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W hile m any m ajor museum s have 
had professional research and 
eva luation  positions and depart

ments for some time, libraries have generally 
been slow  to fo llow  suit. The developm ent of 
the State Library 's Research  and Eva luation  
Program  is a positive exam p le  of how  a c u l
tural organ isation  like the State L ib ra ry  of 
N e w  South W a le s  can  harness the skills of 
other professions, such as applied  social re
search, to make an important contribution to 
the business of being a library.

The State Library 's Research and Eva lu a 
tion Program  was estab lished in 1997. The 
most c ritica l decis ion  m ade in estab lish ing 
the Program  w as to recru it a research and 
eva lua tion  professional from outside the L i
brary, rather than re ly ing  on the m ore usual 
practice of m oving som eone w ith  a librarian- 
ship background from w ith in  the Library into 
the position. This ensured that som eone w ith 
the latest skills, experience and, most im por
tantly, 'fresh eyes' gave the Program  the im 
petus it needed. This position is supported by 
another research position; this tim e a q u a li
fied librarian from w ith in  the Library w as re
cruited. Importantly, the incum bent has been 
provided w ith  on-the-job and formal training 
in research  and eva lu a tio n . To date, this 
com b ination  has been very successful.

The Program’s approach
O v e r  the past three years the Program  

has con d u cted  o ve r 100 pro jects. These 
pro jects have  ranged from  sm all 'm arket 
tests' of n ew  readers' cards to large e va lu a 
tions of all reading room services and a c t iv i
ties. O n e  of the most im portant aspects of 
these projects is the approach that underpins 
them.

The Program 's approach  is ho listic  and 
library-w ide, ensuring that any data relating 
to Library clients and services is e ither c o l
lected or co-ordinated by the Program . This 
results in a consistent, stream lined approach 
to in fo rm ation  co lle c tio n  and reporting. It 
a lso means that all research and eva luation  
pro jects con tribu te  to the b roader body of 
know ledge about the Library and its services.

Part of this approach involves em ploying  
a Library-w ide m ethodology that a llow s c o l
lection  of com parab le  data, from serv ice  to 
service. This inform ation has been ve ry  use
ful in not on ly  h ighlighting som e of the L i
b rary 's  'best p ractice ' services, but, im por
tantly, understanding w hat constitutes a 'best 
p ractice ' service from a c lien t perspective.

The Program 's approach ensures that the 
research goes beyond standard client satisfac
tion studies by focusing on the often-complex 
issues underpinning clients' perceptions of the 
Library. For instance, our reading room re
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search projects have highlighted the anxiety 
many clients feel regarding the Library's intro
duction of new  techno logy. They are co n 
cerned that more techno logy w ill result in a 
different and less personal 'library experience'. 
W h ile  such a perception m ay not be directly 
related to library services, it is something w e  
need to be aw are of, as it directly impacts on 
clients' use of such technology.

C onsiderab le effort has been focused on 
building support for research and eva luation  
w ith in  the Library. This support is fostered in 
a variety of w ays. Firstly, a num ber of staff, 
w h o  have been in v o lve d  in p rev ious re 
search projects or w h o  are interested in re
search, have partic ipated  in an introduction 
to research and  eva lu a tio n  course, d e v e l
oped by the Research  Co-ordinator, in c o n 
junction w ith  the U n ive rs ity  of Techno logy, 
Sydney. This course provided a basic under
standing of research  and eva lu a tio n  in the 
context of the L ib ra ry 's  curren t s ituation . 
These informed staff have been invaluab le in 
p rovid ing  support and  feedb ack  regarding 
the developm ent of Library projects. Training 
is now  being deve loped  for those staff w h o  
collect, ana lyse and report on data to ensure 
that all staff invo lved  in these activities have 
the same standard of skills and are using the 
sam e m ethods, de fin itions, p rocesses and 
formats.

E ffective com m u n ica t io n  is the second 
critica l w a y  of ensuring organ isational sup
port. A report is p roduced for every  research 
and eva lu a tio n  p ro ject. These reports are 
ava ilab le  to staff and w e  are curren tly  inves
tigating w ays of p lacing executive summaries 
of these reports on the L ib rary 's intranet. For 
large projects, co m m u n ica tio n  of the find 
ings often invo lves presentations to staff as 
w e ll as artic les in Newshreak, the Library 's 
staff newsletter. In most instances, to further 
explore and c la rify  issues and, most im por
tantly, d eve lop  a c t io n a b le  re co m m en d a 
tions, these presentations are fo llo w e d  up 
w ith  staff w o rkshops in the re levan t w ork  
areas covered  by the project.

D eve lop ing  practical and actionab le rec
om m endations is the third elem ent of bu ild 
ing support w ith in  the organisation. Recom 
m endations g row  out of d iscussions w ith  
staff, ensuring that the recom m endations are 
realistic and can be im plem ented.

O ve ra ll, the Program  serves to inform 
p o licy  and p lan n in g  at the highest level, 
w h ile  at the sam e tim e p rov id ing  practica l 
on-the-ground information to all staff regard
ing specific services, products and programs. 
Furtherm ore, and most im portantly, the Pro
gram has gathered critica l and com prehen 
sive inform ation from and about the people 
w h o  use the State Lib rary 's  services. ■
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