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Abstract	  

This paper is a comparative study of how different information communities, digital 

libraries in particular, view the opportunities, challenges and failures of the mission of 

Open Archives Initiative Protocol for Metadata Harvesting (OAI-PMH) to promote 

interoperability standards to make it easy to disseminate content through networked 

information on the web. There are differing opinions about how successful the OAI-PMH 

approach has been in its efforts to make scholarly content available for discovery by 

search engines. Many sources from within information management are coming to 

recognize that although OAI-PMH has been successful, it is time to move towards Linked 

Open Data in Libraries, Archives and Museums (LOD-LAM) and another international 

open digital resource collection. 
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In an article featured in the Bulletin of the American Society for Information 

Science and Technology, Powell, McMahon and Collins (2011) make the argument that 

small digital libraries have much to gain from open access data sources by embracing the 

Dublin Core metadata using the required encoding format. 

Since libraries are generally considered trusted sources of high-quality 

information, it makes sense that if one had a scholarly query, one would preferably go to 

the library to find information about the subject. The Internet has replaced the library as 

the primary research tool. It is not because the Internet is so much better at finding 

quality information; it is because libraries have failed to “help [researchers] users identify 

and maintain persistent focused collections of content of interest to them” (Powell, et al., 

2011, p. 30). Powell et al. rightly point out libraries, especially those with smaller 

collections, devote a lot of time, effort, and resources to collecting material that has 

intellectual heft, scientific value, and/or historical significance. The standard of the OAI-

PMH is not widely known outside of the digital library world (Powell, et al., 2011, p. 30). 

This standard allows libraries to tag their resources with metadata that can be harvested 

and aggregated by OAI service providers. 

The new OAI standard does have its drawbacks, say the authors, although OAI 

“has forced digital libraries to think about how they can share their collections…what it 

has failed to do…is to generate momentum within libraries for supporting special digital 

collections” (pp. 30-31). The authors believe that one of the biggest hurdles has been for 

curators of specialized collections to describe their resources using the minimal subsets 

required by the metadata format required by OAI data providers (Powell, et al., 2011, p. 

31). 
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At the heart of the Open Archives Initiative (OAI) is the goal to increase access to 

electronic archives to the scholarly community. The intent was to support an 

interoperable framework for federated searches of electronic print resources. The OAI 

mandates a metadata format called the Dublin Core metadata element set. This core of 15 

elements is the basis for the interoperability of the OAI-PMH.  

Since development of the first OAI standard in the early 2000s, the focus shifted 

to the Open Archives Initiative Object Reuse and Exchange standard (OAI-ORE) as the 

need arose to provide current web 2.0 functionality. OAI-ORE has some of the 

customization features and functionality of RSS feeds (Open Archives Org.). DeRidder 

points out many of the proposed standards coming from the OAI are beyond the 

capabilities of most of the digital libraries that are creating and hosting digital content 

(DeRidder, 2011, p. 71). Harvard professor, Andrea Goethals, suggested that the digital 

libraries community revisit their assumptions that they will be able to produce content for 

deposit into the OAI according to the current best practice (DeRidder, 2011, p. 71).  

 DeRidder also believes the current economic downturn places an additional 

burden on electronic libraries. With loss of support staff, and the specialization of skills 

necessary to encode the XML metadata, this is a lose-lose situation that is putting our 

digital resources in danger of neglect. She reports the Digital Preservation Europe claims 

that neglect of digital content is almost a guarantee that it will be inaccessible in the 

future (DeRidder, 2011, p. 71).  

 So where does that leave us now? We are at the crossroad of understanding how 

important it is to preserve of digital resources and the standards of implementation having 

been overtaken by advances in technology. In a blog post, Paul Walk announces that 
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Google has suspended support of OAI-PMH repositories (Walk, 2008). John Mueller, 

Webmaster Trends Analyst, explains the decision made by Google by saying the 

resources required to index the fewer than 200 sites using OAI-PMH was disproportional 

to the information gain. Officials said, “If	  you	  have	  been	  using	  OAI-‐PMH	  as	  a	  Google	  

Sitemap	  feed,	  we	  would	  love	  to	  see	  you	  adopt	  the	  industry	  standard XML sitemap 

format.” (Mueller, 2008).  

 The Internet has changed since OAI-PMH was released. The purpose of the 

initiative was to get material out on the Internet so that it was searchable and useable by 

researchers. As the Internet grew and evolved into a social media, into the second 

generation of interactivity and usability, the OAI-PMH found itself further segmented 

away from the rest of the Internet. Google and all the other major search providers 

discontinued crawling and indexing the Dublin Core coded XML metadata, further 

isolating the digital libraries.  

 Why should we, as information managers, move away from the OAI-PMH? 

Because of the very reason the initiative was started. We want people to find information. 

We have information and resources that we want to share. We believe in open access and 

interoperability on the web. Metadata is the right answer, but metadata done right: “well-

formed” XML, that follows strict grammatical rules, but is simple enough to read as a 

text document, without the aid of a machine. Organizations are springing up around the 

world poised to take the place of the OAI-PMH. International organizations like Open 

Knowledge Foundation, the Open Bibliographic Data Guide and the Linked Open Data in 

Libraries Archives and Museums (LOD-LAM). Both based upon the Creative Commons 

Attribution 3.0 Unported License.  
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