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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Introduction

With the growth of the World Wide Web over the
last 15 years, the transition from print-based re-
sources and services to electronic resources and
services has occurred in all areas of librarianship.
Library services and collection development in
support of research and scholarship using spatial
data is certainly among those aspects of the pro-
fession that have undergone significant changes
over that time period. Resulting shifts in scholar-
ship and instruction within the geophysical scienc-
es have made digital mapping support a primary
focus within cartographic units/libraries. Digital
mapping has also created new user groups as re-
searchers in the social and health sciences increas-
ingly use geographic information systems (GIS) to
plot and analyze data.

Support of digital spatial data use is nothing
new to ARL member libraries. In 1999, SPEC Kit
238 (The ARL Geographic Information Systems Liter-
acy Project, March 1999) indicated that GIS was in-
deed supported throughout the ARL membership.
The survey conducted for the current SPEC Kit was
designed to discover how this transition has pro-
gressed in ARL institutions and what effect it has
had on staffing, collections, budget, and services.

Regardless of its format, spatial data offers chal-
lenges to library services and collection develop-
ment. Space concerns, cataloging issues, and car-
tographic literacy accompany spatial data in print.

Technological demands, training, and keeping
pace with user expectations and needs accompany
spatial data in digital format. This SPEC Kit offers
a snapshot of how ARL libraries are handling these
challenges 15 years after GIS and digital mapping
first appeared in their parent institutions.

The survey was distributed to the 123 ARL
member libraries in the winter of 2005. A total of
72 libraries (59%) responded by the February 16,
2005, deadline. Only one respondent indicated that
resources and services in support of spatial data
research and scholarship were not provided at her
institution.

Background

When asked whether spatial data collections are
dispersed throughout the institution or consoli-
dated in one location, 18 institutions reported that
these collections are consolidated in one location:
nine collections are housed in a map library and
nine in the main library on campus. The majority
of respondents (53 or 74%) indicated that the col-
lections are dispersed. About one third of these
reported collections in two separate locations; the
rest have collections spread over three to five loca-
tions. It was not surprising to find that the main
library and map library are the most common lo-
cations for spatial data collections at these institu-
tions (37 responses each); however, 35 respondents
(66%) indicated that such collections are also kept

Spatial Data Collections and Services - 11



in locations, such as computer labs, that are main-
tained by academic departments on campus. Of
these 35 respondents, 26 also have map libraries
and 9 have spatial data collections in the main li-
brary. Nineteen respondents have a designated GIS
lab; five of these also have spatial data collections
in the main library, six have collections in a map
library, and eight have collections in all three loca-
tions. Twenty-eight of the respondents identified
a variety of other locations, primarily branch and
departmental libraries, that also house spatial data
collections.

Although collections that are managed outside
of the library may create challenges of access and
awareness for library staff, they may also present
opportunities for collaboration with those depart-
ments, especially in light of the financial advan-
tages of pulling such resources and the fact that
digital access facilitates use that is not tied to any
one location.

Staffing

On average, staff support for spatial data collec-
tions in the main library is lower than at other loca-
tions. Librarian time typically amounts to less than
one FTE, while there is about one FTE of support
staff and one of student assistants. Only a handful
of main library collections also employ an “other
professional;” these positions range from .50 to 2
FTE. Within map libraries, however, there is usu-
ally at least one FTE librarian position and close to
two support staff and student assistant FTEs. map
libraries also employ more “other professionals”
than main libraries, from .50 to 6 FTE.

The most surprising staffing trends are in the
spatial data collections/service points outside of
the map and main library. Though fewer respon-
dents were able to report FTE data for these loca-
tions, those who could revealed that, on average,
there are more of almost every category of staff in
academic department spaces, GIS labs, and other
locations than in the map or main library.

The staff at each spatial data location have wide-
ranging responsibilities. It is not surprising that a
full range of traditional library services, from refer-
ence and bibliographic instruction to acquisitions
and cataloging, are provided in the main library
locations. What is unexpected is that the majority
of map and departmental libraries also provide
not only reference assistance and instruction, but
also acquisitions, cataloging, interlibrary loan, and
reserves. While most of the GIS labs provide ref-
erence and instruction, as well, few typical library
services are provided in the academic department
spaces. Across the spatial data locations, staff of-
fer a variety of other services, too, including digi-
tization support, data preparation, and specialized
map production.

Budget

A slight majority of respondents (52%) indicated
that their institutions maintain a separate budget
for spatial data services and collection develop-
ment, regardless of whether spatial data is in dis-
persed or consolidated locations. The median bud-
get at institutions with dispersed collections was
$19,261. At institutions with collections consolidat-
ed in a map library the median budget was $47,520.
The median budget for collections consolidated in
the main library was $50,000. As expected, staffing
accounts for the single largest budget item, with
print maps, digital data sets, and supplementary
print materials standing out as other major budget-
ary expenses. Surprisingly, equipment is not a sig-
nificant portion of the budget for most institutions.
Although the survey did not include software as an
individual budgetary category, three respondents
listed it as an expense in the “other” category.

Spatial Data Services

Spatial data service points are staffed as few as 3
hours per week and as many as 110. The most com-
mon staffing level is 40 hours per week (31 of 64
respondents or 48%). Twelve respondents (19%)
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reported that service points are staffed fewer than
40 hours per week; 21 (33%) reported that they
are staffed more than 50 hours per week. During
these service hours, map, main, and departmental
libraries offer the most comprehensive reference
services for spatial data users, including assistance
with print map collections and supplemental print
material, locating Web-based mapping resources,
and searching bibliographic/research databases.
Map libraries are more likely to support GIS and
other types of digital mapping than the main or de-
partmental libraries. Staff in academic departmen-
tal spaces/computer labs and designated GIS labs
focus on helping users locate and use Web-based
mapping resources and providing support for GIS
and other types of digital mapping.

Instruction sessions on spatial data are offered
by 62 of the respondents (87%). Forty-seven of these
provided data on the number of sessions: about
half offer one to nine sessions during a typical year
and the rest offer ten or more, including both group
and one-on-one instruction. The content of these
sessions ranges from tours of and orientations to
the collection to a “monthly course on maps,” to
GIS software instruction to a semester-long course
on “spatial foundations.”

GIS Services and Support

Sixty-seven of the respondents answered questions
specifically about their institution’s support for
GIS and digital mapping. Even at the institutions
where spatial data collections are consolidated in
either the map or main library, GIS resources and
services are scattered across the institution. Where
collections are consolidated in the main library, GIS
resources and services are most often found in the
library, a designated GIS lab, and academic depart-
ments; the library provides support in the library
and lab, but not the departmental locations. Where
collections are consolidated in the map library, GIS
resources and services are also most often found in
the library, GIS lab, and academic departments, but

the library only provides support in the library, not
the lab or departmental locations.

In the institutions with dispersed spatial data
collections, GIS resources and services are most
frequently found in academic departmental space.
The next most common locations for such resourc-
es are the map library, main library, GIS labs, and
public computing labs, in that order. Services to ac-
company the resources are most likely to be found
in the map library and GIS lab. Again, library sup-
port for GIS is more often available in the map and
main libraries. Only a handful of respondents re-
port library support in academic departments, GIS
labs, or public computing labs.

Libraries at the responding institutions offer a
number of services in support of GIS. Ninety-seven
percent offer assistance in locating data, 89% collect
digital data sets, and a somewhat surprising 84% of-
fer consultations. Seventy-one percent offer stand-
alone instructional sessions on using GIS software
or locating data, while 49% offer curriculum-based
GIS instructional sessions, the least commonly of-
fered service. Other GIS services include creating
data and maps, map digitization, staff training, and
research assistance, among others.

The libraries that support GIS are doing so
with well-equipped facilities. Ninety-four percent
of the respondents provide CD/DVD-RW drives
for large data transfer, 71% offer at least standard
scanners and all but one offer one to three kinds of
printers—55% provide color laser printing. More
specialized GIS equipment is increasingly available
in ARL member libraries. Forty-six percent of the
respondents provide large-format plotters and 31%
provide large-format/map scanners. Other equip-
ment includes advanced digitization equipment
(i.e., digitizers, digital overhead cameras, digital
preservation cameras) and GPS units.

Respondents were asked to indicate the level
of GIS use among students, faculty, or research-
ers working in selected disciplines. It came as no
surprise to find that geography, architecture, and
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geology were the disciplines most heavily using
GIS. Somewhat surprisingly, those working in the
health sciences emerged as medium to heavy GIS
users. Other disciplines making medium to high
use of GIS include city/regional /urban planning,
agriculture, forestry, and ecology/environmental
studies.

Changes in Spatial Data Collections and Services
In order to gauge the impact of an increasingly digi-
tal environment for spatial data on member institu-
tions, respondents were asked to compare current
services, staffing, and budget to their levels in 1999,
when ARL member institutions were last surveyed
on GIS. Only nine respondents indicated that their
library once supported spatial data research and
no longer did as of February 2006; among the rea-
sons given were that funding for a grant-supported
project ran out, a degree program that used spatial
data was dropped, and skilled staff moved on to
other positions and weren’t replaced.

The period from 1999 to 2005 represented
growth in the number of locations on campuses of-
fering spatial data support. With the exception of
one map library that was in use in 1999 but not in
2005, the number of map libraries, main libraries,
academic departments, and GIS labs where spa-
tial data is used increased over that time period.
With the exception of one science library and one
special collections location, all other locations that
provided spatial data resources or services in 1999
were still in use in 2005, and eight new locations
were added.

Over the same time period, about 60% of the
respondents reported that the number of spatial
data staff stayed the same, while 20% to 30% re-
ported an increase and fewer than 20% reported a
decrease. The greatest increases were in the catego-
ries of other professional, librarian, and graduate
student assistants. The greatest decreases were in
the categories of student and support staff.

Likewise, staff responsibility for spatial data

services experienced some changes between 1999
and 2005. Predictably, few respondents reported
any decreases in responsibility. The largest de-
creases were in cataloging and acquisitions (11% of
respondents each). At the same time, cataloging in-
creased for 39% of the respondents and acquisitions
increased for 36%. Roughly half of the respondents
reported that reference and instruction increased
while the other half said they stayed the same. The
fewest changes were reported for interlibrary loan
and reserves.

Patron use of spatial data services followed an
upward trend from 1999 to 2005. The vast major-
ity of responding institutions (72%) have seen an
increase in spatial data users since 1999, 24% indi-
cated there was no change, and only 4% indicated
a decrease in users. The number of spatial data in-
struction sessions increased at 44% of the respond-
ing institutions and remained the same at 53%.
Perhaps in response to these trends, 38% of respon-
dents increased the hours of spatial data service
between 1999 and 2005.

Forty-seven percent of the responding institu-
tions reported that their current budget for spa-
tial data resources and services reflects no change
since 1999, 38% report an increase, and 15% report
a decrease. The budget changes seem to correlate
most strongly with the changes in the number of li-
brarians and other professional staff between 1999
and 2005. Of the 25 respondents whose budgets
increased, 20 reported increases in the number of
librarians or other professional staff; 22 of these 25
also experienced increases in the number of users,
17 experienced increases in hours of service, and
14 had increases in instruction sessions. Of the 10
respondents whose budgets decreased, all but one
had either a decrease or no change in the number
of staff; overall, users, service hours, and instruc-
tion sessions either stayed the same or decreased
slightly. Twenty of the 31 respondents whose bud-
gets stayed the same experienced increases in num-
bers of users; otherwise, there were few changes: 24
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had no changes in the number of librarians or other
professional staff, 20 had no changes in the number
of instruction sessions, and 18 had no changes in
the number of service hours.

The Future of Spatial Data

Overall, the demand for spatial data support seems
to be growing at ARL member institutions and
most are meeting the demand by either increasing
or at least maintaining resource-allocation levels.
Survey respondents were asked to comment on di-

rections for spatial data at their institutions in the
near future. Their comments indicate that they ex-
pect growth in the demand for digital spatial data
and are revising collection development policies
to address this need. They are also exploring data
acquisition and discovery strategies. Some respon-
dents expect to add more staff. Others are planning
to consolidate collections to better serve users. In
general, respondents seem eager to continue to
find ways to integrate the use of spatial data into
the research process.
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