
How to Parse OPML Online: A Practical Guide for
RSS Enthusiasts
If you have ever managed a growing list of RSS feeds or podcast subscriptions, you have
almost certainly run into the OPML file format. OPML stands for Outline Processor Markup
Language, and it is the standard way to export and import subscription lists between feed
readers, podcast apps, and news aggregators. But what happens when someone sends you an
OPML file and you do not have your usual tool handy? Or when you want to quickly inspect the
contents of a file before importing it? That is where the ability to parse OPML online becomes
genuinely useful.

I have spent years jumping between feed readers, testing new apps, and helping friends
migrate their subscriptions. Every time I move to a new tool, I end up handling an OPML file.
And every time, I wish the process were more transparent. You export your feeds, you get a file,
and you hope the new tool imports everything correctly. But what if you could open that file in a
browser, see exactly what is inside, and verify the structure before committing to an import?
That is the kind of control that a good online parser gives you.

What Is an OPML File, Really?
An OPML file is a plain text document that uses XML to outline a hierarchy of items. In the
context of RSS feeds, each item usually contains a title and an XML URL for the feed. The file
can also include categories, folders, and nested outlines. This structure mirrors how you
organise feeds inside a reader: a folder called "Tech Blogs" might contain a subfolder called
"Python" with several individual feeds inside it.

Because OPML is just XML, you could open it in any text editor and read the raw markup. But
raw XML is not pleasant to read. Tags like <outline text="My Feed"
xmlUrl="https://example.com/feed.xml" /> are functional but not user-friendly. A parser turns
that raw data into a clean, browsable view. That is why people look for ways to parse OPML
online: to get a human-readable snapshot of their subscription list without needing a dedicated
app installed.

Why Bother Parsing OPML Online?
There are several situations where the ability to parse OPML online saves time and frustration.
I have been through most of them myself.

One common scenario is when you receive an OPML file from someone else. Maybe a
colleague shares a curated list of industry blogs, or a podcast host provides an OPML export of
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their recommended shows. Before you import that file into your main reader, you want to know
what is inside. Is it well-organised? Are there duplicates? Are the feed URLs still active? An
online parser lets you preview the outline and decide whether to import it as-is or clean it up
first.

Another situation is when you are cleaning up your own subscriptions. Over time, feed readers
accumulate dead feeds, redirects, and forgotten categories. Exporting your full subscription list
as OPML and then parsing it online gives you a birds-eye view. You can spot the folders that
are a mess, the feeds you no longer care about, and the structure you want to reorganise. It is
much easier to edit a parsed view than to click through a reader interface one feed at a time.

And sometimes you just need to verify that an export worked correctly. Before deleting an old
reader account, you want to confirm that your OPML file contains all your feeds. Parsing it
online gives you immediate confidence. You do not have to trust the import process of another
app; you can see the data yourself.

How to Parse OPML Online: The Practical Steps
The core idea is simple: you provide a URL to an OPML file, and the parser fetches it, reads the
XML structure, and displays the outline in a formatted view. Some tools also let you upload a
file directly. The best ones handle large files without choking, and they show you the folder
hierarchy clearly.

When you parse OPML online, the tool typically does the following: it validates that the file is
well-formed XML, it extracts the outline elements, and it presents them as a nested list. You
can see the feed titles, the XML URLs, and any HTML URLs if those are present. Some parsers
even show you whether each feed URL looks reachable, though that is an extra feature.

I have used a few different online parsers over the years. The one I keep coming back to is a
simple tool that asks for a URL and nothing else. You paste the URL, click a button, and within a
second you see your entire subscription tree. No sign-up, no ads, no clutter. That is what a
focused tool should feel like.

What to Look for in an Online OPML Parser
Not all parsers are equal. Here are a few things I have learned to check:

File size limits. Some parsers refuse to handle files larger than a few megabytes. If
you have a subscription list with hundreds of feeds, you need a parser that can handle
it. Look for tools that do not impose an artificial cap.

Privacy. When you upload or link to an OPML file, you are sharing the full list of your
subscriptions. That can be sensitive information. A trustworthy parser processes the



file in the browser or deletes it immediately after parsing. Check the privacy policy or
the tool's description.

Display clarity. The parser should show the folder hierarchy clearly. Indentation,
expandable sections, and a clean font matter. A parser that dumps everything as a flat
list is not helpful.

Export or copy support. Sometimes after inspecting the file, you want to grab a
subset of feeds or copy the list. A parser that lets you select items or copy the outline
text is more useful than one that only shows a read-only view.

No JavaScript nonsense. The best parsers work with a simple page load and minimal
scripting. They do not track you or load third-party scripts.

Common Pitfalls When Parsing OPML Online
Even a good parser has limitations. Here are a few things I have run into.

Some OPML files use non-standard attributes. The OPML specification allows for custom
elements, and some feed readers add their own. A parser that expects only standard fields
might miss some of your feeds or display them without titles. If you see a lot of "untitled"
entries, the parser is probably not handling the file's specific schema.

Another issue is encoding. Old OPML files might use Windows-1252 or other encodings
instead of UTF-8. A parser that assumes UTF-8 will show garbled characters for non-ASCII
titles. Good parsers try to detect the encoding, but not all do.

And then there is the problem of relative URLs. Some OPML files contain feed URLs that are
relative to the export source. An online parser cannot resolve those unless it knows the base
URL. This is rare, but it can happen with exports from custom or legacy systems.

Why You Might Prefer a Dedicated Online Tool Over a Desktop App
You could parse OPML files offline using a desktop app or a command-line tool. Tools like
xmlstarlet or a simple Python script can do the job. But the convenience of an online parser
wins in many cases. You do not need to install anything. You do not need to remember a
command. You open a browser, you paste a URL, and you are done. That is especially helpful
when you are on someone else's computer, or when you want to share the parsed view with a
collaborator.

There is also a social aspect. I have sent friends a link to an online parser and asked them to
check their own OPML files. They do not need to download software or understand XML. They
just follow the link, upload their file, and see their feeds. It lowers the barrier to understanding
their own data.



Real-World Example: Cleaning Up a Messy OPML File
Last year I helped a friend migrate from an old RSS reader that had stopped being maintained.
He had been using it for nearly a decade. His OPML export was a monster: over 400 feeds,
nested in folders five levels deep, with many folders named "New Folder" and feeds with no
titles. Importing that directly into a new reader would have created chaos.

I told him to parse OPML online first. He pasted the URL of his OPML file into a parser, and
within seconds he saw the whole mess. He could see which folders were just garbage, which
feeds were duplicated across folders, and which feeds had no titles (likely dead or moved). He
spent an hour cleaning up the file manually, removing the junk, and reorganising the rest. Then
he imported the cleaned file into his new reader. It worked perfectly. That one step saved him
days of frustration.

That is the value of parsing before importing. It gives you control. It turns a blind migration into
a deliberate curation.

What the Future Looks Like for OPML and Online Parsing
OPML has been around since the early 2000s. It is not a flashy format, but it is stable and
widely supported. As long as people use RSS feeds and podcast apps, OPML will be there. The
tools to parse OPML online will continue to be useful, especially as more people seek to own
their subscription data rather than lock it into a single service.

I expect to see more parsers that integrate with other services. For example, a parser that not
only shows the outline but also checks which feeds are still alive, or that lets you export a
filtered subset. The core act of parsing will remain the same, but the surrounding features will
grow.

For now, if you have an OPML file and you want to understand its contents, the simplest thing
is to parse OPML online. It is fast, it is free, and it puts you in charge of your subscriptions.
That is a small but real win in a world where our data often feels out of reach.


