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Introduction

On December 2, 1999, Library Council appointed the Ad Hoc Task Force on Library Statistics to take a broad look at statistical measures, methods, and needs in the WSU Libraries. The Task Force was to present its final report by November 30, 2000. Because of the magnitude of the charge, this was not achieved. The Task Force has since continued its work and has made substantial headway in relation to its charge. We are now able to present the following progress report.

The breadth of the charge has made it difficult for the Task Force to make rapid progress. Any one of the items of the charge could probably form a suitable topic for a separate task force. The Libraries might be better served by appointing multiple task forces with more focussed charges to address specific statistical issues, with activities to be coordinated by a designated individual or standing group. The Ad Hoc Task Force on Library Statistics has taken steps in this direction by appointing three sub-task forces to address serial and electronic resource statistics and web-based access to library statistics. The organization as a whole has moved in this direction as well, as seen in the proliferation of groups looking at various measurement and assessment issues. Central coordination of the current efforts, however, is lacking.

Some recent efforts to clarify or improve collection and use of statistics and other measurement tools at WSUL

1986 serials count

Established a baseline for the Libraries’ “official” serials holdings—figures reported to ARL. The figures currently extrapolated from this baseline are regarded as inconsistent and inflated.

1991 DCIC Management Report Task Force

Created a list of management report desiderata.

1995-1996 Journal Use Task Force

First effort to systematically collect statistics on the use of journals.

1996 Statistics Task Force

Reviewed public service statistics and effects of location-dependent variation in collection method on the same, and instituted improvements.

1999-- Usability studies conducted by Janet Chisman, Sharon Walbridge, and others

Ongoing empirical studies of the usability of the Griffin OPAC.

2000-- Assessment Working Group

Created “to address issues related to assessing library collections, technologies and services.”

2001-- LibQual+ participation

WSUL began participation in this ARL project “to define and measure library service quality across institutions and to create useful quality-assessment tools for local planning.”

2001-- Public Services statistics project led by Lynn Chmelir

Created to compile statistics of particular interest to public service personnel.

2001-- Collection development efforts to obtain valid and commensurate e‑resource usage statistics

Collection Development and Systems personnel continue to work with electronic resource vendors to obtain valid, useful, and commensurate usage statistics.

2001-2002 Task Force to Investigate an E-journal Management Database

Charged with developing a “cradle-to-grave” tracking system for serial purchases, including electronic resources, and incorporating usage data.

Summary of Activities

The activities of the Task Force are summarized below in relation to each of its seven specific charges.

1.
Review the statistics required by national organizations (ARL, IPEDS, etc.)

The Task Force examined the ARL and IPEDS (now renamed Academic Library Survey (ALS)) questionnaires in detail, and briefly reviewed a few other survey documents from other organizations. For the ARL and ALS questionnaires, the Task Force compiled a list of correspondences identifying data elements that are common to both questionnaires or unique to one or the other, and showing how the data are collected from the Libraries’ operations. 

2.
Explore the feasibility of gathering additional statistics that will aid in the allocation of library budgets, the implementation of quality services, and the overall efficiency and effectiveness of the Libraries.

The Task Force finds that management report desiderata identified by the 1991 DCIC Management Report Task Force are still valid. Most of the reports in this list can be obtained from Griffin, but few of them are available as “canned” reports. Efforts should be made to standardize, and if possible, automate, procedures to obtain the reports, for the sake of efficiency and to guarantee that reports run at different times are commensurable. Statistics relating to journal use, and use, cost, and numbers of electronic resources, should also be collected. The serials management database task force and the electronic resource count task force are studying ways of obtaining needed statistics in these areas.

3.
Evaluate the identified needs and prioritize them.

The most pressing needs at present are:

1. a networked statistical gathering and reporting system;

2. cost, quantity, and usage statistics for electronic resources;

3. revised, accurate figures for serials holdings;

4. system-wide journal use data allowing computation of cost per use and other useful statistics. 

Efforts are currently underway, as described in this document, to address all of the above needs.

Other needs include:

5. Efforts should be made to standardize, document, and if possible, automate, procedures to obtain commonly used reports, for the sake of efficiency and to guarantee that reports run at different times are commensurable.

6. Innovative needs to develop a convenient way of accessing raw data that can then be manipulated by the system user to answer user-defined questions. Alternatively, Innovative should provide a flexible and powerful report writer that would allow the user full freedom to create new reports as needed.

4.
Review the current statistical gathering methods, consider what statistical information is available via our automated system, and outline efficient and effective ways to compile statistical data.

Task Force members collected examples of statistical gathering and reporting devices (i.e., forms, or examples of practices, such as making tick marks on a scrap of paper) used throughout the Libraries. Although this was intended as a comprehensive collection, it is certain that some statistical gathering activities and methods did not come to the Task Force’s attention; but all of the “official” statistics forms were collected. The Task Force then classified the forms in terms of data source and collection method, responsibility for collection, and use.

5.
Identify ways the Innovative Interfaces Inc. might improve their software to make the Libraries’ statistics gathering more efficient and effective.

As stated above in item 3.6., Innovative needs to develop a convenient way of accessing raw data that can then be manipulated by the system user to answer user-defined questions. Alternatively, Innovative should provide a flexible and powerful report writer that would allow the user full freedom to create new reports as needed. Al Cornish is presently researching Innovative’s Oracle-based solution to this need.

6.
Explore ways to share statistical information with library faculty and staff, as appropriate.

The discussions of the Task Force turned repeatedly to this item of the charge, which is felt to be an area in which considerable improvement is possible. The Task Force recommends that statistical gathering and reporting technologies be made available over the network, so that all library statistics will be immediately and centrally available to anyone who is authorized to view them. The Task Force appointed a subgroup consisting of Croft and Ferguson to work with appropriate Systems personnel to explore design and implementation of such a service. This group has met with Albrecht, Becker, and Chmelir, and agreed on a plan for testing the concept using ILL data. Further progress on this front will require an institutional commitment to make it a high priority.

7.
Design a programmatic plan for the implementation of these changes.

Although current efforts to address specific statistical issues will no doubt continue, and new efforts be begun, the opinion of the Task Force is that there is little point in developing any “programmatic plan” for coordination of these efforts without a clearer institutional commitment to collecting, compiling, and using statistical and other management information in a coordinated way. To be meaningful, such a commitment would require the allocation of resources—particularly human resources—to this activity. Without such a commitment, any plan would be excessively vulnerable to disruption by loss of resources, or workload variations in other areas.

Summary of recommendations

1. The Libraries, as an organization, needs to better articulate its commitment to the collection and use of statistical and other management information in decision-making. This intellectual commitment must be supported by an adequate and stable commitment of resources, especially human resources.

2. Some mechanism for coordination of statistical collection activities needs to be created, such as an individual or small standing body charged with this responsibility and authority.

3. The present Ad Hoc Task Force on Library Statistics should be disbanded.

4. The three sub-groups of the present task force, addressing centralized collection and dissemination of commonly-used statistics over the network, counting electronic resources, and counting active serials, should continue and complete their work, reporting to Library Council or its designee. These groups should also recommend suitable revisions to the existing “D-form” data collection forms.

5. Current efforts to develop a management system for electronic resources should continue.

6. Efforts should be made to standardize, document, and if possible, automate, procedures to obtain commonly used reports, for the sake of efficiency and to guarantee that reports run at different times are commensurable. This activity could appropriately be undertaken by the individual or group mentioned in recommendation 2.

7. Current investigations of alternative methods of extracting useful data from Griffin, such as Innovative’s Oracle solution, should continue.
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