-
stand this and are unhelpful and yet are the first to com-
plain if an e-book is not properly catalogued. 

– The technical processes are complex 
– Knowing we should, but do not have the time, would 

create stress. We do not provide the right metadata to 
make our e-books found by the users. This is especially 
the case as we do not use English as our primary lan-
guage, and subject headings/key words assigned to our 
books will be in our maternal language for p-books.  

– The county keeps on changing the system that delivers 
the e-books. New systems all the time 

– We do not have resources to catalogue all e-books in our 
catalogue, but we activate them in our link resolver. The 
metadata in the link resolver is very limited, and unfortu-
nately it cannot be enriched even manually. Not being 
able to let the users find books by subject headings given 
by the library can cause stress for the librarians wanting 
the purchased resources to be found and used by our pa-
trons. 

– Some vendors do not employ qualified cataloguers to 
create the data, so it is often lacking, substandard or in-
adequate. 

– I believe the subject heading and classification codes 
might be helpful, but we do not consider these as major 
factors in e-book discovery. We rely on the deep metadata 
behind the discovery layer and have seen the increase of 
usage in e-books without local work to update title rec-
ords 

– Staff time and knowledge in subject heading and classifi-
cation codes are limited. 

– The quality of metadata from each supplier varies from 
average to lamentable. Each supplier’s records needs a 
different process to massage them into a form acceptable 
to us. 

– Frustration is caused by poor metadata in catalogue rec-
ords provided by providers. Unless we can obtain records 
from another source (e.g., OCLC’s WorldShare) there is 
little we can do to rectify the problem, apart from try to 
work with the provider for them to improve the records. 
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