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57,000 ways to meet new people: the Oxford DNB online—in libraries 
and living rooms 
 
 

Autumn 2009 marks the fifth anniversary of the publication of the Oxford Dictionary of 

National Biography, which first appeared in September 2004 in print (60 volumes) and 

online (www.oxforddnb.com). Five years ago the ODNB included the life stories of nearly 

55,000 men and women (all deceased) who shaped British history, within the British 

Isles and overseas, from the Romans to late-twentieth century. Since 2004 the 

dictionary’s online edition has been extended with three updates each year, published 

every January, May and October. By late 2009 these had added a further 2000 

biographies, bringing the total complement to 57,045 life stories.  

 

Each January the dictionary’s coverage is extended into the twenty-first century with a 

selection of about 200 people who died in a single calendar year since 2001 (the next—

published in January 2010—sees the inclusion of those who died during 2006, from 

Freddies Trueman and Laker to Muriel Spark and comedian Linda Smith). Updates in 

May and October add biographies of people active from earlier periods up to the end of 

the twentieth century, and often focus on sets of individuals with a common identity: for 

example, selections of influential British gardeners, figures who gave their names to 

household brands, and pioneers of photography and film. As well as people, updates also 

make amendments and add new material to existing biographies as new information 

comes to light—something that is occurring at an increasing rate as more and more 

online sources become available. 

 

New people and changes to existing entries have been central to the ODNB’s 

continuation since 2004. But extending and updating content is only part of the story. In 

addition there is the work of introducing readers to some of the thousands of subjects 

already available to them in the dictionary. Drawing attention to existing content goes on 

in different ways on a daily, weekly and monthly basis and is important because, as we’ve 

discovered, with 57,000 people to choose from it’s often difficult for readers to know 

where to begin. 

 

This need to provide accessible routes into the ODNB became more important following 

an agreement in 2006 between the dictionary’s publisher, OUP, and the MLA (as well as 

http://www.oxforddnb.com/
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the equivalent organizations in Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland), which made the 

ODNB available online via UK public libraries both within library premises and via 

‘remote access’, allowing library members to log-in anywhere they have an internet 

connection. Since the agreement (which was renewed in 2008), the work of offering 

interesting snapshots of the dictionary’s vast content has grown in significance as the 

number of participating institutions has increased (today 90% of UK public library 

authorities offer the ODNB online) and as readers have become increasingly familiar 

with remote access schemes. It is a change seen in the four-fold increase in ODNB usage 

between 2006 and 2009 (an increase from 20,000 library log-in/quarter to 

90,000/quarter for English institutions), with by far the greatest activity taking place 

remotely beyond from library premises.  

 

This trend is obviously pleasing to Oxford DNB editors who seek to promote the 

dictionary as a national record of people in British history—akin to a national gallery or 

museum to which all visitors are welcome, whether it’s to find specific information, for 

general research, or for an entertaining browse through the collection. Explanations for 

the growth in online usage clearly owe much to improved internet capability, to readers’ 

better appreciation of what’s available, and to librarians’ promotion of online services. 

But we suspect it also owes something to the efforts of ODNB staff, and beginning in 

earnest with the 2006 MLA agreement, to select interesting snippets of existing content 

and to make these available in a variety of online formats. It is, we hope, work that is of 

benefit to the dictionary in raising the title’s profile and attracting new readers; to 

readers who may discover new ways of using the national record (for example, in the 

context of local history); and to librarians with whom we work to make the most of their 

institution’s subscription. 

 

The remainder of this article provides a handful examples of these ‘outreach’ activities 

with a focus on several partnerships between OUP editors and reference librarians. But 

first, it’s worth noting that these one-to-one partnerships exist alongside regularly 

changing content that is always directly available from the ODNB site. Daily we select a 

topical ‘Life of the Day’ (usually marking a person’s birth or death date) and once a 

fortnight there’s an episode in our free biography podcast—downloaded by roughly 

45,000 people/month and with an archive of 75 episodes. Both services are accessible 

via email subscription, RSS feed, and (for the podcast) via Apple iTunes. These and other 

http://www.oxforddnb.com/public/lotw/
http://www.oup.com/oxforddnb/info/freeodnb/pod/
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online features appear as part of a monthly selection of topical content in the right-hand 

panel of the dictionary’s homepage to which all readers have access via their library’s 

subscription. Approximately once a month we also produce ‘feature pages’. These 

highlight people connected to popular anniversaries and topical news events or identify 

historical figures with strong links to regions within the British Isles. Recent examples 

include a commemoration of the 1918 Armistice, tie-ins to current events such the start 

of a new football season, and a map of ‘local heroes’, for the Historical Association’s 

Local History Month. As before, all such features are distributed by RSS feed, appear in 

monthly summaries of topical content, and are archived in an Open Shelves section of 

the ODNB site. 

 

Making connections between people and places is also a rich seam for partnerships with 

individual public libraries. One such link-up is that with Lancashire County Libraries 

and Information Services for whom the ODNB has prepared a bespoke page (hosted by 

OUP) highlighting a selection of well-known county figures as part of the library’s own 

‘Lancashire Pioneers’ project. In addition to further reading on subjects chosen by 

library staff, and snapshots of dictionary content for readers who might not otherwise 

consult this resource, the ‘Pioneers’ feature provides a ‘reminder’ about remote access 

(something outlined in all outreach features), as well as tips on how readers might use 

the ODNB for their own research—for example, local and family historians searching for 

people by place (grouping together individuals born, resident or died at county, town, 

village and street level). With a similar feature (to mark the city’s 800th anniversary), 

Liverpool Central Library went a step further by also setting up a series of five short BBC 

radio interviews in which ODNB editorial staff appeared over the course of a week to 

discuss selected figures and to promote library access.  

 

People and places also featured in a partnership with Oxfordshire Library Service to 

provide a competition published in the county council’s magazine delivered to all 

households in late 2008. The competition, compiled by ODNB editors, highlighted well-

known individuals or events across Oxfordshire and invited people to test—or extend—

their local knowledge. Once more, the promotion was a chance to publicize the simplicity 

of online home access, and so to remind readers of the existence of viable alternatives to 

the increasingly ingrained habit of Googling for quick, but not necessarily accurate, 

answers on the open web. Further opportunities for library partnerships have made use 

http://www.oxforddnb.com/
http://www.oxforddnb.com/public/armistice/
http://www.oxforddnb.com/public/football.html
http://www.oxforddnb.com/public/localheroes/
http://www.oup.com/oxforddnb/info/freeodnb/shelves/
http://www.oup.com/oxforddnb/info/freeodnb/libraries/lancs/
http://www.oup.com/oxforddnb/info/freeodnb/shelves/liverpool/
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of annual calendar events. In 2008, for example, we supplied a short quiz to Sheffield 

Library Authority for use as part of their own promotion of a St Valentine’s Day theme. 

The competition was again devised by ODNB staff (something that’s easy to do given our 

knowledge of the dictionary’s content), and drew attention to the love lives of five 

historical figures, with answers easily obtained by name and text searches. Provided as a 

simple list, the quiz could be added to Sheffield’s own site with minimum fuss (we are 

conscious of the restrictions placed on some library sites in terms of presentation styles 

or date-specific initiatives), and the winners received a selection of OUP World Classics 

on suitably romantic themes.  

 

In contrast to occasional features such as these, a final example of public library outreach 

is the permanent search box which, added to a library’s site, serves as a gateway to the 

dictionary’s content. Comments from librarians who’ve incorporated these boxes 

confirm their popularity, especially when accompanied by a prompt to discover who in 

history shares your birthday or surname (currently we have 468 Smiths and keep up 

with 293 Joneses). Simpler still is a pre-populated search that invites readers to find out 

who was born, educated, or lived in their town by clicking a permanent link. At the very 

least such devices offer insights into sets of life stories that are otherwise impossible to 

assemble. But there’s no reason why this simple search shouldn’t lead on to a 

demonstration of the ODNB as a tool for family and local historians or for teachers and 

pupils looking to study historical subjects in a local context (see, for instance, 

Westminster Libraries’ guide on YouTube). With the ODNB, online, for example, it takes 

seconds to bring together 30 women who lived in late Victorian Manchester and were 

active in politics—in short, a snapshot of a regional suffrage movement and a good 

starting point for further research regarding their backgrounds, upbringings and actions.  

 

Over the past couple of years, the ODNB’s availability in UK public libraries—coupled 

with the popularity of remote access—has enabled a growing number of public libraries 

to interpret and promote aspects of this national collection for themselves—be it in terms 

of people and places, anniversaries, or historical topics in the news. The results so far are 

encouraging. Collectively such activity brings the ODNB and other reference titles to the 

attention of tens of thousands of library members on a monthly basis. It’s a trend ODNB 

editors are keen to maintain to develop ties with public library subscribers. Requests, 

http://www.oup.com/oxforddnb/info/library/telling/
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1OdebH7M_pw
http://fds.oup.com/www.oup.com/pdf/online_products/dnbsearchcard.pdf
http://fds.oup.com/www.oup.com/pdf/online_products/dnbsearchcard.pdf
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comments on what’s you’d like, and ideas for future partnerships are therefore very 

welcome. 

 

Philip Carter, Publication editor, Oxford DNB, philip.carter@oup.com  
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