
MARC 21 Survey  

In June 2000, the British Library undertook a major consultation into the future 

development and maintenance of the UKMARC format. A key part of the consultation was a 

user survey, in which format users and other stakeholders were mailed by means of a 

questionnaire and covering letter. There were 210 responses, of which 57% were in favour 

of full MARC 21; 30% supported partial harmonisation; and 7% wished to retain UKMARC. 

The UK library and information community has thus given the British Library's 

management a clear mandate, and in consequence the BL Executive Committee has 

decided to adopt the MARC 21 format.  

Main advantages of MARC 21  

• Ability to download and derive bibliographic records from a wider range 

of sources, particularly from North American national libraries and 

bibliographic utilities.  

• MARC 21 represents a more effective route to the eventual adoption in 

the future of non-MARC metadata standards, many of which are being 

led by North American-based organisations.  

• MARC 21 represents a more highly evolved family of formats, with 

superior coverage of non-book media and separate formats for 

bibliographic and authorities data.  

• MARC 21 is better documented and more effectively maintained and 

supported than UKMARC.  

The marketplace for library systems, software and bibliographic data is increasingly 

moving to MARC 21, especially in the university and research library sector. Most library 

systems are now sold by US-based companies and therefore support MARC 21 as their 

primary format. Libraries opting for MARC 21 will thus have a wider choice of hardware 

platforms and library processing software to choose from when considering future systems, 

upgrades and enhancements. 

Those preferring partial harmonisation were concerned about the issue of governance, with 

a number of respondents indicating that this was a primary factor in their choice of this 

option. This group felt that the retention of ISBD punctuation, subfield-encoded 

punctuation and the treatment of multi-volume works were important issues. 

A small number of users wished to retain UKMARC. They felt that their requirements for 

bibliographic data were relatively limited, and that the cost of change outweighed any 

potential benefits. They also expressed concerns about the inferior treatment of multi-

volume works in MARC 21, and the advantages of subfield-encoded punctuation. 



The next step  

The next step is to give a new impetus to the discussions with the Library of Congress and 

the National Library of Canada, which are the guardians of MARC 21. A key issue identified 

by respondents, and by attendees at the open meetings held during the autumn, is that of 

governance, and we shall be putting this on the agenda for discussion.  

There was a significant minority (30%) who preferred partial harmonisation, because they 

wished to keep certain unique features of UKMARC, and we shall consider with the two 

national libraries the extent to which changes in the MARC 21 format should be pursued 

either during discussions or once the UK is a member of the MARC 21 user community. 

It is hoped to complete discussions by the summer, when the British Library intends to 

issue a 'white paper' proposing the way forward for the UK community and setting out the 

transition arrangements, including the services to be provided by the Library and the 

availability of training courses around the UK. 

Full survey results  

The questionnaire asked UKMARC users to decide between three options 

• Continue using UKMARC, adopting unique fields from MARC 21 to 

enhance UKMARC's capabilities where they do not conflict with existing 

practice. This represented a continuation of existing policy.  

• Adopt a partially harmonised format that changes the majority of existing 

fields to MARC 21 but retains some unique features of UKMARC, as 

recommended by the BIC Report on Partial Harmonisation.  

• Adopt the full MARC 21 format and abandon UKMARC altogether.  

Users were also asked to decide on whether, in the case of the last two options, they 

wanted change all at once (‘big bang’) or as a phased implementation. Several 

supplementary questions were included in order to assist the Library's decision-making 

process, for example, type of library, MARC format currently used, future intentions.  

A digest of the survey results is presented below:  

Questionnaires returned: 210  

Response rate: 17.5%  

Sampling error: 6.14%  

 

1. MARC format: preferred option 



Do you think UK libraries should  Number 
responding %  

Adopt full MARC 21 (option C)  119  57%  

Adopt the partially-harmonised MARC format 
(option B)  

62  30%  

Keep UKMARC (option A)  14  7%  

Don’t know  13  6%  

No response  2   

Total answering question  208   

 

2. Pace of change: preferred option 

If you chose option B (partial 
harmonisation), do you think 
implementation should be:  

Number 
responding 

% 

Gradually 16  9%  

All at once  42  24%  

Don’t know  3  2%  

 

If you chose option C (full 
MARC 21),  

do you think implementation 
should be: 

Number 
responding 

% 

Gradually 19  11%  

All at once 92  52%  

Don’t know  6  3%  

Total wanting change all at once: 134, or 75% 

Total wanting gradual change: 35, or 20% 

Total undecided: 9, or 5%  

3. Preferred option analysed by library 

Option 
favoured 

by 
institution 

type 

A: 
UKMARC 

B: 
Harmonised 

MARC 

C: 
MARC 

21 

D: 
Don’t 
know 

Number 
responding 

Public 
library  

6  28  28  5  67  

HE 
academic 

library  

4  19  48 3  74  

FE 
academic 

library  

0  3  2  2  7  



National 
library  

0  1  7  0  8  

Government 
library  

2  3  8  1  14  

Special 
library  

0  2  3  2  7  

Professional 
body  

0  0  6  0  6  

Other  2  6  17  0  25  

Total  14  62  119  13  208  

 

Option 
favoured 

by 
institution 
type (as 

% of 
category 

type) 

A: 
UKMARC 

B: 
Harmonised 

MARC 

C: 
MARC 

21  

D: 
Don’t 
know  

 
Number 

responding 

Public 
library 

9%  42%  42%  7%  67  

HE 
academic 

library  

5%  26%  65%  4%  74  

FE 
academic 

library  

0%  43%  29%  29%  7  

National 
library  

0%  13%  88%  0%  8  

Government 
library  

14%  21%  57%  7%  14  

Special 
library  

0%  29%  43%  29%  7  

Professional 
body  

0%  0%  100%  0%  6  

Other  8%  24%  68%  0%  25  

Total  7%  30%  57%  6%  208  

Of the 74 higher education libraries responding, 48 (65%) indicated a preference for MARC 

21, with only one wishing to retain UKMARC and 19 (26%) preferring partial 

harmonisation. The 67 public libraries responding were more evenly divided, 28 each 

(42%) preferring MARC 21 and partial harmonisation, with six (9%) wishing to retain 

UKMARC. The figures are nevertheless indicative of a clear majority in favour of a move to 

MARC 21, and a substantial majority in favour of radical change of some kind.  

4. MARC format currently used 

Which MARC format does Number % of 



your library currently use? responding  responses 

UKMARC 124 65% 

MARC 21  45  23% 

In-house format  17  9%  

Other external MARC format  10  5%  

In-house MARC format  8  4%  

UNIMARC  2  1% 

Total giving MARC format 
used  

192   

NB: some users claim to be using more than one MARC format.  

 

5. Preferred option analysed by MARC format currently used 

Format 
currently 
used by 
option 

favoured 

A: 
UKMARC 

B: 
Harmonised 

MARC 

C: 
MARC 

21 

D: 
Don’t 
know 

 
Total 

UKMARC  
13 41 67 3 124 

MARC 21  
0  6  37  2  45  

In-house 

format  

0  9  3  5  17  

Other 

external 

MARC 

format  

0  3  7  0  10  

In-house 

MARC 

format  

1  2  5  0  8  

UNIMARC  
0  0  2  0  2  

Of 124 UKMARC users, 41 (33%) prefer the adoption of option B (partial harmonisation), 

67 (54%) full MARC 21 (option C). Ten percent would prefer to retain UKMARC. 

6. Significance of MARC format as a factor in future system changes 

When you next change your 
library system, will it be an 
important requirement to 

change the MARC format used? 

Number 
responding  

% 

No response 47   



Yes  56  34%  

No  107  66%  

Total responding  163  100%  

 

7. Choice of MARC format if significant 

If format is a significant issue, to 
which format will you change? 

Number 
responding  

% 

MARC 21 47  85%  

Industry standard for interoperability  3  5%  

UKMARC  2  4%  

Depends on system 1  2%  

Uncertain  1  2%  

UNIMARC 1  2%  

Total responding 55  100%  
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