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What is 'Impact'? 

 
Introduction
 
The purpose of this briefing is to provide you with an overview of the concept of 'impact' and the methods by which impact can be maximised and measured.
What is 'Impact'?
 
Sharon Markless and David Streatfield define 'impact' as “any effect of the service (or of an event or initiative) on an individual or group. (1) This could be a positive or negative effect and evident on an individual level or through other general changes: 

· “Quality of life: self-esteem, confidence; feeling included; work or social prospects

· Educational or other outcomes: e.g. skills acquired, educational attainment; levels of knowledge.” (1). 
What is 'value'? 
  
The term 'value' is often used synonymously to describe 'impact'. Christine Urquhart and John Hepworth define value as 'the benefit the user obtains from the use of information and the effect of that use' (2). 
Evaluation of impact in recent years in the library sector
The Museums, Libraries and Archives Council (MLA) is a major information-related organisation which is involved with promoting good quality impact evaluation. The MLA published a report (3) of their Impact Evaluation Programme in 2002. The purpose of the programme was to commission research in order to evaluate existing evidence about impact assessment. Results from the research revealed that much impact assessment evidence was flawed because most of the research failed to adequately measure the difference that library services made to users (2). On the basis of these findings, the MLA has developed a resource entitled 'Inspiring Learning for All' (4) which includes a framework (5) to enable libraries to effectively evaluate the impact of their services on learning. 
David Streatfield and Sharon Markless are two of the key researchers that assessed impact evaluation in the context of health and information services for the Impact Evaluation Programme (6). Markless and Streatfield have gone on to be involved in further research in evaluating the impact of library services, notably in the academic library sector acting as consultants on the CILIP’s Library & Information Research Group (LIRG)/SCONUL Impact Initiative started in 2003. The objective of this project is to “develop methodologies to enable higher education libraries to assess their impact” (7). Twenty-two institutions are involved in the project. A special issue of Library and Information Research documents the first phase of the project as well as reporting from some of the individual institutions participating (8). Poll and Payne (2006) provide a later report on the second phase of the project (9). In 2006, Markless and Streatfield published a book that guides library staff from all sectors through the impact evaluation process (1).
Within the health library sector, measurement of impact is becoming increasingly important. There has been a strong drive to demonstrate the impact of library services upon not only library users, but patient care itself. In 2008, the Hill Review was published. The report “makes detailed recommendations to strengthen library/knowledge services so that they are fit for purpose for the future, and as efficient and effective as possible in making a positive impact on the health of patients and the population.” (10). In addition, two studies, one a systematic review, have investigated the value and impact of library services and information support on patient care (11, 12). 
Examples of impact
 
NHS Trust libraries must consider the impacts that their services can have on their users' learning and clinical research activities, as well as the direct and indirect impacts on improved quality of patient care (13).  Types of health information and library service that can create an impact on users include:

· Customer care practices
· Library intranets (including online library catalogues)
· Mediated literature searching services
· Information skills training
· Enquiry desk services
· Books and journals collections
· Current awareness services
· Inter-library loans services
 
Examples of direct impacts upon users as a result of these services can include improvements in:
· Information skills
· Learning
· Awareness of current issues
 
 Library services can also impact upon the work of the users. Examples include:
· Educational achievements
· Research
· Clinical decision making
· Usage of evidence-based practices
· Patient care 
 
 
The following illustrate how library services can impact on users:
· The impact of inter-library loans on 3rd year student nurses' educational achievements
· The impact of mediated literature services on researchers' systematic reviews 
· The impact of library intranet pages on NHS Managers' awareness of library services and resources
· The impact of information skills training on doctors' clinical decision making 
   
In addition, increasingly, NHS Trust libraries need to consider their social impact through services that are designed to liaise with patients. This includes providing information and advice on the patient's condition, their treatment and the appropriate support services (13)
 
 
How is impact maximised?
 
An Audit Commission report published in 1995 on information management, observed that in acute hospitals "the main obstacle to getting better value out of information is that staff seldom understand its value or potential" (14). In order to combat this lack of awareness, library and information services must understand that their services can have an impact on their users and that is important to maximise this impact
 
Impact on users can be maximised in several ways. A common way is to promote services using marketing techniques in order to increase awareness of services and so potentially increase their usage as well as their impact on users. In addition, impact can be maximised by 'adding value' to services. This could include making library services as effective and efficient as possible for users, or it could be as simple as encouraging library staff members to be friendly and courteous to users. In addition, value can be added through the extension or introduction of new library services. Examples of value added health library and information services are:
· Evidence-based information services- e.g. Rather than just providing users with the results of mediated literature searches, library staff can add value by also providing users with critically appraised summaries of the information that has been found
· Outreach services- e.g. As well as providing training sessions on library premises, library staff can provide training sessions in their users workplaces
· Clinical librarianship services- e.g. Library staff can liaise with medical staff at hospitals and attend their ward rounds to provide a more effective information service for them
  
How is impact evaluated? 
 
The Value Toolkit, produced by Christine Urquhart and John Hepworth in 1995 (15), includes both quantitative and qualitative data analysis methods. The toolkit is based on the findings from the Value project (2) which aimed to evaluate the impact of NHS library services on clinicians' clinical decision making. The Value Toolkit is a practical guide which provides a set of template questionnaires and interview questions for surveying the impact of library and information services and are designed to enable staff to: 
· Assess the impact the information service is having on clinical decision-making 
· Secure evidence of this impact in order to support information service development 
· Identify ways in which the effect of the information service on clinical decisions may be enhanced (16) 
More recently, an Impact Toolkit by Christine Urquhart and Alison Weightman has been produced for the NLH in 2008 (17). “The toolkit contains comprehensive guidance and resources, including:

· Guidance on the logistics of conducting an impact study
· Advice about research methods involved, including guidance on estimating the sample size, distributing surveys, conducting interviews and data analysis

· A proposed questionnaire and telephone interview schedule
· Templates for invitation sheets, consent forms and the final report” (17)
Another useful evaluation tool is David Streatfield et al's Best Value and Better Performance in Libraries guidance report. Although this report is aimed at public and school libraries, many of the methods and techniques that are explored are of relevance to health library and information services (18). 
Markless and Streatfield also provide a web resource (19) of Evaluation tools and materials to use in conjunction with their book, Evaluating the impact of your library (1). This covers Checklists for analysing written material, focus group tools/methods, Interview questions and schedules, Observation checklists and Questionnaires (19). 
Suggested reading
 
This overview aims to provide you with an introduction to impact. However, if you would like to read about the concept of impact in more depth, please see the references below. A bibliography of references will be provided near the end of the MAXIM course. 
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