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Virtual International Authority File (VIAF)

The VIAF is a project from IFLA’s Cataloguing Section that is exploring worldwide access to shared authority data.  In the VIAF, authority records are created and maintained by the national or authoritative regional bibliographic agencies.  Various operational models are possible.  For example, the VIAF could consist of a centralized database containing only minimal metadata that links records in national files (hence “virtual”) maintained by harvesting essential metadata from national authority files, or it could consist of distributed databases linked through the use of searching and linking protocols.  Individual records may contain linking fields that reference authority records for the same entity maintained in the participating authority databases in various languages or scripts, according to different cataloging rules.  National files are maintained using a variety of record contribution mechanisms that involve librarians at many institutions.  When accessing the VIAF, the user’s client software would identify his or her preferred language or script to drive the form of name displayed.

Roles of actors

Agent:  creates the authority data/authority records

Cataloger/librarian – does the intellectual work according to rules and principles

and keys in the data into the local ILS (integrated library system).  The ILS automatically builds a base authority record from information provided in the bibliographic record by the cataloger; the cataloger then edits the authority record as needed.

Information resource – a source of information needed to resolve questions about authority data – a person or corporate body or bibliographic tool/resource (including Web search engines and traditional reference sources) where the agent goes for further information or clarification.  

Professional: manages, maintains, intermediates

Cataloger/librarian – fits new authority information into the existing database – uses the existing authority data to fit in new data (records, authorized headings, variant form references) to make accessible.   Maintains data as needed by deleting, updating, correcting, or adding data.

Senior Cataloging Policy Specialist – responds to user and agent queries about authority data or cataloging policies.

Systems Specialist or Computer system software – harvests descriptive metadata from participating national authority files to link data from various files for the matched entities.

Cataloging Distribution Service – distributes a copy of the authority records to subscribers.

Bibliographic Utility – loads copy of the updated authority data and makes it available to their customers

User:  accesses the shared authority data and may or may not make some use of it (display, reorganize displays, download, copy, send in correction to professional, send in new data to professional) 

Cataloger/librarian – uses another domain’s authority data as an information resource, located through the VIAF.

“End” user – directly or indirectly accesses the VIAF; benefits from the infrastructure of the VIAF through its ability to display to the user a name in his/her preferred language/script based on the control provided in the linked authority records; may use the system to communicate new or corrected data to a professional.

Issues Related to Actors

Proposed class diagram could be used to represent necessary interactions.  However, some roles are complex to diagram.  For example, the maintenance of VIAF records by multiple national bibliographic agencies is a layered professional role involving librarians at many national libraries.  

Which role to prefer is sometimes unclear.  For example, file maintenance done by other national bibliographic agencies could be seen as an “agent” role, but the activities involved with file maintenance are a better fit with our definition for “professional.”  An “agent” consulting another information resource (e.g., another digital library service) would, we believe, be best represented as a “user” accessing another digital library service.

