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Abstract 

Cataloguing constitutes the intellectual foundation upon which library organization and 

information retrieval systems are built. In academic libraries, where users rely heavily 

on timely, accurate, and relevant access to scholarly information, the effectiveness of 

cataloguing directly determines retrieval success. This conceptual paper examines the 

role of cataloguing in enhancing information retrieval in academic libraries in Nigeria. 

Drawing from theories of bibliographic control, metadata quality, and information 

retrieval, the paper explores how cataloguing standards, descriptive practices, subject 

analysis, and professional competence shape users’ search experiences. It situates 

the discussion within the Nigerian academic library context, highlighting structural, 

technological, and human capacity challenges affecting cataloguing practice. The 

paper argues that strengthening cataloguing is central to improving information 

discovery, optimizing library investments, and sustaining academic libraries’ relevance 

in the digital age. The suggestions offered for policy formulation include: professional 

development, technological enhancement, and strategic repositioning of cataloguing 

within academic library services. 

Keywords: Cataloguing, Information Retrieval, Academic Libraries, Metadata, 

Bibliographic Control, Nigeria 

Introduction 

Academic libraries exist primarily to support teaching, learning, and research through the 

provision of timely and relevant information resources (Kumar, 2014). In this context, the ability 

of users—students, lecturers, and researchers—to locate needed information efficiently is a 

critical measure of a library’s effectiveness (Taylor & Joudrey, 2009). However, the success 

of information retrieval in any academic library does not depend solely on the size of its 

collections or the sophistication of its technologies; rather, it rests fundamentally on the quality 

of cataloguing, which provides the intellectual framework that makes retrieval possible (Cutter, 

1904; Kumar, 2014) 
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In Nigerian academic libraries, where users often face challenges such as limited search skills, 

inadequate access to alternative information sources, and heavy reliance on library collections 

for academic success, the role of cataloguing in enhancing information retrieval becomes even 

more significant (Aina, 2014). Cataloguing is the process through which information resources 

are systematically described, organized, and made accessible through standardized access 

points (Taylor & Joudrey, 2009). Through this process, raw collections are transformed into 

navigable bodies of knowledge that users can search, retrieve, and meaningfully use, thereby 

improving access to information and supporting effective scholarly communication. 

Despite advances in information and communication technologies and the increasing 

automation of library services in Nigeria, information retrieval challenges persist in many 

academic libraries (Aina, 2014; Issa & Alhassan, 2015). Users frequently complain of difficulty 

locating materials that are known to be available in the library (Omekwu, 2018). In many cases, 

these challenges are not the result of system failure but of inadequate or poor-quality 

cataloguing, such as incomplete bibliographic records, weak subject analysis, inconsistent 

classification, and lack of authority control (Taylor & Joudrey, 2009; Svenonius, 2000). This 

situation underscores the continuing relevance of cataloguing as an intellectual and 

professional activity, even in digitally mediated environments. Cataloguing plays a dual role in 

academic libraries: it ensures bibliographic control over information resources and serves as 

the primary enabler of information retrieval (Svenonius, 2000). Every search conducted 

through a card catalogue, Online Public Access Catalogue (OPAC), or discovery system 

depends on the descriptive and subject metadata created by cataloguers (Hider, 2018; Taylor 

& Joudrey, 2009). Information retrieval systems do not search books, journals, or electronic 

resources directly; they search the catalogue representations of those resources (Bates, 

2010). Consequently, the effectiveness of retrieval outcomes—precision, recall, relevance, 

and user satisfaction—is inseparably linked to cataloguing practices (Hjørland, 2017; 

Svenonius, 2000). 

In the Nigerian academic library environment, cataloguing operates within complex realities 

that shape its impact on information retrieval. These realities include limited funding, uneven 

automation, inadequate professional staffing, backlogs of uncatalogued materials, and slow 

adoption of emerging standards such as Resource Description and Access (RDA). At the 

same time, Nigerian universities are experiencing growth in student enrolment, expansion of 

academic programmes, and increasing pressure to support research productivity. These 

developments place greater demands on library retrieval systems and, by extension, on the 

quality and responsiveness of cataloguing. 

From a human-centred perspective, cataloguing is not merely a technical task but a service-

oriented intellectual activity that anticipates how users think, search, and interact with 

information. A well-catalogued resource reduces user frustration, saves time, and promotes 

independent learning, while poor cataloguing alienates users and undermines confidence in 

library systems. In Nigerian academic libraries, where libraries often serve as the primary 

gateway to scholarly information, the human consequences of ineffective cataloguing are 

particularly profound. 

This conceptual analysis is therefore grounded in the recognition that cataloguing and 

information retrieval are deeply interconnected processes. It seeks to explore how 
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cataloguing through bibliographic description, subject analysis, classification, and 

standardization enhances information retrieval in Nigerian academic libraries (Hider, 

2018; Yusuf & Yinasim, 2024). Bibliographic description and subject analysis provide 

the metadata and controlled access points that enable users to locate and access 

information efficiently in both physical and digital environments (Britannica, 2025). 

Classification systems, such as the Library of Congress Classification (LCC) and 

subject heading schemes, help organize resources into logical categories, making 

retrieval outcomes more precise and relevant (Hider, 2018; Yusuf & Yinasim, 2024). 

Standardization through internationally recognized rules such as Resource 

Description and Access (RDA) ensures consistency across cataloguing records, which 

is essential for interoperability and effective discovery in automated catalogues and 

metadata aggregators (Britannica, 2025). 

In the context of Nigerian academic libraries, recent studies highlight challenges and 

emerging improvements in cataloguing practice that directly impact information 

retrieval outcomes. Research shows that many academic libraries still struggle with 

outdated cataloguing tools, lack of up-to-date standards implementation, insufficient 

professional training, and limited infrastructure for electronic cataloguing, all of which 

adversely affect the quality of bibliographic control and retrieval performance (Yusuf & 

Yinasim, 2024; Ezema, Ogbuabor, & Kanu, 2025). The inconsistency in cataloguing 

standards and inadequate use of comprehensive metadata schemas such as MARC 

and RDA in many institutions undermine users’ ability to find and retrieve information 

effectively (Yusuf & Yinasim, 2024). These findings reinforce the notion that robust 

cataloguing services are foundational to reliable information retrieval, particularly in 

hybrid systems that combine traditional catalogues with online public access 

catalogues (OPACs) and discovery layers that depend heavily on metadata quality. 

Contemporary discussions in library science also emphasize the evolving role of 

cataloguing in digitally mediated environments and the potential of emerging 

technologies to enhance retrieval. For example, studies on artificial intelligence (AI) 

for cataloguing and classification reveal that automated metadata generation and AI-

assisted subject analysis can improve the speed and accuracy of cataloguing 

processes, thereby enhancing retrieval efficacy (Odunola & Lawal, 2023). However, 

these technological advances also require strategic planning, adequate funding, and 

staff capacity building to be successfully integrated into academic library operations. 

Without such investments, cataloguing practices risk lagging behind user expectations 

and technological capabilities, limiting the overall effectiveness of information retrieval 

services (Odunola & Lawal, 2023; Ezema et al., 2025).  
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Emerging Relevance of Traditional Cataloguing Principles and Automated 

Systems 

The rapid advancement of information and communication technologies has significantly 

transformed cataloguing practices in academic and research libraries. Nevertheless, 

traditional cataloguing principles such as authority control, consistency, accuracy, and user-

oriented access remain highly relevant in the digital era. Principles articulated by early 

cataloguing theorists, notably Cutter’s objectives of enabling users to find, identify, select, and 

obtain resources, continue to underpin modern standards like Resource Description and 

Access (RDA) and the Functional Requirements for Bibliographic Records (FRBR) model 

(Cutter, 1904; IFLA, 2017). These enduring principles ensure intellectual control of information 

resources and provide a conceptual foundation upon which automated cataloguing systems 

operate. Without these principles, automated systems risk generating inconsistent or 

unreliable bibliographic records, thereby undermining effective information retrieval. 

Automated cataloguing systems have emerged as indispensable tools for managing the 

growing volume and diversity of information resources in contemporary libraries. Integrated 

Library Management Systems (ILMS) such as Koha, Virtua, and Alma facilitate efficient 

creation, storage, modification, and retrieval of bibliographic records through standardized 

machine-readable formats like MARC 21 and metadata schemas such as Dublin Core (Hider, 

2018). Automation enhances speed, accuracy, and resource sharing through features such 

as copy cataloguing, authority files, and online public access catalogues (OPACs). However, 

the effectiveness of these systems is largely dependent on the application of traditional 

cataloguing rules and standards, which guide data input, classification, and subject analysis. 

Thus, automation does not replace cataloguing principles but rather amplifies their practical 

application in a technology-driven environment. The emerging relevance of integrating 

traditional cataloguing principles with automated systems lies in their complementary 

relationship. While automated systems address challenges of scale, accessibility, and 

interoperability, traditional principles ensure semantic coherence and user-centered 

organization of information. In the context of digital libraries, institutional repositories, and 

linked data environments, cataloguers increasingly rely on established principles to ensure 

quality metadata and meaningful resource discovery (Tillett, 2019). As libraries continue to 

evolve toward hybrid and fully digital models, the synergy between time-tested cataloguing 

principles and automated technologies remains crucial for sustaining effective knowledge 

organization and access in the information society. 

Cataloguing as an Intellectual Process 

Cataloguing involves more than the mechanical recording of bibliographic details. It is 

an intellectual process that requires analysis, judgment, and adherence to established 

standards. Taylor and Joudrey (2009) describe cataloguing as a means of 

representing information resources in a structured form that enables users to find, 

identify, select, and obtain them. The cataloguer’s interpretive role is particularly 

significant in subject analysis, where decisions about terminology, classification, and 

relationships among works directly influence retrieval outcomes. Thus, cataloguing is 

Rivers State University Journal of Librarianship, Information and Contemporary Studies (RSU-JOLICS) 2025,Vol. 1

https://doi.org/10.61955/XFXMFY


 

5 

 

RIVERS STATE UNIVERSITY JOURNAL OF LIBRARIANSHIP, INFORMATION AND CONTEMPORARY STUDIES Vol. 1, Issue 2, Dec. 2025   

 

both a technical and cognitive activity that mediates between information objects and 

users. 

 

 Information Retrieval in Library Contexts 

Information retrieval refers to the process of searching for and accessing relevant 

information from organized collections in response to user queries. In library 

environments, retrieval systems rely on bibliographic and metadata records created 

through cataloguing processes. According to Baeza-Yates and Ribeiro-Neto (2011), 

retrieval effectiveness depends on how well system representations align with user 

information needs. Unlike general web search engines, library retrieval systems 

prioritize precision, authority, and subject coherence—qualities that are deeply rooted 

in cataloguing standards and practices. 

Bibliographic Control Theory 

Bibliographic control theory emphasizes systematic organization and representation 

of recorded knowledge to ensure universal accessibility. Svenonius (2000) identifies 

the core objectives of bibliographic control as enabling users to find, identify, select, 

and obtain information resources. Cataloguing serves as the operational mechanism 

through which bibliographic control is achieved. In academic libraries, weak 

bibliographic control undermines retrieval, leading to underutilization of resources and 

diminished library relevance. 

Metadata Quality Theory 

Metadata quality theory posits that the accuracy, consistency, completeness, and 

relevance of metadata elements determine retrieval effectiveness. Greenberg (2005) 

argues that metadata functions as a communicative interface between information 

systems and users. Poorly constructed metadata records characterized by missing 

subject headings, inconsistent author names, or inadequate descriptive elements 

result in retrieval failure even when resources exist within the collection. 

User-Centred Information Retrieval Theory 

Modern information retrieval theory emphasizes user-centred design, recognizing that 

retrieval systems must align with users’ cognitive models and search behaviours. 

RDA, for instance, is grounded in Functional Requirements for Bibliographic Records 

(FRBR), which focuses on user tasks (Riva, Le Boeuf, & Žumer, 2017). Cataloguing 

that reflects user-centred principles enhances retrieval by facilitating intuitive 

navigation and discovery.  
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Evolution of Cataloguing Practices and Retrieval Implications 

Cataloguing practices have evolved continuously in response to changes in the nature 

of information resources, user behaviour, and information technologies. From early 

handwritten catalogues to sophisticated digital metadata systems, each stage of 

evolution has shaped how users discover, access, and retrieve information. 

Understanding this evolution helps explain why modern information retrieval systems 

function as they do today. 

 Early Cataloguing Practices and Retrieval 

The earliest form of cataloguing was simple inventory listing, where libraries 

maintained handwritten registers or lists of holdings. These lists were primarily 

administrative tools meant to record ownership rather than facilitate retrieval. 

Traditional Cataloguing Practices 

Traditional cataloguing practices, based on card catalogues and print standards, emphasized 

consistency and controlled access points. With the advent of automation and OPACs, 

cataloguing became integrated into electronic retrieval systems, expanding search 

possibilities through keyword searching and Boolean logic. The introduction of Resource 

Description and Access (RDA) further transformed cataloguing by focusing on user tasks and 

relationships between works, expressions, manifestations, and items (Riva, Le Boeuf, & 

Žumer, 2017). RDA’s emphasis on relationships enhances retrieval by enabling users to 

navigate between related resources. 

Cataloguing Standards and Retrieval Enhancement 

Standards such as AACR2 and RDA promote uniformity and interoperability, which are 

essential for effective retrieval across systems and institutions. When academic libraries 

adhere consistently to these standards, users benefit from predictable access points and 

improved discovery (Oliver, 2010). Inconsistent application of standards, however, leads to 

fragmented catalogues that undermine retrieval efficiency. 

  Automation and Online Public Access Catalogues 

The introduction of OPACs transformed retrieval by enabling keyword searching, 

Boolean logic, and remote access. However, these technological advances did not 

eliminate the need for high-quality cataloguing. Instead, they amplified its importance, 

as automated systems rely entirely on metadata accuracy.  RDA and the Linked Data 

Environment. Resource Description and Access (RDA) represents a shift toward 

relationship-based cataloguing, supporting interoperability and linked data 

environments. By explicitly defining relationships among works, creators, and 

subjects, RDA enhances discovery and retrieval across platforms (Oliver, 2010). 

Rivers State University Journal of Librarianship, Information and Contemporary Studies (RSU-JOLICS) 2025,Vol. 1

https://doi.org/10.61955/XFXMFY


 

7 

 

RIVERS STATE UNIVERSITY JOURNAL OF LIBRARIANSHIP, INFORMATION AND CONTEMPORARY STUDIES Vol. 1, Issue 2, Dec. 2025   

 

For Nigerian academic libraries, adopting RDA presents both opportunities and 

challenges, particularly in terms of training and system compatibility. 

Cataloguing Practices and Their Influence on Information Retrieval in Academic 

Libraries 

In academic libraries, information retrieval effectiveness is deeply rooted in the quality of 

cataloguing practices. Cataloguing does not merely describe information resources; it 

structures knowledge in ways that enable users to discover, identify, select, and access 

relevant materials efficiently. In the Nigerian academic library environment—characterised by 

growing collections, hybrid formats, and diverse user populations—the alignment between 

cataloguing sub-variables and retrieval outcomes becomes especially critical. This section 

conceptually aligns key cataloguing sub-variables with their specific contributions to 

information retrieval, demonstrating how each dimension of cataloguing enhances access, 

usability, and research productivity. 

 Bibliographic Description and Known-Item Retrieval 

One of the most fundamental sub-variables of cataloguing is the quality of bibliographic 

description. Accurate representation of author names, titles, publication details, editions, and 

physical characteristics directly supports known-item retrieval—where users search for 

specific resources they already know exist. In Nigerian academic libraries, inconsistencies in 

bibliographic description have been identified as a major cause of retrieval failure, particularly 

in OPAC environments where users rely heavily on exact matches (Egberongbe, 2003). 

Poor bibliographic description often results in duplicate records, incomplete entries, or 

ambiguous identification of works, which frustrates users and undermines trust in the 

catalogue. Conversely, high-quality bibliographic description enhances retrieval precision by 

ensuring that search queries correspond accurately to indexed records. Thus, bibliographic 

description functions as the structural foundation upon which effective retrieval is built. 

Subject Analysis and Conceptual Retrieval 

Subject analysis represents the intellectual core of cataloguing, as it involves interpreting the 

content of information resources and translating that meaning into searchable subject terms. 

This sub-variable is particularly significant for academic libraries, where users frequently 

conduct subject-based or thematic searches rather than known-item searches. 

In Nigerian university libraries, weaknesses in subject analysis—especially for electronic and 

multidisciplinary resources—have been shown to limit retrieval depth and relevance (Ezema, 

Ogbuabor, & Kanu, 2020). When subject headings fail to accurately reflect the intellectual 

content of resources, users encounter irrelevant results or fail to retrieve relevant materials 

altogether. Effective subject analysis, therefore, enhances conceptual retrieval by bridging the 

gap between users’ research language and the controlled descriptive language of the 

catalogue. 

 Controlled Vocabulary and Semantic Consistency in Retrieval 

Closely related to subject analysis is the use of controlled vocabulary. Controlled vocabularies 

standardize subject terms and resolve problems of synonymy, homonymy, and spelling 
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variations. In the absence of effective controlled vocabulary application, Nigerian academic 

libraries often experience fragmented retrieval results, where similar resources are scattered 

across different search terms (Sugabsen & Yinasim, 2021). By enforcing uniform subject 

terminology, controlled vocabulary enhances semantic consistency within the catalogue. This 

improves recall by ensuring that all relevant resources are retrievable under a single 

authorized term, while also improving precision by reducing irrelevant results. Controlled 

vocabulary thus strengthens the semantic architecture of retrieval systems in academic 

libraries. 

 Classification and Browsing-Based Retrieval 

Classification is another critical cataloguing sub-variable that supports both physical and 

virtual browsing. Through classification schemes such as the Dewey Decimal Classification 

(DDC) or Library of Congress Classification (LCC), resources are systematically arranged 

according to subject relationships. In Nigerian academic libraries, classification remains a vital 

retrieval mechanism, particularly for users who engage in exploratory research or who are 

unfamiliar with precise search terms. Studies have shown that effective classification 

enhances browsing retrieval by grouping related materials together, enabling users to discover 

additional relevant resources beyond their initial search intent (Aina, 2014). Thus, 

classification complements keyword and subject searching by providing a hierarchical and 

contextual retrieval pathway. 

 Authority Control and Retrieval Precision 

Authority control ensures consistency in access points such as author names, corporate 

bodies, and subject headings. This sub-variable plays a crucial role in preventing the 

fragmentation of retrieval results caused by name variants, spelling differences, or 

inconsistent headings. Although authority control is often underdeveloped in Nigerian 

academic libraries due to limited automation and expertise, its absence significantly weakens 

retrieval precision (Egberongbe, 2003). When authority control is properly implemented, it 

consolidates all works associated with a particular author or subject under a single authorized 

form, thereby enhancing both recall and precision in retrieval outcomes. 

Metadata Completeness and Digital Resource Retrieval 

Metadata completeness refers to the extent to which catalogue records include rich descriptive 

and access elements such as abstracts, keywords, identifiers, and links. This sub-variable is 

especially important in the retrieval of electronic resources, which now constitute a substantial 

portion of academic library collections. In Nigerian academic libraries, incomplete metadata 

has been identified as a major barrier to effective electronic resource retrieval (Ezema et al., 

2020). Rich and accurate metadata improves system indexing, supports advanced search 

functionalities, and enhances the visibility of digital resources in discovery platforms. Metadata 

completeness therefore directly influences retrieval effectiveness in both print and digital 

environments. 

 Cataloguing Standards and Retrieval Interoperability 

The adoption of international cataloguing standards such as AACR2 and RDA represents 

another key sub-variable influencing retrieval. Standards ensure uniformity in description and 

facilitate interoperability between library systems. Empirical evidence suggests that limited 

adoption of RDA in Nigerian academic libraries restricts the full exploitation of modern retrieval 
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features, such as relationship linking and enhanced access points (Olatunji et al., 2021). 

Standardized cataloguing practices enhance retrieval predictability and enable seamless 

information exchange across systems, which is essential in an increasingly networked 

academic information environment. 

 Professional Competence and Retrieval Quality 

Underlying all cataloguing sub-variables is the professional competence of cataloguers. 

Cataloguing is an intellectual process that requires subject knowledge, technical skills, and 

familiarity with evolving standards and technologies. Studies on Nigerian academic libraries 

consistently show that inadequate training and limited continuing professional development 

negatively affect cataloguing quality and, by extension, retrieval effectiveness (Yusuf, 2019). 

Skilled cataloguers produce high-quality metadata, accurate subject representation, and 

consistent access points, all of which directly enhance information retrieval. 

 Challenges Affecting Cataloguing Effectiveness in Nigeria: Despite the importance of 

cataloguing in Nigerian academic libraries, it faces several challenges such as: 

1. Human Capacity Constraints: Many libraries experience shortages of professionally 

trained cataloguers. Limited opportunities for continuous professional development 

further exacerbate skills gaps, particularly in emerging standards such as RDA. 

2.  Technological Limitations: Inadequate integrated library systems, poor internet 

connectivity, and lack of authority control tools hinder effective cataloguing and 

retrieval. 

3. Institutional and Policy Issues: Inconsistent cataloguing policies and weak 

enforcement of standards lead to fragmented catalogues that undermine retrieval 

coherence.  

Conclusion 

This conceptual analysis has demonstrated that cataloguing plays a decisive role in 

enhancing information retrieval in Nigerian academic libraries. By providing structured, 

standardized, and user-centred metadata, cataloguing enables effective discovery 

and access to scholarly resources. Addressing challenges related to skills, standards, 

and infrastructure will significantly improve retrieval outcomes and strengthen the 

academic library’s role in Nigeria. 

Suggestions   

From the discussions above the following suggestions were forwarded:    

1. Policy Development: Establish institution-wide cataloguing policies aligned with 

international standards. 

2. Capacity Building: Invest in continuous training and professional certification for 

cataloguers. 
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3. Technological Investment: Adopt modern ILS platforms with strong metadata 

and authority control support. 

4. Strategic Repositioning: Recognize cataloguing as a core service influencing 

user satisfaction and retrieval success. 
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