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Introduction
 
The purpose of this briefing is to provide you with an overview of the methods and techniques that are involved in impact analysis. Impact analysis is an important process that involves identifying key user groups of library services and identifying and evaluating impact on users. In addition, the needs of users and future potential users can also be revealed through impact analysis.
 
 
Why is it important?
 
Without the data from impact analysis, impact would be difficult to assess because the key user groups and the services that are most likely to have an impact upon them will not have been identified. In addition, without impact analysis data, underused or poorly performing services may not be identified. This means that these services may not be developed in order to maximise their full potential.   
 
 
Identifying your users
 
Before impact can be analysed, the users of library and information services must be identified.  Without this information, it would be very difficult to design data collection methods to assess impact on users (1). Identifying users also enables libraries to identify current non-users that may be potential users of the service in the future (1)
 
In a small health library or information service, it may be relatively easy to identify core user groups. However, in larger libraries this task may be more difficult. There are a variety of methods that can be undertaken to identify users. These include (1):

· Reading mission statements e.g. these can help to identify key user groups of organisations.
· Monitoring enquiries.
· Carrying out surveys of information users.
· Obtaining feedback through comments forms etc.
 
 Once users have been identified, the next step is to gain general information about the services that they use. This can be achieved by (1):

· Observing users activities and assessing the success of their actions. 
· Listening to users. 
· Questioning users.
· General analysis of service usage and the groups and use particular services.
· General analysis of service quality and provision.
· Attending meetings etc of user groups.
· Anticipating the future needs of users.
 
In larger health library and information services, the total number of user groups may be too large to assess. In this case, the user groups must be prioritised. This can be done in the following ways (1):

· Prioritise the most important user groups in your organisation.
· Prioritise the larger user groups.
· Prioritise users that have the most political influence within the organisation.
 
 
Designing the evaluation study
 
Before assessing the impact of their service, librarians need to ask themselves the following questions (2):

· Am I interested in assessing the impact of the service as a whole? (For example: How can we relate our contribution to the mission of our parent organisation?)
· Am I interested in assessing whether one service is more effective than another? (For example: if I need to make cuts to the service, should I cut back on information skills training or mediated literature searches?)
· Am I interested in comparing the impact of services? (For example: does the delivery of full-text electronic journals have more of an impact on users than print journals plus inter-library loans?) 
· Am I interested in assessing short-term or long-term impact? (For example: are you concerned with immediate satisfaction or learning, or are you concerned with future actions [such as changes to clinical practices or literature searching ability] taken as a result of your services?) (2)
 

In addition, librarians need to be aware of the type of impact that they wish to study. For example:
 

· 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...
 

 

Christine Urquhart states that each impact study should be designed for specific user groups and the services that they are most likely to use (2). Examples include:
 
· The impact of library provided evidence-based practice training on GPs' clinical practice. 
· The impact of mediated literature services on doctors' clinical decision making. 
· The impact of library intranet pages on first year student nurses' awareness of library services and resources.
 
It is important for impact analysers to remember that the performance of services should be measured in terms of what matters to the users and not what library staff think users should do. As Christine Urquhart states, "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.” This idea is explained in the following model (2):
 
   
         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 (2).
 
Effectiveness = Outcomes / Inputs
The greater the outcomes (useful actions by the user) in relation to the same inputs, the more effective the service is (2).
 
 
Methods to analyse impact
 
Critical Incident Technique (CIT) questionnaires and selected interviews
 
Quantitative and qualitative analysis are the two types of data collection methods that can be used to capture impact.  A mix of both quantitative and qualitative methods are used, but emphasis is usually placed upon qualitative methods. The following information is based on the data collection techniques which were used in the 'Value project' (3). The aim of the project was to assess the impact of NHS library services on the clinical decision making of clinicians (3):

· Critical Incident Technique (CIT) questionnaire - This quantitative method requires the users to provide an example of recent information need.  This helps assessors to gain an understanding of information needs from the users’ perspective.
- These questionnaires are sent out (either by email or by post) to a random selection of a key user group in order to gather patterns of information needs. They can be delivered on a regular basis over a set time period to the user group (for e.g. once a week over a four week period). The users are usually asked to provide details of a 'critical incident' that occurs at least once during each week and explain which information sources they used to answer their enquiry and how successful this information was to them.

 
· The CIT questionnaire is followed up by qualitative selected interviews in order to "discover more about patient care incidents or aspects of information seeking" (3).  During interviews, along with interview questions, vignettes can be incorporated. Vignettes are hypothetical scenarios that are used to gain an understanding of the user's approach to solving an information-seeking problem (3).
- The length of the interview will depend on the time and resources available, interviews are time-consuming both for the interviewer and the interviewee (4).  Also, bear in mind that someone will have to analyse all the data obtained afterwards (4).  This may also include transcribing if the interview has been recorded (4).
 
Examples of impact analysis methods:
 

The Critical Incident Technique questionnaires that were used in the 'Value project' can be found here and the interview schedules can be accessed here. To learn more about these impact analysis methods, see: Bridging information requirements and information needs assessments: do scenarios and vignettes provide a link?, by Christine Urquhart (5)
 
The 'Value project' questionnaires can be adapted for use in health library and information services.  For example, in order to evaluate the impact of their clinical librarian service, the NHS University Hospitals of Leicestershire library adapted the 'Value project' CIT questionnaire for their study (6). This questionnaire can be found here (7). Similarly, Patrick O'Connor and Margie Wallin adapted the Value toolkit for their impact study: 'A pilot application of the Value Toolkit: Assessing the impact of information services to clinicians in regional Queensland' (8).
 

Ready made impact analysis questionnaire templates and interview templates for studying the impact of NHS libraries on users can be found in the 'The Value Toolkit' by Christine Urquhart and John Hepworth (4).
In addition, Christine Urquhart and Alison Weightman wrote a “Best Practice Guideline” on “Assessing the impact of a health library service” for the National Library for Health (NLH) in August 2008. (9) 
 
Alternative ways to distribute CIT questionnaires
 
CIT questionnaires can be distributed along with library materials that are provided to users. For example, if a library wishes to assess the impact of its mediated literature searching service on researchers, CIT questionnaires on the topic of the literature search can be attached to the search results for researchers to fill out and return. 
 
Top level CIT questions could include:
 
· How often do you request mediated literature searches?
· How useful do you find mediated literature search results?
· How have you used literature search results in the past?
· How useful did you find the literature search results to which this questionnaire was attached?
· How do you intend to use the literature search results to which this questionnaire was attached?
· etc... 
 
This method would also be suitable for assessing the impact of inter-library loans services and books or journals loans. Users that return their questionnaires can be selected for follow-up interviews in order to complete the impact study.
 
Similarly, CIT questionnaires could be distributed directly to attendees at the end of training sessions in order to assess the impact of training. This would allow impact analysers to assess the short-term impact of the training session on the attendees’ knowledge of the topic. Alternatively, attendees of information skills training sessions could be asked to return the questionnaires or be sent CIT questionnaires after a set period of time (for e.g. a month) in order to assess the impact of the training session. This would enable impact analysers to ascertain if the training session has had a longer term impact by finding out if it has made a change the attendees’ literature searching abilities or even their work practices. To complete the impact study, users that return their questionnaires can be selected for follow-up interviews.
 
 

Alternative impact analysis data collection methods
 

Although the use of CIT questionnaires and follow-up interviews are thought of as the most effective way to study impact, other more traditional data collection methods can be used for impact analysis: 
 

Observation 

· Banwell states that this is "a good opening technique" as descriptive material can be collected to set the context for subsequent techniques (10).  It is also unobtrusive to users (10).  If you are using observation to measure impact, it is important to consider the following: are you looking at a typical user? Is it a typical day? What other factors are influencing the situation? (1). 

  

Informal feedback from users 

· Kirby et al. describe talking to individual users as a good and cost-effective way to gain feedback.  However, take into consideration that many users may be reluctant to give criticism in this situation so are much more likely to comment favourably (1). 

  

Monitoring 

· Monitoring can be a useful method to find out which users are using particular services. If the data collected is followed up by an interview, libraries are able to assess what impact services have on the users that use them. Monitoring can be undertaken by setting up formal data collection sheets for monitoring enquiries or use of databases etc. 

  

Questionnaires 

· Questionnaires are a useful tool as they can simultaneously collect both quantitative and qualitative data (10). They can be disseminated either in an electronic or paper form. Similarly to monitoring, if the data collected is further explored through interviews, impact can be assessed by asking users about how they use the information or materials that are provided by the library. 

  

  

Focus Groups 

· Similarly to interviews, focus groups are a useful tool to further explore particular areas that have been picked up by questionnaire answers (10). They involve interviewing a group of users at the same time. 
 

 

Piloting
 

It is important for libraries to test their impact analysis questions by piloting their impact studies on a small sample of the users that they intend to study. The process of piloting enables libraries to ensure that any mistakes or ambiguous questions are corrected before impact analysis studies take place (1).
 

 

Marketing implications of impact analysis
 
As well as being used to capture the impact of library services upon users, questionnaires and interviews are also very useful marketing tools. For example, questionnaires usually list the range of library services that are available to user groups and sometimes indicate the ways in which these services can benefit the users. This is a useful marketing tool because it highlights areas of service provision and benefits of this provision that the users may be unaware of. Similarly, during interviews, where users have been found to under-use certain library services during questionnaires, the interviewer can highlight these library services and suggest potential benefits that these services may have to the user. 
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