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Library value and impact: taking the step from knowing it to 

showing it 

Mary Dunne, Mairea Nelson, Lucy Dillon and Brian Galvin 

 

Abstract 

The National Documentation Centre on Drug Use (NDC) is a unique Irish 

information resource that embraces elements of several library types: national, 

public, special, academic, digital, and health. This paper presents the results of an 

evaluation study carried out by NDC staff in two parts, a value survey and impact 

interviews. Both quantitative and qualitative methods were used to examine 

aspects of the value and impact of the NDC‟s resources and services. Many 

elements of our approach worked well and contributed to the achievement of our 

aims and objectives. We outline our approach and suggest some modifications 

that we might make if we were to repeat the study.  

1 Introduction 

Demonstrating library value and impact is difficult (Jubb, Rowlands and Nicholas, 

2013; Lacey Bryant and Gray 2006). Yet library management requires us to ask 

ourselves: Are we meeting our clients‟ needs and our organization‟s goals 

effectively, and what is the impact of our efforts? (O‟Connor, 2002).  
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The National Documentation Centre on Drug Use (NDC) is an information 

resource that supports researchers, policy makers, educators and practitioners 

working to develop the knowledge base around drug and alcohol use. The NDC is 

based within the Health Research Board, which is the lead agency in Ireland 

supporting and funding health research. 

Marking ten years of service in 2012, NDC staff carried out an evaluation study in 

two parts. The first examined aspects of value (users‟ satisfaction with, and the 

usefulness of, NDC resources and services), and the second investigated impact 

(how using the NDC affected users‟ work and study). This paper presents our 

approach, our key findings, and the lessons we learned along the way. 

1.1  Objectives 

Our study aim was to provide a picture of NDC value and impact that could 

inform future service development. 

The primary objectives of the study were to assess: 

 users‟ satisfaction with NDC services; 

 the usefulness of NDC resources for users‟ work and study; 

 the impact of the NDC on users‟ work and study. 

1.2  Setting 

The NDC electronic repository, available through our website, provides access to 

a comprehensive collection of Irish and international research and information 

related to alcohol and other drugs. This resource is supplemented by our public 

library of hardcopy books and reports, journals and bibliographic databases. 

The NDC embraces elements of several library types: national, public, special, 

academic, digital, and health. This broad remit calls for particular care in the 

choice of assessment tools and in making comparisons with other library studies. 

Health, special, and academic libraries, for example, normally have a defined 

population and setting (such as students in a university, employees of an 

organisation, or medical staff in a hospital). In contrast, the NDC is used by 

practitioners, policy makers and students of health, social care, criminal justice 

and related fields, across Ireland and beyond. 

2 Literature review 

2.1  Defining terms 

The terminology of library evaluation is complex; the terms value and impact 

have been variously defined in the literature over the years. Although a thing can 

have value but no impact (and vice versa), the two terms are related (Cram, 1999). 

Impact is often described as the effect of a service on its users (and others) 

(Lockyer, Conyers and Creaser, 2006; Markless and Streatfield, 2006; Poll and 

Payne, 2006). Urquhart and Hepworth (1995, 33) define value as “the benefit the 

user obtains from the use of information and the effect of that use”. In this sense, 

impact may be viewed as an aspect of value. 
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Impact may also be viewed as related to outcome, with some authors treating the 

terms as inter-changeable (McNicol, 2005), while others provide distinct, 

sometimes contrasting, definitions (South Australian Community Health Research 

Unit, 2008; Bawden et al., 2009; Folio, 2009; Lockyer, Conyers and Creaser, 

2006; Abels, Cogdill and Zach, 2004). Perhaps the most straightforward 

distinction between outcome and impact is made by Brettle et al. (2011, 20):  

“Outcome measures are used to determine the effectiveness of an intervention 

(whether the intervention works), whereas impact measures seek to establish 

whether the intervention has made a difference.”  

(Brettle et al., 2011, 20) 

Poll (2012a) shows how both impact and outcome contribute to value.  

An assessment of impact therefore determines what real difference a library or 

information service (LIS) is making to its users, usually in terms of effects on 

their work (Bawden et al., 2009). These effects, or changes, may be immediate or 

long-term, intended or unintended, positive or negative (Poll, 2005; Poll and 

Payne, 2006). Markless and Streatfield (2006, 64) identified four types of change 

that can occur for users as a result of their contact with a library‟s resources: 

 affective – effects on attitudes or perceptions (e.g. increased levels of 

confidence); 

 knowledge-based – knowing about key sources of relevant information (e.g. 

what database is most appropriate); 

 behavioural – people do things differently (e.g. doing something more or less 

often); 

 competence-based – people do things more effectively (e.g. improved search 

techniques). 

2.2  Measuring value and impact 

The literature in this area suggests that there are two main purposes for 

undertaking an impact study. The first is to demonstrate value. The second is to 

better understand LIS users, and in so doing to provide them with a better service 

(Botha, Erasmus and Van Deventer, 2009). It is therefore not surprising that most 

impact studies incorporate, or are done in conjunction with, measurements of 

satisfaction with and usefulness of services (Powelson and Reaume, 2012; 

Urquhart et al., 2010; Bawden et al., 2009; Dunn et al., 2009). 

Selection of the study population requires careful consideration. Direct library 

users may be easy to identify; however, libraries (even those with a defined 

population) rarely cater for users of only one type or profession. An impact 

measurement appropriate for one group of users may not be appropriate for 

another; for example, in the case of nurses it may be more appropriate to measure 

the LIS impact on competencies rather than on clinical decision making 

(O‟Connor, 2002).  

Direct users are not the only stakeholders impacted by services. Effects may ensue 

for indirect users (patients, employers, the wider community), and for parent 
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organisations (Tanner, 2012; Urquhart and Brettle, 2012; Cram, 1999). In the 

health area, Abels, Cogdill and Zach (2002) developed a taxonomy which mapped 

the contributions made by LIS to organisational goals. Elucidating this connection 

can be a strong demonstration of value (ACRL, 2012; Dalton, 2012; Lacey Bryant 

and Gray, 2006; Urquhart, 2004). 

There are many issues to be considered when commencing an impact study, 

including timescale, objectives, participants, methods, intended audience and 

dissemination. The literature, and in particular the bibliography by Poll (2012b), 

contains a multitude of useful resources and studies written on this topic. 

Weightman et al. (2009) provide suggestions for a practical, but “low-bias” 

impact study for health libraries and basic principles of questionnaire and 

interview surveys. Markless and Streatfield (2005) present 12 laws of impact 

evaluation and outline stages of the research process. The SCONUL Impact 

Initiative also proposes stages in assessing the impact of higher education 

libraries, from choosing an intervention and relevant indicators to presenting 

results (Payne, 2006).  

Other resources include output from library collaborations that have developed 

toolkits with templates for surveys, case studies and advice for developing impact 

indicators (LIHNN, 2012; NHS SHALL, 2009; London Health Libraries Network, 

2008; Evidence Base research and evaluation services, 2006; SCONUL, n.d). And 

some authors have published their survey or interview instruments (Bawden et al., 

2009; Information Technology Primary Care Research Group, 2009; Weightman 

et al., 2009; Yeoman et al., 2001). 

In academia and in the health sector there are concerted efforts to establish 

consistency in library practice and research. Universal standards provide clear 

guidance on best practice. However, these top-down ideals must be appropriate to 

the realities of librarians in practice (Høivik, 2013); and take into account the 

needs of unique user populations and institutional environments (ACRL, 2011).   

Both the LQAF (library quality assessment framework) for NHS libraries in 

England (NHS SHALL, 2012), and the ACRL standards (2011) outline what is 

required of librarians to demonstrate the effectiveness and impact of their 

libraries. The new international standard, ISO 16439: Methods and procedures for 

assessing the impact of libraries, has been designed to provide clarity and 

consistency to all aspects of assessment (Hiller, 2013; Poll, 2013; Poll, 2012a). 

“Measurement is the key element in the evaluation process” (Brettle et al., 2011, 

19). Yet, despite a wealth of helpful advice from sources within the profession, 

measuring a library‟s impact on the user remains challenging. Contributing to this 

challenge is the fact that people‟s behaviour can be influenced by any number of 

factors (Botha, Erasmus and Van Deventer, 2009). It is difficult to isolate cause 

and effect as they apply to use of a service and subsequent change. Both Brettle et 

al. (2011) and Cullen (2004) make the case that information provision (the LIS 

“intervention”), tends to be a more complex input than the defined interventions 

usually required of randomised controlled trials. LIS impact studies tend to rely 

on the subjective views of users collected in cross-sectional surveys (Dunn et al., 

2009; Abels, Cogdill and Zach, 2002; Yeoman et al., 2001; Cram, 1999). 

Urquhart (2004, 204) advises that, while such surveys may not yield strong 
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evidence, they can be useful as long as the researcher accepts their limitations, 

takes care to reduce bias, and builds in a mechanism to facilitate learning. 

Similarly, Cram (1999, 8) suggests that when measuring value, librarians are “not 

attempting to establish an objective truth”, and that the extra effort required to 

move from approximately right to exactly right in this situation is a waste of 

resources.   

A number of indicators may be used to provide a measure of LIS value and 

impact (Tanner, 2012). Economic value may be demonstrated by libraries through 

cost-benefit analysis of services. Social value is a more nebulous concept that 

examines aspects of worth for the individual or community. Usefulness of LIS 

provides an indicator of value to users. And although as a psychological construct 

user satisfaction has severe limitations, it also may be used as an indicator of 

social value (Cram, 1999). Matthews (2013) suggests “ease of use, noise 

reduction, quality, adaptability, time and cost savings” as user criteria indicating 

value.  

Authors of the SCONUL Impact Initiative define an impact indicator as “a piece 

of information that indicates whether change has occurred” (SCONUL, n.d.), and 

they provide detailed advice on developing indicators of change that are clear and 

appropriate. It is difficult to distinguish LIS contributions from other contributions 

to decision making, and some authors would suggest that specific measures in this 

area should be excluded from an impact study (Abels, Cogdill and Zach, 2002). 

However, measures such as time saved, change in activity, or avoidance of 

undesirable outcomes, can be powerful indicators of impact, and quantitative 

surveys displaying such impact indicators have been used in numerous studies 

(Weightman and Williamson, 2005; O‟Connor, 2002). 

Cullen (2004, 4) provides an outline of the theoretical rationale for using both 

qualitative and quantitative methods to interpret this complex area of cause and 

effect. She suggests that multiple sources such as observation, transaction log 

analysis, usage and performance data, and qualitative narratives are “components 

in a chain of inferences that address impact”. This view is in line with the most 

common mixed methods approach found in the literature (Brettle et al., 2011; 

Dunn et al., 2009; Weightman et al., 2009; Weightman and Williamson, 2005; 

Cullen, 2004; Urqhuart, 2004; O‟Connor, 2002; Everest and Payne, 2001).  In 

their follow up to the seminal Rochester study, a research project that explored the 

impact of library services on clinical decision making, Dunn et al. (2009, 310) 

point to the value in the “weaving together of different data gathering techniques” 

through triangulation of methods. 

Online surveys are now being used as an efficient way of collecting data (Health 

Libraries Inc. and Australian Library and Information Association, 2012). 

Dalton‟s (2012) research on hospital library outcome-based metrics involved a 

single-question survey: “How did the information provided by the Library help?” 

There were six pre-defined response options (including “no effect/impact”). 

Dalton included a link to the survey with replies to any clinical information or 

reference queries of substance received by the library. Other surveys have been 

designed to launch automatically following use of a library resource. For instance, 

the impact assessment method (IAM) devised by Pluye et al. (2005) is a cognitive 
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impact assessment tool for electronic information and knowledge resources. This 

automated questionnaire investigates impact in terms of behaviours (associated 

with information hits) and attitudes (feelings about information hits). Responses 

are measured on a five-point impact scale: strongly positive, moderately positive, 

neutral, moderately negative, strongly negative, with associated constructs of 

change, reinforcement, no impact and dissatisfaction. Including an evaluation 

questionnaire with replies to queries from users gives the LIS a quick and current 

response (reducing memory bias); however, not all impact is immediate, and long-

term benefits may not be adequately reflected (Botha, Erasmus and Van Deventer, 

2009).  

Cognitive assessment tools, such as the IAM described above, aim to overcome 

some of the limitations of quantitative data collection methods that have been 

faulted for their inability to explore complex human judgement (O‟Connor, 2002). 

Qualitative methods help uncover the root causes of value (Nitecki and Abels, 

2011) and draw out narratives that “tell the story” of LIS impact (NHS SHALL, 

2009). In order to gain a deeper insight into issues of behaviour, motivation and 

the passive value (future use) of resources, authors of impact reviews have 

recommended both quantitative surveys and qualitative interviews (Brettle et al., 

2011; Weightman and Williamson, 2005; O‟Connor, 2002). 

The critical incident technique (CIT), which can be used for surveys or interviews, 

has been extensively used for impact studies (Brettle et al., 2011; Rodriguez, 

2011; Weightman et al., 2009). The CIT requires users to provide details of a 

recent information need or use. It is a flexible method that can be used on one 

occasion or delivered regularly over a set time period to the user group (e.g. once 

a week over a four-week period) (Folio, 2009). While disadvantages, such as 

memory or social desirability biases, have been acknowledged, CIT is viewed as a 

valuable, validated tool and has been used in over 700 studies (Lacey Bryant and 

Gray, 2006). 

3 Methods 

For our study examining NDC value and impact we used both quantitative and 

qualitative data-collection methods. As did many similar studies, we used a cross-

sectional approach, which represents a snap-shot of impact and value at one point 

in time (Medernach and Franko, 2007; Cullen, 2004). Each part of our study 

examined different (though related) areas: part one, the quantitative survey, 

focused on user satisfaction and usefulness of services; part two, the qualitative 

interviews, examined impact.  By combining this information in a mixed methods 

approach we were able to provide a more complete picture of our worth. 

3.1  Value survey methods 

We chose to use an online survey as a quick and cost-effective data-collection 

method. We could adapt questions to flow so the various user types (those using 

the NDC for work, research, study or personal interest) answered questions that 

were appropriate to them.  

Following a small pilot project to assess the questionnaire for clarity and ease of 

completion, we conducted the survey in April / May 2012. As we wanted to 



Library and Information Research 

Volume 37 Number 116 2013 

_______________________________________________________________________________  

_______________________________________________________________________________ 

Mary Dunne, Mairea Nelson, Lucy Dillon and Brian Galvin  47 

collect views of registered and non-registered website and service users, we 

placed a pop-up link to the survey on our website homepage for four weeks. We 

sent 2,699 email invitations to all registered users and to other users who had 

contacted the library during 2011.  

In line with advice for the improvement of response rates, we assured 

confidentiality, kept the questionnaire brief and simple to complete, and sent two 

reminders (Weightman et al., 2009). Other suggestions, such as personalising 

requests and adding incentives for completion were not acted upon for practical 

reasons. 

We included 14 questions in two sections: use and satisfaction, and participant‟s 

profile. The survey was anonymous, but ended with an invitation to the participant 

to provide an email address if they wanted to take part in a follow-up qualitative 

study. 

3.2  Impact interview methods 

This part of the study sought respondents‟ in-depth views on the NDC‟s services 

and resources, the perceived impact of use on their work, and barriers to and 

facilitators of making impact. In order to reduce researcher and social desirability 

bias, we employed an independent researcher to conduct interviews. She worked 

closely with us to agree on purpose, definitions and sample selection, and to 

develop a topic guide for the interviews. 

There were 441 responses to the value survey. The final sampling frame of 57 for 

the impact study consisted of respondents who: 

 agreed to take part in a follow up study (103 of the 441); 

 used the NDC for their work (rather than for study or personal interest) (71 of 

the 103); 

 were resident in the Republic of Ireland (63 of the 71); 

 and were working (i.e. neither a student nor unemployed/jobseeker) (57of the 

63). 

In order to ensure coverage across certain key variables and to allow us to explore 

the factors, influences and experiences that might affect the attitudes being 

studied, we chose a purposive approach to sampling. Two primary sampling 

criteria were used: 

 Work type: broken into four groups – Public sector workers and administrators 

or managers; Drugs workers; Health and allied health workers; and 

Researchers and teachers or lecturers; 

 Frequency of use of site: daily / weekly, monthly, a few times a year. 

A matrix (work type x frequency of use) guided sample selection, ensuring 

diversity. The resulting purposive selection of 26 people was contacted by email 

and given more detail on the nature of the study and what their participation 

would involve. After one targeted follow up, 13 people agreed to take part and 

were subsequently interviewed. 
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Telephone interviews, conducted according to a topic guide, took place in July 

and August 2012. This method ensured we could include users from all over the 

country with minimal inconvenience and expense. Interviews lasted between 35 

and 45 minutes, and were recorded with participants‟ consent. Data were then 

analysed using a Framework approach (a content analysis method, developed at 

the National Centre for Social Research, which involves the systematic analysis of 

the recordings of the interviews within a thematic matrix). The key topics and 

issues emerging from the data were identified through familiarisation with the 

content of each interview. A series of thematic charts was then drawn up and data 

from each recording were summarised under each topic. These charts formed the 

basis for a detailed exploration of views and experiences of the service users. 

3.3  Method limitations 

By opting for an online survey we may have discouraged those without easy 

access to the internet from taking part. However, the NDC is primarily an online 

resource and it was felt that most users would have regular internet access. 

In general, this type of survey does not allow calculation of a meaningful response 

rate. Although we sent out 2,699 invitation emails and had 441 respondents (424 

via the email link and 17 via the website link), our list of users included those who 

had registered over a ten-year period, for some of whom the NDC is no longer 

relevant. Frequency of use was evenly distributed among participants; however, it 

was not possible to identify non-responders and examine how they may differ 

from responders. 

Participants in the qualitative aspect of the study were self-selected. It is probable 

that those who volunteer to take part in such interviews have a particular interest 

and experience that is not shared by other potential participants.  We attempted to 

partially address this by further sampling by frequency of use. 

As we were most interested in assessing impact on people‟s work, we excluded 

those who used our service for study or research only. Filtering the sample meant 

that comparisons could not be made between the impact of the services on those 

who use them for work and those who use them for study or research. 

4  Results 

This section begins by presenting the quantitative findings of our survey, followed 

by the qualitative interview findings. We provide some of the key results which 

demonstrate the effectiveness of our methods. 

4.1  Value survey results 

Perception of library value and impact may differ depending on a person‟s 

previous experience and competencies (Poll 2012a); therefore background 

information on type and frequency of library use contributes to a better 

understanding of findings. 

A total of 441 people took part in our online survey: 

 Over half (54%) of respondents visit our website at least once a month; 
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 Over half (53%) of respondents currently studying are at postgraduate level; 

 The majority (73%) of respondents use our website for work (Figure 1). 

 

 

Figure 1: Purposes for which participants use the NDC website. 

Note: Participants could choose more than one option.  

Usefulness provides an indicator of value and contributes toward a picture of 

worth. Following the example of other studies, we asked respondents how useful 

particular resources were to their work or study (Figure 2) (Powelson and 

Reaume, 2012; Brettle et al., 2011; Dunn et al., 2009). 

 

Figure 2: Usefulness of NDC services and resources for participants’ work or 

study. 

The survey format enables multi-layered statistical analysis. Using cross-

tabulations, we were able to see how useful specific resources were by type of 

user (for example, whether those who use us for work consider a resource more or 

less useful than those who used us for study, research or personal interest). 

Results from our study showed that resources were equally valued by all types of 

user.  

Our second indicator of value was satisfaction with staff and resources. 

Satisfaction is “a personally perceived response to an experience” and is generally 

seen as a measure of quality (Nitecki and Abels, 2011). Poll (2012a), however, 
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identifies user satisfaction levels as a measure of service outcome, contributing to 

a user‟s perception of library value. 

Forty-one per cent (172) of survey respondents said they had contacted the NDC 

staff with a query. The majority of these (97%) were satisfied or very satisfied 

with the response they received. Forty-eight respondents added comments 

describing their experience. Staff were described in terms such as “supportive” 

and “knowledgeable”. Twenty-eight respondents included the word “helpful”, 

which indicated that staff expertise provided value.  

In the course of the survey, respondents also provided observations related to 

satisfaction with the NDC website and resources, literature searching, and 

marketing and promotion, and suggested additions to the library collection. Terms 

used to describe the NDC included, “crucial”, “useful”, “excellent”, and “very 

valuable”. 

4.2  Impact interview results 

On completion of 13 user interviews, our researcher produced a thorough report 

of interview results under identified themes. Overall, participants described the 

NDC‟s services and resources in very favourable terms. They repeatedly used 

terms such as “credible”, “trusted”, “good quality”, “time saving” and “up to 

date”. The NDC was described as an integral part of the drug sector, and as 

having a “natural fit” with it. Participants noted the value for small organisations 

and services that are often underfunded in having a central resource where all the 

research is pulled together. They felt that if it were not for the NDC using 

evidence in their work would be even more difficult. 

4.2.1 Aligning impact measurement with goals 

Taking lessons from other library studies, we reviewed these results in relation to 

our organisation‟s goals (Dalton, 2012; Abels, Cogdill and Zach, 2002). Like 

those of many special libraries with a public service function, the goals of the 

NDC are driven by strategies other than that of our parent organisation. The 

National Drugs Strategy, which shapes and defines drugs policy in Ireland, is also 

a key driver for the NDC. The goals of the NDC are therefore aligned to that of 

our parent organisation and to those of the National Drugs Strategy (Table 1). 

In order to assess the range of impact of the NDC, we divided results into the four 

impact types described by Markless and Streatfield (2006) and the SCONUL 

Impact Initiative: affective, knowledge-based, behavioural, and competence-based 

change.  Each of these impact types denotes a particular type of change which we 

have aligned with the NDC‟s strategic goals. In this approach, attainment of goals 

is measured not only by completion of actions associated with that goal but by the 

level of change which the service has brought about in those who use it. 
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Table 1: Aligning library impact with strategic goals. 

4.2.2 Interview responses 

The impact study was exploratory and the researcher identified a number of key 

topics through a systematic analysis of the data gathered through the interviews.  

These topics were used as headings to group the findings of the impact study and 

present them in the final report.  The headings used were:  better informed 

workers in the drugs sector; better informed policy, programme and project 

development; better informed interventions with service users; improved course 

educational development; and better informed written outputs.  

We have selected a small sample of the study‟s findings to illustrate changes 

under each of the impact types in the schema in Table 1. 

 

 

Strategic drivers 

(organisational 

goals) 

NDC goal 
Logic underpinning 

goal 
Impact type  

Associated 

change 

 

National Drugs 

Strategy action: 

Disseminate 

research findings 

and models of best 

practice. 

Health Research 

Board goal 4: 
Generate and 

synthesise evidence, 

and promote the 

application of 

knowledge to 

support decision-

making by 

policymakers and 

relevant 

practitioners. 

 

1. To be known 

as a reliable 

source of 

information on 

all aspects of the 

substance use 

situation in 

Ireland. 

Providing a 

comprehensive and 

reliable resource will 

increase confidence 

and change attitudes 

to research evidence.  

Affective 

change 

Change in 

attitudes, 

perceptions or 

confidence. 

 

2. To deliver 
high quality 

information 

services and 

develop 

innovative and 

responsive 

knowledge 

resources. 

Providing easy 
access to material 

through specific, 

tailor-made 

resources and a 

responsive query 

service will improve 

(impact on) 

knowledge 

acquisition. 

Knowledge-
based change 

Know more 
about a subject 

and its key 

sources. 

 

3. To contribute 

to the shift 

towards 
research-based 

approaches to 

work and 

decision-making 

in substance use 

work. 

Actively increasing 

levels of research 

literacy and 
promoting research 

translation into 

practice will assist 

people to change 

behaviour and 

develop the 

competencies 

required to enable 

evidence-based 

practice. 

Behavioural 

change 

 

 

Competence-

based change 

Become more 

inquisitive, 

critical, 
broader 

perspective on 

issues. 

Better able to 

find evidence / 

do things more 

effectively. 
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Affective change 

The NDC site was perceived to contain credible evidence of a high quality. 

Participants felt that they could rely on the research on the NDC site being of “a 

certain quality”. It was described as a “central area for accumulating a whole body 

of work that is essential to the addiction field” and a “one stop shop” for research.  

A recurring theme was that participants had used the services and resources to 

increase their drug-related knowledge and that it helped keep them “up to date” 

with what was happening across the sector. This in turn helped them feel more 

confident in their work. For example, a project worker felt “more credible” in his 

service delivery as a result, and a staff nurse that “staying connected” through the 

NDC made her “more confident and competent” in doing her job. 

The guidance given by NDC staff was identified as an important element of the 

service. Participants described how NDC staff had helped them trawl through the 

data, and had shared their expertise to help them refine their thoughts and build 

their confidence in accessing evidence. 

Knowledge-based change 

The expertise and insight of NDC staff were particularly valued. Their skills were 

described as “quality, cutting edge, they know what they‟re about”. Participants 

who contacted the library with a broad request for information on a particular 

topic were guided by staff to target and refine their search. Staff “took the time to 

root it out for you” and service users had the opportunity to “draw on their 

expertise”. 

Participants described how they were able to find “facts” about drug use on the 

NDC website for use with clients in one-to-one or group sessions. One project co-

ordinator accessed information on the website to formulate a project plan. He and 

his colleagues felt they were much better informed and were no longer “winging 

it” when dealing with their client group. 

Some participants used the NDC to access evidence to inform debate and support 

decision-making arising from a meeting or a discussion with colleagues. 

Behavioural change 

Information accessed through the NDC was used by participants to bring about a 

shift in local policy. For example, a participant had used the NDC to inform a 

study she had carried out on polydrug use. In response to her paper, her 

organisation was planning to develop alternative ways to deal with polydrug users 

locally. 

In another example, a staff nurse working in an inpatient rehabilitation service had 

learned that in order to bring about a change in something at work it was not 

enough to say "I want to change this”, she had to be able to say “We‟re changing 

this because research shows…”. She had frequently used the NDC to access the 

information to be able to demonstrate the need for change in this way. 

Competence-based change  

A project worker had developed a better understanding of the risks of combining 

alcohol, opiates and benzodiazepines through reading a number of papers 
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accessed through the NDC. He used this insight to inform his initial assessments 

with service users. He felt he could ask more insightful questions of users and was 

better equipped to inform them of the risks entailed. 

The NDC was described as giving a “window to look in through” on drugs issues 

for those who are not specialists in the area. For two respondents – a researcher 

and a social care worker – drugs were only one of a range of areas in which they 

worked. Both thought the NDC an easy and effective way of getting up to speed 

with what was happening in the sector when necessary. 

4.2.3 Barriers to and facilitators of impact 

Participants identified areas that could hamper or promote impact. A lack of 

familiarity with aspects of LIS work was seen as a potential barrier to impact.  

Unfamiliar terms, such as “new acquisitions” occasionally caused problems and 

the requirement to comply with copyright restrictions, and the consequent delay in 

obtaining some research material, were identified as problems by some. A number 

of participants wanted to see more resources which could be used directly in 

service delivery. 

Participants tended to see the accessibility of NDC resources and the support 

provided by staff as critical facilitating factors. Some had difficulty in using the 

website initially but found the support available helped them overcome this and 

they gradually became more familiar with the site. The information that is made 

available is very relevant to their work and often “confirmed the consequences of 

what we‟re seeing on the ground”; this meant they could use the evidence to 

support and inform their work. 

The environment in which participants work is an important factor in their ability 

to use the evidence they have found. Most of the participants in our study work in 

an environment in which evidence is needed to justify decision making, and are 

supported by their organisation in using the NDC‟s services and resources.  

Colleagues are generally open to their use of evidence, which facilitates its impact 

on their work. 

5  Discussion 

There is a large body of literature on evaluation of library value and impact, but 

studies vary considerably in scope, definitions, and choice of methods. Perhaps, as 

Brettle et al. (2011, 18) suggest: “There are often too many variables in relation to 

the models and outcomes being evaluated to create a „one evaluation model fits 

all‟ approach”. We therefore chose methods suitable for our particular library. 

Many aspects of our approach worked well and contributed to achievement of our 

aims and objectives. Upon reflection, however, we would make some changes if 

conducting a similar study in future. We outline our successes and suggest 

potential modifications below. 

By beginning the research process with a quantitative online survey, we were able 

to assess our value among a wide audience. Measurement of our two value 

indicators, satisfaction with and usefulness of resources and services, provided us 
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with important information about how well we are serving our users and how they 

view the NDC.  

As the aim of our study was to obtain information that could inform future service 

development, we chose question and answer options with a view to their practical 

application. We designed our survey so that the responses would provide 

sufficient detail to modify resources and services if required. We could have 

broadened the scope of the online survey even further in some cases, for example 

by asking an additional question of those who indicated that they did not find a 

resource useful to see if this was due to relevance or delivery issues. Interestingly, 

our open question asking participants for “any further comments you would like 

to make about the NDC” yielded some of the strongest examples of our value to 

users. 

Because the NDC has such a varied user population, we did not consider 

including a question on impact in our survey. However, scales such as that used in 

the cognitive impact assessment method (Pluye et al., 2005) are applicable to 

users from any practice setting. The four impact types, affective, knowledge-

based, behavioural and competence-based change (Markless and Streatfield, 

2006), could also be used to develop answer options. A future survey could 

therefore include some short impact questions, perhaps using the critical incident 

technique. 

According to the literature, asking participants to base their answers on a specific, 

recent instance of library use is highly recommended for impact studies and 

appears to provide a well-structured approach to data collection. However, in our 

impact evaluation interviews we decided to use the experience of an independent 

researcher whose interactive probing and questioning methods allowed flexibility 

in the structure and content of interviews.  

We found that this flexible approach to interviews and our broad definition of 

impact as any change (short- or long-term) that occurred as a result of using the 

NDC enabled us to deeply explore user views, circumstance and experience 

without restrictions or presumptions. This gave us a wide scope for our first 

venture into impact assessment. If designing a study looking at a particular service 

or resource, however, specific, pre-defined indicators would provide useful 

guidance for data collection. 

Thinking of impact in relation to organisational goals proved a useful exercise. It 

encouraged us to think in more critical terms about our role in the wider context 

of our organisation and beyond. By linking our library goals to those of our 

strategic drivers we can demonstrate how our work is directly contributing to their 

mission and strategic objectives. For this study we attributed four impact types to 

our goals. By doing so we could explicitly link impacts to our planned 

interventions and actions. The impact types were broad and overlapping but 

served as adequate descriptors to sort results and demonstrate wide-ranging NDC-

led change. 

As Urquhart (2004, 204) suggests “An impact study should… provide clues on 

how service improvements might enhance the impact”. We found that an 

important aspect of our study was assessment of barriers to and facilitators of 
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impact. Impact has many determinants. It is important to know not only if we are 

making a difference but also if there are internal or external impediments 

involved. Internal issues, such as poor resource design, restricted facilities or 

access, may need to be addressed to increase impact. External issues, such as lack 

of organisational support, time or facilities, may also need to be considered. We 

now know what users find useful, what they think we do well and what we could 

do better to increase impact. This information will enable us to apply practical 

steps to service planning. 

There are numerous ways of demonstrating library value and impact, and many 

are yet to be fully explored. Shore (2013) has called for a new way of thinking 

about, and more useful measures of, value that will capture the benefits accrued 

through our collaborations, enterprise, and cost-avoidance achievements. At a 

time when traditional library resources and services face many “competing 

alternatives” (ACRL, 2010), it is time to fully explore the value and impact of 

those who work in libraries so that a more complete portrayal of our worth can 

emerge. 

6 Conclusion 

The NDC evaluation study, using survey and interviews, has provided useful 

evidence of our value and impact. Based on the views and experiences of 

respondents, we can say that the NDC‟s services and resources are valued by our 

users and have had positive impacts on their work. These impacts have been wide-

ranging and have brought about affective, knowledge-based, behavioural, and 

competence-based change in practice. 

The study provides the NDC with a significant body of evidence on which to base 

plans for the development of resources and services over the next few years. We 

have been able to produce a report which documents the value of our services, 

how they impact on users and contribute to the goals of our strategic drivers. By 

identifying barriers and facilitators we also have information that will help 

maximise further utility and impact. 

We have learned that there is no one-size-fits-all approach, but that there are 

numerous tools and resources to help us as librarians demonstrate the importance 

of our work. Demonstrating value and impact is indeed difficult, but the 

experience is rewarding. We are confident that what we have learned will be 

valuable to any library setting out on a similar path. 
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