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Mobile Library OPACs in Academic Libraries: Technology Topic Report 

 
The 2015 Pew Research Center survey Libraries at the Crossroads reports that 66% of 

library website users used the library online public access catalog (OPAC) to search for print 

books, audio books, e-Books, as well as CDs and DVDs. “22% of those ages 16 and older visited 

a library website or used a library mobile app in the previous 12 months,” Horrigan observes. 

“Younger and higher educated people are more likely to use libraries virtually (via a website or 

an app), with 28% of those between the ages of 16 and 29 having used a public library website in 

the prior year and 34% of those with a college degree having done this” (2015).  

In the context of growing access to library catalogs via mobile devices, especially among 

younger and higher educated library users, it has become an imperative that academic libraries 

develop mobile-friendly online public access catalogs. This paper provides a comprehensive 

review of professional literature on the mobile library OPACs in academia, addressing their 

current state, examining the best practices in the field, and expressing some thoughts about areas 

for further development and research. 

Mobile library OPACs – The state of technology 

“Given the relative newness of the mobile platform, the history of mobile development in 

libraries is brief, but growing quickly as one might expect,” Clark points out, reporting on the 

first library to embark on a mobile project―iPhone catalog at the District of Columbia Public 

Library (DCPL), in 2009. “The DCPL app was a first attempt to translate a traditional library 

service, the catalog search, into a mobile setting. Three years later, the move to mobilize the 

catalog remains the most frequent mobile app type coming from libraries” (Clark, 2012, p. 2). 
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Among the early mobile OPAC adopters in academia Kroski distinguishes Ball State 

University Libraries and University of Richmond Libraries1. In 2008, the author talks about 

AirPAC, a product Innovative Interfaces, Inc. had designed for libraries to provide their users 

with mobile catalog search functionality, noting its successful implementation at Wayne State 

University, among others (Kroski, 2008). 

The libraries’ efforts in accommodating user needs of accessing library catalogs via 

mobile devices have since demonstrated steady growth. In 2010, 36% of academic libraries had a 

mobile version of the library’s catalog (Thomas, 2010); 73% of community and junior colleges 

nationwide offered mobile catalog access two years later, according to Osika and Kaufman 

(2012). In the 2014 survey of the current state of mobile services at the country’s top 100 

university libraries, Liu and Briggs found that 88% of the libraries offered mobile OPAC 

services to their users (Liu & Briggs, 2015, p. 139). This study confirms the nationwide trend of 

mobile library OPACs growth in academia. 

In 2014, 90% of American adults owned a cell phone, and 64% owned a smartphone, 

according to Pew Research Center Mobile Technology Fact Sheet (Pew Research Center, n.d.). 

“The mobile revolution presents librarians with a third major service platform, after in-person 

and sedentary web-based platforms,” Peters and Bell, the editors of The Handheld Library: 

Mobile Technology and the Librarian, report in the introduction. “Our content, systems, and 

services have to be retooled, and sometimes reconceptualized, for mobile devices” (2013, p. xiv). 

In The Handheld Library, the authors have gathered works of library professionals covering the 

impact of mobile technologies on main library services, including a chapter on the mobile 

OPACs (Haefele, 2013).  

                                                            
1 http://library.richmond.edu/services/mobile.html  

http://library.richmond.edu/services/mobile.html
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Mobile OPAC options 

Chad Haefele, emerging technologies librarian at UNC Chapel Hill Libraries, and Ken 

Irwin, Reference Librarian at Wittenberg University, discuss history of early mobile library 

catalogs and review three mobile OPAC solutions: (1) those produced by ILS vendors; (2) 

products provided by third-party solutions/vendors who are not OPAC providers; and (3) in-

house developments (Haefele, 2013; Irwin, 2012). 

ILS Vendor products: “Some options are available directly from catalog vendors,” as well as 

discovery layers, Irwin notes (2012, p. 45). In particular, Irwin and Haefele review AirPAC by 

Innovative Interfaces, Inc.2, SirsiDynix’s Bookmyne3, mobile interface of Serial Solutions’s 

Summon4, WorldCat Mobile5, BiblioCommons’s BiblioMobile6, Ex Libris Primo, and the Ebsco 

Discovery Service. 

Third-party solutions: “A new type of mobile interface has recently entered the field: third-

party solutions that re-package OPAC content on the fly, either through the web or as a 

smartphone app,” Irwin explains. “For example, both LibAnywhere7 and Boopsie8 allow the user 

to access their online library account to renew books, check fines, and so on. However, while 

LibAnywhere also allows for saving and exporting search results, Boopsie does not,” the author 

warns (2012, p.45).  

In-house developments: In their writings, both Haefele and Irwin focus on homegrown, mobile-

friendly catalogs (Haefele, 2013; Irwin, 2012). “Rather than being a separate interface, server, or 

product, this represents a modified interface that works well in both mobile and desktop 

                                                            
2 https://www.iii.com/sites/default/files/Mobile_Solutions_Fact_Sheet.pdf  
3 http://www.sirsidynix.com/products/bookmyne 
4 Now division of ProQuest 
5 http://worldcatmobile.org/  
6 http://www.bibliocommons.com/products/mobile  
7 http://www.tln.lib.mi.us/libanywhere/  
8 http://www.boopsie.com/  

https://www.iii.com/sites/default/files/Mobile_Solutions_Fact_Sheet.pdf
http://www.sirsidynix.com/products/bookmyne
http://worldcatmobile.org/
http://www.bibliocommons.com/products/mobile
http://www.tln.lib.mi.us/libanywhere/
http://www.boopsie.com/
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environments,” Irwin explains. “The chief benefits of this approach are three-fold. First, it costs 

only a bit of time and no money, making it plausible solution for developers serving under-

resourced libraries. Second, it retains the full functionality of the existing catalog, including 

record marking/saving/exporting functions, which may be unavailable in some other mobile-

OPAC systems. Finally, doing this work now prepares us to be the web designers of the future, 

learning to create for ourselves the tools we will need in the increasingly mobile environment” 

(2012, p. 45). Haefele mentions successful implementation of homegrown catalogs mobile 

catalogs at University of Rochester Library, the University of Illinois Library, and the University 

of North Carolina (UNC) Libraries (2013). 

Finally, Haefele also discusses MobileCat―an open-source project designed to provide 

mobile interface to Innovative Interfaces, Inc. catalogs. “MobileCat walks the line between being 

a third-party solution and being developed in-house by a library,” the author points out. “While 

technically not developed by your library, it would still require some coding experience and 

understanding to get it up and running. An example can be seen at the Bryn Mawr Library’s 

website, where their MobileCat implementation looks very similar to the AirPAC” (2013, p. 

101). 

Mobile OPAC integration approaches 

 Two main approaches of mobile OPAC integration are distinguished in professional 

literature: in the form of an app and in the form of a web app. “An app represents an installable 

program written for smartphones and is usually distributed through and downloaded from a 

third-party service. Apple’s App Store and the Android Market are two of the largest examples 

of app distribution platforms,” Haefele explains. “A webapp [sic] is in some ways a simpler 

concept―it is a website designed and formatted for use on mobile devices” (2013, p. 96). A 
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pioneer developer of mobile apps for libraries, Boopsie currently delivers apps to over 4,000 

libraries worldwide. Mobile OPAC web app examples include those used at Oregon State 

University, University of Minnesota Library, and McGill University Libraries (Clark, 2012, p. 

7). Having surveyed the mobile apps of 14 academic libraries in the United States, Bomhold and 

Wiygul, however, argue that academic libraries are not keen in developing mobile web apps on 

their own―due to high cost, time investment, and technological expertise needed to design a 

non-vendor catalog solution (2013).  

M-Libraries – Library Success: A Best Practices Wiki9 maintains the most up-to-date 

directory of libraries using mobile OPACs, as well as library vendors offering mobile catalog 

interfaces and applications. 

Case studies and best practices 

 Several mobile library OPAC case studies and have been discussed in professional 

literature, including all three types of Mobile OPAC solutions: ILS-vendor produced, third-party 

solutions, as well as homegrown mobile catalogs. 

ILS Vendor products 

AirPAC – Innovative Interfaces, Inc. A module designed for use of vendor’s ILS 

Millennium on wireless mobile devices, AirPAC “allows users to browse the library catalog, 

check due dates, request materials, and view their patron records with their mobile devices,” 

Bridges, Rempel, and Griggs maintain (2010, p. 314). The authors report successful 

implementation of AirPAC at University of San Diego in California. Liston provides a review of 

the services provided by AirPAC and discusses its strengths and performance issues (2009). 

BookMyne – SirsiDynix. “With BookMyne, users on their iPhones can search nearby 

participating SirsiDynix library catalogs and, if registered with one library, can place and cancel 
                                                            
9 http://libsuccess.org/index.php?title=M-Libraries  

http://libsuccess.org/index.php?title=M-Libraries
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holds,” Schwartz maintains (2010, p. 90). The vendor’s website features several implementation 

case studies, in various types of libraries10. 

WorldCat Mobile – OCLC. “OCLC’s WorldCat Mobile was created by teaming up 

with a service called Boopsie,” Bridges, Rempel, and Griggs explain. The mobile search 

application offers “useful features such as citations for every record in a variety of formats 

(APA, Chicago, Harvard, MLA, and Turabian) and mapping directions to the nearest WorldCat 

library” (2010, pp. 314-315). “By employing a multi-prefix incremental search, WorldCat 

Mobile will provide a list of auto-completed matches when the first few letters of a book title, 

book category, or library location are entered,” Murray observes (2010, p. 239). In addition to 

strong points, the author also points out several performance issues, such as problematic 

advanced search, issues with resource type faceted search, call numbers are not included in the 

search results, etc. Last year, OCLC launched WorldCat Discovery Services, with new interface 

optimized for use across desktops, tablets and mobile devices (OCLC, 2014). The University of 

Delaware reports on successful implementation of WorldCat Discovery Services in its library: 

“Whether a student has a small-screened iPhone, a Nexus 7, an 11″ MacBook Air, or a 30″ 

monitor, he or she can search the catalog, reserve study rooms, check library hours, read recent 

news, and ask for help from a librarian” (University of Delaware Library, 2015). 

Ex Libris’s Aleph Mobile OPAC. Kathryn Johns-Masten discusses technical challenges 

the encountered during adaptation of Ex Libris’s Aleph Mobile OPAC11 using the iWebKit 

framework at Penfield Library at the State University of New York-Oswego (2013). “Ex Libris 

provided a mobile interface to their Aleph catalog that required additional customization,” the 

author reports. “Technical support was unable to resolve the problem, but another librarian 

                                                            
10 http://www.sirsidynix.com/resources/case-studies?page=1  
11 http://www.exlibrisgroup.org/display/AlephCC/Aleph+Mobile+OPAC  

http://www.sirsidynix.com/resources/case-studies?page=1
http://www.exlibrisgroup.org/display/AlephCC/Aleph+Mobile+OPAC
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belonging to the Ex Libris user group supplied code that worked (Johns-Masten & Mann, 2013, 

p. 208). 

It should be noted that several additional challenges have been reported in the vendor 

solutions, in particular, technology issues related to lack of vendor customization to the local 

library needs. “The shared problem with AirPAC and WorldCat Mobile search solutions is the 

lack of customization and feature enhancement,” Bridges, Rempel, and Griggs maintain (2010, 

p. 314).  

Third-party solutions 

Boopsie. Reporting on the Boopsie mobile app implementation at Bucks County 

Community College Library, Johnstone notes the ease of the implementation process and the 

high return on investment, as far as the product cost and staff time involved are concerned 

(2011). The integration included interfacing with the library ILS and preexisting web-based 

services. The vendor website reports 47% of the student body of Arcadia University using 

Boopsie12. Most recently, Ferguson provides a detailed report on Boopsie implementation at 

Murray State University Library (2015). 

Library Anywhere (LibAnywhere by LibraryThing.com). In 2012, Keele University 

published a case study of the Library Anywhere trial at its library (Alcock, 2012). “After only 3 

months from launch it is still early days, but so far Library Anywhere has been one of our easier 

systems to manage, with no downtime (that I am aware of!). We received plenty of positive 

feedback via the Library blog, and have built on the product to enable QR Codes on the normal 

catalogue (when these are scanned the smartphone is directed to the appropriate page on the 

mobile catalogue instead, making it easier for the users to locate material). Library staff report 

                                                            
12 http://www.boopsie.com/benefits/academic-libraries/  

http://www.boopsie.com/benefits/academic-libraries/
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having seen the mobile catalogue in use within the library, and the helpdesk has received fewer 

enquiries from users trying to use the catalogue on smartphones,” the author observes. 

Homegrown mobile OPACs 

The first case study of homegrown mobile catalog application was published in 2006 

(West, Hafner, & Faust, 2006). It discussed a Mobile Development Project which included a 

mobile OPAC, the CardCat Mobile―a Z39.50 client designed at Ball State University Libraries 

(BSUL) to provide a mobile interface to BSUL’s online catalog. The client allowed sending 

search queries to the catalog, displaying search results, and navigating among the search results’ 

titles. The study reports challenges encountered during the Mobile Journals and CardCat Mobile 

interaction. “The Mobile Development Project has made library resources and services available 

with an easy-to-use interface for any mobile device for the BSU community. It is felt that any 

remaining challenges are surmountable and do not interfere with the use of the existing three 

mobile site services,” the authors observe. 

Many case studies have been published since then, of homegrown mobile OPAC 

developments at academic libraries, including mobile catalog at Oregon State University 

Libraries (Bridges, Rempel, & Griggs, 2010); homegrown mobile catalog at Wittenberg 

University Thomas Library (Irwin, 2012); UNC Chapel Hill Libraries mobile site and custom 

mobile catalog development (Haefele, 2013); iPhone Online Catalog App at Cornell University 

Library (Connolly & Cosgrave, 2013); mobile catalog at Ensor Learning Resource Center, 

Georgetown College Library (Bischoff, Ruth, & Rawlins, 2013); a homegrown solution for 

mobile access to library catalog at University of Illinois Libraries, Urbana (Bishoff, 2013); and 

the Montana State University Library mobile web app (Clark, 2013)―among others. 

Areas for further development 
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 Several areas for further development of mobile library OPACs can be distinguished in 

the professional literature, such as expanding mobile catalogs to include online databases, 

application of sensor-based technologies to facilitate communication of mobile catalogs with 

library users via mobile devices, and responsive web design adoption―to name a few. 

 “After libraries begin providing mobile catalog access, the next logical step will be the 

availability of mobile versions of online databases,” Bridges, Rempel, and Griggs suggest. 

“Few database and e-resource providers currently offer mobile versions of their search 

interfaces. This group includes EBSCO Mobile, Summon from Serial Solution, IEEE Xplore 

Mobile, and PubMed. Unfortunately, the electronic versions of the articles retrieved via mobile 

database interfaces are not necessarily readable on all mobile devices. However, several journals 

are working on making sure their content is mobile friendly” (2010, pp. 317-318). 

“The mobile device will be the primary connection tool to the Internet for most people in 

the world in 2020,” internet leaders and analysts anticipate in the 2008 Pew Research Center 

survey (Rainie & Anderson, 2008). SirsiSynix Vice President of Innovation and executive 

director of the Federation of Ontario Public Libraries predicts: “Mobile devices will be most 

individuals’ primary electronic device used for their calendar, voice and e-mail, small scale 

video, learning, surfing, search, GIS, etc.―basically most everything. […] OPACs will develop 

GIS sensitivity and be able to communicate with users through their mobiles for holds, fines, late 

notices, alerts, etc.” (Abrams, 2008). These observations suggest a great potential in the use of 

sensor-based technologies in the mobile library OPACs in the foreseeable future. RFID library 

applications13 and LiNS, a library navigation system using sensors and smartphone (Watanabe, 

Takahashi, Ando, Takahashi, Sasaki, & Funakoshi (2010) are examples of sensor-based library 

technologies. 
                                                            
13 http://www.ala.org/tools/libfactsheets/alalibraryfactsheet25  

http://www.ala.org/tools/libfactsheets/alalibraryfactsheet25
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Responses gathered in the 2014 survey of the current state of mobile services at the 

country’s top 100 university libraries mark “a trend towards responsive design for websites so 

that patrons can access the library’s full site on any mobile device,” according to Liu and Briggs 

(2015, p. 133). “Responsive design delivers the same content to all users on the same URL, 

regardless of the device,” according to Reidsma (2014, p. 4). Asserting the need for better cross-

device support for library websites in today’s multi-device information environment, Reidsma 

argues that “with dozens of new mobile devices released each week around the world, keeping 

these device libraries up to date is a full-time job” (2014, pp. 5-6). This argument is particularly 

valuable for mobile library catalogs. The University of Delaware demonstrates the best practice 

in implementing the WorldCat Discovery Services’ responsive design in order to provide access 

to its library catalog from multiple devices, including smartphones: “No matter what the device, 

our website now adapts to balance both the look and functionality of the full website” 

(University of Delaware Library, 2015). 

In summary, whereas “the best-designed mobile catalog use will never replace a full 

desktop catalog,” as Haefele aptly notes, “a catalog optimized for mobile devices provides a 

unique opportunity to literally go where the users are. They might be in a bookstore, hopelessly 

lost in the stacks, or simply looking to avoid jotting down call numbers. […] The mobile context 

for use of library resources is changing alongside the related technology, and libraries should be 

there to continue to serve users” (Haefele, 2013, p. 108).  
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