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Background

Frameworks enable complex tasks to be carried out in a structured and logical way. Many university libraries implement a range of evaluation methods to assess their services however there are not many reports of this evaluation being linked to a clear and explicit framework that is related to the strategic goals of the library. This study seeks to establish through structured interviews if evaluation frameworks are used by University libraries in New Zealand and Australia. 

Research question

The research aims to establish if explicit evaluation frameworks are used to plan and assess library services in university libraries in New Zealand and Australia; if so, what is their use and impact, and if not, why not?

Literature review

Evaluation frameworks are used extensively in healthcare (Gibson, F., Aldiss, S., Taylor, R. M., Maguire, R., McCann, L., Sage, M., et al. 2010; Green, C., & Moehr, J. ,2000; Lau, F., Hagens, S., & Muttitt, S. 2007) and are beginning to be used in other areas such as environmental risk assessment. Using an evaluation framework in libraries would ensure a consistent approach to evaluation of services and enable more meaningful benchmarking.

A literature review found few reports of frameworks being used by libraries to enable a clear and explicit approach to service evaluation. The exception was a conceptual piece by Nicolson (2004) in which the author presented a framework to help “librarians in gaining a more thorough and holistic understanding of their users and services” (Nicolson, 2004 p. 496).

A predetermined framework clearly linked to the strategic goals of the organisation ensures ongoing service improvement and accountability and enables the resources required for evaluation to be planned. In many libraries it seems that evaluation of services is carried out in an ad hoc way often in response to complaints regarding existing services or suggestions for new services.

As Nicolson states “In reality, many evaluations occur because of a problem or report requiring immediate management involvement. These last-minute evaluations are akin to modern emergency-room medicine; just as many patients wait until the symptoms become unbearable before seeking treatment, many library decision makers wait until problems force a rapid evaluation” (Nicolson, 2004 p. 496).

This study asserts that the evaluation carried out in libraries using an explicit evaluation framework will be better resourced and more strategically aligned to the goals of their organisation.

“Just as the goal of holistic medicine is reaching state of wellness for the entire body, the goal of holistic evaluations is reaching a state of wellness for the entire body” (Nicolson, 2004 p. 496) 

Method

A non-random purposeful sample of ten University Librarians were approached to take part in this study. 

A critical incident technique was used to gather information for this study. This involved interviewing university librarians and asking them to think about an evaluation of a resource or service that they had carried out in their libraries over the last year. The questions were emailed to participants ahead of time. 

“The critical incident technique, developed by John C. Flanagan, has been used extensively in a variety of fields, including library science and communication. This qualitative method puts forth a ‘flexible set of principles” that allow interview data to be sorted into patterns or relationship, and then summarized and described effectively” (Radford, 1999, p. 70)

“The critical incident technique is used to gather and analyse the most memorable experiences not necessarily the most recent. As an exploratory method used to generate descriptions of various domains of study the technique has been shown to be both reliable and valid, and appropriate for the description of communication processes” (Radford, 1999, p. 72)

The questions asked were;

Question 1.

Think about a time in the past year when you needed to evaluate the impact or outcome of a library resource or service. Please describe the service or resource and the evaluation method used.

Question 2.

Did you use an explicit predetermined evaluation framework to plan for this evaluation? i.e. was it articulated in your strategic plan and were resources expressly allocated for this evaluation?

Question 3.

Thinking about the same evaluation what went well doing this evaluation?

Question 4.

Again thinking about the same example what could have been better about the evaluation project?

Question 5.

If the evaluation was not planned what were the reasons that it was not articulated in the strategic plan?

Question 6.

Do you have anything else to add regarding evaluation of library resources or services?
Results 

Ten University Librarians were contacted and either interviewed by phone or filled in the questions in writing. Eight responses had sufficient data to be included in this study. Of the eight university librarians interviewed for this study, four are from New Zealand and four from Australia.

Summary of data collected

Question 1 The services evaluated and the measurement methods

· Reciprocal borrowing schemes (two libraries)

· Document supply services (two libraries)

· Resource discovery tool (one library)

· For credit course taught by the library

· Use of library space

· Value academic place on library services. 

· Six of the eight evaluations used more than one measurement tool. 

· Existing statistical data on usage of services was gathered and analysed in five of the eight evaluations. 

· Three used questionnaires to survey users of the service. 

· Two sought input from library staff. 

· Two used data from other libraries to benchmark their services. 

· One sought information from vendors in a formal RFI process. 

· One used financial information on cost of service. 

Question 2. Was an explicit predetermined evaluation framework used to plan the evaluation? 

· Three of the eight university librarians (two Australian and one NZ) used explicit evaluation frameworks. 

· The PIRI (Plan-Implement-Review-Improve) model was the basis for evaluation in two of these. 

· Those who used a framework also had resources allocated to the evaluation.

· Those didn’t use an explicit framework did not have specific resource allocation for evaluation.

Question 3.Thinking about the same evaluation what went well doing this evaluation?

· Increased awareness of library services (three libraries)

· Having a structured approach and carrying out the evaluation in a timely way (two libraries)

· Using all of the information gathered (one library)

· Requiring managers to think about services in a strategic sense (one library)

· Achieving a response rate of over 30% (two libraries)

· Identifying further areas for evaluation was an additional benefit (two libraries) 

· Evidence based options following the evaluation (one library)

Question 4. What could have been better about the evaluation project?

· Evaluation needs to be regular and scheduled and resourced (three libraries)

· Still embedding the framework 

· Timeframe was longer that expected (two libraries) 

· Didn’t use all of the information gathered (one library)

· Current framework looks at services in a siloed rather than holistic way (one library)

· Time taken to implement recommendations following evaluation longer than hoped. (one library)

Question 5.  What were the reasons that the evaluation was not articulated in the strategic plan?
· Had an unexpected opportunity

· No culture of regular evaluation

· Current planning model used doesn’t tie library operational plan to university strategic plan (two libraries)

· Evaluation carried out is ad hoc in response to suggestions or complaints 

Question 6. Do you have anything else to add regarding evaluation of library resources or services?

· Framework works well

· Need to focus on the mechanism for continual data gathering 

· Has to be done as part of business as usual

· Need a degree of expertise

· Time to evaluate the evaluation framework

Discussion

The three libraries that used an explicit framework were positive about the benefits.

“The SMF (Service Management Framework) is a good framework for implementing, planning and evaluating services. As we become more experienced in its implementation there is potential to reap additional benefits.”

“We will use the same approach in the next 6 months to review another service” 

They identified fewer improvement to be made to the evaluation process and had specifically allocated resources to enable the evaluation to be carried out. 

The five that didn’t use an explicit framework acknowledged that they thought a more holistic evaluation approach would benefit the library and the wider organisation.

“We need to do more it and after filling this questionnaire in, we need to plan better and more professionally”

“I don’t think evaluating library resources or services is sexy or terribly exciting and I can see people rolling their eyes when it is raised. However I think we can get better at identifying data that tells us something that’s interesting. So much data gathering and evaluation has been undertaken just for the sake of it and not really planned to tell us something we need to know or to answer a specific question. But we’re getting better at it”

“..this activity needs to be rolled into the annual calendar of activities, rather than requiring a project-type evaluation to undertake some detailed analysis..”
The main reason for not having an explicit framework in place is that there was a culture a planned evaluation and the link between the library operational plan and the organisations’ strategic plan was not strong. 
Conclusions

It is clear from this small sample that those libraries that use an evaluation framework find that using an explicit model does help them to plan and identify key objectives and measures of success and enable them to allocate sufficient resources for evaluation. 

The PIRI (Plan-Implement-Review-Improve) model appears to be an effective and simple framework for university libraries looking to implement a framework in order to improve services and increase accountability. 
“By implementing … framework[s] for holistic measurement and cumulative evaluation, library evaluators can gain more holistic knowledge of the library system and library administrators can be netter informed for the decision-making processes” p. 496 Nicholson

An explicit framework enabled a more strategic approach to the use of limited resources in carrying out evaluation processes in university libraries in New Zealand and Australia. 
Limitations
The size of the sample was small and although it encompassed 50% of the universities in New Zealand it was less that 10% of the university libraries in Australia. 
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Question 2 Explicit framework used? 
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