Chapter 1

Introduction

OPAC research programme

This document presents the findings of a project ‘Evaluation of online library
catalogues’ undertaken by The Centre for Interaction Systems Research in the
Department of Information Science at City University. The work was funded by
the British Library Research & Development Department as part of an extensive
programme of research projects on OPACs which has been carried out by a number of
groups in different institutions in the U.K. for more than five years.

Research context

The proliferation of online catalogues since the mid 1980’s in both academic and
public libraries has led to some concern about their usage. The main characteristic
of OPACs is that they are being used by end-users directly without any intermediary
/ professional help. The implications of this entirely new form of catalogue for the
library profession have been and are continuing to be discussed at length. These new
library systems need to be monitored and evaluated in a public service perspective, so
that librarians can make the appropriate decisions about them. This means assessing
not only how OPACs are being accepted and their initial impact on library users, but
also how they will affect the information searching habits of a great number and variety
of users in the long term.

OPACs are providing librarians with the opportunity for the first time to look in
great detail at what actually happens when users try to find some material in libraries,
especially when undertaking subject searches. Unlike remote online systems, local
OPAQ:s offer the possibility of developing their design both in terms of improving the
user interaction and providing more sophisticated information retrieval mechanism.

The library context in which OPACs are currently used also gives us the possibility
of following the information searching process from beginning to end, and not just to
observe what happens at the catalogue. The whole search process or interaction of users
with the information system can be examined: the recognition of an information ‘need’,
the formulation of a search topic, the search strategies used, the search reformulation,
and the document selection at the shelves.



Research objectives

A variety of different methods has been used in the past to investigate or evaluate
OPACs. To some extent the different methods have reflected the different research
objectives and research questions but for the most part these have been primarily
concerned with system performance.

Our concern here is to focus on the user and the insight which could be gained on
user information seeking behaviour through transaction log analysis as well as other
methods of enquiry and observation. User performance is thus seen as the means of
evaluating catalogue performance. Moreover a holistic approach to the information
retrieval task is adopted whereby the entire search process is taken into account
including activities which lead to or follow the catalogue consultation.

The objectives of the project were as follows:

1) To develop an enhanced transaction log facility on a front end as a diagnostic
tool for qualitative analysis of searching behaviour at the online catalogue.

2) To assess the effectiveness of transaction log analysis and other methods of
eliciting information from the user.

The report

A critical review of the different approaches to evaluation for library catalogues
is first presented in Chapter 2. It highlights the methodological shortcomings of
the quantitative surveys of traditional library catalogue use studies. The more
experimental and user orientated approach of online catalogue research is discussed
focusing on the different non-verbal and verbal data gathering methods and transaction
log analysis and protocol analysis in particular.

In Chapter 3 the methodology of the project is set out. The aim was to improve the
effectiveness of logs as a method of evaluation. In the first phase a basic screen logging
facility was developed and tested in a library operational setting as a front end to the
library catalogue. A holistic approach and combined methodology for data collection
was adopted using the logging facility with observation and talk aloud technique. The
field trials led to the specification of the enhanced logging facility (Olive) and the
formulation of test research questions. These were then used for the set of evaluative
experiments which were conducted in the second phase of the project.

The conception, specification and implementation of Olive, an enhanced logging
facility, is described in Chapter 4. It was implemented as a front end on a PC to allow
for searches on the library catalogue to be intercepted and online questions to be put
to the searcher under certain conditions.

Chapters 5 reports on the results of the preliminary experiment and subsequent
evaluative experiments which addressed test research questions pertaining to subject
searching strategies, search formulations and search outcomes and user satisfaction.
The experiments explored and validated the different ways of eliciting information



from users including pre-search / post-search, offline / online and interactive online
questionnaires, as well as transactions logs and the replay of searches.

A discussion of the results and critical assessment of the different evaluative
methods follows in Chapter 6 with conclusions and recommendations for future work
in Chapter 7.
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