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What is a QR Code? 

QR (Quick Response) Codes are starting to become popular in the United States. It’s actually a matrix 

barcode rather than a two dimensional barcode. QR codes are also known as 2d codes, 2d barcodes or 

mobile codes.  QR codes follow the international standard ISO/IEC 18004. One QR code is capable of 

storing up to 4,296 alphanumeric characters.  It’s called Quick Response because the contents can be 

decoded at high speed. Although QR codes can be colored too, typically a QR code is a small white 

square with black geometric shapes.   

 

 

 

QR codes were originally developed by Denso Wave, a subsidiary of Toyota, in Japan in 1994. Denso 

Wave developed them for use in inventory control in manufacturing. Instead of licensing their product, 

the company released it for free. QR codes are designed to work even when 30% of the code is damaged 

(Walsh, 2009, p. 7). 

QR codes don’t require any specialized equipment. The webcam from a computer or netbook can be 

used to scan QR codes. Using a camera on a smartphone or other mobile device, a user just needs to 

have downloaded a free app (application). With some types of information added to a QR code (like a 

URL), the user would also need to have a data package or incur per use charges to read the code. Other 

information like text or a phone number would not mean additional costs to the user. Some phones 

already have an app installed.  

QR codes hold a lot more information than traditional barcodes.  The following is a list of the types of 

information that can be on a QR code: 

 Web page 

 YouTube video 

 Phone number 

 iTunes music and videos 

 Flickr slideshows 

 SMS – text messaging 
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 Documents 

 Facebook/LinkedIn/MySpace profile 

The attraction for using QR codes is that a user doesn’t have to write any text, remember a URL or write 

down information for later. Information can be embedded in a code and triggered when scanned. That 

information can also be shared by email or posted to Facebook or Twitter. Prompts for your phone may 

appear for phone numbers and text messages.  All this can happen on a device you have with you all the 

time – your mobile device. 

You may have seen one and not realized it.   New York City had giant QR codes around Times Square 
during Internet Week 2010 to publicize different city agencies. In Japan, QR code applications are all 
around. They can be found in magazine advertisements, billboards, store windows, television 
commercials and McDonald’s wrappers.  There’s even a Japanese gravestone maker who embeds the 
stone with QR codes that give more information about the buried person (Walsh, 2009, p. 7).  QR codes 
have been useful in advertising. Others can be found on Flickr, signs at tourist places, and around 
universities. 
 
 
How do you create a QR code? 

There are a number of free online QR code generators. It is really easy to create a QR code. You just click 
on the type of information you want to embed, put in the information and generate! 

 Kaywa at http://qrcode.kaywa.com 
Kaywa is produced in Switzerland. This is the simplest of sites. The QR creators just 
select the content type: URL, Text, Phone number or SMS. Enter the content. Choose 
the size of the QR code.  And “generate.” Below is a screen shot with an example. 

 
 

http://qrcode.kaywa.com/
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 iCandy at http://icandy.ricohinnovations.com/rocket2/  
This website is more sophisticated. They make the point about bridging the physical 
world with the digital world.  iCandy offers a desktop app too. The QR code creator can 
also get information on which codes are being scanned and where codes are being 
scanned. iCandy also provides some other analytics on individual QR codes.  
 

 Nokia at http://mobilecodes.nokia.com/create.jsp?terms=accepted  
Nokia also has a free QR code generator. It lets you make a link to website, text or 
create a business card (vCard).  Text is limited to 60 characters. A fun feature is seeing 
the code change as you enter additional information in the vCard form. When finished, 
one can copy and paste the code into a website, save it for sharing or print it. Nokia also 
has the option of naming the code.  Here’s the screen shot: 

 

 Other QR code generation sites include SnapMaze, Delivr, BeeTagg, I-nigma, Neoreader, 
QuickMark, Upcode, QRstuff, ScanLife, and Zxing (open source).  

 
How do you read QR codes? 

The way to find QR reader apps is to check the app store for a particular smartphone or mobile device.  
Search for “barcode” or “QR” to find an application.  The most popular ones follow: 

 iphone: RedLaser, ShopSavvy 

 Android:  ShopSavvy, Barcode Scanner 

 BlackBerry:  I-nigma 

 Other readers:  BeeTagg QR Code Reader, Nokia barcode reader, NeoReader, ZXing Reader, 
UpCode, Semacode reader, QuickMark, and Kaywa Reader 

 

http://icandy.ricohinnovations.com/rocket2/
http://mobilecodes.nokia.com/create.jsp?terms=accepted
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How are libraries using QR codes? 

The uses seem almost endless with new ideas being tried daily.  The libraries that seem to be at the 
forefront in using QR codes are the University of Bath (UK), the University of Huddersfield (also in UK) 
and the Contra Costa County Library in California.  

The University of Bath and the University of Huddersfield were early leaders in implementing one of the 
more practical applications of QR codes by automatically generating codes in their library OPACs. A 
student just scans the code for an item in the catalog and saves the title, author and classmark (call 
number). Library floor plans have a QR code that links users directly to an MP3 audio tour.  Currently, 
there’s a QR code on the University of Bath library’s home page.  Clicking on it links the user to a 
webpage in the “services” section explaining QR codes and how to use them.  The screen shot below 
shows how the QR code appears in a catalog entry: 

 

Contra Costa County Library (near San Francisco) has been using QR codes in different ways that meet 
the needs of a public library. Appendix A shows an advertisement for free downloadable audio books for 
people using public transportation. Called Snap & Go, the library has added QR codes to popular books 
to provide readers advisory recommendations. And in October, they ran a scavenger hunt where the 
clues were hidden in QR codes. 

At Nottingham Trent University (UK), the librarians found using QR Codes on event posters to be useful. 
The advantage of QR Codes is that when someone sees an event to attend, they can scan the code, and 
go directly to the booking site and register without having to remember to do it later. The QR codes can 
also carry information about the event so the user can take the information away with them. The 
librarians used http://snapmaze.com (a QR code generator) to produce QR codes with URLs which had 
been shortened by using http://bit.ly to make the URLs easier to scan and track usage. They recommend 
adding an explanation on the posters, near to the QR code, on how to download a QR reader application 
(Fletcher, 2010, p. 26). 

http://snapmaze.comr/
http://bit.ly/
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In his blog, The Civil Librarian, Chris Freeman posts of putting a 30 second video about how to place a 
hold on library materials using the library’s catalog on a QR code. He also suggests posting a QR code 
next to the library building’s dedication plague with information on the history of the library including a 
Flickr slideshow of historical photos. 

Library Success: A Best Practices Wiki has an excellent list of QR code uses in libraries. Recently, 
librarians have been updating this wiki with new practices.  (Farkas, 2010b). See the list in Appendix B. 
Meredith Farkas (2010a), who created Library Success: A Best Practices Wiki, adds a QR code to her 
instructional handouts that links to a website of further information or a tutorial. In her article, she gives 
some additional ideas for using QR codes in instruction such as linking students to a quick survey, to a 
page with reference librarian contact information, or even a link to text a librarian.  (Sites like 
www.mobilestudy.org assist in creating mobile friendly quizzes that could be used after information 
literacy sessions.) Farkas believes the most promising area for QR codes is in special collections and 
museums where exhibits and primary source material can be connected to music, websites, surveys, 
contests and videos within the library and elsewhere. 

At the University of Huddersfield, QR codes on print journal boxes link to online holdings.  In a particular 
subject area, a QR codes link to LibGuides developed by the librarians. At George Fox University, DVDs 
have a QR code on the package with the movie’s video trailer. Codes are also placed on audio book 
cases that link to author interviews and/or book reviews. They also have placed QR codes on the doors 
of study rooms so students can connect to room reservation forms.  Other libraries have added QR 
codes to equipment like microfilm readers, printers or copiers with video or written instructions on their 
use. 

Just this summer, a library vendor, Alexander Street Press started placing QR codes in its Music Online 
subscription database. It works very simply. First, the user searches for music and the playlist opens.  If 
you click on “Send to Mobile Device”, a pop-up window opens with a corresponding QR code.  Scan the 
code and the user can play the music on their smartphone or other mobile device. The music expires 
after 48 hours. The “What’s This” link goes to the Wikipedia webpage about QR codes.  See the screen 
shot that follows:  

http://www.mobilestudy.org/
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What’s the future of mobile devices? 

As was mentioned at the beginning of this paper, QR codes depend on users having smart phones or 
other mobile devices to be able to use QR codes. Based on research on the future of reference services, 
it becomes clear that the use of mobile devices will only increase in the years to come.  Robin Ashford 
(2010) in her article entitled, QR Codes and Academic Libraries elaborates that “Marketing data says we 
should expect smartphones to be in the hands of half of all U.S. mobile users by the end of 2011” (p. 
526).   

In addition, a research study conducted by EDUCAUSE Center for Applied Research by Smith and Caruso 
(2010) found that 62.7% of students studied had handheld internet capable devices.  Of those, 48.8% 
own and use the internet from handheld devices and of those 76.7% use them weekly or daily. See the 
pie charts in Appendix C to see how students are adopting mobile internet use. If and when the cost of 
data plans decreases, substantially more students will use their mobile devices to access the internet. 
With so many sites becoming mobile ready and the plethora of new apps, the increase in mobile 
device/smartphone usage would seem inevitable. 

Finally, the Association of College and Research Libraries’ (ACRL) Research Planning and Review 
Committee (2010)identified the “explosive growth of mobile devices and applications will drive new 
services” as one of the 2010 top ten trends in academic libraries.  As a result, they also state that 
“Librarians will need to think creatively about developing services for users of mobile devices” (p. 3). QR 
codes would seem to be a logical tool to accomplish this objective. 
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Summary 

From the information presented in this paper, QR codes are clearly an emerging technology trend.  QR 
codes are low cost, easy to generate, easy to scan and thus, easy to use. They provide service at the 
point of need. With the anticipated increase in the use of smartphones and mobile devices, it would 
seem advantageous to begin using this technology.  

Some additional practical considerations follow:  

 Having a more mobile friendly OPAC and website will result in higher use of QR codes.  Getting 
sites mobile ready is an important first step. 

 How do you ensure that QR codes are not tampered with? 

 Few people know what a QR code is and what to do with it. Librarians will have to figure out 
ways to educate and promote QR code use. 

 Since current data charges are prohibitively expensive for some, librarians need to carefully 
consider what information to have in QR codes. As usage grows, libraries can take better 
advantage of URLs. 

 Everything plastered with QR codes will guarantee that no one will use them. Librarians need to 
find specific, practical uses that will help their users. 

As Vila, Galvez and Campos (2010) found at the Technical University of Catalonia, just offering mobile 
services (and QR codes) added to the ways in which the library was used and improved the image of the 
library as technologically savvy.  Being ahead of the movement has worked well as a strategy for them 
and others. 
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Appendix A   Contra Costa County Library’s advertisement offering downloadable audiobooks 
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Appendix B   Library Success:  Best Practices Wiki   QR Codes 

 Lawrence University Seeley G. Mudd Library has created a QR code information page to help our 
patrons understand QR codes. We use QR codes to direct patrons to our virtual tour, to 
electronic music resources, to our mobile web site, to begin text messages to the interlibrary 
loan office, and more. Take a look at our Flickr page to see all of the ways we use QR codes.  

 Boise State University's Albertsons Library uses QR codes to link to its mobile website in its blog 
and main Twitter page. There is also an informative research guide about QR codes--what they 
are, how they are being used in Albertsons Library, tips on creating effective codes, and 
recommended QR code readers/scanners.  

 Brigham Young University's Harold B. Lee Library uses QR codes for its library audio tour.  
 Half Hollow Hills Community Library uses datamatrix codes on end stacks to lead patrons to 

subject guides on the web.  
 ACU Library uses mobile tags in library exhibits to link to songs, videos, websites, and realtime 

searches of our library catalog. It's a good way to incorporate electronic media with physical 
items and to make the display more engaging.  

 Bath University Library is adding QR codes to catalog records to offer patrons basic info about an 
item (including location and call number).  

 Biblioteca Rector Gabriel Ferraté. Universitat Politècnica de Catalunya uses QR Codes to provide 
additional information on promotional posters and to provide username and password to users 
who subscribe to the CLIC Area service (a computer classroom)  

 Lafayette College Library used QR codes for their 2010 Open House event geared to first year 
students, "Where in the Library is Carmen Sandiego: An Interactive Mystery Game". Students 
had to collect QR coded-clues from librarians stationed throughout the library.  

 RMIT Library is using QR codes for a contest it is running.  
 Ryerson University Library and Archives is using QR codes in its library catalogue and for 

downloadable audio tours.  
 Sacramento Public Library offers a QR code to patrons that will load the library's text message 

reference service info into the patron's phone. The code can be found on the Text 4 Answers 
page of the library website and the library's blog. More info at The Civil Librarian.  

 University of Huddersfield Library is using them for linking to text messaging reference service, 
videos, contact info, and, in the catalog records, providing basic info about items. See Andrew 
Walsh's presentation, "QR codes, text a librarian, and more..."  

 The San Diego State University Library is using QR Codes in its library catalog, on staff directory 
pages and on research guides.  

 Emily Carr University of Art + Design Library is using QR codes in displays and signage.  
 Contra Costa County Library is using QR codes to market downloadable audiobooks to people 

using public transit.  
 Contra Costa County Library is using QR codes on popular books to recommend further reading.  
 George Fox University Libraries are using QR codes on DVDs and audiobooks to point users to 

video trailers, on doors for room reservations and more - see our flickr set of examples [1]  
 Syracuse University Library Learning Commons is using QR Codes on their bookmarks, tabletop 

signs, and on the flyer advertising their virtual tour - see our set on Flickr [2].  
 UC Irvine Libraries is running a pilot with QR codes in the stacks. The Arts section directs QR 

code users to LC arts classification system to aid browing the physical book collections. The 
Math section uses QR codes embedded in the stacks to direct users to the Springer mathematics 
ebook collections. 

http://www.lawrence.edu/library
http://www.lawrence.edu/library/qr.shtml
http://www.lawrence.edu/library/tour/
http://www.lawrence.edu/library/mobile/#_home
http://www.flickr.com/photos/seeleyg/sets/72157624930265797/
http://library.boisestate.edu/
http://library.boisestate.edu/m
http://albertsonslibrary.blogspot.com/
http://twitter.com/BSULibrary
http://guides.boisestate.edu/qrcodes
http://www.lib.byu.edu/
http://guides.lib.byu.edu/qrcode
http://hhhlibrary.org/
http://www.flickr.com/photos/halfhollowhills/4504965499/
http://www.acu.edu/library
http://www.flickr.com/photos/aculibrary/tags/mobiletagging/
http://www.bath.ac.uk/library/
http://blogs.bath.ac.uk/qrcode/2009/03/23/uni-of-bath-library-including-qr-codes-in-catalogue/
http://bibliotecnica.upc.es/bib160
http://bibliotecnica.upc.es/bib160/serveis/area_clic/
http://library.lafayette.edu/
http://library.lafayette.edu/carmensandiego
http://www.rmit.edu.au/LIBRARY
http://www.rmit.edu.au/library/qrcodes
http://www.ryerson.ca/library/
http://catalogue.library.ryerson.ca/
http://www.flickr.com/photos/ryersonlibrary/5039468125/
http://www.saclibrary.org/
http://www.saclibrary.org/?pageId=1004
http://splcen.blogspot.com/
http://www.civillibrarian.com/2009/08/one-small-step.html
http://www2.hud.ac.uk/cls/library/index.php
http://librarymobiles.blogspot.com/2009/10/extreme-makeover-transforming-face-of.html
http://infodome.sdsu.edu/
http://libpac.sdsu.edu/search~S0?/tThe+story+of+San+Diego/tstory+of+san+diego/1%2C2%2C2%2CB/frameset&FF=tstory+of+san+diego&1%2C1%2C/indexsort=
http://infoguides.sdsu.edu/people/ppl.php?id=3
http://infoguides.sdsu.edu/people/ppl.php?id=3
http://infoguides.sdsu.edu/sub.php?id=27
http://www.ecuad.ca/library
http://www.tararobertson.ca/blog/2010/qr-codes-in-my-library
http://www.ecuad.ca/about/news/54271
http://ccclib.org/
http://trideltatransit.com/promo_free_books.aspx
http://trideltatransit.com/promo_free_books.aspx
http://m.ccclib.org/
http://guides.ccclib.org/ifyoulike/
http://www.georgefox.edu/offices/murdock/index.html
http://www.flickr.com/photos/25095603@N07/sets/72157625028207818/
http://library.syr.edu/about/departments/learning_commons/index.php
http://www.flickr.com/photos/syracuselearningcommons/5123758084/in/set-72157625135697997/
http://www.lib.uci.edu/features/spotlights/qr.html
http://libguides.lib.uci.edu/content.php?pid=35871&sid=1279288
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Appendix C   Internet Capable Handheld Device Users, 2009 and 2010 

 

Source:  ECAR Study of Undergraduate Students and Information Technology, 2010 
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