U. of Washington: Bioscience Information Needs and Use of Libraries

Suspecting a lack of congruence between the bioscience community’s needs and the Libraries services and resources, the University of Washington Libraries charged a task force to examine the information needs and behavior of this user community, how the Libraries responds to those needs, and make recommendations.  The work of the Task Force took place throughout 2006.

What we did: The Task Force used multiple methods to collect and analyze information for this review.  New information came primarily from qualitative efforts such key informant interviews, focus groups, and an open-ended questionnaire for peer libraries.  Other information mined from existing data sources included UW Libraries surveys, and library and institutional data. 

What we learned: 

· Bioscience has been redefined through molecular, genomic and computational studies and techniques. Bioscience is becoming a networked and data-driven science.  This is becoming the standardized research methodology that will organize and enable large data sets to be used collaboratively for discovery and knowledge building.

· Bioscience is a major foundation for UW excellence. The biosciences at the UW account for 56% of faculty, 41% of graduate/professional students, and 25% of undergraduates with declared majors.  39% of all doctorates are awarded in the biosciences.  Bioscience accounts for more than 80% of externally funded research. 

· Use of the UW Libraries has changed dramatically: a striking shift to remote use only.  Remote services have witnessed meteoric rises with more than 4 million downloads of scientific and medical journal articles in 2005.  Faculty see the provision of e-journals as the Libraries most valuable contribution to their research. Faculty in Sciences, Engineering, and Health Sciences who receive federal research funding rate the Libraries higher in importance to their work and use e-journals more frequently than do their non-funded colleagues.

· The network of branch libraries is now viewed as a barrier to interdisciplinary research at a time when online access transcends disciplinary-based collections. The Libraries collection development allocation process is structured around individual subject funds and groups for support of subject-based academic programs. This hinders support of emerging and interdisciplinary fields. 

· Users are experiencing information overload and want easier to use and better integrated search systems. They need a better way to manage data sets. Use of specialty online resources in the biosciences is declining while there is growing use of general information search engines.  There is an expressed need for personal information management tools. 

· Libraries connection to the bioscience enterprise needs strengthening.
· Many bioscientists are not aware of services and resources offered by the Libraries. There is not a strong or widespread connection between the research enterprise and the Libraries.

What it means for the University Libraries:

· Library as place:  The rapid transition from print to online and the associated decline in use of print leads to high overhead cost of maintaining separate print-based library facilities. Off-site storage space for little used but still valuable print collections provides an opportunity to repurpose space and consolidate collections and services.
· Libraries organizational structure:  An organization structured around the needs of user communities with similar interests and usage patterns, rather than facilities and individual disciplines, may provide better support for and collaboration with bioscience programs. 
· Information discovery:  Bioscientists are increasingly using general search engines and tools rather than Libraries created or sanctioned pathways. We need to better understand how to facilitate discovery of bioscience information and services in a way that utilizes tool sets that they use in their work.
· Information delivery: Our task is to make it as simple as possible for them to get what they want delivered to them digitally (if possible) at their location of choice (e.g., their office or lab).

· Collections and information resources: Increasing interdisciplinarity points to the need for a broader view of bioscience information resources and how they are funded. 

· Reference, instruction and liaison services: If bioscientists are not coming to our spaces, we must meet them in theirs. Library staff can work closely with others to integrate information seeking and finding skills into the research and learning process. There is a need to work collaboratively with instructors and others in fashioning a more integrated approach to developing and sustaining learning competencies.

· Collaborative efforts to further the research enterprise: The flood of scientific data illuminates the need for data selection, organization, curation, and preservation. This will require collaboration between scientists and librarians to develop digital repositories of both publications and data. The Libraries can provide leadership and direction on a wide range of scholarly communication issues.

· External bioscience community: The greater Seattle bioscience and biotechnology community represents a range of needs and options. Further study is needed to better understand the needs and what role the Libraries could and should play in supplying the information needed by this community. 

· Library communication and marketing: Because of information overload and because library websites are not part of our users’ normal workflow, they may not be effective means of disseminating information to our users. Library liaisons can play an important role to personalize the connection with library services.

Where do we go from here?

· These findings, and the mandate to move forward with them, are now being incorporated as priorities in the Libraries 3-year strategic planning process.

· Stay tuned to learn what progress we make on implementation.
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