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The British Library is a legal deposit library.  Since 2013, Legal Deposit has 
applied to non-print resources, including electronic media.  The Library has 
around 1500 staff operating on two main sites in Boston Spa and London, 
which are about 200 miles apart.  There are cataloguers on both sites.  The 
main cataloguing department is based in Boston Spa, but there are many 
specialist cataloguers in London.  In all the library has about 120 staff who 
catalogue, but many of these spend on a small part of their time on 
cataloguing.

Since 2010 the Library’s budget has fallen by 25% mainly as a result of cuts 
to public spending. 
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Here’s a look at the overall timeline.  You can see that it has been a long 
process. RDA was first announced in 2005.   The British Library set up its 
implementation project in 2008, but because of delays in publication and the 
US RDA Test, we didn’t actually switch cataloguing to RDA until 2013.  We’ll 
look at the implementation in more detail a bit later.
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The costs of RDA for BL have been considerable.

The Library has a commitment under the joint understanding of 1989 to 
contribute to the governance and development of AACR2/RDA through the 
Committee of Principals and the Joint Steering Committee for Development of 
RDA (JSC).   Throughout the AACR3/RDA development period, from 2004-
the present, this has required a much more substantial commitment than was 
previously the case.

Planning and preparation has involved a large number of managers and staff 
over a longer period than anticipated because of delays in publication.  This  
was at the expense of other opportunities and activities.

We forecast implementation would result in a loss of at least 20k items from 
planned production during 2012-13.  

The cost of licensing RDA year on year will be more significant than the cost 
of replacing printed AACR2 every 7 years or so.  We have made full use of 
offers from the publishers to control costs and we are also trying to maximise 
the value of each license.  We have about 140 staff who say they need 



access, but we anticipated that fewer than 100 concurrent licences will be sufficient.  
This has been borne out, so far 135 user profiles have been registered and we have 
80 licences for concurrent use. Based on new reports available from ALA and 
anticipated staff losses, we should be able to reduce this significantly in 2014-15, 
although savings will be offset by price rises.
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LONG TERM

The case for implementing RDA is heavily weighted towards  investment in 
future infrastructure.  The FRBR model (we believe) offers a more intuitive 
basis for discovery of our collection.  We believe that RDA will provide the 
community with the necessary impetus to look beyond MARC and to embrace 
Web technologies.  Prospective users are on the Web and in social media, 
they are not in our catalogue or on out Website.  Our data needs to be where 
they are.  

We are also interested in the potential of linked data to leverage productivity 
and support discovery

Since the early 1990s our cataloguing strategy has been to follow North 
American standards as closely as possible to maximise the efficiency of our 
copy cataloguing. Library of Congresses’ decision on RDA implementation 
was therefore very important to the British Library.

The Library has invested heavily in RDA through our participation in CoP and 
JSC and we need to realise that investment.



SHORT TERM

RDA does offer qualitative improvements over AACR2: it is more consistent and there 
are fewer examples of format specific “case law”; RDA provides comprehensive 
instructions for authority control.  RDA allows much more latitude to identify person, 
families and corporate bodies than AACR2.  AACR2 was concerned with 
differentiation not identification.  Electronic resources are handled much better in RDA 
than AACR2, because the model separates content and carrier and is no longer 
based on class of materials.
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The main technical issues were to reconfigure Aleph and related systems to 
support RDA.  This has involved a lot of table changes to accommodate new 
MARC fields and content designation.  So far we have made about 95 
substantive changes; these were mostly very straightforward and mainly 
affected the authority libraries.  We have defined some new indexes, e.g. 
content, media and carrier type.  We have shared these configuration details 
with other libraries on request.

All of our cataloguers use MARC Report to check their records before 
releasing them to products.  We have worked closely with TMQ, the 
manufacturers, to developed MARC Report for RDA.

We have also made changes to templates and macros used in Aleph to 
support record creation.  Our public interface does not use Aleph directly and 
we have made very few changes to PRIMO, which underlies Explore the 
British Library.  There are several reasons for this.  



During the implementation we made very few changes to legacy data.  We 
implemented the NACO  Phase 1 and Phase 2 changes to authority data and 
applied the results to the bibliographic  records.

RDA accounts for a very small proportion of records viewable on Explore the 
British Library.   We have 15 million records created using  AACR2 or AACR1 
or British Museum and other local rules or even no rules at all.  PRIMO also 
contains 40 million article records.  RDA has potential to integrate some of 
this diverse cataloguing, but it is not the main driver for our metadata 
enhancement programme. 

Before we can effectively FRBRise our data, we need to enrich these legacy 
records. This is part of our long term strategy for data enhancement to 
improve identification of works and expressions.  As a first step we need to 
enrich the attributes that enable identification, such as language and content 
type, media type and carrier type.

We live with hybrid records in our legacy data and RDA adds a new layer.  



The British Library project was to implement RDA, not to implement FRBR.  
FRBR implementation was not feasible within the constraints of current 
systems.

The implementation was planned as a phased project. 

An group of experts was created very early in the project with members in 
London and Boston Spa.  This group was involved in the project planning and 
development of documentation, etc.  

We planned to implement RDA in stages, starting by accepting derived 
records from third parties.  Our Authority Control Manager was an enthusiastic 
convert to RDA and we started contributing RDA records to NACO in early 
2012.
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Training commitment

Cataloguers:

Orientation - 2-3 hours of FRBR/RDA introductory material (over the last 3 years)

Refresh - Introductory FRBR/ RDA Seminar (2 hours)
- Introduction to RDA Toolkit 2 hours

RDA Training: 6 modules over 5 days, split 50/50 between classroom and hands on practice;

RDA Review: Working on RDA in a controlled environment with review (variable, but 1-2 
weeks); 

Copy cataloguers/support staff

There are a couple of classroom sessions but mostly job focussed work within the team 
setting.



Most sessions were mandatory; all cataloguers had to attend them
Identifying manifestations and items 
Describing Carriers 
Identifying Works 
Identifying Expressions and describing content 
Relationships 
Authority Control
Additional sessions were run for serials, electronic resources, etc.
The basic modules were adapted for specialised teams, such as Maps and 
Music.

We offered a  couple of Follow up sessions,which were optional, although 
most teams decided to attend. We had originally planned to deliver these in 
advance of training, as they focus on the potential of RDA for resource 
description and discovery in a non-MARC environment.  However,  we 
decided that they would be more useful (and less stressful) after training was 
complete.

FRBR for the Terrified: is a training course using exercises, developed by 
CILIP Cataloguing and Indexing Group, to illustrate the power of RDA for 
linking

RIMMF was a course we developed in house to enable cataloguers to create 
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RDA records without using MARC.  It uses the RDA in many metadata formats tool 
developed by TMQ. 

Both of these courses were successful.
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Much of the Library’s intake does not get to a professional cataloguer.  If records of suitable 
quality are available, staff in acquisitions and copy cataloguing teams can process and 
forward it to Finishing, for labelling and shelfmarking.

The training was designed to be job focused and practical.  Staff received two classrooms 
sessions, to explain why we were changing the cataloguing rules and what it would mean for 
them.  Otherwise, training was carried out in the team setting. 

Team members are not expected to use the RDA Toolkit.  Their task oriented documentation 
was amended to reflect changed requirements for RDA.  The team managers do have access 
to the Toolkit and attended cataloguer training, to ensure that they had sufficient knowledge to 
discuss problems with cataloguers.
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We developed workflows as part of the implementation project.

Workflows are user generated content which provide a “narrative” for 
cataloguers to guide them through record creation.  

Workflows are created using an editor in the Tools tab.  Workflows can be 
personal, local or global.  Globally published workflows are issued under CC-
BY license, which enables reuse with attribution.

Although it took a lot of time and effort to develop, we think workflows have 
rewarded the investment.  They were an important support for training and 
continue to be heavily used by staff.  The workflows also act as a hub from 
which cataloguers can link out to other useful documents, including RDA, 
MARC21, our local policies and even other workflows.
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The Toolkit enables us to monitor the use of Workflows over time.

It shows that staff were making less use of the workflows  at the end of the 
year, than when they completed training.  Which is what we expected.  
However the consistently high use (relative to the numbers of staff in each 
workflow) justify the investment in developing and maintaining the workflows.
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Here’s an example
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…and more detailed view showing link to local policy
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The RDA Toolkit is continuously developed and there is a regular schedule for 
releases, which include minor changes to content and enhancements to the 
Toolkit.  As well as the French and German translations already mentioned, 
the May release included the rewording recommended by the US RDA Test.  
The rewording did not change the meaning or intent of instructions, but 
simplified the language and clarified the layout of instructions.  Chris Oliver, 
McGill University, was appointed as copy editor to carry out the rewording 
under editorial control of the Joint Steering Committee.

Finally, Toolkit releases also include low impact changes which have been fast 
tracked, without requiring full constituency review. These include changes to 
examples, corrections of typographical errors, additions to vocabularies; 
making RDA more responsive to community concerns.

For each update and release we review out internal documentation, update 
our workflows and policies where necessary and alert staff to changes, and 
provide any training necessary.
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The following figures illustrate the relative neutrality of RDA with regard to 
productivity.  The first table shows the productivity targets for processing 
intake.  The target is to process 100% of intake.  In 2012 we exceeded the 
targets for print and digital. In 2013 the target for print was achieved, despite 
implementation during the last quarter. The target for digital was not achieved, 
but RDA was not the issue. The same factors apply this year, but it will be 
noted that the print target has again been exceeded.

The second table shows comparative figures for October 2012 (before RDA 
training really started) and for October 2013, by which point we had been 
using RDA for about 6 months.  Three figures are provided.  The first row is 
the daily rate for original cataloguing.  The second is for copy cataloguing.  
There is very little variance between the two periods.

The third figure, illustrates the one area where RDA has had a negative 
impact on productivity and needs some explanation.

Not all cataloguers are NACO trained, therefore within each team those who 
are not NACO trained, pass their work to colleagues who are.  We measure 
the amount of time these cataloguers spend on team authority control.  We 
noticed that the time spent on authority control within the cataloguing teams 
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had substantially increased; from 1 day/week to almost 2 days/week.  Further 
analysis showed that this increase is attributed to more names being controlled under 
RDA.  This is a good thing in principle, but we have to balance the value of the 
additional access against the number of items processed. We found that without the 
rule of three, cataloguers were proving many more access points for compilations 
and conferences. We have reluctantly, amended our policy to limit this.  We have also 
tried to limit how much information is included in authority records.
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The RDA Toolkit provides a reporting facility, which provides some capability 
for tracking trends, monitoring activities and potentially, identifying hot spots in 
the instructions. I have a few sample reports to illustrate activity in the British 
Library.  
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This is interesting as it highlights terms that may be causing confusion.  E.g. 
the terms compiler, editor and editor of compilation score high.  JSC decided 
to merge editor of compilation and editor, following discussion of 
6JSC/ACOC/7 and 6JSC/EURIG/Discussion/3?
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This slide shows which chapters are most heavily used in RDA.  This is 
interesting, as it shows that Chapter 2 is the one most frequently referred to.  
It also shows that BL cataloguers are making a lot of use of relationships 
designators, or perhaps that they need to refer to the definitions a lot.
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