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Outsourced cataloging of materials in languages for which there is

no in-house capability: How the University of California, Irvine

Libraries increase the breadth of their collections while dealing with

reduced cataloging capabilities

By

Joshua Hutchinson
Cataloging and Metadata Librarian, University of California, Irvine

jchutchi@uci.edu

Introduction

This column will explain the procedure and reasoning behind the 

University of California, Irvine (UCI) Libraries’ decision to do selective 

outsourcing of material in languages for which the library does not have 

cataloging capabilities. UCI is an R1 public university located south of Los 

Angeles in Orange County, California. It has over 35,000 students and offers 

almost 100 undergraduate majors. To support these students and the over 

5,000 academic staff, the UCI Libraries have three locations (the main 

library, a science library and a medical library, along with an affiliated law 

library that has its own technical services) and the Cataloging and Metadata 

Services Department has over a dozen employees: four librarians and ten 

staff members. UCI was founded in 1965, and besides a special collections 

backlog of several thousand volumes, there isn’t a significant cataloging 

backlog of modern material. 



The Problem

The UCI Libraries collect widely and actively in a variety of languages 

including Japanese, Chinese, Korean, French, German and Spanish. 

Historically, the Libraries’ cataloging department had in-house capability for 

all those languages. However, with a smaller department, there is no longer 

the ability to do original cataloging in some of these languages. In addition, 

the Libraries collect irregularly in other languages for which there is no in-

house cataloging capability—notably, recently there has been an effort to 

collect Armenian-language material in response to the growth of an 

Armenian Studies program on campus. 

The library receives regular donations in Korean, and purchases 

significant amounts of Korean-language material—primarily books, DVDs and

audio CDs. Beginning in 2016, the Library received 3 large donations, 

totaling several thousand volumes, of Armenian-language books that formed 

the basis of an Armenian collection. The Libraries have an approval plan and 

several standing orders for German books. 

The Cataloging and Metadata Services Department has chosen to use 

a variety of different methods to catalog in these languages in order to most 

efficiently and effectively make material available. The method chosen 

depends on a variety of factors including the format of the material, 

additional language capability elsewhere in the library, and the number of 

items requiring cataloging. 



The Process
Korean

Purchased and donated Korean material arrives from the Acquisitions 

Department with records in the Alma library services platform. The 

Acquisitions assistant downloads a record from OCLC where possible; 

otherwise enters a brief record. The PO Line number is written on a flag and 

inserted in the book to assist in retrieving the record. In the case of material 

with good records in the OCLC database, the cataloger double-checks 

bibliographic details such as size and pagination, and finalizes the 

bibliographic, holdings and item records. In cases with poor or no records in 

the OCLC database, the cataloger can recheck OCLC for new or improved 

records. If there is no good copy, a determination needs to be made about 

whether the existing record can be improved by the cataloger working in 

conjunction with colleagues with Korean language expertise. 

The UCI Libraries has been until recently in the fortunate position in 

that one member of the Acquisitions staff is a native Korean speaker, and the

library annually hosts a Korean Foundation intern for an 11-month period. 

The Korean-speaking Acquisitions assistant has recently left, which may 

necessitate significantly more outsourcing of Korean material. The cataloging

librarians can work with the Korea Foundation intern in order to create 

minimal-level catalog records in conjunction with tools such as the Google 

Translate app. This process is time-consuming for both the intern and the 

cataloger and results in minimal-level catalog records, so is not a solution to 



all Korean materials. However, when an item has been requested by a library

patron and needs to be made quickly available, this solution is acceptable. 

Armenian

Unlike with Korean materials, nobody on the library staff who can 

speak, read or even identify Armenian characters. It is difficult to search for 

Armenian books without knowing the language. Google Translate doesn’t 

offer character recognition for Armenian. The Libraries hired a graduate 

student in the Armenian program to help identify OCLC records for donated 

Armenian books. Most were 20th century imprints and duplicates from other 

academic libraries, and so there were high-quality records in the OCLC 

database. Once the records were identified by the graduate student, the 

book was passed to catalogers who dealt with the record import, local 

holdings & item records, and the physical processing. Over the course of two 

years and two graduate students, this process was lengthy but successful—

OCLC records were identified for almost all the books, working with the 

graduate students was a pleasure, and the Armenian collection now sits on 

the shelves in the library. However, some books were left over with no 

identifiable records in OCLC. Fewer than a dozen books lacked good records 

in OCLC. These are currently waiting to be sent for outsourced cataloging, 

but have a low priority. 

German

German books are almost all purchased rather than donated. They are 

generally purchased upon publication and sometimes arrive before there are



good records in OCLC. While no catalogers speak German, it is a language 

that uses the Roman alphabet and so those who do not know the language 

are still able to successfully search OCLC for the items. In order to improve 

the department’s language capabilities, one cataloger is currently taking 

German language classes on campus. However, while that helps with 

grammar and vocabulary, the cataloger is far from fluent. When titles arrive 

that do not yet have a good record in OCLC, a calculation must be made 

about whether to wait for another—more expert—cataloger at another 

institution to complete the cataloging for this material, or whether to 

improve the record to the best of UCI”s ability in order to get it to the shelf 

as quickly as possible. Thankfully, for mainstream academic works in 

German, enough other libraries catalog these books within a week or two of 

arrival (most probably have similar approval plans with the same vendor) 

that UCI never has to wait for long. Our German cataloging is an example of 

the cost savings inherent in cooperative cataloging in the contemporary 

environment. 

The Outcome
German acquisitions are all newly published mass-market books. 

Therefore, the decision has been made that German books are ineligible for 

outsourced cataloging because there is less of a problem finding a matching 

record in OCLC within a reasonable time period. Armenian and Korean 

materials, on the other hand, have been successfully outsourced, and it has 

been a positive and worthwhile experience for the UCI Libraries. The 



Libraries has had an ongoing relationship with the company that provides 

outsourced cataloging and has gradually regularized its outsourcing process 

to make it part of the foreign language cataloging workflow. 

The procedure is as follows. The cataloging librarian accumulates 

enough material for an efficient shipment (generally between ten and 

twenty-five books at a time, usually all of the same language)   and adds 

barcodes to the books or DVDs. These barcodes enable the rapid creation of 

a ‘set’ within Alma, and the creation of a spreadsheet of those titles being 

sent. Barcoding the material also reduces reliance on slips inserted in the 

books in order to match books with records. The librarian then contacts the 

outsourcing company, alerts them that a shipment is on the way, and packs 

the box. Once the material returns, generally about six weeks after dispatch,

the librarian unpacks the box, matches the books with the records that have 

been put into the libraries’ online save file in OCLC Connexion, and does the 

final steps (downloading the record into the Alma LSP, marking the call 

number on the title page) to enable the material to get to the shelf. 

Lessons Learned

While outsourcing is not a major part of the UCI Libraries’ cataloging 

workflow, it does enable the library to catalog and add to its collection 

material that would otherwise be impossible to add without significant staff 

training in new languages. It allows the library to be responsive to changes in

teaching and learning focuses on the UCI campus, and it allows for a greater 



diversity of languages and material within the Libraries’ collections. Making 

use of our cataloging partners, UCI Libraries can be much more flexible in 

terms of our collections and cataloging output. 

Using companies that provide cataloging services allows the UCI Libraries to 

collect in areas that would otherwise present significant cataloging 

challenges. While outsourcing cataloging has its own challenges (it costs 

money and reduces already tight budgets; it takes time to collect, pack and 

send the material, and then takes time at the end of the process to reconcile 

the new records and to unpack the boxes; and it presents a challenge simply

because it represents a deviation from the regular workflow), UCI has 

benefitted significantly from its ability to outsource cataloging. It saves time 

and money while allowing the library’s collections to be wider and broader 

than would otherwise be possible. 

Going forward, UCI Libraries will probably expand its use of outsourced 

cataloging as it loses further language capability from within its Acquisitions 

and Cataloging departments. It is also probable that this will be expanded to 

other languages as the University creates new programs and the library adds

new languages to its collection. It is hoped that there is some scope for 

expanding the amount of shared cataloging within the University of 

California system. 

For any other library considering outsourced cataloging, the 

experience of UCI Libraries has been generally very positive. While the 

turnaround time means that books are cataloged more slowly than if there 



were an under-worked cataloger with excellent language skills at UCI, those 

conditions do not exist. The considerable cost of outsourced cataloging 

remains considerably less than hiring and training a new cataloger, and 

enables the Libraries to remain far more flexible in terms of language 

abilities. It is important for a library that is thinking about beginning a 

program of outsourcing small batches of cataloging to think hard about the 

process and how records will be retrieved and marked (whether they will be 

sent with barcodes, what the status will be set as, whether there is a note in 

the location, etc), but due to the reliable nature of the process it does not 

require the same solutions as relegating a book to a semi-permanent 

backlog might. 
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