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I. Overview  
 
OpenURL allows different web systems to link together in a smarter way: via query string 
rather than specific html pages. A common application is to link a citation to one of its many resources, for 
example, to an OPAC or a database. 
 
Why the need for smarter linking? Web links can be problematic. Links sometime fail:  the link can 
be incorrect, or a page that the link is referencing might have moved. Linking between heterogeneous web 
systems is even more perilous since the author of a page displaying a web link usually does not have 
control over the site with the resource.  
 
Furthermore, some web systems are really database systems, for example, an OPAC. With an OPAC, there 
are no html pages to cite, rather, there are hooks into databases (using CGI or Java servlets). These hooks 
are likewise not standard and can change, thus making a citation link difficult to maintain. 
 
So, OpenURL is a good attempt to resolve these problems for citations.  OpenURL is a 
NISO/ANSI standard, and some providers of library technology have already implemented it. The standard 
breaks down to two parts: 
 
1. a base URL to get to the site,  
2. a query string expressing the citation.   
 
Now an HTML page author, or a web process, can link to a resource and be assured of an adequate 
response. 
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II. Examples  
 
This document provides two examples of OpenURL, both kindly provided by users .  
 
Example 1: Link from a Serials Database.   
 
The first example is a traditional use of OpenURL provided by Toby Gibson, from the Library of Rush 
University in Chicago. Rush University uses Ovid’s Medline product. Whenever a user searches the Ovid 
Medline database, the search results offer a link to Rush’s OPAC, RushCat, if the library subscribes to the 
title. The goal is to show the user the status of the resource, that is , whether or not the specific issue is 
available in the library. Toby’s example is on the search “JAMA” and “SURGERY”. This first page shows 
the hits: 
 
 

 
 
Even on this page you can see the link to RushCat as an optional resource on the far right of each citation’s 
resource list. In this example the user selects the third citation’s link Complete Reference.  
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This citation’s link Complete Reference also displays the link to RushCat: 
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and now the user links through to RushCat: 

 
 
The user can see that JAMA volume 285, issue 18 is at the library. Here, Ovid Medline made this high 
level link:  
http://libsun1.rpslmc.edu/cytools/CyberHTML?LINK+ISSN=0098-7484+VOLUME=285+ISSUE=18 
 
to RushCat rather than linking to a specific HTML page. 
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Example 2: A Library’s Journal Titles Web Page.   
 
Molly Horio of BroMenn Healthcare’s AE Livingston Health Sciences Library in Normal, Illinois, created 
the library’s journal title page: 
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Clicking on Details brings the user to the library’s OPAC view of the title: 
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Molly made the link to her library’s OPAC using OpenURL. From the OPAC the user can also link to the 
electronic resource: 
 

 
 
 
For complete information on the CyberTools for Libraries OpenURL, please see:  
 

http://www.cybertoolsforlibraries.com/library/OpenURL.pdf 
 
Thanks again to Molly Horio of BroMenn Healthcare and Toby Gibson of Rush University. 


