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A NEW DIRECTION FOR BIBLIOGRAPHIC RECORDS? 
The development of Functional Requirements for Bibliographic Records 

 
By Ann Chapman and Alan Danskin 

 
This is a continuation of the article that featured in the previous issue of Catalogue and Index 
(Summer 2003, Issue 148, p. 8-10). The first part described the background and terms of reference 
for the study to define the functional requirements of bibliographic records and the main elements of 
the proposed model. The second part examines the practical implications of adapting the model. 
 
Practical Implications 
The Functional Requirements of Bibliographic Records are a model. As such they require validation 
and evaluation. The model provokes many questions, but before addressing these it may be useful to 
consider the application of the model to some examples. The FRBR report itself contains many 
illustrative examples and there have been a number of subsequent studies to try to apply the model to 
real world data in different media. The example below relates the Lord of the Rings to the FRBR 
Group 1 entities. 
 
w1 J.R.R. Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings  

w1.1 The fellowship of the ring 
 w1.2 The two towers 
 w1.3 The return of the king 
 
e1 The author’s texts edited for publication 
 
m3 Unwin books edition published in 1974 
 
 m1.1 vol. 1 ISBN 0048231126 pbk. 
 m1.2 vol. 2 ISBN 0048231134 pbk. 
 m1.3 vol. 3 ISBN 0048231142 pbk. 
 
i1 Slip case missing 
 

i1.1 Poor condition 
 
The example illustrates the way in which the FRBR model collocates information about the document 
at the appropriate level, thus the titles for the individual volumes are actually components of the work, 
whereas the ISBN identifies the physical manifestation of each volume. Notes about the condition of 
the document can be related to the item. In this example there is relatively little information at the 
expression level, however for a translation of the work, the translated title would be found at the 
expression level, linked to the translator. 
 
w1 J.R.R. Tolkien’s The Lord of the rings  

e1  The author’s texts edited for publication 
e2  The french texts translated by Francis Ledoux 

m1 The 1990 edition published by Christian Bourgois in Paris 
 
The power of the expression level is much more evident for musical works, where it can be used to 
identify different performances of a work. The following example is taken from FRBR: 
 
w1 Franz Schubert's Trout quintet 

e1 the composer's score 
e2 a performance by the Amadeus Quartet and Hephzibah Menuhin on piano 
e3  a performance by the Cleveland Quartet and Yo-Yo Ma on the cello 
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Relationships may be horizontal as well as vertical. In each of the preceding examples there is an 
obvious relationship between the Group 1 entity “Work” and the “person” entity. Relationships can 
also be established between Group 1 entities. For example the work “Lord of the rings” applies to both 
Tokien’s novel and Peter Jackson’s film. 
 
w1 J.R.R. Tolkien’s novel “Lord of the rings” 
w2 Peter Jackson’s motion picture “Lord of the rings”  
 
However each of the following works is related through the Group 2 entity J.R.R Tolkien: 
 
J.R.R Tolkien 
w1 The hobbit 
w2 The Lord of the rings 
w3 The silmarillion 
 
Structurally each entity can be though of as a separate record. FRBR substitutes a web of interlinked 
entity records for the autonomous catalogue record containing elements of work, expression, 
manifestation, item, etc. 
 
Validation of FRBR model 
A number of studies have used specific works as exemplars to validate the FRBR model, for example. 
Ed O’Neill at OCLC studied all the records in WorldCat relating to Tobias Smollet’s “Humphrey Clinker 
[10]. Further study by Thomas Hickey has been extended to large data sets taken from the 
“WorldCat” database. Algorithms were developed to cluster records together by work. The OCLC 
approach has been cautious: limited to fiction in printed and talking books. Within these constraints 
they have had some encouraging results, but the complexity of the algorithm and its sensitivity are 
cause for concern. OCLC has concluded that identification of the expression level is virtually 
impossible and work on this has been terminated. Research Libraries Group have also conducted 
research and their experiments with the RLG Union Catalog on the Web are informed by FRBR. RLG 
has restricted its work to the work and manifestation levels. 
 
The “book-centric” nature of FRBR has been criticised and CONSER has set up a task group to 
wrestle with its application to serials. The charge is to determine how the Group 1 elements apply to 
serials and also to provide examples of “FRBRised” serials [11]. Many other groups are also 
considering specific classes of material. Michael Heaney and others have questioned the relatively 
thin treatment of the Group 2 and 3 entities, in particular the event entity, which is central to the 
booktrade’s <indecs> model. The AustLit programme sought to resolve this by development of a 
bespoke system for implementation of both FRBR and the <indecs> [12] models. AustLit successfully 
converted legacy data from a variety of formats into FRBR entity records. The conversion was 
achieved through a combination of automated processing and manual review. However AustLit felt it 
necessary to introduce an additional Group 1 entity, “superwork” to collocate all related works under 
a single record. This conflicts with the intentions of the authors of FRBR who take the view that all 
works are equal. The work showed that implementation of FRBR is a practical proposition, however 
the developers drew attention to the relatively small size of their database, compared to most large 
libraries, and felt that they benefited from the absence of any holdings data in their system. Further 
evidence that FRBR is not just theory came in June 2002 when VTLS announced the release of the 
first FRBR compliant Integrated Library System [13]. The Virtua system was demonstrated at the 
American Library Association Annual Conference later that month. VTLS assigned the different 
MARC data elements to FRBR levels. They thus developed a system that could support linked 
records for works, expressions, manifestations and items. They also claim to be able to “FRBRise” a 
database. Clearly the conversion of existing databases to FRBR has to be feasible if implementation 
is to be meaningful. 
 
Tom Delsey has also mapped MARC 21 data elements to the FRBR work, expression, 
manifestation and item levels and his mapping has been used to develop algorithms for conversion 
of MARC data into FRBR data[14]. The process has been described as “mining MARC” by Knut 
Henga and Eeva Murtomaa, who developed a conversion routine for Finnish and Norwegian data 
[15]. Their work demonstrated that the quality of the results depends very much on the quality of the 
data. Poorly normalised source data make the collocations that are fundamental to FRBR impossible 
to achieve. OCLC echoed these findings in a much larger project on WorldCat [16]. They found that 
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the quality of their results was greatly enhanced by invoking the authority file. These are serious 
issues and stress how difficult it will be to move from the current environment to the FRBR 
environment and serves to illustrate the importance of maintaining the consistency and quality of 
bibliographic data over time. To encourage and facilitate experimentation Library of Congress has 
released a FRBR tool, which converts sets of MARC records into FRBR entities. 
 
Implications for cataloguing and cataloguers 
The legacy of the catalogue card remains strong. Each catalogue record remains in essence a 
catalogue card. Each record replicates some information, such as author name, uniform title, subject, 
added entries that belongs with another entity. The co-operative cataloguing environment is 
dependent on this redundancy because it means that each record is self contained and can be added 
into the catalogue with minimal amendment, subject to certain quality assurances, such as headings 
are controlled and classification and subject work is present. FRBR takes a different approach. In 
FRBR each record describes an entity and a “catalogue record” is created from a web of liked entity 
records. This is a more efficient way to store data as each entity record is only held once. However it 
is far from clear how these entity records will be exchanged. 
 
FRBR is not easy to understand. Cataloguers will face the challenge of grasping the model and 
adapting to its language. The emphasis of the ISBDs and AACR2 is on description and transcription 
of information. The emphasis of FRBR is on identification of entities and the relationships between 
them. In FRBR cataloguing descriptive cataloguing may become more like authority control, with the 
bibliographic record becoming a virtual record, created from the combination of separate entity 
records for works, expressions; persons and subjects. This will mean less keyboarding for 
cataloguers, as only the unique details of the manifestation and item records will be created from 
scratch. It is perhaps easy to exaggerate the impact, as much of the complexity will apply to a small 
number of titles; the majority of publications will remain unique works that will only ever have one 
manifestation. Perhaps FRBR will be applied mainly to complex, or canonical works and music. The 
AustLit programme found that cataloguers, once thoroughly versed in the data model, adapted readily 
to this approach.  
 
The major standards, ISBD and AACR have not yet been adapted to FRBR, but evaluation and 
preparatory work is underway. Patrick LeBoeff presented a paper to IFLA, in 2001, on the challenge 
of FRBR to ISBD [17]. The Joint Steering Committee for the Anglo-American Cataloguing Rules 
commissioned Tom Delsey to conduct a study into the logical structure of the rules [18] and has 
appointed a Format Variation Working Group to look at the use of FRBR to solve the problems 
caused by multiple formats and the application of FRBR terminology to AACR, in particular the use of 
terms such as manifestation and item. FRBR will undoubtedly exert a strong influence on the next 
major revision of the Anglo-American Cataloguing Rules. 
 
Implications for Users 
It should be clear from the foregoing that FRBR is complex and has the potential to profoundly affect 
everything from our daily vocabulary to the structure of our databases. The investment it implies is 
significant and will only be justified if there are substantial returns in terms of quality of access and on 
productivity. There is insufficient data to comment on the efficiency or otherwise of the model for 
record creation, but considerable work on user navigation is already underway. The JSC Format 
Variation Working Group is working with system vendors to improve OPACs. The collocation of data 
in a structured way will improve the navigational tools available to the user and the reporting of 
results. This can be readily appreciated by comparing the FRBR and “pre-FRBR” models.   
 
The pre-FRBR model is taken to be a catalogue compiled by the aggregation of largely autonomous 
bibliographic records, over which authority control may be asserted for names, uniform titles and 
subjects. In this catalogue the result of a search will be a display of one or more bibliographic records. 
The size of the results set will determine how detailed the display; if one record is retrieved the whole 
record may be displayed, but if many are retrieved the user will be offered a summary list of all the 
records that satisfy his search criteria. These will normally be sorted alphabetically or possibly by date 
of publication or entry on file. The user will generally have to page through the records to find the 
result relevant to his search. For example, a search on the British Library Public Catalogue on “Lord 
of the Rings” will return 90 hits. These include several different editions of the novel, critical works 
about the novel, the score for the musical and a few unrelated titles that share key words, such as 
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“Lord” and “Rings”. In a summary display the differences between the records offered may not be 
obvious. 
 
The application of the FRBR model creates a more structured catalogue in which the user is offered a 
manageable number of high-level records from which he can determine the direction of his search. 
For example: 
 
W1 J.R.R. Tolkien The Lord of the rings 
W2 Lord of the rings [Motion Picture] 
W3 John Clare Lord of the rings: the musical 
 
This immediately allows the user select the novel and to navigate to the next level. At the expression 
level, he will be offered the choice between different translations and also the option of talking books. 
The user may be satisfied to select the English text and accept the first available edition, however he 
has the option, if it is important to him, of specifying a particular edition at the manifestation level. A 
scholarly researcher may be interested in a specific item, for example if it has annotations by the 
author. The key point is that the FRBR catalogue offers the user choices in a structured way rather 
than just presenting unmediated information. It has been said that FRBR puts the catalogue back into 
cataloguing, but perhaps it is truer to say that it puts the user before the cataloguer. 
 
Conclusion 
In the Google Age, unmediated information is easy to get. Library catalogues can differentiate 
themselves from web browsers through the quality of their mediation, but in order to do so the 
catalogue record has to be considered as means rather than an end. The Functional Requirements 
for Bibliographic Records provide a data model which can overthrow the tyranny of the catalogue card 
by creating a new paradigm in which the strengths of information technology to access and link data 
are exploited rather than constrained. 
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