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Chapter I OCLC Online Computer
Library Center: Online Cataloging,
Resource Sharing, and CatCD

1.1 OCLC: World’s Largest Network of Libraries

OCLC Online Computer Library Center, a not-for-profit, inter-
national, membership, computer library service and research organ
ization, is a successful story of library cooperation. It began in 1967
as a cooperative network of college and university libraries in the
State of Ohio, USA, and developed into a national network of all
kinds and all sizes of libraries in the USA during its first 10 years of
history. OCLC, the largest international network of libraries in the
world, provides information services to over 34 000 libraries in 67
countries and territories. The evolution of the names of OCLC is in-
dicative of its growth in these three stages. The original name of
OCLC was Ohio College Library Center when it was founded in 1967
as a cooperative regional network to serve 54 colleges and universities
in the State of Ohio, USA. The name was changed to OCLC, Inc. in
1977 when it expanded beyond the State of Ohio to become a national
network in the United States of America. Its current name, OCLC
Online Computer Library Center, Incorporated, was adopted in 1981
when it extended its services beyond American border. Libraries that
use OCLC services include college and university libraries, research
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libraries, public libraries, state and national libraries, government
libraries, corporate libraries, and special libraries, such as law li-
braries, music libraries, medical libraries, and theological libraries,
etc. Some of the OCLC users are large libraries, and some others are
small ones.

1.1.1 How Did OCLC Begin: A Brief History

In the mid-20th century, as information explosion accelerated,
keeping tract of all information was becoming more expensive year
after year, and thus became a growing burden on university’s bud-
get. Libraries needed more money to purchase more information
(books, journals, etc. ) to support teaching and research. Shelves in
the library were congested and had no room for incoming library ma-
terials. Cataloging departments continued to request more catalogers
so that they could prepare the library materials in time for use by the
faculty and students. The card catalogs in major research universities
usually occupied a large hall near the library entrance. Costs for aca-
demic libraries were skyrocketing, and university presidents were in
panic because they saw no end of library’ request for additional fund-
ing. On the other hand, they could not afford to write off library’s
increasing demand for funding either. Ignoring library’s needs, or re-
ducing library’s budget would downgrade the teaching and research
quality of the university.

The presidents of all the colleges and universities of the State of
Ohio, USA, through their organization, the Ohio College Associ-
ation, discussed the problem that they all had in common, and tried
to solve it through cooperation. On July 5, 1967, they formed a not-
for-profit, membership organization, called Ohio College Library
Center. They developed a plan to create a shared electronic library

-4.



for Ohio’s 54 colleges and universities. The idea was to merge the
catalogs of all Ohio academic libraries through a computer network
into one database. The ‘database would be essentially an electronic
card catalog. This shared catalog would not only provide cataloging
information about materials in the user’s own library, but also about
materials in other academic libraries throughout the State of Ohio.

At that time, there were no computer catalogs, no computer
databases, no computer networks, no Internet, no World Wide
Web. Even a dumb terminal was difficult to find. The only way to
find information was manual searching through card catalogs and
many volumes of printed indexes and abstracts. Finding the informa-
tion needed was a time-consuming, frustrating and painful venture.
One might spend hours, days, or weeks, and even go from one li-
brary to another, and still could not find all the information needed.
This plan of creating a shared electronic library for colleges and uni-
versities in Ohio was indeed a pioneer in the history of library au-
tomation. Utilizing the newest technology of computer, and through
cooperation of all the colleges and universities, OCLC was to help li-
braries further access to the world’s information, and at the same
time , reduce the cost of information.

OCLC, being a not-for-profit organization, is by definition not a
commercial company. The sole purpose of a commercial company is
to make money for the company owners or share holders. Being a
not-for-profit organization, OCLC’s objective is not to make money,
but rather, to serve libraries so that libraries can enhance their infor-
mation services to library patrons. However, OCLC is not a govern-
ment agency either, and therefore, does not operate on government
funding. OCLC’ operating fund comes from the fees paid by libraries
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