CAUL Meeting 2003/2

Agenda Item 574

Attachment 2

The CAUL Statistics Survey – What Did We Learn?

Background

The CAUL statistics have been around a long time.  They are produced annually from data supplied by CAUL institutions, and have usually included data from all Australian and New Zealand universities.  CAVAL has handled the collection and compilation of the data since 1992. The data are published each year as the September supplement of Australian Academic and Research Libraries. The data for publication excludes a range of data provided by some institutions only; this data is not considered to be benchmarkable, and hence is included as optional. 
Australian university library statistics were originally published in 1953 in the "News Sheet of the University and College Libraries Section, Library Association of Australia. Data were recorded in "The Red Book".  They now appear on the CAUL website at http://www.caul.edu.au/stats in Excel format from 1983 onwards, divided from 1983 to 1990 into separate university and college library statistics.  They do not include information for higher education bodies which are not CAUL members.

Over recent years, the CAUL Statistics Focus Group, under a variety of names, has filled the role of developing and changing the questionnaire and the Instructions for completing the spreadsheet.  This document contains definitions for all of the questions, and aims to make the data as comparable as possible. 

Purpose of the Survey

The purposes of the survey were

· Review the current information collected by CAUL

· Provide information to enhance the usefulness and usability of the statistics

What might be wrong with them?  Discussion of the CAUL statistics in recent years has focused on quite a wide range of things which some people perceive to be wrong with them, and a random list might include

· Too much information is collected

· They are out of date – we don’t measure online things enough

· In many cases we are not comparing like with like

· What about dual sector universities?

· Too much of the information is not useful

It was to provide some enlightenment on these matters, and to address any perceived weaknesses, that we conducted the survey. 

Format and Approach

The survey was sent out on 13th May 2003 with a response date of 9 June, later extended to 16 June and extended in practice for a week or so more.  All respondents completed the survey online.  It was administered by Swinburne University of Technology.

The survey aimed to survey all universities twice – one response from the University Librarian, and one from the person who provided CAUL statistical returns.  This was intended to reflect the views of a wider range of people.  The questionnaire was developed in close consultation with the CAUL Statistics Focus Group.   A total of 47 university libraries was surveyed (39 from Australia and 8 from NZ) and of these, 39  (or 83%) responded (33 Australian and 6 from New Zealand).  There was a total of 57 responses in all, an additional 18 coming from those university library staff members  with responsibility for statistics.

Good Statistics

It is probably not surprising that CAUL members all felt that the four suggested characteristics of good statistics were all strongly supported.  They were

· Clarity

· Validity

· Usefulness in practical ways

· Ease of collection / already collected for another purpose

A few others virtues were suggested too – reliability, relevance, longitudinal comparability and institutional comparability, consistency, timeliness and ease of use.  The point was made that definitions needed to be absolutely clear so that we are comparing like with like, as much as possible.

Use of Statistics

CAUL members were asked what they used the statistics for, with four possible uses:


Nature of Use
Useful or very useful

· Report to senior management
91.1%

· Analyse and understand
92.9%

· Decisions on resource allocation
66.1%

· Review progress against plans
55.4%

Again, a number of other uses were suggested – benchmarking (the major area suggested), budget submissions, projections, quality assurance, reporting to the community, monitoring trends.

Users of the Statistics

Most university library managers found the statistics useful or very useful, and none of them found them to be not useful or not very useful.  On the other hand, the statistics were seen as NOT being used by university managers (19%) or academic staff and others (52%)

User group
Useful or very useful

· University managers
37.0%

· Academic staff and others outside the library
13.0%

· University librarian
94.5%

· Other library managers
81.8%

Other user groups were suggested too.  They included university committees, projects and publications.

New Functionality

Respondents were asked about new things they might like the statistics to do for them.  At present, there is limited functionality compared with, say, the statistics produced by the Association of Research Libraries (ARL).  We asked a number of questions about what else could be done.  They have been re-ranked in order of preference.  The percentages do not add to 100 because I have left out the doubtful option (“maybe useful”)


Option
Not useful
Useful

· Produce graphs and tables from the data
0.0%
87.7%
· Develop flexible comparison of selected libraries
across selected years

3.7%
85.7%

· Create data sub-sets for comparison

1.9%
83.9%
· Download the data year by year in spreadsheet format
5.5%
80.7%
· Conduct online quantitative benchmarking

0.0%
80.4%
· Generate summary statistics for all CAUL/CONZUL
1.9%
71.4%
· Generate rankings of institutions by selected criteria
9.3%
69.6%
· Benchmarking against ARL libraries

22.2%
39.3%
Some of these are things which can be done with the current spreadsheets, so it is good to see our current functionality appreciated.  Others cannot, and there seems a general feeling that all should be able to be done if possible – although the sceptics were a near-majority regarding benchmarking with ARL libraries.  There were few comments, indicating that respondents were unable to think of new areas of functionality for which there was an obvious need.  One person commented that the functionality in the ARL statistics would be useful for CAUL.

New Measures

The CAUL Statistics Focus Group organised a seminar on statistics in university libraries, held in January 2003 – its papers are accessible on the CAUL statistics web site.  We conducted a survey in late 2002, and Isobel Mosley presented some conclusions at the seminar, on new measures which might be adopted.  Five were tested in the survey.  The first four have been agreed by the SFG.


New measure
Not useful
Useful

· Number of logins (sessions) on electronic databases
5.7%
71.0%

· Number of queries (searches) in electronic databases
7.5%
65.5%

· Number of full text requests from electronic databases
3.8%
78.2%

· Proportion of acquisitions expend. on electronic resources
3.8%
81.8%

· Number of web page hits
17.0%
43.6%

The four proposed new measures link to those planned in the COUNTER project, and of them there seems a clear preference for full text downloads.  There were several suggestions for other measures, such as Number of student computer workstations in the library.  There were also several negative comments about web hits, on the grounds that comparisons of these kinds of data are unreliable and hard to compare.

Existing Measures

These were divided into the following sections

· Organisation (space, seats, opening hours)

· Staff

· Services

· Information resources

· Expenditure

· Institutional population

· Ratios

In general, there was strong support for almost all of the existing CAUL measures, some of which managed to score a 100% response to the options useful/very useful.  This is encouraging – although the financial outlay (contracting CAVAL to manage the annual data collection) is not great, we put a lot of effort into them.  Those measures which attracted less than enthusiastic support or were otherwise interesting were


Measure
Not useful
Useful

· Floor space
31.4%
37.7%

· Non-serial items withdrawn
13.5%
66.7%

· Non-serial titles withdrawn
19.2%
55.6%


· Serial volumes withdrawn
29.4%
52.8%

· Shelving
35.3%
32.1%

· Archives
44.0%
21.2%

· Expenditure on binding
15.7%
60.8%

· Turnstiles / entry count
19.6%
56.9%


Most of the above measures are not mandatory.

In general support was lower for counting acquisitions and withdrawals than for counting total collection size, and lower for counting titles than for counting items/volumes.  Support for ratios, which linked two measures, varied from 56% to 70%, but these are calculated rather than collected.

Improvements and Evaluation

CAUL respondents were inclined to comment – another indicator that they used the statistics and were interested in having a say.  Thirty of the 57 respondents commented on the strengths of the CAUL statistics, and used the opportunity to express general support for the site and the data.  In particular

· Comprehensive range of statistics in one place

· The deemed list was singled out for enthusiastic support

· Quick and easy to use

· Comparative data across a broad front is particularly useful

· The collection methodology and instructions are long standing and understood

· There were only a few comments on optional fields, and only two respondents were opposed to them, while others supported having optional fields.

· The rankings are a time saver

Even more people commented on weaknesses and things which needed improving.  I have not  included them all, and the list below focusses on those where more than one person made the point.

· Some measures are less relevant in the flexible delivery age; e.g. turnstile count.  There were several comments on the need for more e-metrics to balance declines in other counts; on the need to count off-site activity better; on the need to count dowloads of e-reserves as well as loans of physical reserve items; and so on.  This was a common area for comments, although few suggestions were offered regarding remedies.

· There was a range of comments indicating that universities were counting different things in some areas.  This was perhaps the most common statement on the comments on weaknesses; a number of comments focussed on problems in non-comparability of expenditure data in particular.  There were a number of areas where it was suggested that different practices had an impact on comparability – e.g. some libraries pay operating charges which others do not. 

· It is important that the statistics be available in time for university budget discussions – i.e. earlier than they are available now.

· The point was made that the statistics are input rather than output focused.  This point is often made, although is is not actually true.

· Problems of joint libraries, dual sector universities, and converged libraries.

· Focus on totals obscures the fact that some benchmarking might work better by comparing particular campus libraries, rather than whole library systems.

· There were some comments about lack of clarity in definitions, including the approach taken in the deemed list.  Most comments about the deemed list were supportive of having it, but most also acknowledged that it was complex to collect the information.  It was suggested that there should be adequate lead time in implementing new definitions, especially with the deemed list, and that instructions should be provided much earlier.

· Non machine-generated statistics can be unreliable; e.g. reference transactions.

· There were several comments suggesting either (a) that we do not need to count both items and titles, and/or (b) that we do not need to count acquisitions and discards as well as totals.  It was said that we collect too much information about serials (columns 35-41), in particular.

· Cumbersome to manipulate the data – i.e. to query and extract data, download it into a local system, do comparisons across several years and convert data to graphical form.

· Several comments mentioned the fact that more qualitative information is not collected – e.g. numbers of ILLs but not performance data.

Suggestions for Improvements and Additions

Suggestions were mainly related to improvements in procedures, formats and functionality, and addition of new categories of data to be collected or calculated.

· More totals; e.g. total number of volumes in the collection and more ratios – e.g. loans per EFTSU  - and other suggestions that ratios are unnecessary, since they can be produced as required by users.  Note that neither of these is a data collection issue.

· Good support for the improved functionality suggested in section 3.  This was a common area of comment, and there were a number of specific suggestions – e.g. division of the single spreadsheet into separate files for each broad area.

· There were lots of comments on timing, all of them favouring an early start – in providing definitions, and in collecting data, and above all providing the deemed list in January.

· Some suggestions for new measures not mentioned earlier; examples include 

· eprint archives and electronic reserve

· self checkout loans, online renewals

· deduplicated serials totals where this can be done

· student workstations count.  

· Numbers of offshore and off campus students

· Some people suggested definitions which could be clarified, although most of these favoured making them more precise and hence more complicated.

· Someone suggested that the spreadsheet should include the previous submission from that library for comparison purposes.

· Some people argued that changes should be minimised to maintain consistency over time.

Some suggestions would move the annual survey from its current census nature (everything counted) to an approach based on sampling, and/or from essentially quantitative information to include some qualitative measures (e.g. timeliness measures).

Conclusion – What Does CAUL Want Done?

It is worth reminding CAUL members of the Statistics Focus Group’s slogan – cheap, useful and fairly valid.  The point of the slogan is that in collecting and assembling statistics there are trade-offs between these three things, and the imperfections of statistics are part of their nature.  The high level of satisfaction with the statistics indicate that this is understood.  They have a practical value for us.

However, it is clear that CAUL members would like us to do some things differently.  Here are some suggestions to think about:

1 There seems to be general support for expansion of functionality of the statistics web site.  The next step is to work out what to do, and what it would cost.
2 Timing.  There is a clear demand for the collection process to start earlier in each calendar year. This really means that decisions about changes would need to be made before the end of each year (including changes to the Deemed List). 

3 There is a wide range of detailed suggestions which need to be analysed and incorporated into the statistics collection for 2003 (in 2004).  Someone needs to work through these in detail – the survey elicited eight pages of comments.
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