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NISO Metasearch Initiative Targets Next Generation of
Standards and Best Practices
by Cynthia Hodgson <chodgson@niso.org>, Andrew Pace (North Carolina State University)  <andrew_pace@ncsu.edu>, and
Jenny Walker  (Ex Libris, Inc.)  <jenny@exlibris-usa.com>

This is the first of a two-part article on the
Metasearch Initiative of the National Infor-
mation Standards Organization (NISO).  Part
1 focuses on the issues that prompted the cre-
ation of the Metasearch Initiative and reviews
NISO’s plan of action.  Part 2, which will ap-
pear in an upcoming issue, will review find-
ings and recommendations of the NISO
metasearch committees.

Metasearch — also called parallel
search, federated search, broad-
cast search, and cross-database
search — has become common-

place in the information community’s vocabu-
lary.  All speak to a common theme of allow-
ing search and retrieval to span multiple
databases, sources, platforms, protocols, and
vendors at once.

The Z39.50 protocol has been the primary
mechanism for providing metasearch since the
first version of the standard was issued in 1988.
This standard, which was initially designed to
search across disparate library catalogs, has sev-
eral drawbacks in today’s metasearch environ-
ment.  It was not designed for operation in a
Web environment; it was not intended for ar-
ticle-level citations; and for many content pro-
viders it is overly complex to implement, thus
creating a high barrier of entry.

Metasearch software providers have imple-
mented a variety of protocols to ensure access
to content including: Z39.50, IT search stan-
dards such as SQL, newer Web standards such
as XQuery, customized proprietary point-to-
point connections, metadata harvesting, and
HTML parsing or screen scraping.  This multi-
plicity of protocols that must be supported and
the lack of commonly implemented standards,
best practices, and tools make the metasearch

environment less efficient for the system pro-
vider, the content provider, and ultimately the
end-user.

Metasearch Challenges
At the 2003 ALA Midwinter meeting in

Philadelphia, a group of resource providers met
to discuss their concerns on the loads their sys-
tems were encountering from metasearch en-
gines.  Metasearch software agents were direct-
ing traffic toward their systems in volumes
previously unseen and in a way that often
caused system slowdowns.  At the meeting, the
National Information Standards Organiza-
tion (NISO) offered to take a leadership role
in further identifying metasearch problem ar-
eas and in proposing standards or best practice
solutions.

In May 2003, NISO hosted a two day strat-
egy meeting in Denver to define the
metasearch-related issues and devise an action
plan on ways to move forward.  There was
agreement that there is strong market interest
in implementation of metasearching tools and
that cross database search capabilities will be
an area of continued growth.  But
metasearching has created challenges for the
software providers, content providers, and
implementing libraries — challenges which ul-
timately impact the end user.  Among the is-
sues identified were:

• Metasearching impacts system re-
sources and performance.
Metasearches can spawn a large number
of individual search and retrieval inter-
actions between the meta engine and
search targets, with the potential for mul-
tiple simultaneous search requests im-
pacting a single provider’s server envi-
ronment.
In a Web environment, metasearching is
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“stateless” meaning each search request
invokes a separate authentication process.
These authentication processes are re-
source intensive operations — vastly
more intensive than mere search and re-
trieval operations.  Additionally, problems
in passing authentication information be-
tween systems and subsequent access re-
jections can result in users having con-
tent excluded from their metasearch, even
though they have a valid license to ac-
cess it.

• Intellectual property and product
branding need protection.
Content providers have traditionally as-
sumed that their content, whether biblio-
graphic, citation, abstract, full text, full
image, etc. would display within the
provider’s native interface, which con-
veys important information beyond the
content such as “branding” and rights use
declarations.  Generally, such intellectual
property information has not yet been em-
bedded in individual records, so records
retrieved via metasearch may not display
it.

• Competitive advantages may occur
from ranking and ordering of retrieval
sets.
Content providers have concerns about
how metasearch engines determine the
ranking, display, and ordering of content
presented to the end user.  If the search
engine imposes a preference or a rank-
ing, to what degree are the content pro-
viders and the end users advantaged or
disadvantaged?
Can the manner in which content is re-
trieved or displayed influence measure-
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way that the authentication can be trusted end-
to-end and ultimately deliver the services to
which the user is entitled.
2.  Collection and Service Descriptions

Chaired by Juha Hakala (Helsinki Univer-
sity Library), the Collection and Service De-
scriptions task group is developing a metadata
element set for collection-level description, and
methods for describing informational services
that are used to provide access to collections.
Once the metadata element sets (semantics) and
appropriate encodings (syntax) for the two ar-
eas have been specified, the Task Group will
concentrate on creating a draft standard, which
will serve as a basis for future rules for describ-
ing collections and services.
3.  Search and Retrieval

Co-chaired by Katherine Kott (Digital Li-
brary Federation) and Sara Randall (En-
deavor Information Systems), the Search and
Retrieval task group is working three areas: cur-
rent metasearch practices including a standard
vocabulary, citation level data elements, and
metadata returned about result sets.  Their com-

mittee is also developing a
Metasearch XML Gateway

(MXG) as a low-entry-bar-
rier method for service
providers to expose
content to metasearch
engines.

Survey of Con-
tent and System

Providers
To further scope and

understand the problem, the Search and Re-
trieval Task Group conducted a survey of con-
tent providers and library system vendors on
the current state of metasearching. Key results
of the survey were:

• 83 percent are aware of current
metasearching activity on their
database(s).

• 54 percent do not have a policy regard-
ing metasearching of their offerings.

• Of those who do have a policy, 30 per-
cent do not allow metasearching of their
database(s).

• 54 percent believe that allowing
metasearching of their offerings is very
important to their customers.

• Of those who allow metasearching of
their offerings, 70 percent think standards
and guidelines in metasearching would be
very important to their business.

• Many different search and retrieval pro-
tocols are in use, with many providers
supporting more than one access method.
These include: HTTP/HTML based
(76%); Z39.50 (64%); XML/SOAP
(33%); SQL (30%); and legacy system
and/or Telnet-based access (25%).

• The most common format for display of
search results was as an HTML page
(84%), followed by MARC 21 (63%),

ment of use or relevance of content by
either the end user or the library that pur-
chases content services?

• Libraries need to position their services
alongside free Web services.
To many end users, metasearching refers
to the use of an Internet search engine
such as Google, or a metacrawler such as
Dogpile, which simultaneously searches
multiple Internet search engines and com-
bines the results.
Libraries offer access to numerous con-
tent services that are completely unavail-
able through any free Internet search en-
gine.  End users want access to this
value-added information, but they have
no interest in understanding the differ-
ences in how the services are offered or
in learning multiple access methods.
Increasingly, libraries want to be a “por-
tal” for their patrons into information of
all kinds, both within and with-
out the library walls,
whether owned,
licensed, or free
to use.

In October 2003,
NISO held an educa-
tional workshop
about metasearch in
Washington, D.C. where li-
brarians, software providers, content providers,
and aggregators could interact to discuss the
current state of metasearch and further scope
the areas that NISO’s Metasearch Initiative
should address.

NISO Action Plan
Following the two workshops, Jenny

Walker (Ex Libris, Inc.) and Andrew Pace
(North Carolina State University) were asked
to jointly lead the Metasearch Initiative with
the goal of enabling:

• metasearch service providers to offer
more effective and responsive services,

• content providers to deliver enhanced
content and protect their intellectual prop-
erty, and

• libraries to deliver services that distin-
guish their offerings from Google and
other free Web services.

Three task groups were formed to pursue
different aspects of the metasearch challenges.
1.  Access Management

Chaired by Michael Teets (OCLC, Inc.),
the Access Management task group is charged
with gathering requirements for metasearch
authentication and access needs, inventorying
existing authentication processes now in place,
and developing a series of formal use cases de-
scribing the needs.  The problem they want to
solve is how best to certify a user from the or-
ganization authenticator to the data provider,
by way of the metasearch provider, in such a
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proprietary XML (53%), Dublin Core
(26%), and GRS-1 (21%).  Although RSS
and WSDL (Web Services Description
Language) are not used by most survey
respondents today, 20% indicated plans
for future support.

• Respondents cited several benefits for
allowing customers metasearch access: an
increased customer base (79%), gaining
a competitive edge (58%), and opportu-
nities for partnership (53%).

• The main concerns of content providers
with metasearch were: loss of control over
search results (53%), loss of branding
(53%), digital rights management (47%),
customer support problems (42%), exces-
sive use of system resources (37%), and
the amount of communications required
with other suppliers (21%).

The survey results were used by all three
Task Groups in further refining their work plans
and in developing use cases.

Next Steps
With a mix of librarians, software provid-

ers, and content providers, the three task groups
have drawn the participation of over 60 indi-
viduals from five countries.  (See the sidebar
for the list of Metasearch Initiative partici-
pants and their organizations.)  Each group’s
first set of deliverables and recommendations
was presented at NISO’s fall workshop in Sep-
tember 2005.

Part 2 of this article, which will appear in
an upcoming issue of Against the Grain, will
report on the NISO Metasearch Initiative task
groups’ initial set of findings and recommen-
dations.  Official documents are posted on the
NISO Metasearch Initiative Webpage (http://
www.niso.org/committees/MS_initiative.html).
Committee activities can be followed at the task
groups’ WIKI (http://www.lib.ncsu.edu/niso-
mi/).  


