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AN APPROACH TOWARD DEVELOPING METHODS OF LIBRARY EVALUATION 

ABSTRACT 

An approach is suggested for developing methods 

for the evaluation of libraries. It consists of 

three basic steps: (1) state the library's 

primary objectives; (2) determine user require

ments; (3) establish criteria for evaluation. 

Comments are made regarding each of these steps 

as they are practiced today. Suggestions are 

made as to what libraries can do today to improve 

their evaluation procedures. 

INTRODUCTION 

As long as there have been libraries efforts have been made to 

evaluate their performance. This is a difficult task. Such evaluations 

in earlier times may have been done by a relatively simple process, 

such as counting the number of volumes, or checking to see if particular 

standard works were in the collection. Current practice is such that 

more comprehensive evaluation procedures can be used, if desired; how

ever, the fact seems to be that few, if any, current libraries undergo 

anything that approaches a realistic evaluation, either on an occasional 

or continuing basis. Few industrial or university libraries, for 

example, receive the same degree of performance audit as other units 

in the same organizations. However, there are more systematic procedures 

that can be employed for library evaluation. The intent of this paper 

is to note some of the procedures that might be used, and to suggest 

what the libraries can do at this time to help their evaluation. In 

general, these remarks are applicable to all types of libraries, but 

they will be discussed in this paper in the context of technical li

braries . 
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NEED TO STATE THE LIBRARY'S BASIC OBJECTIVES 

Fundamental to the evaluation process is the library's stated ob

jectives. That is, what is the intent and purpose of this library? 

(For example: To make a profit? To serve the faculty rather than the 

students? To be used for historical rather than current research?) 

Few libraries state anything more than a few broad generalities, and 

some perhaps have never taken the time to consider and state exactly 

what it is that they are supposed to do. As an example of some of the 

very general objectives that have been stated by individual libraries, 

let me quote some of their public statements: 

Library #1 "its purpose is to supply you as much 

pertinent information as possible for 

your job . . . , whether it be manu

facturing, administration, accounting, 

or engineering." 

Library #2 "... The engineering library is 

organized to provide for the technical 

information needs of (the) employees." 

Library #3 "... The purpose of the Library is to 

make available to (the) staff the 

scientific literature of the world." 

In order to obtain any meaningful results, the library must be 

evaluated in terms of how well it fulfills its objectives. Consequently, 

a clear statement of objectives is a prerequisite to any attempt at 

evaluation. But even if you have a statement of objectives such as the 

ones just mentioned, how can you evaluate whether or not the library 

". . . provides for the technical information needs of (the) employees," 

or ". . . makes available to the staff the scientific literature of the 

world?" The answer seems to lie in getting both a more specific state

ment of the objectives, as well as translating these general objectives 

into some more specific requirements. Presumably, these general ob

jectives and the specific requirements are stated with some reference 

2 



to, or consideration of, user requirements, another subject that is 

often treated with casual interest. 

NEED TO DETERMINE USER REQUIREMENTS 

At this point it is relatively easy to make some general statements 

about user requirements. For example: 

1. The user has a need for a reference (or document, 

or fact) retrieval service that will provide a 

rapid response to his queries. 

2. The user has a need for a timely current-awareness 

reporting service that will keep him informed of 

information of interest to him. 

However, these generalities do not provide enough guidance unless one 

can define and state more specifically each of the elements in the 

statement. In the case of the first statement above, for example, who 

is the user, and are there users with different needs? How much of a 

need is there—enough to pay X dollars for the service? What is meant 

by service—self-service, red-carpet service, on-call service, local or 

national service? Retrieval of what—citations, abstracts, full docu

ments? In what order should the answers be presented to the user—by 

relevancy, by author, by intellectual level? In microform, hard copy, 

or cathode ray tube display? What kind of queries are of interest— 

what time span, what level of intellectual difficulty, how exhaustive? 

The same kind of critical questions can be posed to the second statement. 

It is the answers to these more critical questions that will provide 

the information necessary for a more comprehensive library system de

sign or evaluation. 

At present, we do not have a complete understanding of user needs. 

We have made some educated guesses and extrapolations, but the picture 

is still incomplete. There are still many simple and fundamental ques

tions that we cannot answer at this time. For example, is it worth the 

extra cost to have inter-library loan material between distant libraries 

sent airmail in order to reduce the delay in providing the user with the 
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information? Does the value of requested information (or material) 

change with delay time as a continuous function, or is it some other 

type of step-function so that there is no value in reducing a delay 

from 14 days to 13 days, and that benefits occur only when there are 

large improvements in response times? It might be possible, for ex

ample, to obtain great improvements in the researcher's information 

system by relatively simple means such as using airmail for all traffic 

between libraries—but you can't be sure unless you have more knowledge 

of user needs and the values placed on timely deliveries of information 

and materials. At present, library evaluations must be based in part 

on best guesses and assumptions regarding user needs. 

NEED TO ESTABLISH CRITERIA FOR EVALUATION 

One point that must be faced by the evaluator is, "What criteria 

or measures are to be used to describe the performance of the library?" 

Is it meaningful to evaluate a library in terms of the size of its 

holdings or speed of service? The answer seems to be "Yes, to some 

degree." However, a number of other criteria have also been suggested. 

For example: 

Quality of the holdings (e.g., file size, coverage 
of specific fields, quality and condition of 
the file items, storage media, time span, and 
type of material in the collection) 

Number of items furnished in response to an 
inquiry 

Recall (i.e., degree to which relevant items 
were located and obtained) 

Relevancy of the search products 

Response time to satisfy user requests 

Operating costs for various aspects (e.g. 
acquisition, processing, service) 

Reliability and accuracy of the response 

Form of products and service provided 
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Amount of user traffic that can be accommodated 

Ease of user communication with the system 

Ease of modification of the system. 

Many of these factors cannot be measured quantitatively, and we 

must rely somewhat on expressions of judgment or opinion. Although 

some criteria can be stated in terms of a numeric measure (e.g., "For 

this type of library, the collection must consist of at least X volumes.") 

the ability to state a criterion in numeric terms does not necessarily 

make it a good test. 

CURRENT PRACTICE 

Library evaluations are being made by groups within libraries or in 

the library's host organization, and by groups external to the library 

(e.g., accreditation committees). However, the evaluation is often made 

in terms of some very simple and perhaps restricted measures—for example, 

total number of volumes, level of room lighting, number of chairs and 

tables for users, and volume of loan traffic. An evaluation done by 

people from within an organization may be biased by reflecting primarily 

the general impressions received by one or more influential users of the 

library. That is, an organization may hear complaints or praises about 

the library services from members of the user population, and use this 

information as all or part of the basis for evaluation. Unfortunately, 

this latter approach may only consider the most vocal users, and still 

does not provide a measure of library performance that can be related 

to that library's performance in the past or in the future. Nor does 

it provide a measure that can be related to the performance of another 

library or to accepted standards. 

For some experimental library projects, measures of the retrieval 

process, such as the degree of recall and relevancy, have been used to 

evaluate the system performance. However, these measures only tell a 

part of the story, and have not been incorporated into the regular 

evaluation procedures of any operating library. As a matter of fact, 

it appears that very few libraries have built in any kind of mechanism 

5 



into their systems to permit them to continually monitor their perfor

mance . When was the last time that your library received a good per

formance evaluation? 

One measure that has been used to some extent by libraries has been 

that of cost to perform a standard type of operation, such as the cata

loging of a book. Some libraries have developed data to describe their 

costs to perform some of these standard tasks. However, their methods 

of analysis and cost accounting techniques often have some weaknesses 

or limitations in them so that these costs cannot be used for compari

son with those of other libraries, or used by other libraries and 

extrapolated to different situations. Very little data exist (s) to 

descrihe what might be called standard times or standard costs for de

fined operations. For example, if I told you that it cost $5.00 for 

Library X to process an inter-library loan request, would you say that 

wqs good performance? What would be your basis for making such a com

parison? Can you tell me what it costs to perform each of the standard 

repeatable tasks in your library, and what the costs for those tasks were 

last year, and how they compare with the costs for your neighboring li

braries? 

It is encouraging to see some efforts starting along these lines. 

The Library Technology Projects of the American Library Association, for 

example, are beginning to furnish some data that can be of use in this 

situation. Three of their recent efforts in particular are relevant 

here: (1) a recent comparative study in methods of catalog card re

production; (2) a project to establish a national system of standardized 

library data collection for administrative and research use; and (3) a 

recent series of guidance pamphlets for small libraries, to help them 

do such things as establish objectives and keep records. One project 

in progress at Drexel Institute of Technology to develop a manual on 

work simplification in small libraries should also provide some useful 

information. 
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WHAT CAN BE DONE TODAY? 

Standard procedures are available (e.g., cost accounting, time and 

motion study, work design) that can be used to good advantage in li

braries . I would imagine that they have not been used extensively in 

libraries because the people with the problems generally did not have 

a working knowledge of these tools and techniques. At this point, the 

people with the problems have several courses of actions, such as 

developing these skills themselves or utilizing people who have the 

skills. It may be worthwhile to consider these skills to be an essential 

part of the curriculum for formal library education, as well as topics 

for workshops and other post-graduate training programs. 

Libraries should determine and state what their specific objectives 

and requirements are, and then decide upon the criteria that can be used 

for practical evaluations. Libraries should then implement a program 

to continually monitor their performance and relate it to their past 

performance and the performance of other libraries. To do this will 

require the establishment of some mechanism to continuously collect 

and process the necessary data. This data collection process should be 

built in as an integral part of the working system. Concurrent with 

this measurement effort should be a program to identify standard pro

cessing operations that are common to many libraries, and establish 

some standard times and costs for these operations so that there may be 

more meaningful norms for comparison. 
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ABSTRACT 

An approach is suggested for developing methods 

for the evaluation of libraries. It consists of 

three basic steps: (1) state the library's 

primary objectives; (2) determine user require

ments; (3) establish criteria for evaluation. 

Comments are made regarding each of these steps 

as they are practiced today. Suggestions are 

made as to what libraries can do today to improve 

their evaluation procedures. 

INTRODUCTION 

As long as there have been libraries efforts have been made to 

evaluate their performance. This is a difficult task. Such evaluations 

in earlier times may have been done by a relatively simple process, 

such as counting the number of volumes, or checking to see if particular 

standard works were in the collection. Current practice is such that 

more comprehensive evaluation procedures can be used, if desired; how

ever, the fact seems to be that few, if any, current libraries undergo 

anything that approaches a realistic evaluation, either on an occasional 

or continuing basis. Few industrial or university libraries, for 

example, receive the same degree of performance audit as other units 

in the same organizations. However, there are more systematic procedures 

that can be employed for library evaluation. The intent of this paper 

is to note some of the procedures that might be used, and to suggest 

what the libraries can do at this time to help their evaluation. In 

general, these remarks are applicable to all types of libraries, but 

they will be discussed in this paper in the context of technical li

braries . 

c « 4  
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NEED TO STATE THE LIBRARY'S BASIC OBJECTIVES 

Fundamental to the evaluation process is the library's stated ob

jectives. That is, what is the intent and purpose of this library? 

(For example: To make a profit? To serve the faculty rather than the . 

students? To be used ^s^historical rather than current research^)^ 

Few libraries state anything more than a few broad generalities, and 

some perhaps have never taken the time to consider and state exactly . 
A»w*.C 4vrvZc~/- â ZL/ '•'AV /fe tti / 

what it is that they are supposed to ao.^ As an example of some of the 

very general objectives that have been stated by individual libraries, 

let me quote some of their public statements: 

Library #1 "its purpose is to supply you as much 

pertinent information as possible for 

your job . . . , whether it be manu

facturing, administration, accounting, 

or engineering." 

Library #2 "... The engineering library is 

organized to provide for the technical 

information needs of (the) employees." 

Library #3 "... The purpose of the Library is to 

make available to (the) staff the 

scientific literature of the world." f̂ *~ ? 
I v!"v,r 

In order to obtain any meaningful results, the library must be 

evaluated in terms of how well it fulfills its objectives. Consequently, 

a clear statement of objectives is a prerequisite to any attempt at 

evaluation. But even if you have a statement of objectives such as the 

ones just mentioned, how can you evaluate whether or not the library 

". . . provides for the technical information needs of (the) employees," 

or ". . . makes available to the staff the scientific literature of the 

world?"y^The answer seems to lie in getting both a more specific state

ment of the objectives, as well as translating these general objectives 

into some more specific requirements. Presumably, these general ob

jectives and the specific requirements are stated with some reference 
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to, or consideration of, user requirements, another subject that is 

often treated with casual interest, 

NEED TO DETERMINE USER REQUIREMENTS 

At this point it is relatively easy to make some general statements 

about user requirements. For example: 

However, these generalities do not provide enough guidance unless one 

can define and state more specifically each of the elements in the 

statement. In the case of the first statement above, for example, who 

is the user, and are there users with different needs? How much of a 

need is there—enough to pay X dollars for the service? What is meant 

by service—self-service, red-carpet service, on-call service, local or 

national service? Retrieval of what—citations, abstracts, full docu

ments? In what order should the answers be presented to the user by 

relevancy, by author, by intellectual level? In microform, hard copy, 

or cathode ray tube display? What kind of queries are of interest 

what time span, what level of intellectual difficulty, how exhaustive? 

The same kind of critical questions can be posed to the second statement. 

It is the answers to these more critical questions that will provide 

the information necessary for a more comprehensive library system de

sign or evaluation. 

At present, we do not have a complete understanding of user needs. 

We have made some educated guesses and extrapolations, but the picture 

is still incomplete. There are still many simple and fundamental ques

tions that we cannot answer at this time. For example, is it worth the 

extra cost to have inter-library loan material between distant libraries 

sent airmail in order to reduce the delay in providing the user with the 

1. The user has a need for a reference (or document, 

or fact) retrieval service that will provide a 

rapid response to his queries. 

2. The user has a need for a timely current-awareness 

reporting service that will keep him informed of 

information of interest to him. 

3 



information? Does the value of requested information (or material) 

change with delay time as a continuous function, or is it some other 

type of step-function so that there is no value in reducing a delay 

from 14 days to 13 days, and that benefits occur only when there are 

large improvements in response times? It might be possible, for ex

ample, to obtain great improvements in the researcher's information 

system by relatively simple means such as using airmail for all traffic 

between libraries-^out you can't be sure unless you have more knowledge 

of user needs and the values placed on timely deliveries of information 

and materials. At present, library evaluations must be based in part 

on best guesses and assumptions regarding user needs. 

NEED TO ESTABLISH CRITERIA FOR EVALUATION 

One point that must be faced by the evaluator is, "What criteria 

or measures are to be used to describe the performance of the library?" 

Is it meaningful to evaluate a library in terms of the s 

holdings or speed of service? The answer seems to be "Yes, to some 

degree." However, a number of other criteria have also been suggested. 

For example: 

Quality of the holdings (e.g., file size, coverage 
of specific fields, quality and condition of 
the file items, storage media, time span, and 
type of material in the collection) 

Number of items furnished in response to an 
inquiry 

Recall (i.e., degree to which relevant items 
were located and obtained) 

Relevancy of the search products 

Response time to satisfy user requests 

Operating costs for various aspects (e.g. 
acquisition, processing, service) 

Reliability and accuracy of the response 

Form of products and service provided 
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Amount  of  user  t raff ic  that  can be accommodated 

Ease of  user  communicat ion with the system 

Ease of  modif icat ion of  the  system. 

Many of  these factors  cannot  be measured quant i ta t ively,  and we 

must  re ly  somewhat  on expressions of  judgment  or  opinion.  Although 

some cr i ter ia  can be s ta ted in  terms of  a  numeric  measure (e .g . ,  "For  

th is  type of  l ibrary,  the col lect ion must  consis t  of  a t  least  X volumes.  

the  abi l i ty  to  s ta te  a  cr i ter ion in  numeric  terms does not  necessar i ly  ~ t & ( f * ~ \  .  
/£.VvwV£ 

make i t  a  good tes t .  -  LJLdU liL,. 

CURRENT PRACTICE ^  1  ̂  
C4-}J ji— * -

Library evaluat ions are  being made by groups within l ibrar ies  or  in  

the l ibrary 's  host  organizat ion,  and by groups external  to  the l ibrary 

(e .g . ,  accredi ta t ion commit tees) .  However ,  the  evaluat ion is  of ten made 

in  terms of  some very s imple and perhaps res t r ic ted monourea—for example,  

total number of volumes, level of room lighting, number of chairs and /U*// 

tables  for  users ,  and volume of  loan t raff ic .  An evaluat ion done by 

people  from within an organizat ion may be biased by ref lect ing pr imari ly  

the general  impressions received by one or  more inf luent ia l  users  of  the  

l ibrary.  That  i s ,  an organizat ion may hear  complaints  or  praises  about  

the l ibrary services  from members  of  the user  populat ion,  and use this  

information as  a l l  or  par t  of  the  basis  for  evaluat ion.  Unfortunately,  

th is  la t ter  approach may only consider  the most  vocal  users ,  and s t i l l  

does not  provide a  measure of  l ibrary performance that  can be re la ted 

to  that  l ibrary 's  performance in  the past  or  in  the future .  Nor does 

i t  provide a  measure that  can be re la ted to  the performance of  another  

l ibrary or  to  accepted s tandards.  

For  some experimental  l ibrary projects ,  measures  of  the re t r ieval  

process ,  such as  the degree of  recal l  and relevancy.  have been used to  

evaluate  the system performance.  However ,  these measures  only te l l  a  

par t  of  the  s tory,  and have not  been incorporated into the regular  

evaluat ion procedures  of  any operat ing l ibrary.  /hs  a  matter  of  fact ,  

i t  appears  that  very few l ibrar ies  have bui l t  in  any kind of  mechanism 
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into their systems to permit them to continually monitor their perfor

mance. When was the last time that your library received a good per-

formance evaluation? 

One measure that has been used to some extent by libraries has been 

that of .cost to perform a standard type of operation, such as the cata

loging of a book. Some libraries have developed data to describe their 

costs to perform some of these standard tasks. ^However, their methods 

of analysis and cost accounting techniques often have some weaknesses 

or limitations in them so that these costs cannot be used for compari

son with those of other libraries, or used by other libraries and 

extrapolated to different situations. Very little data exist(s) to 

describe what might be called standard times or standard costs for de

fined operations. For example, if I told you that it cost $5.00 for 

Library X to process an inter-library loan request, would you say that 

was good performance? What would be your basis for making such a com

parison? /can. you tell me what it costs to perform each of the standard 

repeatable tasks in your library, and what the costs for those tasks were 

last year, and how they compare with the costs for your neighboring li

braries? 

It is encouraging to see some efforts starting along these lines. 

The Library Technology Projects of the American Library Association, for 

example, are beginning to furnish some data that can be of use in this 

situation. Three of their recent efforts in particular are relevant 

here: /(D a recent comparative study in methods of catalog card re

production; (2) a project to establish a national system of standardized 

library data collection for administrative and research use; and (3) a 

recent series of guidance pamphlets for small libraries, to help them 

do such things as establish objectives and keep records. ^One project 

in progress at Drexel Institute of Technology to develop a manual on 

work simplification in small libraries should also provide some useful 

information. 
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WHAT CAN BE DONE TODAY? 

Standard procedures are available (e.g.; cost accounting, time and 

motion study, work design) that can be used to good advantage in li

braries. I would imagine that they have not been used extensively in 

libraries because the people with the problems generally did not have 

a working knowledge of these tools and techniques. At this point, the 

people with the problems have several courses of actions, such as 

developing these skills themselves or utilizing people who have the 

skills. It may be worthwhile to consider these skills to be an essential 
e ^ 

part of the curriculum for formal library education,, as well as topics — 

for workshops and other post-graduate training programs . 

Libraries should determine and state what their specific objectives 

and requirements are, and then decide upon the criteria that can be used 

for practical evaluations. Libraries should then implement a program 

to continually monitor their performance and relate it to their past 

performance and the performance of other libraries. To do this will 

require the establishment of some mechanism to continuously collect 

and process the necessary data. This data collection process should be 

built in as an integral part of the working system. Concurrent with 

this measurement effort should be a program to identify standard pro

cessing operations that are common to many libraries, and establish 

some standard times and costs for these operations so that there may be 

more meaningful norms for comparison. 
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AN APPROACH TOWARD DEVELOPING METHODS OF LIBRARY EVALUATION 

ABSTRACT 

An approach is suggested for developing methods 

for the evaluation of libraries. It consists of 

three basic steps: (1) state the library's 

primary objectives; (2) determine user require

ments; (3) establish criteria for evaluation. 

Comments are made regarding each of these steps 

as they are practiced today. Suggestions are 

made as to what libraries can do today to improve 

their evaluation procedures. 

INTRODUCTION 

As long as there have been libraries efforts have been made to 

evaluate their performance. This is a difficult task. Such evaluations 

in earlier times may have been done by a relatively simple process, 

such as counting the number of volumes, or checking to see if particular 

standard works were in the collection. Current practice is such that 

more comprehensive evaluation procedures can be used, if desired; how

ever, the fact seems to be that few, if any, current libraries undergo 

anything that approaches a realistic evaluation, either on an occasional 

or continuing basis. Few industrial or university libraries, for 

example, receive the same degree of performance audit as other units 

in the same organizations. However, there are more systematic procedures 

that can be employed for library evaluation. The intent of this paper 

is to note some of the procedures that might be used, and to suggest 

what the libraries can do at this time to help their evaluation. In 

general, these remarks are applicable to all types of libraries, but 

they will be discussed in this paper in the context of technical li

braries . 
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NEED TO STATE THE LIBRARY'S BASIC OBJECTIVES 

Fundamental to the evaluation process is the library's stated ob

jectives. That is, what is the intent and purpose of this library? 

(For example: To make a profit? To serve the faculty rather than the 

students? To be used for historical rather than current research?) 

Few libraries state anything more than a few broad generalities, and 

some perhaps have never taken the time to consider and state exactly 

what it is that they are supposed to do. As an example of some of the 

very general objectives that have been stated by individual libraries, 

let me quote some of their public statements: 

Library #1 "its purpose is to supply you as much 

pertinent information as possible for 

your job ... , whether it be manu

facturing, administration, accounting, 

or engineering." 

Library #2 "... The engineering library is 

organized to provide for the technical 

information needs of (the) employees." 

Library #3 "... The purpose of the Library is to 

make available to (the) staff the 

scientific literature of the world." 

In order to obtain any meaningful results, the library must be 

evaluated in terms of how well it fulfills its objectives. Consequently, 

a clear statement of objectives is a prerequisite to any attempt at 

evaluation. But even if you have a statement of objectives such as the 

ones just mentioned, how can you evaluate whether or not the library 

". . . provides for the technical information needs of (the) employees," 

or ". . . makes available to the staff the scientific literature of the 

world?" The answer seems to lie in getting both a more specific state

ment of the objectives, as well as translating these general objectives 

into some more specific requirements. Presumably, these general ob

jectives and the specific requirements are stated with some reference 
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to ,  or  considerat ion of ,  user  requirements ,  another  subject  that  i s  

of ten t reated with casual  interest .  

NEED TO DETERMINE USER REQUIREMENTS 

At  th is  point  i t  is  relat ively easy to  make some general  s ta tements  

about  user  requirements .  For  example:  

1 .  The user  has  a  need for  a  reference (or  document ,  

or  fact)  re t r ieval  service that  wil l  provide a  

rapid response to  his  queries .  

2 .  The user  has  a  need for  a  t imely current-awareness  

report ing service that  wi l l  keep him informed of  

information of  in terest  to  him.  

However ,  these general i t ies  do not  provide enough guidance unless  one 

can def ine and s ta te  more specif ical ly  each of  the elements  in  the 

s ta tement .  In  the case of  the f i rs t  s ta tement  above,  for  example,  who 

i s  the user ,  and are  there  users  with different  needs? How much of  a  

need i s  there—enough to  pay X dol lars  for  the service? What  i s  meant  

by service—self-service,  red-carpet  service,  on-cal l  service,  local  or  

nat ional  service? Retr ieval  of  what—citat ions,  abstracts ,  ful l  docu

ments? In  what  order  should the answers  be presented to  the user  by 

re levancy,  by author ,  by intel lectual  level?  In microform,  hard copy,  

or  cathode ray tube display? What  k ind of  queries  are  of  in terest  

what  t ime span,  what  level  of  in te l lectual  diff icul ty ,  how exhaust ive? 

The same kind of  cr i t ical  quest ions can be posed to  the second s ta tement .  

I t  i s  the answers  to  these more cr i t ical  quest ions that  wil l  provide 

the information necessary for  a  more comprehensive l ibrary system de

s ign or  evaluat ion.  

At  present ,  we do not  have a  complete  understanding of  user  needs.  

We have made some educated guesses  and extrapolat ions,  but  the picture  

i s  s t i l l  incomplete .  There are  s t i l l  many s imple and fundamental  ques

t ions that  we cannot  answer a t  th is  t ime.  For  example,  i s  i t  worth the 

extra  cost  to  have inter- l ibrary loan mater ia l  between dis tant  l ibrar ies  

sent  a i rmai l  in  order  to  reduce the delay in  providing the user  with the 
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information? Does the value of requested information (or material) 

change with delay time as a continuous function, or is it some other 

type of step-function so that there is no value in reducing a delay 

from 14 days to 13 days, and that benefits occur only when there are 

large improvements in response times? It might be possible, for ex

ample, to obtain great improvements in the researcher's information 

system by relatively simple means such as using airmail for all traffic 

between libraries—but you can't be sure unless you have more knowledge 

of user needs and the values placed on timely deliveries of information 

and materials. At present, library evaluations must be based in part 

on best guesses and assumptions regarding user needs. 

NEED TO ESTABLISH CRITERIA FOR EVALUATION 

One point that must be faced by the evaluator is, "What criteria 

or measures are to be used to describe the performance of the library?" 

Is it meaningful to evaluate a library in terms of the size of its 

holdings or speed of service? The answer seems to be "Yes, to some 

degree." However, a number of other criteria have also been suggested. 

For example: 

Quality of the holdings (e.g., file size, coverage 
of specific fields, quality and condition of 
the file items, storage media, time span, and 
type of material in the collection) 

Number of items furnished in response to an 
inquiry 

Recall (i.e., degree to which relevant items 
were located and obtained) 

Relevancy of the search products 

Response time to satisfy user requests 

Operating costs for various aspects (e.g. 
acquisition, processing, service) 

Reliability and accuracy of the response 

Form of products and service provided 
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Amount  of  user  t raff ic  that  can be accommodated 

Ease of  user  communicat ion with the system 

Ease of  modif icat ion of  the system. 

Many of  these factors  cannot  be measured quant i ta t ively,  and we 

must  re ly  somewhat  on expressions of  judgment  or  opinion.  Although 

some cr i ter ia  can be s ta ted in  terms of  a  numeric  measure (e .g . ,  "For  

th is  type of  l ibrary,  the col lect ion must  consis t  of  a t  least  X volumes.")  

the  abi l i ty  to  s ta te  a  cr i ter ion in  numeric  terms does not  necessar i ly  

make i t  a  good tes t .  

CURRENT PRACTICE 

Library evaluat ions are  being made by groups within l ibrar ies  or  in  

the l ibrary 's  host  organizat ion,  and by groups external  to  the l ibrary 

(e .g . ,  accredi ta t ion commit tees) .  However ,  the  evaluat ion i s  of ten made 

in  terms of  some very s imple and perhaps res t r ic ted measures—for example,  

to ta l  number of  volumes,  level  of  room l ight ing,  number of  chairs  and 

tables  for  users ,  and volume of  loan t raff ic .  An evaluat ion done by 

people  from within an organizat ion may be biased by ref lect ing primari ly  

the general  impressions received by one or  more inf luent ia l  users  of  the  

l ibrary.  That  i s ,  an organizat ion may hear  complaints  or  praises  about  

the  l ibrary services  from members  of  the  user  populat ion,  and use this  

information as  a l l  or  par t  of  the  basis  for  evaluat ion.  Unfortunately,  

th is  la t ter  approach may only consider  the most  vocal  users ,  and s t i l l  

does not  provide a  measure of  l ibrary performance that  can be re la ted 

to  that  l ibrary 's  performance in  the past  or  in  the future .  Nor does 

i t  provide a  measure that  can be re la ted to  the performance of  another  

l ibrary or  to  accepted s tandards.  

For  some experimental  l ibrary projects ,  measures  of  the re t r ieval  

process ,  such as  the degree of  recal l  and relevancy,  have been used to  

evaluate  the system performance.  However ,  these measures  only te l l  a  

par t  of  the s tory,  and have not  been incorporated into the regular  

evaluat ion procedures  of  any operat ing l ibrary.  As a  mat ter  of  fact ,  

i t  appears  that  very few l ibrar ies  have bui l t  in  any kind of  mechanism 
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into their systems to permit them to continually monitor their perfor

mance. When was the last time that your library received a good per-

One measure that has been used to some extent by libraries has been 

that of cost to perform a standard type of operation, such as the cata

loging of a book. Some libraries have developed data to describe their 

costs to perform some of these standard tasks. However, their methods 

of analysis and cost accounting techniques often have some weaknesses 

or limitations in them so that these costs cannot be used for compari

son with those of other libraries, or used by other libraries and 

extrapolated to different situations. Very little data exist(s) to 

describe what might be called standard times or standard costs for de

fined operations. For example, if I told you that it cost $5.00 for 

Library X to process an inter-library loan request, would you say that 

was good performance? What would be your basis for making such a com

parison? Can you tell me what it costs to perform each of the standard 

repeatable tasks in your library, and what the costs for those tasks were 

last year, and how they compare with the costs for your neighboring li

braries? 

It is encouraging to see some efforts starting along these lines. 

The Library Technology Projects of the American Library Association, for 

example, are beginning to furnish some data that can be of use in this 

situation. Three of their recent efforts in particular are relevant 

here: (1) a recent comparative study in methods of catalog card re

production; (2) a project to establish a national system of standardized 

library data collection for administrative and research use; and (3) a 

recent series of guidance pamphlets for small libraries, to help them 

do such things as establish objectives and keep records. One project 

in progress at Drexel Institute of Technology to develop a manual on 

work simplification in small libraries should also provide some useful 

information. 
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WHAT CAN BE DONE TODAY? 

Standard procedures are available (e.g., cost accounting, time and 

motion study, work design) that can be used to good advantage in li

braries. I would imagine that they have not been used extensively in 

libraries because the people with the problems generally did not have 

a working knowledge of these tools and techniques. At this point, the 

people with the problems have several courses of actions, such as 

developing these skills themselves or utilizing people who have the 

skills. It may be worthwhile to consider these skills to be an essential 

part of the curriculum for formal library education^as well as topics 

for workshops and other post-graduate training programs. 

Libraries should determine and state what their specific objectives 

and requirements are, and then decide upon the criteria that can be used 

for practical evaluations. Libraries should then implement a program 

to continually monitor their performance and relate it to their past 

performance and the performance of other libraries. To do this will 

require the establishment of some mechanism to continuously collect 

and process the necessary data. This data collection process should be 

built in as an integral part of the working system. Concurrent with 

this measurement effort should be a program to identify standard pro

cessing operations that are common to many libraries, and establish 

some standard times and costs for these operations so that there may be 

more meaningful norms for comparison. 
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