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Impact Measurement
 

 
Background
 
Impact measurement has a long history in several library sectors such as public libraries and education libraries as well as health libraries (1). Public libraries are usually concerned with measuring social impacts such as community identity and lifelong learning (1). Education libraries are usually concerned with measuring their impact on learning and education (1). Health libraries "operate within a wide variety of organisational structures, with various funding sources" (1). Their users may include undergraduate and postgraduate students, staff undertaking continual professional development, researchers, NHS managers and administrators, as well as patient and carers (1). Therefore, health libraries need to consider a wide variety of impacts including: 

· Impact on learning/ knowledge (i.e. skills)
· Impact on educational achievements
· Social impact (i.e. impact on quality of life, confidence etc)
· Impact on the work of users (i.e. patient care, research, clinical decision making etc.)
· etc...
  
 

Introduction 

  

Measuring impact is important for all organisations.  Developing a performance measurement regime "is critical to the survival of libraries, and a prerequisite for strategic development of library services" (2). 

  

Impact should be measured as outcomes (3).  As Christine Urquhart states, "Users value outcomes (what they do with the outputs of your service) and ideally impact is measured directly as outcomes" (1). However, it is important to realise that one does not have to measure everything all of the time, as outcomes measurement can be applied to selected programs and services (3). 

An information service will usually seek to measure the following types of ‘Outcomes’: 
· Did we create greater awareness (i.e. what new information was received)? 
· Did our audience comprehend what we were communicating (i.e. did their level of understanding increase from what it was before)? 
· Did we change attitudes (i.e. what do they believe and feel that they didn’t before we began communication)? 
· Did our target audience change their behaviour as a result of our communication (i.e. what did they actually do that was different from before)? 

Long term and short term impacts 
  

When measuring impact, it is important to distinguish whether the impact is long-term or short-term. 

  

Immediate/short-term impact (can also be know as initial impact) refers to those benefits or changes that occur during or directly as a result of the delivery of a service.  An example of this is running a literature searching training session and observing that your trainees have learnt something. 

  

Long-term impact occurs some time after the delivery of the service.  To use the literature training session example again; if you have trained a doctor how to search the major health databases, this may have led them to do a systematic search of the best evidence available for a particular treatment, which could directly inform their patient care.  While, the library may not be solely responsible for an impact of this kind, the immediate impact of the user learning how to literature search has established this long-term outcome of better patient care. 

  

Short-term impact can be observed fairly easily whereas more in-depth information is required to measure long-term impact.  It is also more difficult to measure long-term impact as libraries do not necessarily have continued contact with their users after they have provided them with a particular service (3). 

  

The efficiency and effectiveness of services
The effectiveness and efficiency of library services can be evaluated through impact measurement. Christine Urquhart states that  "the effectiveness of the service should relate service outcomes to service inputs. Outcomes are, essentially, how the users use library service outputs to help them provide better quality service or resources" (1). This is explained by the following model (1):
   
         INPUTS       to         LIBRARY       to       OUTPUTS      to        USER      to       OUTCOMES
 
Efficiency = Outputs / Inputs
The more outputs (mediated literature searches, inter-library loans etc) the library produces for the same inputs (human resources, materials), the more efficient the library is (1).
 
Effectiveness = Outcomes / Inputs
 The greater the outcomes (useful actions by the user) in relation to the same inputs, the more effective the service is (1).
 
 For other methods to measure the effectiveness of library service using impact and value, see: "Six impossible things before breakfast- A multidimensional approach to measuring the value of libraries", by Jennifer Cram (2).
  
  

What are the benefits of measuring impact studies? 

  

The benefits of measuring impacts are that impact studies:
 
· Can be used as tools to communicate service benefits to users.
· Can be a powerful tool for demonstrating accountability and justifying funding needs to funding bodies and those responsible for resource allocation.
· Can be used to build partnerships and collaborations with users.
· Can help information services to determine which services should be expanded or replicated.
· Can be used as a tool to single out exemplary services for recognition. (3)
  

  

Difficulties of impact measurement 

  

There are difficulties in measuring the impact of library and information services.  As Cram states, "We are never going to measure value precisely or perfectly.  The information we gather is going to be incomplete, biased by the organisation's focus, and by self-interest of stakeholders" (2). 

   

Problems with impact analysis 

  

· When using questionnaires and interviews/focus groups, there is no practical way to check whether questions have been misinterpreted or whether deliberately misleading answers have been given (2). 

· Interviews, while delivering more complete and revealing answers, can be expensive, time-consuming, and they are dependent on interviewer skill and impartiality (2).  
· Interviews may not accurately represent the attitudes of the entire customer group (2), as enthusiastic users are more likely to volunteer. 

· Bias - quantitative data cannot be assumed to be more objective than qualitative data (2), and it is important to ask yourself whether your professional assumptions about the service(s) are likely to bias interpretation of the findings (2).  Also, whether the question is positively or negatively framed may affect participants’ responses (2). 

  

  

Problems with impact measurement: 

  

· Impact can sometimes be difficult to prove. For example, if a clinician starts to prescribe statins to his/her patients, it could be hard to prove if this alteration has been influenced by the results of a mediated literature search on stroke prevention that he/she has received from his/her NHS library. 

· Asking users how they intend to use the information that they have received from libraries may be interpreted as an invasion of privacy (3). 

· "The value of information provided to a user depends on the situation of need and the prior knowledge of the user, and what is valuable to one user may not necessarily be valuable to another" (1) .

· "The value of the information, or services, may be affected by the user's attitudes towards the service and the staff. If the users appreciate a service they are more likely to accord it a high value" (1) 

  

  

Conclusion 

  

Impact measurement should be seen to have a positive outcome, even if the feedback is negative.  Whatever results you get, you should use the evaluation in a positive way, by allowing it to inform the improvement and enhancement of your services (4). In addition, as Christine Urquhart states, it is important to remember that "an impact study should not just demonstrate an impact but also provide clues on how service improvements might enhance the impact" (1). 
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