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What is WorldCat?    
 
WorldCat is the world�s most comprehensive bibliographic catalog, a �super� catalog of more than 82 
million items held in 57,000 libraries around the world. You search WorldCat to find items of interest to you 
in those libraries.  See www.oclc.org/worldcat/genealogy/ for more details. 
 
 
 
Where and how do you get access to WorldCat? 
 

1) Ask a librarian if you have access, and if so, how. 
 

2) Look on your library�s Web site. WorldCat is available on the Web, and therefore may be 
accessed via a link on your library�s Web site. Try looking under lists of electronic resources, 
online databases or library catalogs, where it may be listed as �OCLC WorldCat,� �WorldCat,� 
�OCLC FirstSearch,� �FirstSearch.� If you need to perform a search, try using these phrases. 
Note that different libraries have different style links to WorldCat. 

 
3) See  www.oclc.org/worldcat/genealogy/ for more information on WorldCat access. 



 
Although WorldCat will be free for you to use, you may have to use it on a library workstation, or enter 
your library card number to access it. 
 
What page you start on may depend on how your library has set up access to WorldCat.  If you see the 
FirstSearch Home page, then choose WorldCat from either the top link or the pull-down lists of databases. 
 

 
 
 
 



From there, you will either see the "Basic" search screen or the "Advanced" search screen.   
 

 
 
 
The main differences between the Basic and Advanced Search screens are that the Basic search screen 
has more prompts and fewer choices.  You will be able to do more precise searching on the Advanced 
Search screen, but you may not need or want that additional functionality.   Note that the full text of 
material is not indexed, just the high-level description of it. 
 
There are several ways to search for genealogical material, although in reality your imagination is your 
limit: 
 

• Search for family names 
• Search for geographic locations 
• Search for organizations 

 
Yet another is to search for generic materials such as genealogy directories, magazines, software and 
other material. 
 
 
 
 



Searching WorldCat by family names 
 
The types of material you may find associated with a family name include (but isn�t limited to): 
 

• Family histories 
• Family bibles 
• Family papers 
• Diaries or journals 

• Account books 
• Autobiographies 
• Interviews 
• Pictures 

 
You can search for the family name and see what types of materials are retrieved. If you get too many 
records returned from your search, or you�re looking for something specific like a family bible, search the 
family name in combination with other terms such as �bible�. 
 
To search for items about a family, enter the family name followed by the word "family" and put the entire 
phrase in quotes.  (Librarians identify materials about a family using the subject heading "[family name] 
family" and the quotes around the words will cause them to be searched together.)  To be sure you 
retrieve items about this family, click on the down arrow next to "Keyword" and choose "Subject".  This 
will search for the family as the subject of the item.   
 
 

 



You'll get back a list of records matching your search terms, in order based on the number of libraries that 
hold the items.  
 
If you don�t retrieve many records, try the search without the word �family� but only if it�s not ambiguous.  
E.g., searching �Marsh� as a subject will overwhelm this researcher with items about swampy land, but 
searching �Bendig� as a subject will probably only retrieve records about someone or something named 
�Bendig�. To broaden this search, search �Marsh family� in the Keyword index; this includes the subject 
index as well as words from other subject-rich fields such as the title. 
 
Notice the information you get back about the set of records you retrieve.  In the gray status bar, you�ll see 
your search and the total number of records retrieved.  At the top of the list, you can see how many 
records of which types (books, sound recording, serial, archival material, etc.) are in the set, and there�s a 
symbol next to each record to show you which type that record is. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



As well as title, author, and publication information, each entry will contain additional information about 
the type of material, e.g., a newspaper, a thesis, a spoken recording, and the language of the material.  
The type of media may also be noted, e.g., microform, CD, cassette. 
 

 



Choose one of the records from the list by clicking on the title of the item.  You�ll get more detailed 
information about the item.  

 
 
From there or from the original list of records you can click on �Libraries Worldwide� to see which libraries 
have this item in their collection. 



 

 
 
The libraries are shown in alphabetical order within state, with your state and the states closest to you 
displaying first.  If your library holds the item, it will be highlighted on this list.  To see all libraries holding 
the item, click on the �Display All Libraries� link if it�s showing.  If there are only a few libraries that own 
the material, they�ll all show in the initial list of libraries screen. 
 
 
 



Searching WorldCat by locations or organizations 
 
A good way to help narrow a genealogical search in WorldCat is by using locations or particular 
organizations. These can include: 
 

• Cities 
• States 
• Countries 
• Villages 
• Townships 
• Provinces 

• Islands 
• Houses of worship 
• Ships 
• Hotels 

 
The types of materials you might locate using location or organization are endless. They include: 
 

• Newspapers and/or indexes to the 
newspapers, obituaries, birth notices, land 
transfers, etc. 

• Maps 
• Local histories 
• Meeting minutes, proceedings, annual 

reports, records 
• Celebratory information, e.g., bicentennials 
• Census records 
• Government records 
• Baptismal registers 

• Indexes to birth, death, or marriage 
certificates and other vital statistics 

• Land grants 
• Obituaries 
• Speeches 
• Tax records 
• Theater programs 
• City directories 

 



Some of the most interesting resources you may find in libraries are locally produced indexes to and 
abstracts from records or newspapers, such as this Cincinnati, Ohio post office letter list, described as a 
resource to �help family historians find elusive and transient ancestors who passed through [the city] on 
their way West.� 
 
 

 
 
These materials may be long out of print, but they�ll still be in libraries.  In all cases, try doing the most 
general type of search that still limits your results to a manageable size, e.g., search on just a town or 
county name, and only add other search terms if too many records are returned. 
 
 
 



Determining location names 
 
One useful feature in FirstSearch allows you to browse through the list of indexed terms, e.g., to find the 
exact form of location names that librarians have assigned to the materials.   
 
In the WorldCat Advanced Search, type in any location (here, Westfield, New Jersey) and choose the 
Subject Phrase index, then click the Browse Index button to see where various entities of the same name 
are located.   
 



The resulting Subject Phrase index keeps multiple words of a subject heading together, so the city and 
state names �travel together� as a search term.  (WorldCat�s Subject index would list the city and state 
separately.) 
 

 
 
Click on the one you want. The correct Subject Phrase term for that location is copied into the Advanced 
Search and you can continue knowing that you�re searching the right location.  
 

 
 



Searching names and locations together 
 
Of course, you can combine names and locations to try to pinpoint a specific family or branch of a family. 
 

 
 
 
 
Other Searching Tips 
 
Document types 
 
The records in WorldCat indicate the type of document the item, ranging from a book or a microform to 
newspapers, photographs, and even 3 dimensional objects.  From a search results list of records, you can 
click on any of the tabs at the topic of the list to see just the records of that type; in the example below, 
�archival material� has been selected.  (Note that archival material will normally be unique material held 
in a single library, unless it�s been microfilmed.) 

 



Try clicking on the �Serials� tab on your results list to find newsletters, magazines, etc. about a family.  
For serials, some libraries show the range of their holdings by year and volume when you look at the 
holdings display (see below).  If that information is listed, and you�re looking for a specific issue, you�d be 
able to tell whether the library has the issue you need. 
 

 

 
 
 
 



 
If you know exactly what you want, e.g., a map, you can limit your search to that specific type of material 
using the checkboxes on the Advanced Search screen.  There are many different limiters available�try 
pulling down the �subtype� limits to see some more.  But as always when searching, if you don�t find 
enough material or the right material when limiting a search, broaden your search by removing some of 
the limits, or consider broader terms for the search (e.g. what county is Westfield, N.J. in?). 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
Finding Newspapers 
 
As you know, local newspapers can be a wonderful source of information.  A multi-state project to 
preserve newspapers included recording them in WorldCat, so you�ll find a wide variety of newspapers 
from many periods here, along with information on which libraries still hold them.   
 
Put in the search terms for the location, and then put �newspaper� on a line where you�ve chosen 
�Material Type� from the pull down list (as shown below).  Or, for small locations where newspapers were 
probably the only things published, you could limit your search to the type �Serial�. 
 

 
 
As with names, try different variations on location names and types of material to retrieve all possible 
records if your initial search doesn�t find what you need.  
 

 
 



Another option is to do your location search and limit it to �serials,� which is a broader category than 
newspapers, then on the results screen, pull down the �Limit results� menu and choose �Newspaper.�  
This will exclude other types of serials, e.g., magazines and ongoing loose-leaf publications. 
 
 

 
 



Why did I get that item? 
 
In some cases, you�ll have to look at the detailed record to see why it was included in your search results.  
In the example below, a branch of a Marsh family appears to be included in another family�s family bible.  
 

 
 
If you see a link in a detailed record, you can click on it and WorldCat will search for that item in the 
appropriate index.  So in this case, you can click on the Named Person �Mott family� link and FirstSearch 
will retrieve records for material about the Mott family. 
 



Although not all names mentioned in a particular resource are likely to be listed in the record, the ones 
most often mentioned generally will be. And more and more libraries are creating separate records for 
chapters in books and for articles in WorldCat (see the example below), allowing researchers to find 
information buried within books and magazines. 
 

 
 
 
 
Why multiple records for the same thing? 
 
When you get results, you may see what look like duplicate entries for the same material.  These usually 
represent slight variations in publishing, different editions or reprints in the same or other formats (e.g., 
microfilm).  Try each version until you find a library useful to you. 

 



Efficient searching 
 
One way to identify your search terms is to look in the Preferred Subject Headings.  On the WorldCat 
Advanced Search, click on the Subjects button, and then enter a word or concept (here, �wills�). 
 

 
You�ll get back a list of terms related to the one you entered.   
 

 



If you �expand� a word or concept, you�ll be presented a list of related, broader and narrower subject 
headings to choose from.  
 

 
 
 
Click a term of interest to select the heading of your choice (here, �registers of birth�) and search results 
are returned for that subject heading (next page). 
 



 
 
 



�More Like This� 
 
Clicking on �Advanced options� within the Detailed Record for a resource item will let you issue a search 
for similar materials. 
 

 
 



Similar materials can include other titles in the same series, material by the same publisher, or material in 
the same general location in the library (having the same Dewey Decimal number or LC Classification 
number). 

 



You can also follow a trail to similar or related materials by clicking on any of the links within the Detailed 
Record. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



How to find other useful subject headings 
 
Another useful feature is the �Related Subjects� feature.  Once you�ve done a search and have a list of 
records, click on the Related Subjects button. This will give you the topic subjects from the first 50 
records, and may help you identify additional subjects to search, e.g., broader geographic areas such as 
counties and townships, or neighboring locations. 

 
 
 
 



Other functionality 
 
You can use WorldCat to uncover many useful resources in libraries around the world. Although WorldCat 
is a general-interest database, you can use the unique searching methods in this tutorial to find materials 
of interest rapidly. As you begin to feel comfortable searching in WorldCat, try expanding your searches.  
 
E-mailing records to yourself or others 

You can e-mail records to yourself or anyone else from any page showing the E-mail symbol.   
The information can be sent as plain text or HTML format and can include your notes. 
 

 
 
Use the e-mail button on the page showing the list of holding libraries if you want to have that list sent 
along with the record. 
 
 



Marking records for later use 
 
If you want to collect useful records as you find them, you can �mark� them by clicking on the checkbox 
next to the record on a record list or at the top of a detailed record display.  
 

 
 



As you do this over multiple searches, your marked records continue to accumulate.  You can view your 
accumulated records at any time by clicking on Marked Records in the tab bar. You can E-mail the 
collected records to yourself or someone else, or print them all in either Brief or Detailed format. You can 
also clear out your marked records with the Clear Marks button. 
 

 
 
You can find more information about using the marking feature in FirstSearch Help. 
 
 



Wrapping up 
 
You can use WorldCat to uncover many useful resources in libraries around the world. Although WorldCat 
is a general-interest database, you can use the unique searching methods in this tutorial to find materials 
of interest rapidly. As you begin to feel comfortable searching in WorldCat, try expanding your searching.  
 
For more information on using WorldCat, click on Help icon near the screen area in which you have a 
question. The Help window features a search function and a link to the complete index of Help topics, as 
well as information about the screen you are looking at. 
 
You can also ask your librarian for help in using WorldCat in OCLC�s FirstSearch service. 
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