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Primo Search 
 

The information resources that libraries make available to users are varied. In 

their effort to provide a comprehensive selection of quality information resources, 

libraries offer their own collections—physical or digital—as well as collections from 

sources such as other libraries, primary and secondary publishers and 

aggregators, organizations holding repositories of scanned e-books, and Web 

sites.  
 
Librarians face numerous challenges in choosing appropriate information 

resources, licensing them when necessary, and presenting these heterogeneous 

collections to patrons in a compelling and easy-to-use way. For most libraries, a 

single point of access to all of their collections is the ultimate goal.  

 

The Ex Libris Primo® discovery and delivery solution meets this goal by providing 

several complementary technologies that leverage a library’s unique collections 

and position these collections prominently in the information landscape of the 

library. A library can deploy any combination of the Primo technologies; the ones 

that it chooses depend on the specific collections that it wants to offer its users, 

the technical resources that are at its disposal, the collaborative relationships that 

it can establish with other institutions, and its agreements with information 

providers. Regardless of the technologies deployed, users have a similar, though 

not identical, experience when looking for information across all resources.  

 

In deploying Primo with its range of search technologies, libraries have full control 

over the selection and description of their collections, the way in which the 

collections are presented, and the discovery and delivery options offered to users. 

Based on an infrastructure that is independent of commercial publishing and 

handles the full spectrum of scholarly materials, Primo encourages collaboration 

among libraries, information providers, vendors, and other stakeholders. With 

Primo, libraries benefit from other collections without having to replicate the work 

done elsewhere and can focus their energy on exposing their unique collections, 

which they can contribute to the community effort to provide as much scholarly 

data as possible to users.  
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The search technologies that Primo enables libraries to deploy are as follows: 

• “Native” Primo search, enabling Primo to search in one or more Primo 

indexes and blend the results into one result list. Several deployment 

options are available for the “native” Primo search technology, and an 

institution can choose to deploy one or more of them: 

o Search in a local Primo index, an index that is derived from the 

library catalog and other collections under the governance of the 

library or the institution 

o Search in Primo Central, a centralized Primo index that 

encompasses data of global or regional significance harvested from 

primary and secondary publishers and aggregators. Primo Central 

is maintained by Ex Libris and offered as a service. 

o Search in a remote Primo index, an index of another Primo 

institution 

• Primo Deep Search, which enables Primo to perform optimized just-in-

time searches in remote resources that are not indexed by Primo and are 

compliant with the Deep Search requirements 

• Primo Metasearch, which enables Primo to perform just-in-time searches 

in remote resources that are not available through Primo Central or 

through Primo Deep Search. The Primo Metasearch technology uses 

standard metasearch protocols. 

• Primo Link, which enables Primo to direct users to the native user 

interface of a specific information resource 

 

This document briefly describes the various Primo search technologies and 

explains how only by offering a central index and a combination of such search 

technologies can a search solution respond completely to the needs of academic 

and research institutions that rely on a multitude of information resources, 

information providers, material types, and access methods.  
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Native Primo Search 

The Primo publishing platform creates and maintains a Primo index by harvesting 

and processing bibliographic metadata and any other available data stored in 

local or remote resources. Primo can divide its index into several nodes, or “sub” 

indexes, to improve load balancing and to distribute data-harvesting responsibility 

among various collections. Because Primo can perform distributed searches in 

multiple Primo indexes, it can search simultaneously in very large institutional 

collections, in collections that other institutions control, and in a central repository 

managed by Ex Libris. Primo blends the results originating from multiple Primo 

indexes and displays them as one result list. 

Local Primo Index 

By harvesting and processing metadata from a library’s catalog, its digital 

collections, its course materials, and any other harvestable information resources, 

Primo creates a local Primo index for the library. The preprocessing of the 

bibliographic data and the complete control that the library has over the hardware 

and software that it uses to create and maintain the local index enable the library 

to present its collections to best advantage and to optimize the searching 

capabilities in these collections for the user community.  
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In the process of building a Primo index, a library can apply various configuration 

and adjustment options to normalize, augment, deduplicate, and group the 

harvested bibliographic records. Furthermore, the library can control the 

information that is used for the search mechanism, for the display, and for the 

faceted categorization of result lists, and it can tailor the relevance ranking of the 

results to the library’s profile.  

 

The Primo search engine is based on the Lucene search routines, which have 

been enhanced to take full advantage of the specific nature of library materials. 

The indexing and the search process take into account metadata standards, such 

as MARC, Dublin Core, and MAB; library-oriented classification, such as the 

various subject headings; and relationships between items, such as various 

expressions of a single work. As a result, Primo offers sophisticated searching and 

an extremely rapid response time. 

 

To create a local Primo index, the library needs to harvest, process, and store 

metadata. The library might also choose to harvest the primary data—for 

example, from local repositories of articles. However, because institutions offer a 

wide range of collections, harvesting all of them to bring them into the local Primo 

index is not always feasible. Ex Libris optimizes the harvesting of information 

resources that are relevant for all Primo customers by offering a centralized 

index, Primo Central.  

 

 

Primo Central 

Primo Central is a centralized Primo index that is managed by Ex Libris in a cloud 

environment and offered to Primo institutions as a service. The information that is 

harvested and described in the Primo Central index—primarily bibliographic 

metadata, abstracts, and the full text of scholarly materials—is of great relevance 

to the global Primo community. 

 

Technologically, managing Primo Central is similar to managing any other Primo 

index at an institution; however, the Primo Central index is managed by Ex Libris 

in collaboration with information providers—primary and secondary publishers 

and aggregators—for the initial and ongoing harvesting and processing of their 

data and for the handling of authorized access to licensed resources. Primo uses 
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the harvested data to provide the discovery capabilities to users; however, 

delivery of the full text is carried out by the information provider’s system. Where 

applicable, the delivery is facilitated by an institutional link resolver such as SFX. 

 

The Primo Central index is readily available to all Primo customers and is highly 

scalable, covering hundreds of millions of scholarly materials, primarily articles 

and e-books. When required, authentication and authorization apply when a user 

accesses this central repository to obtain information based on the subscriptions 

of the user’s institution.  

 

The Primo search engine uses the Primo Central index along with the local Primo 

index. The search results from the central repository are blended with the results 

from the local index to form one set of results. Primo optimizes searches in both 

the local index and the centralized index and provides performance that is similar 

to that of searching only in a local index. 

 

Remote Primo Index 

The Primo solution can use Primo indexes of other institutions—remote Primo 

indexes—as well. By configuring Primo to aggregate results from multiple Primo 

indexes and blend them into one result list, institutions can extend their offering 

and leverage the unique collections of other institutions, thus broadening the 

scope of scholarly data in a simple and cost-effective manner.  

 

Primo Deep Search  
With the Primo Deep Search technology, an institution can offer access to remote, 

third-party information resources that are not available for Primo Central indexing 

but are Deep Search compliant. Using this technology, searches in remote 

resources resemble searches in the institution’s local Primo index: the response 

time is very short; the result lists are sorted by relevance, enabling Primo to 

combine them with results obtained from the local Primo index, the Primo Central 

index, and other remote Primo indexes; and relevant facet information, when 

provided by the remote resources, is available to Primo for display.  

 

Libraries can deploy the Deep Search technology to access information resources 

that comply with the following requirements: 
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• The response time is less than a second. 

• The results are sorted by relevance. 

• The information resource’s index can be accessed directly through an 

application programming interface (API).  

• (Strongly recommended) Facet information is provided, including facet 

titles and the number of records per title.  

 

The Deep Search component provides an efficient way to access remote resources 

that Primo does not harvest for Primo Central, such as the DTV Article Database 

Service (DADS) repository of tens of millions of scholarly articles, maintained by 

the Technical University of Denmark and accessed by Primo at the Royal Library 

of Denmark; and the repository of 1.8 million e-books at Duxiu.com, accessed by 

Primo at Shanghai Jiao Tong University. The deployment of the Deep Search 

technology requires a library to obtain the cooperation of information providers in 

furnishing the requisite API.  

 

Primo Metasearch 
To enable users to search in remote resources that a library cannot or does not 

want to harvest and are not available through Primo Central or Primo Deep 

Search, the Primo solution includes a metasearch component—the metasearch 

engine of the Ex Libris MetaLib® gateway and metasearch system. This 

component enables a patron to use the Primo search interface to launch a search 

in multiple heterogeneous resources. The metasearch component, employing 

standard protocols or special programs, converts the unified Primo query to the 

diverse search syntaxes that are supported by the information resources in which 

the user wants to search; delivers the query to the search engine of each search 

target; and collects the results once they are available at the search target. Primo 

then processes the results and either combines them with the results obtained 

from the Primo indexes or displays them as a separate result list.  

 

The metasearch technology has been deployed by Ex Libris since 2001 and relies 

on a comprehensive knowledge base that enables the MetaLib metasearch engine 

to invoke a search in hundreds of databases. Implemented by 1500 institutions 

around the world, MetaLib is one of the most widespread metasearch systems in 

use today.  
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Primo Link 
Primo Link enables users to discover information resources in Primo, link to a 

resource, and search in the resource’s native interface.  

 

Achieving a single access point for searching in all the information resources that 

a library offers its users is not always possible, given the number and diversity of 

resources. Even when used together, the local and remote Primo indexes, Primo 

Central, Primo Deep Search, and Primo Metasearch might fall short in addressing 

the technological, legal, or other aspects of some resources—for example, subject 

guides and resources that do not have a bibliographic structure, such as data 

sets. Furthermore, users sometimes want to access an information resource that 

addresses a specific need or that provides unique services. Primo, as the library’s 

information gateway, grants such direct access. By harvesting the institution’s 

SFX and MetaLib knowledge bases, Primo obtains a list of institutional e-resources 

(e-journals, e-books, and databases) and incorporates them in the Primo index, 

thus enabling users to look for information resources and link directly to them. 

 

 

Primo—the Best of All Worlds 
No single technology can cover all the discovery needs of an institution. Primo 

offers a spectrum of technologies and deployment options, as well as a 

centralized index, that complement each other and together provide a compelling 

and friendly search environment. 

 

A combination of all these options provides a complete environment and enables 

libraries to emphasize their uniqueness and to maintain their control over a 

number of factors: the selection of resources; the way in which resources are 

presented and made available to users; and the institution’s investment in 

collections, hardware, software, and the maintenance of systems and data, be it a 

local or hosted environment.  
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