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Evaluating impact
 
 
Introduction: Impact evaluation and outcomes
 

When evaluating impact, the results should be measured as outcomes (1).  As Christine Urquhart states, "Users value outcomes (what they do with the outputs of your service) and ideally impact is measured directly as outcomes" (2). 
The following types of ‘Outcomes’ can be evaluated after running an information skills training course: 
· Did we create greater awareness (i.e. what new information was received)? 
· Did our audience comprehend what we were communicating (i.e. did their level of understanding increase from what it was before)? 
· Did we change attitudes (i.e. what do they believe and feel that they didn’t before we began communication)? 
· Did our target audience change their behaviour as a result of our communication (i.e. what did they actually do that was different from before)? 

 

  

What are the benefits of evaluating the impact of information skills training courses? 

  

The benefits of evaluating impacts are that they (1):
· Can be used as tools to communicate service benefits to users
· Can be a powerful tool for demonstrating accountability and justifying funding needs to funding bodies and those responsible for resource allocation
· Can be used to build partnerships and collaborations with users
· Can help trainers to determine which courses should be expanded or replicated
· Can be used as a tool to single out exemplary courses for recognition
 

 
Long term and short term impacts
 

Before assessing the impact of their training, trainers need to ask themselves the following question (1):
 

"Am I interested in assessing short-term or long-term impact?"
  

  

Short-term impact refers to those benefits or changes that occur during or directly as a result of the delivery of a service.  An example of this is running a literature searching training session and observing that your trainees have learnt something (1). 

  

Long-term impact occurs some time after the delivery of the service.  For example, if you have trained a doctor how to search the major health databases, this may have led them to do a systematic search of the best evidence available for a particular treatment, which could directly inform their patient care.  While, the library may not be solely responsible for an impact of this kind, the immediate impact of the user learning how to literature search has established this long-term outcome of better patient care (1). 

  

Short-term impact can be observed fairly easily whereas more in-depth information is required to measure long-term impact.  It is also more difficult to measure long-term impact as libraries do not necessarily have continued contact with their users after they have provided them with a particular service (1). 

 

 

 

Types of impact
 

Trainers also need to be aware of the type of impact that they wish to evaluate. For example:
 

· Impact on learning/ knowledge (i.e. skills)
· Impact on educational achievements
· Social impact (i.e. impact on quality of life, confidence etc)
· Impact on the work of users (i.e. patient care, research, clinical decision making etc.)
· etc...
 
 
Methods to analyse impact
 
 

Pre-designed evaluation tools:
1. One of the most widely used impact pre-designed evaluation tools in NHS libraries is the The Value Toolkit which was produced by Christine Urquhart and John Hepworth in 1995 (3). It includes both quantitative (*Critical Incident Techniques questionnaires) and qualitative data analysis methods (Interviews). *A Critical Incident Technique Questionnaire is a quantitative data collection method that requires users of library services to provide an example of a recent information need. This method can help trainers to gain an understanding of how users have used the knowledge and/or skills that they have gained from information skills training courses and are a useful way to evaluate long-term impact.
The Value Toolkit is based on the findings from the Value project (4) which aimed to evaluate the impact of NHS library services on clinicians' clinical decision making. The toolkit is a practical guide which provides a set of template questionnaires and interview questions for surveying the impact of library and information services and are designed to enable staff to: 
· Assess the impact the information service is having on clinical decision-making 
· Secure evidence of this impact in order to support information service development 
· Identify ways in which the effect of the information service on clinical decisions may be enhanced (5) 

The Critical Incident Technique questionnaires that were used in the 'Value project' can be found here (6) and the interview schedules can be accessed here (7).  The Critical Incident Technique questionnaire and interview questions can be adapted for use in evaluating the impact of information skills training courses.
 

2. Another useful pre-designed evaluation tool is David Streatfield et al's Best Value and Better Performance in Libraries guidance report. Although this report is aimed at public and school libraries, many of the methods and techniques that are explored can be adapted to evaluate the impact of information skills training courses (8).  
 

 

 

Pre and Post training questionnaires:
To evaluate short term impact, trainees can be asked to complete a pre-training and post-training questionnaire. The pre-training questionnaire requires trainees to state their current level of knowledge/skills in the information skills training course that they are about to take and the post-training questionnaire requires trainees to assess their knowledge/skills after the training course. This process can help libraries to measure if their training courses have an impact on users by comparing their ‘pre-training’ knowledge/skills with their ‘post-training’ knowledge/skills. 
Examples:
· Essex Electronic Library Training questionnaire (no longer available online)
· North West Information Skills Training programme questionnaire  (no longer available online)
After the post-training questionnaires have been returned, it is useful where possible to hold interviews with or consult focus groups of past trainees to gain a deeper, qualitative understanding of how the training course has impacted upon them.
 

 

Follow-up questionnaires:
 

To evaluate long term impact, follow-up questionnaires can be provided to trainees at a period of time after training has taken place. It enables the past students to describe how they have used the knowledge gained from information skills training courses which allows trainers to assess the impact that the training course has had upon them (9)
 

Examples: 
· Steve Sharp, NSMI library, Stoke on Trent. Follow-up questionnaire (no longer available online)
· Good Hope Hospital, NHS Trust Library Follow-up questionnaire (no longer available online)
Again, interviewing a selection of individual past trainees or creating a focus group of past trainees would be a useful way to gain a greater understanding of the impact of your training course.
 

  

Observation: 

· Banwell states that this is "a good opening technique" as descriptive material can be collected to set the context for subsequent techniques (10).  It is also unobtrusive to users (10).  If you are using observation to evaluate the impact of training courses, it is important to consider the following: are you looking at a typical user? Is it a typical day? What other factors are influencing the situation? (11). 

  

Informal feedback from users: 

· Kirby et al. describe talking to individual trainees as a good way to gain feedback about the impact of training courses.  However, take into consideration that some trainees may be reluctant to give criticism in this situation so are much more likely to comment favourably (11). 

  

Monitoring: 

· Monitoring can be a useful method to see find out how past trainees are using particular library services. For example, if you have provided training in searching bibliographic databases, you could monitor the requests for Athens passwords or access to databases to examine if their information seeking behaviour has been affected. If the data collected is followed up by an interview, libraries are able to assess what impact services have on the users that use them. Monitoring can be undertaken by setting up formal data collection sheets for monitoring enquiries or use of databases etc. 

  

Questionnaires: 

· Questionnaires about training that students have undertaken are a useful tool as they can simultaneously collect both quantitative and qualitative data via closed and open questions (10). If the data collected is further explored through interviews or focus groups, impact can be assessed by asking users about how they have used the training courses that have been provided by the library. 

 
  

Difficulties of impact evaluation 

  

There are difficulties in evaluating the impact of information skills training courses.  As Cram states, "We are never going to measure value precisely or perfectly.  The information we gather is going to be incomplete, biased by the organisation's focus, and by self-interest of stakeholders" (12) 

  

Some other difficulties include: 

· Impact can sometimes be difficult to prove. For example, if a clinician has been trained to search the Cochrane Library, this may later lead them to a find a systematic review which recommends the prescription of statins for stroke patients. If the clinician starts to prescribe statins to his/her patients, it is hard to prove if this alteration has been directly influenced by the literature searching course that he/she has received from his/her NHS library. 

· Asking trainees how they intend to use the information that they have received from libraries may be interpreted as an invasion of privacy (1) 

· The impact of information provided to a trainee depends on the situation of need and the prior knowledge of the trainee. What is of value to one trainee may not necessarily be valuable to another (2) 

· The impact of the training course, may be affected by the trainee's attitudes towards the courses and the trainers. If the trainees appreciate a course they are more likely to state that it has highly impacted upon them (2) 
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