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Abstract

A qualitative, multi-institutional study investigating how academic libraries in the United States
integrate inclusive and reparative description principles and practices into their digital collections.
This paper draws on a series of interviews with metadata professionals from eight R1 institutions to
assess how they approach the remediation of legacy metadata in their digital collections. The findings
demonstrate that, while inclusive metadata is widely recognized as important, its implementation
remains underutilized and unevenly applied.
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1. Introduction

In recent years, information professionals have become increasingly interested in confronting
the embedded biases of traditional cataloging and archival description. Librarians and archivists
have become more aware that the metadata they use to describe objects is inherently imperfect
[1]. Metadata represents the views and experiences of those creating and describing resources
rather than those who are represented in the materials [2].

The movement to reevaluate how the profession approaches the description of
resources first began with traditional cataloging [3]. Criticism of Library of Congress subject
headings as inequitable and non-representative resulted in numerous librarians calling for a
review and reimagination of how authorized terms are created [4, 5]. The work of reflective
metadata practices soon emerged in the archival field as well [6]. The concept of reparative
description, or the “remediation of practices or data that exclude, silence, harm, or
mischaracterize marginalized people in the data created or used by archivists to identify or
characterize archival resources,” became increasingly important to archivists wanting to
reevaluate their descriptive practices [7]. Archives as a field has begun to adopt a view of
cultural competency and humility in its approach to producing metadata [8].

Only more recently have librarians begun discussing the role of inclusive metadata in
digital collections [9]. Like library catalogs and archives, digital libraries offer their own
challenges to description [10]. The use of the Dublin Core metadata schema in most digital
libraries offers flexibility in metadata creation and application [11]. This flexibility, however,
can prove challenging to producing consistent description that uses inclusive metadata
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principles [12]. These challenges are underscored in the case of aggregated digital collections
due to the loss of local context within those environments [13]. As a result of the unique
challenges presented by digital collections, maintaining accurate and inclusive metadata is of
paramount importance.

In recognition of the significance of this work, the authors sought to evaluate the
current state of inclusive metadata practices within digital libraries. They designed a series of
interviews with nine institutions in the United States. They aimed to uncover whether inclusive
metadata was being discussed in academic libraries and if these libraries were adopting
inclusive description practices in their digital collections. The interviews focused on the specific
inclusive metadata-related projects undertaken by each institution and the obstacles that stand
in the way of making further changes.

2. Methods

This qualitative study is based on a series of semi-structured interviews with metadata
professionals who work with digital library metadata at academic institutions classified as
“R1: Doctoral universities - Very high research activity” by the Carnegie Classification of
Institutions of Higher Education. To ensure that diverse perspectives are represented within
this study, each of the nine United States Census Bureau designated divisions of the United
States (New England, Middle Atlantic, East North Central, West North Central, South Atlantic,
East South Central. West South Central, Mountain, and Pacific) are represented. To further
account for the diversity of perspectives, an approximately equal number of public and private
institutions (5 public and 4 private) are represented in the study (Table 1).

Table 1
Institutions interviewed in the study
Institution Region Division Type

Institution 1 Northeast New England Private
Institution 2 Northeast Middle Atlantic Public
Institution 3 Midwest East North Central Private
Institution 4 Midwest West North Central Public
Institution 5 South South Atlantic Private
Institution 6 South East South Central Public
Institution 7 South West North Central Private
Institution 8 West Mountain Public
Institution 9 West Pacific Pubic

The interview phase of this study utilized purposive stratified sampling. The authors
targeted metadata professionals to participate in this study by identifying a Metadata
Librarian (or similar role) who regularly works directly with digital collections metadata at
their institution and emailing them to request participation in this study. If individuals
meeting those criteria could not be found, unit heads of metadata and/or cataloging
departments were contacted via email to determine who would be the best to include in the
study. If contact could not be established with a metadata professional from an institution
after one week of waiting for a response, or if the metadata professionals were unwilling or
unable to participate in this study, the authors proceeded by identifying and making contact
at another institution that fulfills the same criteria.
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A standardized interview protocol was used to maintain consistency while allowing for
flexibility in responses. The interview questions were designed to yield long-form responses
to comprehensively capture the nuances from each respondent in the form of detailed
qualitative data regarding how their institution approaches metadata remediation and
changes in best practices for their digital collections (see Appendix). The authors conducted
the interviews virtually to accommodate the geographic diversity and schedules of
interviewees.

3. Findings and discussion

At the time this paper was written, the authors had conducted eight of the nine interviews, with
the final interview scheduled. Despite the differences in region and type of institution (public
or private), the interviews revealed that metadata professionals working with digital libraries
are experiencing many of the same challenges in making their platform’s metadata more
inclusive. All but one of the institutions revealed that they primarily reuse existing metadata
from MARC, DACS, and other records, while occasionally creating new or expanding existing
descriptions for their digital library platforms. All of the institutions indicated that they often
work with subject and description experts like catalogers and archivists and crosswalk metadata
to Dublin Core standards. A major challenge that the institutions indicated was that there is a
disconnect between their information systems and platforms. For example, an institution might
digitize a book and reuse an existing catalog record to create a Dublin Core record on the digital
library. However, if descriptions or subject headings are later altered in the catalog record, there
is no automatic update to the corresponding metadata in the digital library. This siloing of
systems limits the reach of metadata changes to one discovery platform. The interview
participants indicated a need for more dynamic and interoperable changes in metadata across
systems and platforms.

Only one of the institutions interviewed indicated that they had conducted any kind of
audit on their digital library metadata with inclusion in mind. Most indicated that they did not
have the time, staffing, or resources to undertake a large-scale audit. However, institutions
seemed more likely to have taken on project-based work with inclusive metadata. There was
an even split between institutions who indicated that they had worked on projects to improve
the inclusivity of metadata, with four answering in the positive and four institutions responding
in the negative. Of those institutions indicating that they had participated in projects, one was
related to implementing LGBTQ+ alternative vocabularies, another involved changing wording
centering on Japanese-American internment, and a third sought to raise the visibility of
underrepresented communities. When asked what challenges they have faced when attempting
to make metadata more inclusive, institutions noted a variety of issues. Four indicated that time
was an issue, four indicated staffing or resources, and three indicated that systems or
infrastructure were a primary barrier. This reveals that although metadata professionals may
be working at different institutions with collections of varying sizes and coverage, these
institutions are faced with similar challenges in making their digital library records more
inclusive.

The authors asked the interview participants if their institution hosted a harmful
language or content statement. Four answered in the positive and two in the negative. Another
two indicated that they formerly hosted a statement but that the statement had been taken
down. When asked why they did not host a statement or had taken their institution’s statement
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down, the interviewees noted a number of issues, but primarily that institutions were fearful of
curbing intellectual freedom and that there was confusion over who had the final authority to
create and post the statement. The authors did not ask if the current political climate had
affected these decisions, but this may be an area for future research.

When asked if they used metrics to track the impact of inclusive metadata practices on
their digital libraries, all institutions indicated that they had not. This question elicited
discussion about what these metrics might look like and if any such system is possible.

Finally, the authors asked participants if they had noticed whether the digital library or
the traditional library catalog tended to more quickly adopt changes in inclusive metadata
practices at their institution. Three indicated that the digital library is quicker to adapt, two
indicated that the traditional library catalog is quicker to adapt, and three indicated that they
have not noticed a significant difference in adoption time of inclusive metadata practices
between digital libraries and traditional library catalogs at their institutions. The institutions
that indicated that the digital library is typically quicker to adapt noted that the metadata
schemas, workflows, and best practices used in digital libraries tend to be more flexible than
their traditional catalog counterparts. Additionally, some interviewees mentioned that the
number of items in digital libraries tends to be smaller than the number in traditional catalogs,
which makes it easier to quickly make changes. Meanwhile, the institutions that indicated that
traditional library catalogs are quicker to adopt changes tended to focus on differences between
the systems used while noting that the infrastructure for the traditional catalog at their
institution is more conducive to change than the system they use for their digital library.
Additionally, the institutions that indicated that there is not a significant difference between
the two largely highlighted how neither group has made significant progress on this front at
their institution, so they both fall equally short in their abilities to adapt to changes.

4. Conclusion and future research

This series of interviews proved illustrative in capturing the state of inclusive metadata
practices in digital libraries at R1 academic institutions. The authors found that there was
significant diversity in their results. However, the most significant finding was that most
institutions are not conducting large-scale audits for inclusive metadata in digital libraries.
Instead, if any work on this front is being done, it is done in project-based or one-time changes
to digital collection records. The authors also found that many of the most prevalent challenges
to the adoption of inclusive practices in digital libraries relate to systems, infrastructure, and
staffing.

Based upon the qualitative data that the authors collected, they have begun working to
create a survey that will further illuminate the state of inclusive metadata practice in digital
libraries. With this survey, the authors are expanding their sample size beyond R1 institutions
in the United States. They will seek to generalize the results and assess broader trends by
including institutions of varying sizes both in the United States and abroad. They are working
to capture this additional data in a more quantifiable manner. They are designing the survey
using Likert scales. They will note trends between institutions, highlighting differences
between global regions and the nature of the institutions.
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A. Appendix

The authors asked the interview participants the following questions.

Can you characterize your digital collections for us?

2. Can you describe how you approach metadata creation for your digital collections? Are
you migrating metadata for your digital collections from your catalog records and other
legacy descriptions or are you creating metadata specifically for your digital objects?
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3. Has your institution undertaken any projects to make your digital library metadata more
inclusive? If so, can you describe these? What are the challenges that you have
experienced in working toward making your digital library metadata more inclusive?

4. Have you implemented a harmful language or content statement? Can you describe the
reasons behind your institution’s decision to implement or not implement?

5. Have you undertaken any audits of your digital library for inclusive metadata? If so, can
you describe these?

6. Does your library use any metrics to track the impact of inclusive metadata practices in
your digital library? If so, can you describe any outcomes or trends that you have
discovered?

7. Have you noticed any differences between how digital libraries and traditional catalogs
have adopted inclusive metadata practices at your institution? Do you feel like either
has been more responsive in implementing these practices?

8. Is there anything you want to tell us about this topic that we haven’t asked you yet?
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