
How to Parse OPML Online: A Practical Guide for
RSS Workflows
If you have spent any time managing RSS feeds, podcast subscriptions, or news aggregators,
you have almost certainly run into OPML files. OPML stands for Outline Processor Markup
Language, and it is the standard format for exporting and importing lists of feeds between
applications. The format itself is straightforward XML, but that does not mean every file you
encounter is clean. Some come from older tools, others from scripts that inject malformed
markup, and a few from sources that treat the spec more like a suggestion than a rule. That is
where knowing how to parse OPML online becomes genuinely useful.

I started working with OPML files years ago, back when Google Reader was still around and
every migration meant wrestling with exported outlines. The process was never seamless. You
would export an OPML, try to import it into a new reader, and get a vague error about invalid
XML. No line numbers, no clues about what went wrong. You would open the file in a text
editor, stare at a wall of angle brackets, and try to spot the problem by eye. That approach
works for small files, but once you have a thousand feeds in a single outline, manual inspection
becomes impossible. A dedicated tool to parse OPML online turns that frustration into
something manageable, and it saves hours of guesswork.

What Exactly Is an OPML File?
At its simplest, an OPML file is an XML document with a root <opml> element containing a
<head> and a <body>. The body holds nested <outline> elements, each representing a feed or a
category folder. A typical feed outline looks like this:

<outline type="rss" text="Site Name" xmlUrl="https://example.com/feed.xml" />
The structure is simple enough that you can write a parser in an afternoon. But the trouble
begins when attributes are missing, when the XML is not well-formed, or when encoding issues
creep in. Some files use type="link" for bookmarks mixed in with feeds. Others include htmlUrl
but no xmlUrl. A good parser needs to handle these edge cases gracefully, and that is why you
often need more than a basic XML parser.

Why Go Online Instead of Local?
You might wonder why anyone would choose to parse OPML online instead of running a local
script. There are several practical reasons. First, not every machine has a suitable runtime
installed. If you are on a borrowed laptop or a restricted corporate device, installing Python or
Node.js just to inspect a file is not an option. A web-based tool removes that barrier entirely.
Second, sharing results with a colleague or a client is easier when the output lives at a URL.

http://voidstar.com/opml/?url=https://www.empowher.com/user/4961923


You can send a link to the parsed outline instead of attaching a file and hoping the recipient
has compatible software. Third, many online parsers include visualisations and error reports
that a command-line tool would need extra libraries to produce. You get a structured view of
the outline hierarchy, complete with counts and warnings, without writing a single line of code.

There is also the matter of speed. When you need to quickly validate an OPML before
importing it into a podcast app or a news reader, opening a browser tab to parse OPML online
is faster than firing up a terminal, navigating to the file, and typing a command. For one-off
checks, the convenience is hard to beat.

What a Good Online Parser Should Do
Not all online parsers are created equal. The bare minimum is that it reads the file and returns
a list of feeds. But a genuinely useful tool goes further. It should report malformed XML with
specific error messages, pointing to the line and character position where the problem occurs.
It should detect duplicate feeds, missing URLs, and unsupported attribute combinations. It
should also handle different character encodings, because OPML files exported from non-
English applications often use UTF-16 or Latin-1 instead of the standard UTF-8.

Another feature I look for is the ability to filter or search within the parsed outline. If you have a
large subscription list, being able to find every feed about a certain topic without scrolling
through hundreds of lines is a real time saver. Some parsers also offer export options, letting
you download a cleaned version of the OPML after fixing any issues. That kind of round-trip
support turns a diagnostic tool into a full workflow aid.

Common Pitfalls When Working With OPML
Over the years I have seen the same problems surface again and again. One of the most
frequent is unescaped ampersands in feed titles or URLs. An ampersand inside an XML
attribute needs to be written as &amp;, but many feed generators omit that step. When you try
to parse OPML online, a strict parser will choke on the first unescaped ampersand and refuse
to continue. Less strict parsers may skip the offending element silently, which can be worse
because you lose data without realising it.

Another common issue is mixed content types. Some OPML files combine RSS feeds, podcast
feeds, and simple bookmarks into a single outline. A parser that treats every outline element as
a feed will produce broken imports. The best approach is to inspect the type attribute and
handle each case appropriately. If the type is missing, the parser should fall back to checking
for an xmlUrl attribute to decide whether the element is a feed or a folder.

Encoding problems are also widespread. I have seen OPML files that declare UTF-8 encoding
in the XML declaration but actually contain Latin-1 characters. A parser that ignores the



declaration and detects the real encoding will handle these files correctly. One that blindly
trusts the declaration will produce garbled text.

How a Good Error Report Changes the Game
The real value of a well-designed online parser is not just that it shows you your feeds. It is the
error reporting that makes the difference between a frustrating experience and a productive
one. When you upload a file and get a clean, hierarchical view of your outline, that is nice. But
when you upload a broken file and get a message that says "Line 142: unescaped ampersand
in attribute xmlUrl", you can fix the problem in seconds. You open the file, find line 142, replace
the & with &amp;, and re-upload. The whole process takes less than a minute.

Without that level of detail, you are left guessing. You might try to import the file into different
applications, hoping one of them will be lenient enough to accept it. That trial-and-error
approach is slow and unreliable. A parser that surfaces errors clearly is the difference between
a tool you use once and a tool you bookmark.

Practical Workflows That Depend on Reliable Parsing
There are several scenarios where the ability to parse OPML online becomes part of a regular
routine. Podcast producers often manage large directories of show feeds. Before publishing a
directory update, they need to verify that every submitted feed is valid and accessible. An
online parser can check the OPML structure, test the feed URLs, and flag dead links before the
directory goes live.

Journalists and researchers who monitor multiple news sources frequently exchange
subscription lists. When a colleague sends an OPML file, it is practical to run it through a
parser to see what is inside before importing it into a reader. You might discover duplicate
feeds, outdated URLs, or sources that do not match your beat. The parser gives you a clear
picture of what you are about to add.

Developers working on RSS-related projects also rely on OPML parsing during testing. When
you build a feature that imports subscriptions, you need sample files with known edge cases.
An online parser can validate your test files and confirm that your import logic handles the
same edge cases correctly.

Choosing the Right Tool for the Job
When you search for a tool to parse OPML online, look for one that combines clear error
reporting with a simple interface. The tool should accept file uploads and paste-from-clipboard
options. It should render the outline in a readable tree format and offer raw output for those
who want to inspect the data programmatically. Bonus points if it validates feed URLs and



checks for HTTP status codes, because a valid OPML entry is worthless if the feed no longer
exists.

I have used several parsers over the years, and the ones that stick are the ones that handle bad
input gracefully. A parser that crashes on the first error is not a parser, it is a validator that only
works for perfect files. Real-world OPML files are rarely perfect. The tools that survive in my
bookmarks are those that show me what is broken, tell me where, and let me fix it without
leaving the browser.

If you manage feeds with any regularity, take the time to find a parser you trust. Learn its
output format. Get comfortable with the error messages. The next time someone sends you an
OPML that refuses to import, you will know exactly where to go and what to do. That
confidence comes from experience, but it starts with having the right tool at hand.


