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 Committed to assisting research and academic libraries in the continuous improvement of management 
systems, OLMS has worked since 1970 to gather and disseminate the best practices for library needs. As part 
of its committment, OLMS maintains an active publications program best known for its SPEC Kits. Through 
the OLMS Collaborative Research/Writing Program, librarians work with ARL staff to design SPEC surveys 
and write publications. Originally established as an information source for ARL member libraries, the SPEC 
series has grown to serve the needs of the library community worldwide.

WHAT ARE SPEC KITS?

 Published six times per year, SPEC Kits contain the most valuable, up-to-date information on the latest 
issues of concern to libraries and librarians today. They are the result of a systematic survey of ARL member 
libraries on a particular topic related to current practice in the field. Each SPEC Kit contains an executive 
summary of the survey results (previously printed as the SPEC Flyer); survey questions with tallies and 
selected comments; the best representative documents from survey participants, such as policies, procedures, 
handbooks,  guidelines, websites, records, brochures, and statements; and a selected reading list—both in 
print and online sources—containing the most current literature available on the topic for further study.

SUBSCRIBE TO SPEC

 Subscribers tell us that the information contained in SPEC Kits is valuable to a variety of users, both inside 
and outside the library. SPEC purchasers use the documentation found in SPEC Kits as a point of departure 
for research and problem solving because they lend immediate authority to proposals and set standards for 
designing programs or writing procedure statements. SPEC Kits also function as an important reference tool 
for library administrators, staff, students, and professionals in allied disciplines who may not have access 
to this kind of information.
 SPEC Kits can be ordered directly from the ARL Publications Distribution Center. To order, call (301) 
362-8196, fax (301) 206-9789, email <pubs@arl.org>, or go to <http://www.arl.org/pubscat/index.html>. 
 Information on SPEC and other OLMS products and services can be found on the ARL website at <http://
www.arl.org/olms/infosvcs.html>. The website for SPEC is <http://www.arl.org/spec/index.html>. The 
executive summary or flyer for each kit after December 1993 can be accessed free of charge at the SPEC 
website.
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Introduction 
As scholarship places increasing emphasis on 

quantitative analysis, the need for numeric data 
grows across academic disciplines. Students and fac-
ulty require better access to sources of numeric data 
ranging from simple descriptive statistics to large 
sets of raw data. A “numeric data product” may 
be defined as any information resource—print or 
nonprint—with considerable numeric content. This 
definition focuses on the content of numeric data 
products, irrespective of format. As is evident from 
the survey results, many perceive data as strictly 
limited to machine-readable files. Such a perception 
ignores the fact that data comes in a wide variety of 
formats.

Academic departments, campus computing 
centers, and libraries have all provided support to 
varying degrees for researchers using numeric data. 
While the demand grows, specialized data services 
are quickly becoming a major operation. On many 
campuses, the library has become a central access 
point for numeric data users by coordinating collec-
tions of data resources and services to researchers. 
As more academic libraries join the data game, they 
look to their peer institutions for models of service, 
collection development, access policies, budgets, and 
staffing patterns.

Academic libraries have historically collected 
and provided access to bibliographic sources that 
contain some amount of numeric data. Libraries that 
are also government document depositories have 
often served as gateways to numeric data, as many 
of the publications distributed through depository 
programs are statistical in nature. The emergence of 
major statistical indexes has helped libraries, both 
depository and nondepository, provide improved ac-
cess to sources of numeric data. Such products as the 
American Statistics Index, published by the Congres-

sional Information Service, allow users to identify 
and access publications that contain substantial 
numeric content.

As with bibliographic resources, the demand 
among numeric data users for immediate, full-text 
access is on the rise. Since the release of 1990 Census 
data on CD-ROM, academic institutions have faced 
an increasing demand for numeric data, especially 
in a machine-readable form. Data consortia, such 
as the Inter-university Consortium for Political and 
Social Research (ICPSR), have also provided more 
widespread access to numeric data by archiving and 
distributing data files.

The survey results indicate that most academic 
libraries collect and service numeric data, but a 
disparity exists in how they define numeric data, 
what specific services are provided, what levels of 
staffing and budget are needed, and how they evalu-
ate data collections and services. It is hoped that the 
survey results will help identify some best practices, 
assuage some fears, and foster collaboration among 
institutions and individuals working to provide 
numeric data services.

Survey
While many academic libraries collect and pro-

vide services for numeric data resources, little has 
been written about how such resources are selected 
or which specific services are provided. The inves-
tigators have attempted to find answers to several 
specific questions about numeric data in academic 
libraries. What relationships exist between libraries 
and other academic units that have responsibility 
for numeric data? What are the principle sources for 
numeric data? How much are libraries spending to 
acquire numeric data resources? How much staff 
time are libraries devoting to numeric data? How 
do libraries evaluate their own performance regard-
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ing numeric data? The investigators designed their 
survey to try to capture some of this information.

During the spring of 2001, an eighteen-question 
survey was distributed to ARL member institutions 
in the United States and Canada. The survey was 
divided into six topical areas: Background, Numeric 
Data Product Collections, Access to Machine-read-
able Numeric Data Products, Staffing, Budget, and 
Evaluation of Numeric Data Collections & Services. 
In addition to basic information gathering about data 
collections and services, respondents were presented 
with an opportunity to rank their service levels 
based on desired and perceived performance. The 
investigators draw from the LibQUAL+ methodology 
recently developed by ARL. Sixty-six of the 121 ARL 
member libraries (55%) responded to the survey.

Responsibility for Data
Sixty-four out of 66 libraries (97%) indicated 

they collect or provide access to numeric data. All 
of these respondents provide some assistance for 
users trying to locate numeric data. Apart from help-
ing users locate data, the most frequently reported 
functions among libraries were: cataloging numeric 
data (98%), providing access to data (98%), collecting 
numeric data products (97%), storing numeric data 
(95%), answering reference questions about data 
(95%), and assisting users to retrieve data (92%).

The survey asked respondents to indicate which 
of the other campus units also perform various func-
tions associated with data services. When it comes 
to assisting users with data analysis, about a third 
(31%) of libraries provide this service, while close to 
half of the respondents (45%) indicated that academ-
ic departments perform this function. This seems to 
correspond with the typical limitation many aca-
demic librarians place on reference service; namely, 
to help users get to information, but leave the inter-
pretation of that information to the user. Other less 
frequently reported functions performed by libraries 
include: archiving data (53%), developing web-based 
tools to access numeric data (52%), and collecting 
codebooks (78%).

Among the other campus units, academic depart-
ments appear to provide a significant share of data 
services. Fifty-nine percent of respondents indicated 

that departments also collect data products, 47% said 
they store data, 36% said they provide access to data, 
and 31% said they provide user instruction. Overall, 
libraries appear to take the lead in handling numeric 
data. It should be noted, however, that this trend in 
responses is very likely a result of the fact that all the 
organizations surveyed were libraries. If a similar 
survey had been administered to the other campus 
units, a similar skew would probably have resulted. 
Nevertheless, the trend is telling, as libraries often 
are not aware of what other units on campus are 
doing with regard to data. Libraries considering 
providing more data-related services would do well 
to investigate what the other units are doing, and 
develop partnerships with them.

While 48% of responding libraries indicated they 
have no formal relationship with another academic 
unit responsible for numeric data, over a third (39%) 
hold both data and codebooks that are used by the 
data unit, and 34% include the data unit as an ad-
ministrative part of the library. Among the explana-
tory responses, the majority of those commenting 
indicated they had an informal but strong relation-
ship to other units, whether or not they are within 
the library.

Data Collection Development
Obtaining information about the number of 

data products libraries are collecting proved to be 
very difficult. On average, only about a third of the 
respondents were able to provide any numbers in 
response to this question. An overwhelming number 
of respondents indicated that approximating the 
number of products collected is difficult at best and 
perhaps impossible, as data products are distributed 
in various forms and from various sources.

Of those that could respond (22 out of 64), about 
half (48%) indicated they receive between 100–500 
data products through a government depository pro-
gram, 13% said they got 3,000 or more. Two-thirds 
(67%) said they receive 50 or fewer products via 
international governmental organizations (such as 
the UN, IMF, and OECD). About half (48%) indicated 
they received 20 or fewer products from commercial 
sources. Given the difficulty in answering this ques-
tion, perhaps some other method of estimating the 
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percentages of the library’s total collection received 
from these various sources, rather than exact num-
bers, could shed better light.

The majority of respondents (89%) indicated their 
institutions were members of the ICPSR. Of those, 
60% indicated that their official representative to 
the ICPSR was a member of the library staff. Over 
a quarter (27%) said their institutions participated 
with the Roper Center for Public Opinion Research. 
Other consortia included the European Consortium 
for Political Research, R-Cade, Statistics Canada’s 
Data Liberation Initiative, Sociometrics’ Electronic 
Social Science Data Library and statewide consortia.

Over a quarter (27%) of respondents have a col-
lection development policy covering numeric data. 
A preponderance (98%) of libraries collects numeric 
data in the social sciences. Over three-quarters (77%) 
collect in the sciences, while a little over half (56%) 
collect numeric data in the humanities. Business was 
mentioned frequently as another distinct subject 
area, while others included environment, public 
health, agriculture and law.

With regard to formats in which data is collected, 
online (98%) and CD-ROM (97%) are in the major-
ity, followed by paper (81%), diskette (75%), micro-
form (70%), and even magnetic tape (23%). The only 
other format mentioned was DVD, which reflects 
an emerging format of choice. Some respondents 
also commented that data only comes electronically, 
while differentiating that from statistics, which are 
acquired in print, microform etc. This is an interest-
ing distinction to make as it reflects a prevailing 
notion that data is something relegated only to the 
world of computers.

Machine-readable Data
Since machine-readable numeric data poses 

particular issues for access and bibliographic control, 
two questions were asked specifically concerning 
this format. Nearly all responding libraries (97%) 
provide cataloging of these numeric data resources 
in their online public-access catalogs, and just under 
a quarter (23%) have some other specialized catalog 
specifically for data. Many respondents indicated 
they rely on lists presented on web pages, and sev-
eral respondents said they had some sort of catalog-

ing scheme in development.
Thirty-four percent of respondents indicated they 

have no formal policy with regard to patron access 
to machine-readable data. More than half (58%) said 
that access is freely available to the institution’s com-
munity, both on and off campus. Only a third (33%) 
restricted access to students, faculty, and staff. Over 
half of the respondents noted that walk-in users 
have access to their resources, both locally mounted 
and remotely accessed. Since there is a high degree 
of variability among license agreements (especially 
with regard to commercially produced data resourc-
es) nearly every data source, in effect, has a different 
access policy. Government document resources were 
often singled out as having no access restrictions.

Staffing and Budgeting
Just over a third of the responding libraries (38%) 

reported they employ someone specifically to ac-
quire numeric data products. Of those, 79% hold the 
M.L.S. degree or its equivalent. Close to half (48%) 
said they employ someone specifically to handle 
service requests for numeric data, 65% of whom hold 
the M.L.S degree or its equivalent. Among other 
credentials held by these individuals are Bachelor’s 
and advanced degrees in political science, econom-
ics, and statistics.

The most commonly provided job title was Data 
Librarian. Judging from the responses that provided 
the same title for both acquisitions and reference ser-
vice responsibility, 13 of the above individuals (54%) 
are responsible for both areas. Many respondents 
expressed concern over use of the term “specifically,” 
reporting that the tasks of acquiring and providing 
service for numeric data are often distributed among 
several librarians and staff, without having any one 
individual specifically charged with this responsibil-
ity. On average, libraries reported that they devoted 
2 full time equivalent (FTE) librarians, 1 FTE support 
staff, and 1 FTE student staff to these responsibilities.

The same difficulty in determining the number 
of data products in the collection reappears when 
trying to estimate a budget for data products. Many 
respondents indicated that it is difficult to derive a 
budgeted amount since numeric data is scattered 
throughout their collections. Only 27 respondents 
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out of 64 (42%) could provide some specific budget 
information. For those giving figures, the budgeted 
amounts range from zero to $200,000. The average 
amount is $31,825 with a median of $12,000. The 
majority (89%) budget less than $100,000 and 30% 
budget below $2,000.

Evaluation of Data Services
Respondents were asked to indicate what tech-

niques or measures they used to evaluate the quality 
of their data collections and services. Nearly half 
(45%) admitted they do not perform any formal 
evaluation. Of those that did perform some evalua-
tion, most (69%) preferred usage statistics to measure 
the quality of their data services.

Working with the LibQUAL+ methodology, 
respondents were asked to rank their numeric 
data collections and services on a nine-point Likert 
scale, with 1 being the lowest level of service and 
9 the highest. Seven aspects of data collections and 
services were addressed: convenient access to data, 
providing reference services, acquiring data prod-
ucts, creating partnerships with other data units, col-
lecting user feedback, adding products on request, 
and maintaining error-free catalog records. For each 
category, respondents were asked to indicate what 
they thought should be a minimum service level, a 
desired service level, and the perceived performance 
level at their own library.

For the most part, respondents tended to rank the 
minimum level of service at around 4–6, the desired 
level at 7–8, and the perceived level of performance 
generally landed somewhere in between. A look at 
the difference between average rankings for each 
of the three service levels reveals some interesting 
patterns and could indicate how well libraries are 
performing. In the area of providing convenient ac-
cess to data products, the average ranking for a mini-
mum level of service is 5.32, the desired level is 8.23, 
and the perceived level is 5.80. The relatively high 
desired level of service would indicate that libraries 
consider convenient access to be important. Since 
the perceived level of performance is fairly close to 
the minimum level, one could say that libraries are 
providing convenient access at about the minimal 
level of service. In other words, there is some room 

for improvement.
Similarly, looking at the difference between rank-

ings across the various categories could offer some 
insight into how libraries value the different aspects 
of data collections and services. With regard to pro-
viding error-free catalog records, the average rank 
for minimal service is 6.17, the desired level is 8.55, 
and the perceived level is 6.60. Since the average 
minimal level and the average desired level are both 
higher for cataloging than they are for convenient 
access, one might infer that the libraries surveyed 
generally value accurate cataloging somewhat more 
highly than convenience. In fact, this seems consis-
tent with the findings above that show most libraries 
indicate they catalog numeric data products and pro-
vide cataloging for machine-readable data as well.

With regard to collecting user feedback, the 
average minimum level is 4.56, the desired level 
is 7.54, and the perceived level is 4.00. These num-
bers would indicate that not only do the libraries 
seem to value collecting feedback less than they 
value cataloging, but also that they are not collect-
ing feedback as well as they think they should. This 
seems entirely consistent with the earlier findings 
that show almost half of the libraries do not employ 
any specific measure to evaluate their collections and 
services. Likewise, in the area of creating partner-
ships, the minimum service level is 4.86, the desired 
is 7.80, and the perceived is 5.56. This would indicate 
that libraries may not value the creation of partner-
ships as highly as other aspects, and that they are a 
bit more satisfied with their performance in this area. 
Again this appears to be consistent with the findings 
above that show about half have no formal relation-
ships with the other data units on campus, but seem 
to rely somewhat on informal arrangements.

Issues Raised
The results of this survey raise several important 

issues for libraries to consider while planning to cre-
ate or expand numeric data collections and services. 
Among these are: creating a working definition of 
numeric data, determination of services to be pro-
vided, relationships with other campus data units, 
staffing and budget, access policies, and evaluation 
mechanisms.
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Perhaps the most fundamental place to begin 
thinking about data collections and services is a deci-
sion on how the library will define what it means 
by “numeric data.” Many respondents aired their 
views regarding this survey’s definition of data. 
Some found it confusing while others found it out of 
conformity with traditional definitions. Interestingly, 
whereas some indicated that numeric data has never 
been thought of as a separate, distinct part of the col-
lection, others pointed out that numeric collections 
are very different from traditional library collections. 
The result was that both groups found some ques-
tions difficult to answer. While the precise definition 
is certainly open to debate, the crucial matter is for 
libraries to have some understanding of what they 
will consider data to be, and to create or modify their 
collection development policies and service plans 
appropriately.

Libraries must decide for themselves what spe-
cific services they will provide with respect to data. 
Will they only provide reference assistance; limiting 
themselves to guiding users to sources of data and 
helping them copy or download? Will they take the 
next step and provide assistance in analyzing and 
presenting data in meaningful ways? Will they place 
data files on a server and create an interface for users 
to access the data? Will they only hold the data prod-
ucts and leave users to handle things on their own? 
Whatever services libraries decide to provide, they 
should have a firm sense of what these will be before 
proceeding.

Libraries should investigate what other units 
on campus are doing with regard to data. Has the 
academic computing department set up a data lab 
for students? Might someone there have expertise in 
data analysis to whom the library could refer users? 
Does the library have a subscription to a service that 
could help the data lab locate additional sources? 
Collaborative relationships between the library 
and other data units would go a long way towards 
providing more cohesive service to the university’s 
researchers. They could also help spread the costs so 
these departments might not feel the pinch as hard 
as if they operated alone.

Staffing and budgeting issues must also be 
settled. Once libraries know what services they plan 

to provide, they can determine what qualifications 
their staff would require to carry them out. Do they 
need to have a data librarian specifically charged to 
handle data, or could these functions be distributed 
among several librarians? Would they need to hire 
someone with a statistics background? The same is 
true for determining what kind of equipment the 
library would need and, consequently, how much 
they will need to spend. Will they need a new server, 
cabinets for CD-ROMs, extra terminals?

The library should decide what limitations they 
might place on access to data resources. Many licens-
ing agreements require that access be limited only to 
university affiliates, while most government-issued 
resources are freely accessible. There are various, 
and sometimes conflicting, obligations imposed 
upon such resources that make creation of an access 
policy difficult. Will the library require a sign-in 
sheet for some resources and leave others open? Will 
they only provide web access to free resources while 
limiting use of commercial resources to on-site use 
only? At a time when the software industry is seek-
ing stricter enforcement of their intellectual property 
rights, licensing restrictions on data products are 
becoming a very hot issue.

Finally, one issue that is often put on the back 
burner is evaluation. Many of the respondents do not 
have a mechanism for evaluating the quality of their 
collections or services, but having some method of 
evaluation is key for any future planning. Libraries 
might consider providing for an additional column 
on their reference statistics sheets to cover data-re-
lated questions. They could use server statistics to 
show how much usage their online data products are 
getting. A focus group could help show what other 
products or services users need. These techniques 
are also especially useful to aid libraries in decid-
ing if they want to provide any specific data-related 
services at all.

Conclusion
Numeric data is quickly becoming an area for 

academic libraries to venture into, as more emphasis 
in scholarship is placed on quantitative analysis. As 
with other more traditional bibliographic resources, 
numeric data is available in a variety of formats, 
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each of which bringing its peculiar limitations and 
requirements. Libraries planning to enter the data 
game would do well to consider the issues raised by 
this survey as they proceed. A review of the accom-
panying documents provided by respondents may 
help others to identify some examples of good prac-
tices, as well as become more aware of the collections 
and services other institutions offer and some of the 
challenges they have encountered.


