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INTRODUCTION

Background

In the fall of 2001, VALNET’s Virtual Information Panel (VIP) was looking for a tool to help evaluate electronic resources. Members of the VIP found a useful checklist in Computers in Libraries (Jonathan Lord and Bart Ragon, “Working together to develop electronic collections” May, 2001 pp. 41-44). The VIP carefully examined the checklist and edited it to make it more useful to the panel. During the summer of 2003, the checklist was revised. The questions were broken down into three categories: Questions to be answered by: 1) the review team; 2) the vendor of the resource; and 3) the IRM service.

The VIP will use the checklist to evaluate electronic bibliographic databases, educational packages, and fact databases that may be of interest for VA-wide purchase by headquarters. The VIP believes that the checklist can also be valuable to VA librarians in the field as they consider electronic resources for their own libraries or for group purchase by their VISNs.

There are many critical factors to consider when evaluating electronic resources for purchase.  The cost of these products tends to be high. The time and effort that it takes to research the costs and benefits, the pros and cons, and the comparison with competitive products can be considerable. Licenses are sometimes rigid but can also be negotiated.

We hope that this checklist will serve to:

· Remind library managers of some major issues that should be considered before adding an electronic resource to their collection or services;

· Guide library managers to sources for collecting data about products;

· Provide links for further information about specific factors; 

· Provide online sources that define terminology commonly used in electronic publishing.

Why use the checklist?

· There are many competing products on the market. They can be relatively comparable in some cases, but in other cases, there may be certain factors that may make one product much more desirable than a competing one.

· VA budgets are tight. If top management is being asked to support a new resource, the library manager is more likely to be successful in obtaining funding if it is evident that the product has been well researched and carefully evaluated.

· There may be a product that top management is directing a library to implement but that the library manager does not believe would enhance service or prove cost effective. This checklist can be used as supporting evidence as to why a product should not be purchased and/or implemented.

How to use the checklist

· The checklist is a suggested list of issues to research before purchasing an electronic resource. There may be other issues that are important for you to consider at your own institution.

· The checklist provides suggestions for finding the answers to the questions that are listed.

· As you collect the information for the checklist, document the source of the information. For example, if you ask a vendor for information, get the name of the vendor’s rep who provided the information and the date that the information was provided. If you have further questions later on, you can go back to the same rep to clarify what was said. Dates of information are important as products change and evolve. Correct information about a product today may change with upgrades and new versions. For questions answered by IRM, document the name of the IRM person addressing the question as well as the date that the issue was addressed.

Other things to consider

This checklist covers technical issues that are important to consider when evaluating an e-resource. There are other things to consider before transitioning to—or adding—an electronic resource. Some of these include:

· How will implementation of this electronic resource impact working relationships with your library network, consortia, and VALNET? For example, if you cease print publications and add electronic journals, will this change affect your interlibrary loan sharing?

· If you have an electronic resource for a year or two and then can no longer afford it, what effect will dropping the resource have on your user population? Be sure that you have a good contingency plan in place.

· What resources are already available to your users from other sources, e.g. affiliated universities, departmental purchases, etc.? If all of your users already have access to full- text journals from your affiliated teaching institution, how can you offer something to complement instead of duplicate that resource? If just some of your users have access, do you need to provide the resource locally for those who do not?

· Do you have the resources (i.e. legal counsel, AMMS support, library staff expertise) to negotiate and manage the license agreement for the electronic resource?

· What training issues do you need to consider for new electronic resources?

How do you find the answers to these questions?

In addition to using a review team, your IRM department, and vendors to answer these questions, you may also want to tap into these other resources for assistance in evaluating products:

Current Customers:

Current customers who are using the product are valuable contacts for questions that require subjective answers that cannot be provided by the vendors, IRM, or reviewers who do not have experience with a product. Some of these questions include:

· What is the vendor’s customer support track record?

· Is the resource organized in a logical manner?

· Is there a useful search engine?

· How easy is the updating process?

· How have your users responded to having this product available?

· What kind of training would you recommend having available to users for this product?

· Have you developed user or training tools that you would be willing to share?

· Have there been any unanticipated costs in implementing or maintaining this product?

Be sure to ask the customer how long they have been using the product. You may also want to ask them why they chose this product and which other products they considered.

Vendors may provide you with contact information for current customers who are using their product. It may be useful to ask for contacts in libraries that are of a similar size and staffed comparably to yours. A university library with a technical services librarian and several professionals may have a very different view of a product’s ease of use than a one or two person library with little computer support.

You may also ask specifically for contacts in your area so that you can go to view the product on site and talk not only to the library staff using the product, but also to IT staff who troubleshoot for the product as well as to some end-users.

Another approach would be to put out a message to your local consortium members or to the MedLib listserve asking for input from current users of the product. Also keep in mind that the VIP does an annual survey of VA library chiefs and managers asking about current electronic resources available to their users. This information is available to you to use when researching e-resources.

Reviews:

There are several reputable library and automation journals that regularly review electronic products. Some of these include Library Journal, Online, Computers in Libraries, Searcher, and Journal of the Medical Library Association. These journals may also include product comparisons.

Remember that VALNET has two DIALOG search sites at St. Louis and at Minneapolis that can help you with searches of the literature. Searches on the major Internet search engines may also turn up reviews, user groups, and listserves for certain products.

Also keep in mind that the VIP does an annual survey of VA library chiefs asking about which resources are available to each library’s users and how the resources were purchased. This information is available to you to use when researching e-resources.

Vendor web sites:

Look at the vendor’s web site for information about both the company and the e-resource as well as other products and services that they offer. The vendor web site may have news about upcoming products, product enhancements or changes, and other information that may be useful to you. 

Competitors:

Seek out information from vendors of competing products. It is appropriate to ask vendors who their major competitors are for specific products and how their product compares. Ask them to compare features of their products with those of their competitors. Many vendors will be very up front about shortcomings of their products or may offer information about how they plan to change their product to better compete in the current marketplace. 

Online dictionaries or computer terminology:

The following sites may be helpful in defining and explaining technical terminology, guidelines, and other technical issues that are used or addressed in this checklist:

Online dictionaries of computer terminology:

Webopedia:

http://www.pcwebopedia.com/
Foldoc:

http://foldoc.doc.ic.ac.uk/foldoc/index.html
Netlingo:

http://www.netlingo.com/framesindex.cfm
Other helpful links:

Section 508:

http://www.whitehouse.gov/omb/memoranda/m00-13.htm
http://www.section508.gov/
Privacy policies:

http://www.whitehouse.gov/omb/memoranda/m00-13.htm
http://www.whitehouse.gov/omb/memoranda/m99-18.html
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Questions for the Review Team
Resource under evaluation:
_____________________________________________

Date review completed:
_____________________________________________

Do you recommend its acquisition?
____
Yes

____
No

How would you categorize this e-resource? (Check all that apply):
1. Category:

____
Bibliographic

____
Facts

____
Full text book

____
Full text journal

____
CE/CBT

____
Patient Education

____
Diagnostic aid or clinical guidelines

2. Who is the primary audience?

____
MD's


Others:
_____________________

____
RN



_____________________

____
Pharmacists


_____________________

____
Administrative


_____________________

____
Patients



_____________________

Authentication:

1. Does authentication take place within a reasonable time frame?

____
Yes

____
No

Authority:

1. Is information peer reviewed?

____
Yes

____
No

____
NA

2. Is (are) author(s) credentialed?

____
Yes

____
No

____
NA

3. Are sources referenced?

____
Yes

____
No

____
NA

4. What content is included?

____
Complete issues

____
Errata

____
Supplements

____
NA

____
Abstracts

5. Does this resource offer comprehensive coverage of the topic? Rate on a  scale from 1-5

Comprehensive


Adequate


Poor

1

2

3

4

5

Ease of Use:

1. Is the resource novice-friendly, or is training necessary? Rate on a scale from 1-5
Novice friendly






Training necessary

1

2

3

4

5

Browsability and Organization:

1. Is the resource organized in a logical manner?  Rate on a scale from 1-5

Very logical


Adequate


Poor

1

2

3

4

5

Comments:
_____________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________

2. Is full text easy to browse? Rate on a scale from 1-5
Very easy


Adequate


Difficult

1

2

3

4

5

3. Can you locate information using a browse function?

____
Yes
____
No
____
Sometimes

4. Is the resource intuitive and easy to use?  Rate on a  scale from 1-5
Very intuitive


Adequate


Difficult

1

2

3

4

5

5. Can the resource be book-marked?

____
Yes

____
No

Licensing/contracts:

1. Is the cost reasonable considering the audience base and estimated usage?  Rate on a scale from 1-5

Reasonable






Expensive

1

2

3

4

5

Compliance:

1. Section 508 compliance (web site can be read with special browsers designed for the blind)

____
Yes

____
No

Vendor support:
1. Is the vendor stable (reputable and/or well-established)

____
Yes

____
No

If yes, please indicate how did you rate it:

____
Personal experience
____
Product reviews

____
Articles in the literature

____
Other, specify:

___________________________________________________

___________________________________________________

2. Level of tech support available?

____
Excellent support

____
Some support

____
Little support

3. What is the vendor’s customer support track record?

____
Excellent
____
Good

____
Fair

____
Marginal
____
Unacceptable

4. How did you rate vendor's customer support?

____
Personal experience
____
Product reviews

____
Articles in the literature

____
Other, specify:
_________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________

Connectivity:

1. Is the resource frequently not accessible?

____
Yes

____
No

2. Are response times within acceptable limits?

____
Yes

____
No

Specify the average response time:
___________________________

3. Is it frequently “busy”?

____
Yes

____
No

4. Is a plug-in or other download needed to run the product?

____
Yes

____
No

Searching:

1. Is there a useful search engine?  Rate on a scale from 1-5
Useful






Unacceptable

1

2

3

4

5

2. How effective is retrieval of information? Rate on a scale from 1-5

Effective





Not effective

1

2

3

4

5

3. How many clicks to get to an article:
1
2
3
4
5 or more

Uniqueness:

1. Is the content available elsewhere?

____
Yes

____
No

List titles of other comparable products
__________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________

2. What are the advantages of this format?

Describe:
______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________

3. Does it complement or augment an existing resource?

____
Yes

____
No

If yes, please name:
__________________________________________________

4. Does it duplicate a printed resource?

____
Yes

____
No

Reviews:

1. What do the reviewing sources have to say about the product?  (Please list the source)

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

Documentation:

1. Is adequate documentation provided either in print or online?

____
Yes

____
No

2. Are there onscreen tutorials?

____
Yes

____
No

3. Are there helpful error messages?

____
Yes

____
No

4. Is the help function really helpful?  Rate on a scale from 1 -5
Helpful






Not helpful

1

2

3

4

5

5. Are menus and commands clear and concise?  Rate on a scale from 1 -5

Very clear





Unacceptable

1

2

3

4

5

Format:

1. Is it easy to print?

____
Yes

____
No

2. Is it easily linkable to other resources?

____
Yes

____
No

3. Can material be e-mailed by using a link on the vendor website?

____
Yes

____
No

4. Is it relatively easy to print the text in one or more of the following formats?

PDF
____
Yes

____
No
XML____
Yes

____
No

HTML
____
Yes

____
No 
Rich Text____
Yes

____
No

5. Is there a special print feature on the toolbar or in a prominent place of each page?

____
Yes

____
No

Graphic and multimedia design (if applicable):
1. Are the visual effects appropriate?

____
Yes

____
No

2. What is the quality of the graphics?

____
Good
____
Adequate
____
Unacceptable

Color?

____
Yes

____
No

3. Do graphic materials have zoom capabilities?

____
Yes

____
No

4. Do they enhance the resource or substitute for content?

____
Enhance

____
Substitute for content

5. Are graphics searchable?
____
Yes

____
No

6. Is there consistency in the placement of controls/navigation buttons?

____
Yes

____
No

Interactivity:

1. Do features such as interactive forms, comment pages, buttons or checkboxes always function?

____
Yes

____
No

____
Sometimes

____
NA

2. Are there footnotes/references to live links within the text?

____
Yes

____
No

Links to other resources:

1. Are the links kept up-to-date?

____
Yes

____
No

2. Is it clear that an external site is being accessed?

____
Yes

____
No

3. Are the links appropriate for the resource?

____
Yes

____
No

Notes and summary comments:

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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Questions to be addressed to Vendors

Resource under evaluation:
_____________________________________________

Date review completed:
_____________________________________________

Authentication:

1. Authentication (Check all that apply):
____
IP address



____
User ID/password

____
Transparent login


____
Domain restrictions

____
Proxy server



____
Referring URL

____
Client ID authentication


____
URL embedded user ID/password

____
Database Vendor provided script
____
Persistent cookies (not recommended)

2.
Can others establish a method of authentication with vendors to limit consumption of product only to individuals covered by the license agreement and to prevent exploitation of product outside the license agreement?

____
Yes

____
No

Compatibility/Required computing environment:

1. Is any unique third party software needed for data loading or operating systems?

____
Yes

____
No

Describe: _____________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________

2. Can it function on Windows NT 4.0?

____
Yes

____
No

3. Is the product Windows 2000 server compatible?

____
Yes

____
No

4. Does the product have Personal Digital Assistant accessibility?

____
Yes

____
No

5. Is this resource part of a series?

____
Yes

____
No

If yes, is it available as an individual subscription?
____
Yes

____
No

Currency:

1. 1Is the resource updated?

____
Yes

____
No

If yes, how frequently?
____________________________

2.
How easy (difficult) is the updating process?
____________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

3.
Is the electronic version at least as current as the print?

____
Yes

____
No

____
NA

4.
If there is an embargo period?

____
Yes

____
No

____
NA

What is the time delay?
______________________

Ease of Use:
1. Does the vendor offer free online training/tutorials?

____
Yes

____
No

2. Is staff training necessary for installation or maintenance?

____
Yes

____
No

3. Is the cost of training for installation and maintenance included in the price?

____
Yes

____
No

Licensing/contracts:
1. Is a license required?

____
Yes

____
No

2. Does the license allow for multiple simultaneous users?

____
Yes

____
No

3. Does the license allow for interlibrary loan?

____
Yes

____
No

If NO, can this be negotiated?
_________________

4. Does the system support document ordering?

____
Yes

____
No

____
NA

5. Is there a pay per view option?

____
Yes

____
No

6. Can the user email any text?

____
Yes

____
No

7. Does the contract include permanent rights to information that has been paid for?

____
Yes

____
No

8. Are some costs one-time only?

____
Yes

____
No

Which costs? ______________________________________________________________

9. Are some costs continuing?

____
Yes

____
No

Which costs?
_____________________________________________________________

10. Are there subsequent costs (i.e. for upgrades, maintenance, etc)?
____
Yes

____
No

Which?

_____________________

11. Is there a pricing structure (inpatient/outpatient, per seat, VISN package)?
____
Yes

____
No

Please specify: _____________________________________________________________________

12. Are group purchases available?

____
Yes

____
No

13. What is the price of the comparable print product? 

____________________                       
____
NA

14. Must the library also purchase the print version?

____
Yes

____
No

____
NA

Vendor support:
1. Tech support 24 hours a day, seven days a week?

____
Yes

____
No

If not, what are the hours tech support is available?_____________________________

2. Is online support available?

____
Yes

____
No

3. Is there toll-free telephone support?

____
Yes

____
No

Searching:
1. Is the entire resource indexed?

____
Yes

____
No

2. Is there keyword searching?

____
Yes

____
No

3. Ability to search across multiple type materials (books, databases, journals, etc.)?
____
Yes

____
No

4. Are there novice and expert search levels?

____
Yes

____
No

Boolean?

____
Yes

____
No

Adjacency features?
____
Yes

____
No

Value-Added:

1. Is the resource interactive/hypertextual or does it contain supplements to the textual material such as graphics, sound clips, a search engine, etc.?

Describe:
______________________________________________________________

2. Does the product have ‘context sensitivity’ help functionality, which displays more information when the cursor hovers over an item?

____
Yes

____
No

3. Are use statistics readily available?

____
Yes

____
No

How are they obtained?
_______________________________________________________

Accessibility: 

1. Accessibility (check all that apply):
____
Web Access

____
Intranet version

____
LAN


____
Standalone

2. Can more than one access mode be included in contract?

____
Yes

____
No

3. Are remote users supported?

____
Yes

____
No

If so, is there an extra charge for remote use?

____
Yes

____
No

Archiving:

1. Is this resource archived?

____
Yes

____
No

If yes, how far back?
_______________________________________________________

2. If the subscription is dropped does the customer still have access to the years paid for?

____
Yes

____
No

____
NA

Reviews:
1. Can a customer list be provided?

____
Yes

____
No

Format:
1. Delivery of full text is in which formats?

____
HTML

____
PDF

____
XML

____
Other:
________________________________________

Graphic and multimedia design (if applicable):
1. Can graphics be exported into PowerPoint slides or other teaching materials?

____
Yes

____
No

2. Is there an extra cost?

____
Yes

____
No

Links to other resources:

1. Are the links kept up-to-date?

____
Yes

____
No

Trial period available:

(Keep in mind that a free trial of the product may operate differently than the purchased product.)

1. Does the vendor offer a trial period/demo?

____
Yes

____
No

If yes, for how long?
____________________________________

2. How many people at our site can access the trial? ______________________________________

3. What is required to access the trial if it is online? For example, is a static IP address or an IP range required? _________________________________________________________________
4.
If we can’t access the online trial, is a CD version available?  _____________________________

GSA contract available?

1.  GSA contract?

____
Yes

____
No

If no, is sole source justification available from the vendor?

____
Yes

____
No

Comments:

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________
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Questions to be addressed to Local IRM

Resource under evaluation:
_____________________________________________

Date review completed:
_____________________________________________

Authentication:

1. Has/Can local IRM personnel provide technical support to insure against unlicensed usage?

____
Yes

____
No

Compatibility/Required computing environment:

1. Is the resource compatible with currently installed hardware, or will it require a significant outlay of funds to purchase new hardware?

____
Compatible with existing hardware

____
New hardware necessary

2. Is this resource compatible with currently installed software?

____
Yes

____
No

3. Will it require an Internet browser upgrade?

____
Yes

____
No

4. Does it function across different platforms?

____
Yes

____
No
If yes, describe: ____________________________

__________________________________________________________________________

5. Are passwords necessary?

____
Yes

____
No

6. Do data formats comply with industry standards?

____
Yes

____
No

Ease of Use:

1. How much time is required for library/IRM to install and maintain the software?
_________

2. Is IRM willing to maintain the software?


____
Yes

____
No

Licensing/contracts:
1. Is the cost sustainable for the foreseeable future?

____
Yes

____
No

Connectivity:

1. Does it take a long time to load?

____
Yes

____
No

2. If locally loaded, can it be networked?

____Yes

____
No

Compliance:

1. Are privacy issues addressed for this electronic resource?

____
Yes

____
No

2. Federal Privacy Regulations:
Web site contains a link to VA Privacy specifications.

____
Yes

____
No

3. Does this web site use persistent cookies?

____
Yes

____
No

Graphic and multimedia design (if applicable):
1. Will certain features create problems for low-end workstations?

____
Yes

____
No

Comments:

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________
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