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BIBFRAME at the Doorstep
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Abstract

As several large institutions in the United States, most notably the Library 

of Congress, move forward with efforts to migrate from MARC21 to BIB-

FRAME, the staff of Lehigh University Libraries is engaged in early stages 

of migration as well. Lehigh University is a medium-sized institution with 

an academic library that has two full-time professional metadata librarians 

on its staff. Considerations of most aspects of BIBFRAME fall into the 

hands of these few professional librarians prior to migration. This presen-

tation is the third in a series of presentations intended to capture current 

considerations, questions, and recommendations in planning for BIB-

FRAME at Lehigh University, with the hope that peer institutions will find 

the discussion relatable and informative.
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Lehigh University Library Environment

A library’s environment in terms of size, technology, and mission will 

have a direct impact on its staff’s approach to BIBFRAME. In 2024 the 

undergraduate student full-time equivalent of Lehigh University was 

5,515 and the graduate was 1,281.1 The library staff is made up of 

nineteen professional librarians, eleven staff members, and four devel-

opers who are dedicated to the library. Of these nineteen professional 
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librarians, two are full-time metadata librarians. Because migrating to 

BIBFRAME is such a large endeavor in terms of time and cost, the 

value of that change needs to be communicated to administrators. 

For institutions with a similar staff size, this puts a large responsibil-

ity on few people. As Han, Heng, and Lampron pointed out in their 

2023 presentation, “Considerations of Designing a User Friendly BIB-

FRAME Editor,” catalogers are now assuming new roles as “coordina-

tor, facilitator, and more.”2 Furthermore, they note that new skills are 

required to lead this change. The smaller a library staff, the more of 

these new roles a cataloger may need to assume. The effect of this 

at Lehigh University is apparent in the range of very specific to broad 

issues that the cataloging staff has already begun to address.

Lehigh University has been using the open-source platform FOLIO 

for its Library Services Platform (LSP) since 2020. The Library of Con-

gress adopted FOLIO in 2022.3 Since the Library of Congress is one of 

the leaders of the shift from MARC to BIBFRAME in the United States, 

their move to FOLIO accelerated the need and therefore development 

of a BIBFRAME editor for FOLIO. At Lehigh, this changed BIBFRAME 

from a long-time theoretical model to something that was growing 

closer to practical application. The cataloging staff and library devel-

opers began discussions about implications that BIBFRAME has for 

discovery. Lehigh Libraries uses the open-source discovery system, 

VuFind, for its online catalog and is fortunate to have a developer on 

staff who contributes code back to the VuFind project. With support 

from Index Data as the library’s FOLIO host and in-house support from 

the library’s developers, as well as administrative support for experi-

mentation, the cataloging environment at Lehigh is highly flexible. In 

addition, Lehigh University Libraries became a member of Share-VDE 

in January 2024. Share-VDE is a “community of libraries in a shared dis-

covery environment based on linked data.”4 One of the first steps after 

becoming a member is to send test MARC records to be converted to 

BIBFRAME. It was this process that led to some concrete plans to clean 

Lehigh’s MARC data to prepare for BIBFRAME. These environmental 

factors drive the issues and outcomes described in this presentation.
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Cleaning MARC for a Better BIBFRAME Conversion

Developers who work on the Share-VDE ecosystem reviewed Lehigh’s 

test sample of MARC records. Their questions led to two definitive 

decisions for how Lehigh University could clean MARC records for a 

more successful conversion to BIBRAME.

The first cleanup project the cataloging staff identified was to 

improve the consistency of format and material type representation 

in Lehigh’s catalog. As is the case with many library catalogs, changes 

in cataloging practices are exemplified in MARC records as they came 

into the catalog over time. One large problem for MARC to BIBFRAME 

conversion occurs when a single MARC record represents multiple for-

mats. BIBFRAME’s Instance entity expresses, among other pieces of 

information, a single format of an item.5 This legacy “single record, 

multiple format” problem in library catalogs is something the Library 

of Congress has dealt with and explains in the presentation, “Breaking 

News: Splitting MARC Records to Create Better BIBFRAME Data.”6 

Staff have identified some of these “multiformat records” in Lehigh’s 

catalog that can be reasonably split. Their first step was to separate the 

electronic and print journal records in the catalog. Staff will also need 

to surface and then consider other pockets of multiformat records that 

are part of the current catalog. If splitting these records negatively 

impacts the current user experience, then the library will leave the 

combined format, then document and consistently apply that local 

customization. A need for a more consistent representation of records 

representing single formats also became clear as Lehigh University 

Libraries upgraded and improved the catalog user interface. Catalog-

ing staff scrutinized format facets as they appeared in the online cata-

log. The staff then applied more consistent practices which lead to 

clarity and accuracy in the format labels in Lehigh’s online catalog. This 

is an ongoing cleanup project. This consistent application and under-

standing of cataloging practices benefits current users of the catalog 

and also will enable the staff to clearly communicate Lehigh’s catalog-

ing standards for purposes of a clean migration to BIBFRAME.
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Authority control is another area of need in the library’s MARC 

data. Lehigh Libraries’ catalog has been without formal authority con-

trol for at least ten years. Without controlled headings, cleanly merg-

ing messy data with a union catalog like the Share-VDE catalog is not 

possible. Also, without authority control, the separation of records 

into BIBFRAME entities is less clean and reliable. As stated by Hahn, 

“Creating external authoritative links is essential to produce an accu-

rate context for the Work entity description.”7 As with format cleanup, 

authority control of the catalog will benefit current users in addition to 

facilitating a migration to BIBFRAME. Because this is a project that will 

need to be outsourced, the metadata librarians will need to communi-

cate the value of the expense to university administrators.

URI Proliferation

The Library of Congress has acknowledged that during its transition 

from MARC to BIBFRAME, the two would need to coexist for a period 

of time. Libraries are seeing the beginning of a MARC/BIBFRAME 

hybrid environment in MARC records with the increased presence of 

Uniform Resource Identifiers (URIs). Since December of 2023, OCLC 

has added URIs for persons, places and events, and WorldCat entities 

to their records.8 Because the Lehigh library uses OCLC for the major-

ity of its copy cataloging, within three months the catalog had over 

10,000 records populated with URIs for these WorldCat entities. As a 

member of Share-VDE, Lehigh University can receive MARC records 

enriched with Share-VDE’s URIs. Another source of URIs has been Mar-

cEdit’s linked data tool, often used at Lehigh to enhance records. All 

of these enrichments, if merged together, could lead to some lengthy 

MARC fields (see Figure 1). Another aspect of URIs that needs to be 

examined in Lehigh’s records is URIs that reference a particular ontol-

ogy. Whether the Library of Congress BIBFRAME ontology should live 

side by side with OCLC’s and Share-VDE’s is something the cataloging 

staff will be investigating and then deciding on best practices.
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Discovery

The fact that Lehigh Libraries has full-time developers on staff and 

an open-source discovery service gives stakeholders extensive control 

and customization options with the catalog and discovery experience. 

Since the library has a direct hand in shaping discovery, questions 

as to what BIBFRAME means for Lehigh’s end-user experience have 

naturally arisen. Is a major shift needed in the way we think about dis-

covery at Lehigh? The current catalog-searching experience probably 

looks very familiar to anyone working with a university catalog: a list 

of results, with each result being a bibliographic record represent-

ing a resource. In contrast, the Share-VDE beta catalog showcases 

a different kind of discovery, enabled by the fundamentally different 

structure of a BIBFRAME record. Depending on the search, results are 

representative of entities, rather than a single, discernible resource. 

There are interesting and exciting possibilities enabled by linked data, 

but there are also questions about what discovery changes are useful, 

possible, and practical. Should the library try to maintain its current 

user experience with minimal changes, or should it take this oppor-

tunity to substantially adjust how its users interact with and discover 

resources? Unfortunately, at this point, most of the questions relating 

to discovery remain unanswered. Though linked data provides many 

opportunities to relate and describe resources, a significant amount 

Figure 1.  MARC 700 Add Entry—Personal Name with Six URIs
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of user studies and testing would need to happen at Lehigh before 

any of the questions raised during this BIBFRAME exploration might 

be answered.

BIBFRAME: The Big Questions

Discovery is the next unexplored area, but larger questions involv-

ing the wider library community remain. Is BIBFRAME inevitable? 

How will BIBFRAME and MARC coexist, and for how long? Which 

linked data environment is being referenced? Lehigh is hardly the 

first institution confronted by these questions, but this process has 

forced Lehigh Libraries staff to consider them more closely. For FOLIO 

libraries, it seems inevitable that at some point each will have to at 

least consider how to handle BIBFRAME records. There has also been 

assurance of coexistence of MARC and BIBFRAME records, and of 

methods of translation and co-cataloging, which is indeed happening, 

but MARC has proven to be a resilient and long-lasting standard. It is 

understandable that many libraries with staff and budget limitations 

may be hesitant to invest the time and resources required to convert 

MARC to BIBFRAME. Perhaps the least-answerable at the moment 

is: whose data are we linking to? If a library works with one organiza-

tion, like Share-VDE, to convert records to BIBFRAME and incorporate 

data into that linked data environment, and thus has Share-VDE URIs 

embedded, does that preclude linking to other sources of data like 

the Library of Congress, or OCLC? While mappings between linked 

data environments are often available, is a decision required for which 

“flavor” of BIBFRAME each library, institution, or consortium wants 

to employ? Unfortunately, Lehigh does not yet have answers, but is 

working toward a better understanding. Lehigh’s BIBFRAME journey 

is still in its early stages, and there is an incredible amount to learn. 

Hopefully this presentation has highlighted some key areas of work, 

consideration, and questioning that any library should keep in mind 

when embarking on their own journey to BIBFRAME.
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