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Abstract: 
 

This paper identifies six key changes in library evaluation over the past five years and 
suggests why they may be important for IFLA delegates. Deciding which changes to feature 
was difficult because library evaluation is a highly contentious area (as is evaluation more 
generally) and because practice across the world is partial, patchy and uneven. The authors 
summarize their choices by noting a gradual move in the library evaluation field towards 
deeper understanding of the nature and significance of evaluation. Their key propositions are 
that: the demand for evaluation expertise is beginning to outstrip supply; there is a 
technology-enabled shift in research and evaluation focus from the world of the library to the 
information world of potential library users; there is growing experience of conducting 
library impact evaluation across countries; there is a dawning recognition that sustaining 
impact evaluation efforts is a core element in ensuring sustainability of libraries; there are 
early signs of movement towards more ethical evaluation; and as library services become 
more innovative the limitations of simple evaluation models are beginning to show. The 
implications of each of these propositions for IFLA delegates is adumbrated. 
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Introduction 
When we were invited to make this presentation some months ago, we were asked to 

identify five things that have happened in library evaluation in the past five years and why 
they are important for the work of people at this conference. Trying to decide what 
constitutes important ‘things that have happened’ was not straightforward for several reasons, 
such as: 

Library evaluation is still a highly contentious area, with little agreement between 
proponents of different evaluation ‘schools’. In this respect, library evaluators mirror many of 
the wider evaluation debates and discussions in disciplines such as education or international 
development evaluation. There, as in the library evaluation field, some evaluators define their 
evidence collection activity entirely or very largely in quantitative terms; others ‘restrict’ 
themselves to qualitative evaluation (see, for example, Guba and Lincoln, 1987; Shaw, 
Greene and Mark, 2006); still others opt for mixed methods approaches, which they may 
view as relatively unproblematic or as intensely complex and difficult (see Patton, 2012; in 
the library context see Chiranov, 2012). We will be disappointed if everyone agrees with our 
perceptions of what the key changes in the field are and why they are important (we don’t 
always agree between ourselves). 

 
Practice in library evaluation varies in different countries and the overall picture is 

partial, patchy and uneven. If we think about conducting performance measurement and 
library evaluation at country level (which seems appropriate for an international federation 
such as IFLA) we need to ask ourselves where in the world we are thinking about. Library 
evaluation can be seen as alive and well – if we focus on the leading work, which tends to be 
conducted in the USA and Canada, Australasia and Northern Europe (see Markless and 
Streatfield, 2013; Poll, 2014). The library evaluation situation in many other countries is 
much less rosy. This makes any choice of significant developments open to the question 
‘Significant for whom?’ 

 
We could have highlighted changes in how to do impact evaluation, what to evaluate or 

particular techniques, such as: 
 

 the new International Standard Methods and Procedures for Assessing the Impact of 
Libraries, ISO 16439 

 various return on investment studies – usually based on contingent valuation, with its inherent 
limitation of being based on hypothetical situations. A valuable exception here is the work of 
Tenopir and her colleagues focused on scholarly reading and the value of library resources 
(Tenopir et al. 2010; 2012) 

 using collaborative performance data collection and analysis tools (see, for example, Hall, 
Stephens and Kennedy, 2014; Killick, van Weerden and van Weerden, 2014). 

Instead, we decided to focus on what we saw as recent changes in thinking about 
evaluation – which could be summarised as a gradual move in the library evaluation field 
towards deeper understanding of the nature and significance of evaluation – or more 
flippantly as moving beyond collecting and analysing what we refer to as ‘busyness statistics’ 
(service process and output indicators) towards engagement with user and potential user 
perceptions of libraries. We were bolstered in our decision by the knowledge that the other 
speakers in this session will explore specific, concrete developments. Taking this view of the 
evaluation scene, we almost succeeded in meeting the brief (we have identified six important 
changes rather than five, but hope to be forgiven for this lapse).  
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A final preliminary point (if that is not a contradiction in terms) is that, in thinking 
about important changes, we have drawn on our experience of working with the Global 
Libraries Initiative of the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation at several points. This is 
because we see that Initiative as driving some recent developments that are likely to resonate 
with many IFLA delegates.   

 
What do we see as changing? 
 

1 The demand for evaluation expertise is beginning to outstrip supply 
 

Doing performance measurement and evaluation in libraries requires a range of skills which become 
more disparate as we move beyond ‘busyness statistics’ towards user-focused evaluation.  
 
Our experience working as independent impact consultants to the Global Libraries Initiative 
highlights what we see as a growing issue. Global Libraries has awarded a series of country grants in 
emergent countriesi which, inter alia, require the country teams to procure hardware and software to 
provide public library users with free public access to computers and the internet, train library staff to 
support users in computer and internet use, and encourage library managers to devise advocacy 
programmes to help sustain this work. (For a fuller description of the Global Libraries initiative and of 
its approach to impact evaluation see Fried, Kochanowicz and Chiranov, 2010). They ask that each 
country team should include an impact specialist to ensure that appropriate performance measurement 
and impact evidence gathering is carried out to show whether and how providing free public access to 
computers is changing people’s lives. Many of the countries involved have found it difficult to find 
suitable impact specialists locally and none of the impact specialists appointed has had the full range 
of requisite skills at the outset. This is scarcely surprising because this role calls for a combination of 
expertise in quantitative and qualitative evaluation in national development programme settings, as 
well as understanding of how public libraries and their staff function in the relevant country. Impact 
specialists have been recruited from a variety of backgrounds: international development NGOs, 
business management and consultancy, health strategy evaluation or rural development. Part of our 
role with Global Libraries has been to help people with this range of backgrounds to get to grips with 
public libraries.  
 
This ‘shortfall in expertise’ is not peculiar to Global Libraries, nor is it in any way surprising. When 
library policy makers and service managers focus their attention beyond service performance 
measurement and towards the impact of their services on users, they often encounter similar issues. 
Participants in our impact workshops for library managers reported, over several years, that library 
policy makers were often disconcerted when presented with qualitative evidence of the impact of 
library services on people rather than the tabulated performance metrics with which they felt 
comfortable. In turn, the library managers usually found it challenging to work through a training 
process which required them to clearly state service objectives and then to identify relevant impact 
indicators, before choosing appropriate evidence collection methods.   

 
1.1 What are the implications for IFLA delegates? 

Library schools and Library Associations should think about how to develop a wider 
range of evaluation skills amongst the library communities within their countries. (We will 
return to this theme at 4 below.) 
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2 There is a technology-enabled shift in research and evaluation focus from the 
world of the library to the information world of potential library users 
 
We detect a gradual change in focus from a library-centred view of evaluation (concentrating 

on performance metrics and user satisfaction surveys), towards studying ‘the metrics of everyday 
professional life’ (looking at people’s information worlds and whether and where libraries and their 
services might fit in). Evaluators and researchers are enlisting the power of computers to gather and 
process evaluation evidence through a growing variety of means, from pop-up surveys (see Chiranov, 
2011)  through to electronic tracking of people’s information search behaviour (or ‘digital footsteps’) 
(Nicholas and Rowlands, 2008). These approaches enable evaluators to move on from reliance on 
how people say that they use information/libraries in their work, education and social lives to seeing 
how they actually use information, including library use.  
 

The rapid development of mobile technologies has enabled libraries to be embedded into 
people’s work patterns (seen by some commentators as a key step towards library survival). This 
provides a further challenge in evaluating the reach of such libraries.  

This process of technology enablement calling for more sophisticated evaluation will 
continue - as information technologies develop, they can provide interesting and valuable 
ways of engaging with library evaluation, especially changes in how users interact with 
information. 

 
2.1 What are the implications for IFLA delegates? 

There is an opportunity for you to consider:  
 adapting traditional methods of data collection and asking different questions 
 using information technologies in different ways – e.g. observatories drawing information 

search data from linked computers 
 the ethical issues (evaluation versus spying) 

 
3 There is growing experience of conducting library impact evaluation across countries 

During our seven-year experience of working with the Global Libraries initiative we 
have seen a steadily growing interest by participants in being able to compare performance 
measurement data and impact evidence between countries and across the whole programme. 
This movement has been accompanied by a shift in focus from process and output 
measurement towards outcomes. Making comparisons is an activity fraught with difficulties 
at any level (institutional, regional or country). The evaluator is open to the charge of a lack 
of contextual sensitivity and therefore drawing invidious conclusions. Comparison has to be 
both systematic and rigorous, particularly at this large-scale level. Part of the contribution 
that Global Libraries should be able to make to the world’s library evaluation community is a 
well-tried and validated system for gathering common impact measures at country level using 
common survey questions and based on well-researched impact areas (where we know that 
public libraries are capable of making a difference). Global Libraries has already made 
available the survey tools and other instruments used in their European Community-focused 
17 country survey of public perceptions of public libraries (Quick et al., 2013). These 
comprise survey instruments for a general population survey, computer users in public 
libraries, computer and library users, library users; an interview instrument for library 
managers; a library users focus group instrument; and a qualitative research stimulus guide 
(as well as country reports for each country involved in both English and the main country 
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language and, importantly for other evaluators, access to the raw data). All these can be found 
on the TASCHA website at http://tascha.uw.edu/research/libraries/publications/. 

 
Again, this groundswell of change is not confined to Global Libraries. To give two 

examples, EIFL blazed the trail for the work just described by commissioning a survey of 
perceptions of public libraries in six African countries (TNS RMS East Africa, 2011) and has 
again made the survey instruments and tools accessible for the library evaluation community 
at http://www.eifl.net/perception-study. IFLA itself has taken a lead in encouraging impact-
focused evaluations through at least two of its initiatives, FAIFE (Committee on Freedom of 
Access to Information and Freedom of Expression) and BSLA (Building Strong Library 
Associations), in the latter case actively encouraging the countries involved to conduct their 
own impact evaluations and opening up the possibility for other countries to apply similar 
approaches to expand the base for comparison across countries.  
 
3.1 What are the implications for IFLA delegates? 

 
If you are considering country-level library surveys focused on people’s perceptions or 

impact, it should at least be worthwhile to look at some of the instruments that are already 
available. They offer a potentially enhanced basis for comparisons with other countries 
founded on more rigour in common sample sizes, explicit assumptions, research-based 
question areas and common questions. This should in turn provide opportunities to make the 
right (well-informed) comparisons for the right (developmental rather than judgemental) 
comparisons. 

 
If library policy makers and managers are looking to gather comparative data within 

their counties they might also find these instruments and the underlying approaches provide 
useful starting points.  

 
4 There is a dawning recognition that sustaining impact evaluation efforts is a core element in 

ensuring sustainability of libraries  

We hope that we are not being over-optimistic in detecting a growth in awareness of the 
importance of performance measurement and impact evaluation data as advocacy evidence. If 
libraries are to survive as one of the plethora of information-access agencies they need to 
adapt and respond to changing user needs. This calls for sustained user impact evaluation 
efforts to be encompassed within normal work practices of library managers, as well as when 
planning how to continue effective library initiatives after time-limited funding has 
disappeared.  

 
Successfully sustaining evaluation depends on empowerment of library managers as 

evaluators, based on helping them to understand what is involved. In the UK the way forward 
was initially through individual self-empowerment based on training, supported by access to 
appropriate toolkits and guidance. However, various early approaches to supported self-
evaluation (Markless and Streatfield, 2004; 2006) are now being transformed and developed. 
For example, in Romania a voluntary Impact Group of methodologists and library managers 
is developing evaluation tools and has been trained to carry on elements of impact evaluation 
after conclusion of the Global Libraries grant there later this year. In Lithuania, the Libraries 
for Innovation 2 programme is encouraging library managers to take on an element of impact 
evidence gathering and analysis, again with training provided, as part of 30 small grants to 
develop public library services. 

http://tascha.uw.edu/research/libraries/publications/.
http://www.eifl.net/perception-study.
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4.1 What are the implications for IFLA delegates? 

We obviously think that supported self-evaluation is potentially important in many 
countries if we are to address the skills gap referred to earlier. However, we also recognise 
the need to be realistic – how far is supported self-evaluation possible in environments where 
the reality may be that libraries are staffed by middle-aged or older people who are employed 
part-time, may be relatively poorly educated and under-motivated to accept any challenges in 
their work? 

 
What can library policy makers and managers do to help? It should be possible to 

ensure that appropriate toolkits and guidance are available and accessible, and to encourage 
and support library managers who want to do this work (for example, by building library 
manager support into library evaluation strategies). We also recommend that sustainability of 
evaluation should be seen as part of any overall library sustainability strategy. The future of 
libraries depends upon library policy makers and managers accepting the need for evidence-
informed working in order to understand the accelerating rate of change that will constitute a 
big part of all our futures. 

 
5 There are early signs of movement towards more ethical evaluation 

Libraries are getting better at engaging with communities in deciding what services to 
develop and how to develop them, but evaluation still tends to be controlled by professional 
evaluators or library managers. However, we are beginning to detect some movement away 
from treating library users as ‘evaluation subjects’ and towards more democratic evaluation. 
The international development evaluation literature has advanced various ideas about a more 
inclusive and democratic evaluation embracing a wider range of stakeholders, including marginalized 
groups, and involving them in designing the evaluations and in interpreting the findings (e.g. Mertens, 
2003; Greene, 2006). Central here is the idea of preventing qualitative evaluation from becoming just 
another way of enforcing the existing power relationships between governments and their people. In 
library evaluation this idea takes various forms, ranging from consultation with users about 
the impact areas for evaluations and forming evaluation partnerships with stakeholders to 
establishing panels of library staff and users to   review impact evidence and take editorial 
decisions about the presentation of results.  

 
5.1 What are the implications for IFLA delegates? 

 
A good starting point may be to consider three questions: Who are the evaluations for? Who should 
decide what to evaluate and how? Who owns the results and decides what to do with them? 

Going a step further, in an examination of the consequences of 23 research projects funded by 
Canada’s International Development Research Centre, Fred Carden (2009) identified three ways in 
which research can contribute to better governance, as: 

 
1  Encouraging open inquiry and debate 
2  Empowering people with the knowledge to hold governments accountable 
3  Enlarging the array of policy options 
 
These three principles appear to present an appropriate challenge for library service evaluators. 
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6 As library services become more innovative the limitations of simple evaluation models are 
beginning to show 

The usual approach to library evaluation is sometimes called the simple logic model and is 
based on assuming that there is a series of direct relationships between service inputs, outputs 
and outcomes (expressed as quantified outputs). However, as libraries increasingly seek to take 
advantage of ICT developments by introducing new services, design different spaces to engage the 
community in new activities and venture into teaching and learning in the area of information literacy, 
they are moving into the area of ‘emergent evaluation’ (sometimes described as ‘developmental 
evaluation’ – Patton, 2011) in which it is not straightforward to predict where change will appear 
and therefore, where to focus the evaluation. Rogers (2008) distinguishes three types of model. At 
the two extremes are the simple logic model and the complex logic models where the paths from 
action to impact are complex, with disproportionate relationships (where, at critical levels, a small 
change can make a big difference) and emergent impacts (which cannot readily be specified at the 
outset). The more advanced library services appear to have all the characteristics of the complex logic 
model, but so far we have seen more discussion than action in addressing the issue here.  

 
6.1 What are the implications for IFLA delegates? 

 
When engaging in the more complex areas of library service provision it may be 

necessary to adopt a  more flexible approach to evaluation which does not assume that we can 
guess all the likely outcomes from a programme or initiative at the outset. The idea of 
progressive focusing by collecting as much evaluation evidence as possible and then 
gradually deciding which impact areas are likely to repay greater attention is not new (at least 
in educational evaluation) but may offer a helpful way forward (see Parlett and  Hamilton, 
1972).  

Most library statistics are based on the simple logic model and their interpretation is 
often accordingly simplistic. Is it possible to use library statistics (in combination with other 
evaluation data) in ways that are sensitive to how change occurs in complex library 
environments? We don’t know the answer to this question so it is probably a good place to 
stop looking over our shoulders. 

What will the next five years bring to the evaluation party? Hopefully, library 
evaluators will engage more with their users to explore some of the intangible but important 
aspects of the library contribution to people’s lives. The best library evaluators are already 
looking at user confidence when assessing ICT-focused training, rather than stopping at 
competence. We still have something to learn from our cultural sector colleagues when 
exploring creativity and enjoyment and how these can be enhanced as part of the library 
experience. 
 
DISCLAIMER 

We have made various references above to the Global Libraries initiative of the Bill and 
Melinda Gates Foundation. We wish to emphasise that these comments are our views and should not 
be taken in any way to represent the official view of Global Libraries or of the Bill and Melinda 
Gates Foundation. 
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