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Monitoring Impact
Background
Although “Monitoring Impact” may seem similar to “Measuring Impact” it differs in several key ways. First, it suggests an ongoing activity – once you have decided on the most appropriate measures by which to quantify impact you need to put in place mechanisms by which these measures will be collected on a regular basis. Second, simply measuring impact can elicit a “so what?” response. Monitoring impact, in contrast, involves devising strategies in response to the data and agreeing what will be done if the data collected is unsatisfactory. Data can be unsatisfactory in three main ways: 

(a) the data being collected is the wrong data for what is being measured (this will require changes to the actual data being collected), 

(b) the data being collected is the right data but is perhaps incomplete or inaccurate (this will require changes to the data collection mechanisms or processes being used) or 

(c) the data is the right data and is of sufficient quality but it provides a picture that is unsatisfactory e.g. it reveals an underperforming service (this will require changes to what is being delivered or offered).
Upon reflection this is a very important distinction. How many times in your career have you encountered data being collected (i.e. measured) but not actually being used (i.e. monitored)? It may be tempting to think that all that is needed is to put the data collection mechanisms and the system will then “run itself”. Rest assured that your work on impact goes on!

Introduction 

In line with the above, the library’s responses to the process of monitoring impact will require asking:

What actions

a) are needed to address any gaps in available data?

b) are needed to improve the service immediately?

c) need to be included in future procurements (new contracts and at renegotiation)?

d) need to be included in service planning arrangements?

Monitoring thus necessitates responses at operational [b], tactical [c] and strategic [d] levels of service delivery as well as also requiring operational responses with regard to the process of data collection itself [a]. For example, monitoring your library’s performance against the National Service Framework for Libraries may necessitate either immediate “tweaks” to improve performance (operational) or a complete realignment of your approach to service delivery and even the services you offer (strategic).
Two additional considerations relate to:

(a) Attributing Impacts

(b) Recognising Factors that Mediate Impacts

Attributing Impacts

The impacts of library services are variable and inconsistently understood. Whereas it may be relatively easy to make a link between, for example, information skills training and the quality of references in student assignments or official reports or between literature searches conducted and the number of research bids successfully won other impacts will remain much more elusive. How do you demonstrate a clear and quantifiable impact, for example, between the junior doctor reading the current journals for an hour in the library and the quality of their subsequent patient care. Indeed some would say that it is good that such a link cannot be demonstrated given that the reading time for most consultants is between 0-60 minutes per week!
Library and information services, as well as the information they supply, can have intended, direct impacts as well as unintended, indirect ones. Some ways in which information a service supplies can make an impact include:

· Affect corporate investment decisions 

· Modify R&D priorities/spending levels 

· Change policy 

· Affect acquisition or adoption of a new intervention (“Start Starting”; “Stop Starting”)
· Change the rate of use of an intervention (“Start Stopping”; “Stop Stopping”)
· Change clinician behaviour 

· Change patient behaviour 

· Change the organisation or delivery of care 

· Facilitate reallocation of local health care resources 

Work within the Museums and Public Libraries Sectors has consistently found with regard to impact that “the most compelling evidence was in the area of personal development if only because the immediate outcomes are more easily identified and less problematic in terms of establishing causality” [1]. 

The task of monitoring the impact of library and information services can thus prove extremely challenging. Even if an intended change does occur, it may be difficult or impossible to attribute this change to the service itself. Given the wide availability of health and clinical information in a variety of formats it may be difficult to control for factors other than information provided by the library that might influence behaviour change. The ability to demonstrate that a library or information service has had an impact depends upon the conditions under which the information was supplied (e.g. individually supplied literature search versus “broadcast” current awareness service) and the methodological approach used (e.g. observation versus self-reported) to determine the impact. 

Factors Mediating Impact

Many factors can affect the impact of library and information services. Outside of the actual service being delivered other factors will include the characteristics of the target groups, the environment and the nature of the information being supplied. Monitoring the characteristics of the organisations, clinicians, environments, etc., as well as the impact of the services themselves, will help to explain why the same service measured in the same way is becoming more or less used or more or less popular. Such changes may impact on whether a service continues to be seen as effective or cost-effective or whether it does not. It is unlikely that you will be able to collect such contextual data as completely and systematically as the data on the services themselves. Nevertheless a politically astute librarian who is in touch with the changing needs, patterns and demands of their environment, even if informally, is less likely to be “caught out” by changes picked up by the impact measures for the service. Such contextual awareness will also include making connections across impact measures – 

“Yes, our document supply service usage has gone down by 10% but have you noticed that direct clinician access to our electronic journal collection has increased from 30,000 to 35,000 accesses over the last year. Does this not suggest that clinicians are better able to meet their information needs from the resources that the library now provides?”
How might the library manager gain this contextual knowledge – wider participation in the “business” of the organisation and involvement in some of the direct “information intensive” activities of its staff members (e.g. audit, research, production of publications, submission of bids etcetera). Once again we see the clear link between being able technically to demonstrate impact and being “out there” to promote the service and to interact with your customer base.

Conclusion 

From the above it is clearly not sufficient simply to put in place mechanisms for monitoring the impact of your library. You should also be thinking, on an ongoing basis, of the impact of the data collected on your day-to-day operation and your long-term strategy. Once again we return to the observation, mentioned in a previous Briefing, that: 
"an impact study should not just demonstrate an impact but also provide clues on how service improvements might enhance the impact" [2] 
Such clues may include lessons learnt from benchmarking your service against comparable services or different services with similar objectives – but then that, as they say, is a subject for another day!
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