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Why automate backlog searching?
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What is OpenRefine?

• Tool for cleaning and enriching data

• Free

• Browser-based web application
• Works best in Chrome and Firefox
• Doesn’t work in IE

• “Excel on steroids”
• Ability to fetch URL
• Ability to parse data
• Ability to program operation



Demo



https://youtu.be/4zoIGS1G_QI



Steps 1 – Cleaning data

GREL 
(General Refine 

Expression 
Language)

Regular Expressions



Step 2 – Making API calls and parsing data

Search by LCCN

Search for LC/PCC records by ISBN

Search for non-LC/PCC records by ISBN

Search by OCLC number

The process considers OCLC records with English cataloging language, encoding levels 
(blank, 1, 4, I, M), and LC subject headings (except for fictions) as good records

If no good records 
were available…

If no good records 
were available…

If no good records 
were available…



Output



Limitations

• Search exclusively based on LCCN, ISBN, and OCLC numbers

 Some backlog titles still need manual searching

• Each API wskey has a limit of 50,000 queries a day

 Be careful if spreadsheet has tens of thousands of rows

• Search does not check Dewey call number, FAST and other 

subject headings

 Create your own operation by modeling ours

• Process is not perfect

 Staff must verify the accuracy of the matches found



Yale University Library Fun Facts

• 15 million print and electronic volumes held

• 80K new accessions each year in MPS

• Over 12K students, 4462 international students 

from 118 countries  

• Providing multi-language collections can be 

challenging for cataloging and discovery 



Background – Cataloging Dilemma #1

• Technical Services moved out of the main library and off 

campus in Spring 2016.

• What to do with 33K cataloging backlog? 
• A third of the cataloging backlog was outsourced due to:

• lack of language expertise 
• lack of room at new space

• 20K moved to new site and worked on as time permitted.  



Keeping work home–Cataloging Dilemma #2

So… 
How can we reduce future outsourcing?

Keeping cataloging at home:
• Lowers outsourcing costs for copy cataloging

• Outsourced materials require ongoing maintenance 

• records returned without call numbers
• Staff regain ownership of work 

• Less angst about outsourcing



Off to a good start

• Yukari’s OpenRefine code used to run global report of all 

20K+ backlog titles against OCLC to identify copy 

• 50% of the titles searched were found to have copy

• This automation and rate of return helped to prove we could 

reduce the need for future outsourcing of cataloging backlog 

materials

• This week’s report shows backlog is down to 14, 132 titles with 

7048 with copy.



Yellow flags=copy

• Staff flag all titles found to 

have records in OCLC

• Students pull yellow tagged 

titles for staff processing as 

needed

• This eliminates unnecessary 

pulling of books with no 

copy



Southeast Asia Backlog Reduction Pilot

Purpose: to compare manual searching against OpenRefine use 

for eliminating Southeast Asia Collection backlog

• 3 staff members  

• 1 week of manual pulling of titles – 2 hours per staff, 
total 6 hours

• 4 weeks of using OpenRefine – 5 hours per staff, total 
60 hours

Collections in the Pilot:

• Indonesian
• Vietnamese
• Thai

• Burmese
• Malay
• Tagalog



Pilot Statistics

• 4446 titles identified in the backlog

• Manual Results:  200 titles searched, 65 cataloged , 6 hours

• OpenRefine Results = 713 cataloged, 60 hours  

Indonesian: 350 of 1510 

Vietnamese: 35 of 1141 

Thai: 79 of 630 

Burmese: 85 of 537 

Malay: 134 of 317 

Tagalog: 30 of 311 



Success! SE Asia staff give a thumbs up to reducing 
their backlog

Roongtiwa Harlow, Elaine Pacelli, and Karen Van



Other uses for OpenRefine

• Eliminating record duplication for LC deposit titles we batch 

load from OCLC

• Eliminating searching for held titles from large selector wish lists



Want to try our OpenRefine code?

https://github.com/ysugiyama3/backlog_lookup

Thank you!

Yukari Sugiyama, Metadata Librarian

yukari.sugiyama@yale.edu

Debbie Falvey, Collections Procurement Librarian

debra.falvey@yale.edu
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