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Abstract

Many libraries are facing the challenge of increasing access to electronic resources with
static, if not decreasing, materials budgets. Evaluations must be a collaborative mechanism for
the acquisition, retention, and cancellation of electronic resources, and they require planning
for policy and process before the evaluations themselves may be done. Collaboration and on-
going communication are necessary among faculty and staff throughout the library before,
during, and after an evaluation. The evaluation process must take into account the current and
future curriculum/research needs of the parent institution, how the classes are delivered, and
the budget constraints under which libraries operate. On a practical level, the process must re-
flect these concerns and include specific criteria regarding content, usability, curriculum
needs, and vendors. (The presentation is available at http://personal.ecu.edu/thomasw/
DatabaseEval.htm.)

Database Evaluation

Database evaluation is a necessary part of collection development, an especially difficult
part in light of the increasing pressure for libraries to provide research materials electronically
during a time of static or decreasing materials budgets. Evaluations must provide a collabora-
tive mechanism for the acquisition, retention, and cancellation of electronic resources, and
they require at least three components addressed here: policy, procedure, and resource evalua-
tion. Policy is approached as a way of setting the framework and rationale for decision mak-
ing. The procedures involved in database evaluation include establishing a profile of the
institution’s users; creating a working balance across content, subject area, and budget; and
developing evaluation criteria. Resource evaluation refers to the application of those
evaluation criteria to the databases and analysis of the results.

Policies

Polices provide ways to ask and to answer the question “why.” The term “policy” tends to
make people nervous, so the focus should be on the purposes for having policies for database
evaluation. Policies provide frameworks that guide decision making both in the short term and
in the long term; these frameworks allow for the opportunity to think through the appropriate
coverage balances the library needs to achieve for the content, subject area, and budgetary
concerns that it has. The policy framework takes into account issues of coverage across and
within disciplines and encourages ongoing collection analysis in order to develop and refine
the short-term and long-term goals. One of the other primary reasons to consider policy is be-
cause policies provide a means of formulating explanations for what kinds of decisions the
library must make before, during, and after the evaluation.
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Process

Process, on the other hand, entails asking and answering the question “how.” To answer
“how” questions, librarians need to develop profiles of the library’s stakeholders and curric-
ula, work within the library’s limits—those dreaded “b” words, budget and balance—and then
decide how to conduct the evaluation itself. Creating ways to carry out the evaluation includes
developing and applying criteria for evaluation and learning how to negotiate between the
subject view and the big picture.

Profiles

Profiles of the university’s stakeholders will help in the process of evaluating database
subscriptions. Subject area liaisons will do these profiles to provide context for the informa-
tion needs of the discipline and context for the institution’s overall needs. Liaisons should
consider curricula in their areas, paying particular attention to the degrees offered, accredita-
tion standards, current and developing programs and courses, and distributed education initia-
tives. The faculty’s and students’ research needs should also be considered and should include
not only current research and publishing, but also new and continuing grants.

Community outreach makes up another part of the profile: What partnerships exist be-
tween the parent institution and the surrounding community? East Carolina University, our in-
stitution, is affiliated with several local facilities and institutes. The Eastern Area Health
Education Center is housed in the Laupus Library and provides education programs in partner-
ship with other agencies and organizations to improve the health of the people of eastern
North Carolina. East Carolina has a number of educational centers committed to recruiting
teachers and enhancing the educational opportunities available to those living in the region.
Most recently, the university has begun developing a center for tourism that combines com-
munity engagement with educational opportunities in researching sustainable tourism for
North Carolina. Having the profile helps the subject librarians come together to see how their
subject areas interact with the broader campus needs.

Budget and Balance

In order to target databases for new or canceled subscriptions, libraries must confront the
“b” words: budget and balance. Having a target budget is necessary; the budget provides the
basis for establishing priorities for expending funds and allows the library to track expenses.
The overall goal is to work within the budget to find the appropriate level of support for the
disciplines, based on the institution’s needs. This is a balance issue in multiple dimensions,
though, that is, balancing access to the literature of needed subject areas as well as balancing
the allocations for resources within those subject areas. Prioritizing coverage of subject areas
within available funds is a negotiation process—it will be different for each institution and
must be worked out internally. For balance, profiles are crucial—the library must know what
its faculty members and students are researching and teaching and what its parent institution’s
priorities and goals are, in order to achieve a working balance for the library’s electronic
collections. With the profiles, budget in hand, the next step is the evaluation criteria.
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Evaluation Criteria

Developing evaluation criteria is an ongoing process, and the process itself is more im-
portant than the particular wording any institution chooses. During East Carolina’s database
evaluation project last year, the subject librarians developed together a set of criteria with four
main components: usability, content, curriculum needs, and vendor criteria. (See Appendix 1.)
Consider also the value of outside reviews and include them as part of the evaluation. Usabil-
ity criteria focus primarily on the end-user’s experience and include topics like ease of navi-
gating the interface, search options, usage statistics and turn-aways, ease of off-campus use,
and the database’s Help documents. Usability criteria also include means of access, ease of ac-
cess for off-campus users, OpenURL compliance, alerting options, and file formats for full
text documents. Content refers to the coverage of the literature of the discipline and the re-
viewed database’s fit within the array of the institution’s subscriptions. Content criteria also
consider full text and archival access issues, including embargoes and whether the library has
access to this content in another format or through another database. Curriculum needs include
current and planned programs and courses and distributed education needs. Input from teach-
ing faculty, library service points, and inter-library loan is appropriate when considering cur-
riculum needs. Vendor criteria focus on relations and support and include cost, database
response time, timeliness of updates, vendor-provided training, and problem resolution. Re-
views from Choice, the Charleston Advisor, or other sources are also taken into consideration.

Resource Evaluation

Resource evaluation refers to the application of evaluation criteria to each database and
the analysis of individual evaluations to make decisions about the acquisition, retention, or
cancellation of electronic resources. The East Carolina University libraries used the appended
evaluation criteria to complete a database evaluation project during the spring and summer of
2003. The libraries’ Electronic Resources Review Committee (ERRC) led this evaluation pro-
ject. There were several concerns to address and procedures to develop for the application of
the evaluation criteria and analysis of the results. One concern was rating the databases; liai-
son librarians wondered how to address variability among reviewers and across subject areas.
One way to address reviewer variability was to have a norming session, during which one of
the committee members demonstrated an evaluation of one of the databases, explaining
step-by-step how she arrived at her conclusions. To address variability across subject areas,
the subject librarians and ERRC had to rely on supporting current and developing curricula
and research and finding the right balance of subject-area access for our university. In order to
do this, each ERRC member headed a group of liaisons who were chosen by broad
discipline—arts and sciences, social sciences, sciences, selected interdisciplinary subjects, and
reference.

Each group evaluated a corresponding group of databases and discussed the evaluations
and impact of maintaining or deselecting certain titles. The groups then made recommenda-
tions for cancellation, maintenance, or selection of new subscriptions to cover their subject ar-
eas. The ERRC took the groups’ recommendations into consideration when providing final
recommendations to library administration. After administrative decisions were made, sub-
scription changes began in June and continued into the fall of 2004.

Resource evaluation allows subject librarians to see how their subject fits within broader
discipline coverage and how these disciplines come together to form the information land-
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scape that the library provides the university. The subject liaisons have a forum among the
groups to negotiate for their areas within a broader context, educating each other about what’s
going on in related disciplines. This is also a good forum for interdisciplinary databases. Each
group negotiates within itself its prioritization, broadening its perspective again, and the
ERRC put together the big picture by fitting all those priorities into the landscape of the uni-
versity’s needs. The librarians believe this structure worked well for us, and we hope to use

something similar for future evaluation projects.

Next Steps

What are the next steps in database evaluation? East Carolina University’s evaluation
project has taught its librarians the importance of maintaining lines of communication, both
within the library and with the other departments on campus. The next step is to extend this
process through the coming cycle of both academic and fiscal years and consider ways to es-
tablish a cycle balancing acquisitions work, cataloging, and the subject liaisons’ input. Librari-
ans at ECU don’t consider the recent database evaluation a now-finished project, but rather the
beginning of continuing collection analysis.

Appendix One: Evaluation Criteria

Evaluation criteria are arranged by four topics: usability, content, curriculum needs, and
vendor. The committee will also seek out reviews of the databases to complement the mem-
bers’ own evaluations. The criteria currently in use by the committee include, but are not

limited to:
I. Usability:
1) Ease of navigating interface

2) Search options (limits, combining results, truncation, proximity, sorting, brows-
ing, SDI availability)

3) Linking ability (includes open-URL compliance)

4) Email options

5) Print options

6) Save options

7) Usage statistics (by month, database and year), including:
a) Number of logins (or sessions)
b) Number of turn-aways
¢) Number of searches

d) Time periods for reporting: monthly, and length of access to statistics (prefer
at least two calendar years at a time—all of previous and current year data
available)

e) Availability of viewing and downloading statistics: via CSV, Excel file,
available on password protected server,
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8) Depth of indexing
9) Data accuracy
10) Auto-logoff availability
11) Email alerts
12) Special software required for data manipulation?
13) Ease of off-campus, remote use
14) Availability and ease of use for database “help” and FAQ documents
II. Content:
1) Uniqueness of content, including indexed titles and
2) Overlap/fit with other databases
3) Core database/index for subject area?
4) Interdisciplinarity
5) Full text availability
a) File format (PDF, PostScript)
b) Full text value (includes core journals)
¢) Embargo?
d) Cover to cover full text?

e) Duplication of print titles held by Joyner or Laupus (most important for a
proprietary database)

f) If duplication is evident, what is the preferred format for subject area?
6) Backfiles/archive (including full text issues above)
7) Competing electronic resources for consideration?

8) Buffet versus big-deal buying? That is, can the library consider just part of a data-
base, and will the part considered meet the library’s needs?

II. Curriculum Needs:
1) Teaching faculty input
2) Growth of programs (recent and planned)
3) Distance education needs of programs
4) Library service point input
a) Reference Department
b) Interlibrary Loan request history
IV. Vendor Criteria:
1) Cost, including the following aspects:

a) Recent years’ increases
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b) Number of simultaneous users

c¢) Competing vendors for same product

d) Can sub files be purchased as separate units

2) ADA compliancy

| 3) Provision of statistics (preferably COUNTER compliant; see www.
i projectcounter.org)

I 4) Training

: 5) Truth in advertising regarding content

4 6) Licensing issues:

a) Provision for off-campus and distance education use
| b) Inter-library loan

c¢) Coursepacks

d) Electronic reserves

it 7) Database response time

|; 8) Stability of vendor; reputation
9) Timeliness of updates

i 10) MARC records availability, cost
11) Web-browser compatibility

“ 12) Support, including:

a) Resolution of problems

! b) Response time

% | V. Reviews:
| | Choice:
i Charleston Advisor:

[
i Other source (name: ):
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