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Serials Catalogers Should Take the Plunge with RDA 

By Steve Kelley 

 One of the oft-touted features of RDA is that it is backwards compatible with AACR2 

and does not require that bibliographic records created using AACR2 be re-cataloged according 

to RDA instructions.  While this is true, this fact does not mean that libraries can continue to 

catalog using AACR2 rules while ignoring RDA without running into a number of problems.  

That is, AACR2 records may continue to function in an RDA environment, but RDA-encoded 

bibliographic records will cause problems for a cataloging staff that sticks to AACR2 alone.  I 

would argue that the cataloging of serials in particular will be problematic in a library that 

maintains an AACR2-only policy while other libraries move to cataloging using RDA. 

 I will admit that I may be overestimating the number of libraries that remain resistant to 

the idea of adopting the RDA cataloging code.  Perhaps the growing number of libraries that 

have adopted RDA, including the Library of Congress, has convinced reluctant catalogers and 

their library administrations to take the plunge and go with RDA.  Then again, I did recently hear 

a technical services librarian participating in a webinar ask, “What is RDA?”  So, perhaps a 

discussion of why your library should adopt RDA is in order, particularly if you catalog serials 

and other continuing resources. 

 

Differences Between RDA and AACR2 Cataloging 

 RDA was conceived as an entirely new content code, built from the ground up, and is 

intended to replace AACR2.  Accordingly, there are a number of differences, both large and 



small, between AACR2’s rules and RDA’s instructions (which is the new term for rules in RDA).  

I will now discuss some of the differences between AACR2 and RDA cataloging, and I would 

like to say at the outset that a great deal of this material is drawn from Ed Jones’s excellent book, 

RDA and Serials Cataloging.1  Anyone who is interested in learning about how to catalog serials 

using RDA would be well-served to read this book. 

 One of the major differences in thinking between RDA and AACR2 is that RDA 

emphasizes recording information “as is.”  Because AACR2 was initially developed in a world 

of card catalogs, which have a limited amount of real estate upon which one can record 

information, AACR2 frequently requires bibliographic information to be abbreviated, condensed 

and otherwise  transformed to suit a physical limitation that no longer constrains library catalogs.  

RDA takes the principle of recording information “as is” to heart, which results in a number of 

changes from AACR2. 

 The principle of “as is” cataloging means that the titles of serials can be recorded 

differently using RDA.  In AACR2, errors in titles are indicated in the title by bracketed 

information.  In RDA, titles are recorded “as is,” with a later note to indicate the correction to the 

title.  If the title is corrected on later issues, RDA requires that the correct title be recorded as the 

title proper, but that the title with the error be recorded in a note.  In AACR2, the capitalization 

of titles follows a standard style, but in RDA, catalogers may capitalize the title as it appears.  

Also, in AACR2, if the first part of a serial title is omitted (this happens often if the title begins 

with the year of the publication, as in 2012 Annual Report), the title simply begins with the first 

word after the omission.  In RDA, if the first part of a serial title is omitted, the mark of omission 

is used at the beginning of the title.  Furthermore, in AACR2, if a title contains punctuation that 



might be mistaken for ISBD punctuation, that punctuation was altered.  In RDA, punctuation is 

recorded as it appears.2 

 The “take what you find” principle of RDA does not only affect the way that serial titles 

are recorded, it affects other parts of the description of serials.  For example, in AACR2, Arabic 

numerals are substituted for other numbers in edition statements.   Roman numerals and spelled 

out numbers are changed to Arabic numerals.  In RDA, the “as is” principle requires that edition 

statements are recorded exactly as they appear on the source, non-Arabic numerals and all.3  The 

requirement to record numbers as they appear on the source also carries over to recording the 

numeric designation of issues and parts of serials.  If a serial uses numbering other than Arabic 

numerals, RDA requires the cataloger to record the numbering as it appears on the source 

(however, spelled out numbers are changed to numerals).  This is a change from AACR2.4  Also, 

in RDA, the extent of a serial is not recorded using abbreviations.  Whereas an AACR2 record 

for a serial with 52 volumes would record the extent as 52 v., an RDA record would record the 

extent as 52 volumes.5 

 In addition to RDA’s embrace of a “take what you find” or “as is” approach, it also 

encourages the more rigorous and structured recording of data.  To take just one example, in 

RDA, catalogers can now record not just the place of publication , publisher, and publication 

date, but also information about the distributor or manufacturer as needed.  In the absence of one 

of the pieces of information about the publisher, the cataloger can record the place of distribution, 

the name of the distributor and distribution date as needed (that is, in the absence of a place of 

publication, give the place of distribution, etc.).  If any of those pieces of information is missing, 

the cataloger can record the place of manufacture, the name of the manufacturer, and the date of 

manufacture, as needed.  And, if all of the dates are missing, the cataloger can record the 



copyright date, if it is known.  This is quite a change from the fairly limited and note based 

system for recording peculiarities of publication data in AACR2.  The RDA approach allows for 

the structured recording of publication, distribution and manufacture data, which can be 

important when dealing with serials, which frequently change publishers and/or may have 

somewhat confusing or sparse information regarding their publication.6 

 

Why You Need to Be Prepared for RDA 

 We now know a number of the differences between cataloging in RDA and cataloging in 

AACR2, but why is it not a tenable option for libraries to persist long-term with AACR2?  And 

why is it a particular problem for catalogers of continuing resources? 

 The biggest problem with persisting in using AACR2 that I see for serials/continuing 

resources catalogers is that serials catalogers are very fond of sharing records amongst each other.  

Serials union lists and the inter-library lending of serials are dependent on libraries using the 

same bibliographic records to describe continuing resources.  Effective inter-library loan is only 

possible if library staff can accurately identify a bibliographic resource in another library’s 

catalog, which can only happen if libraries are working with the same records to describe these 

resources.  The whole choir needs to be singing off the same page, as it were.  This process could 

be disrupted if one library has formulated the title proper of a serial using AACR2 rules while 

another library has formulated the title differently using RDA instructions.  

 Shared bibliographic records for serials and other continuing resources are particularly 

important to catalogers at small (and even a fair number of medium-sized) libraries.  I would 

hazard a guess that the large majority, if not the entirety, of the serials cataloging done at small 



libraries is copy cataloging.   In my own experience at a--not exactly small, but by-no-means 

large--academic library, outside of creating original records for a few local, fairly rare, serials, I 

almost exclusively work with copy produced by other libraries.  I do not think my experience is 

atypical for most serials catalogers at small to medium-sized libraries.  Many smaller libraries 

are dependent on the serials records produced by CONSER-member libraries that are cataloging 

in RDA. 

Catalogers at smaller libraries who are dependent on copy cataloging for serials are going 

to increasingly find that new bibliographic records for serials are cataloged according to RDA 

instructions.  If these catalogers have not familiarized themselves with RDA, these records will 

be somewhat confusing.  Furthermore, if these catalogers have not prepared their IL systems for 

the in-take of these new records, the records will fail to display information properly in the 

OPAC.  Using RDA instructions, information regarding publishers, distributors and 

manufacturers of bibliographic resources is now recorded in a repeatable MARC21 264 field, 

rather than a non-repeatable 260 field.  Also, RDA replaces the GMD (General Material 

Designation) with notes to record the content, media and carrier of a resource, which are 

recorded in MARC21 in the new 336, 337, and 338 fields.  If a library’s OPAC is not updated to 

handle the display of the 264, 336, 337, and 338 fields, this information will be lost to the public.  

The 33x fields are particularly problematic, because they replace the GMD.  With no GMD and 

the information in the 33x fields not accessed, catalog users will not be sure if the record they 

have found describes a resource that is in print, electronic, microfilm or some other format.  

While AACR2 records will still function in an RDA environment, we see that a number of 

problems will result from not preparing your catalog to accept RDA records. 



Further complicating the matter is the fact that it is not only new titles that will be 

cataloged according to RDA instructions.  Bibliographic records in the OCLC database are often 

being upgraded to RDA cataloging when they are edited for another reason.  The bibliographic 

records for serials, by their very nature, are edited more often than the bibliographic records for 

other resources.  The titles, publishers, frequency and numbering of serials often change, and this 

means that the bibliographic records describing them are frequently edited in OCLC.  Because 

serials are edited so often, I would not be surprised if we see the bibliographic records for serials 

in OCLC getting upgraded to RDA-style cataloging at a much faster pace than we see with 

records for non-serial resources, especially monographs. 

Even if AACR2-style bibliographic records in OCLC are not fully upgraded to RDA-

style cataloging, they may be changed into so-called hybrid records.  Hybrid records are 

AACR2-style records that have certain RDA elements added to them, such notes for content, 

media and carrier in the 336, 337, and 338 fields, or 264 fields for publisher, distributor, and 

manufacturer.  The number of hybrid bibliographic records in OCLC is almost certain to be, in 

the near term, far greater than the number of AACR2 records that are fully upgraded to RDA.  

The need for catalogers to understand the changes brought about by RDA and how these changes 

affect the display of bibliographic records in the OPAC remains the same whether the cataloger 

is dealing with a full-RDA records or hybrid records. 

 We see then, that there really is no way to completely avoid RDA and remain strictly 

with AACR2, and that this is especially true for serials and continuing resources catalogers.  

Between new records cataloged in RDA, older AACR2 records upgraded to RDA, and hybrid 

records, there is no escaping RDA, particularly in the intensive record sharing world of serials 



cataloging.  AACR2 may be backwards compatible with RDA, but AACR2 is certainly not 

forwards compatible with RDA. 

 

Take the Plunge on RDA 

 Now comes the pep talk for those of you who might be discouraged.  Making the shift to 

RDA from AACR2 is not so bad.  In many ways, it is actually kind of fun.  The move to RDA is 

a great opportunity for the cataloging community to re-examine our first principles, and to look 

at why we do what we do, whom we do it for, and what we are trying to accomplish.  Yes, there 

are many changes and some of them can be confusing, but the Library of Congress and 

CONSER websites have many great training materials to help you learn about RDA.  You do not 

have to do everything at once, and you do not have to be perfect right out of the gate.  Any 

mistakes you make with RDA cataloging can be fixed.  We have to accept the fact that this is a 

confusing time and mistakes will happen.  The whole cataloging community is learning about 

RDA and finding what works and what doesn’t work, so don’t be afraid to ask questions.  Lots of 

questions if necessary. 

 So, go ahead and take the plunge on RDA.  The water’s alright. 
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