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 A Librarian’s Electronic Resource Evaluation Checklist 

Why use the checklist? 
• There are many competing, apparently comparable, electronic products on the market which frequently change and evolve. For your institution, one product may be much more desirable than a competing one. You need to provide a credible answer as to why one product is better than another and therefore more suitable for purchase for your facility. 

• VA budgets are tight. 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. 

• This checklist can be used as supporting evidence as to why a product should not be purchased and/or implemented or is less appropriate to meet your institution’s needs. The information gained from use of the checklist may be incorporated into a sole source justification document if needed. 

How to use the checklist 
• The checklist is a suggested list of issues to research before purchasing an electronic resource. It may help reveal other issues that are important at your institution. 

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

• Document the source of the information. For example, get the name of the vendor’s representative who provided the information and the date that the information was provided. Dates are important as products change with upgrades and new versions. 

• The same questions and criteria should be asked or applied for each competing product. 
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Other things to consider 
• 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? 

• What resources are already available to your users from other sources, e.g., affiliated universities, departmental purchases, etc.? Can you add to rather than duplicate resources? If only some of your users have access from other sources, do you need to provide the resource locally for those who do not? 

• Will you need to call on experts (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 stable is your funding source, i.e., will recurring funding be an issue? 

• Will you need to involve your IT department in the evaluation/implementation process? At what stage? 

How do you find the answers to these questions? 
Current Customers: 
Current customers who are using the product are valuable contacts for questions which require subjective answers based on experience with a product. Some current customers are listed on the VALNET comparison chart. Some of the questions you need to ask current customers include: 

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

• Is the resource organized in a logical manner? Is it intuitive? 

• 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 providing to users for this product? 
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• 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? 

• What is the biggest problem you have encountered with this product? 

• Does this company have an existing contract with the VA? 

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 for a list of current VA subscribers/contacts. 
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 that troubleshoot for the product as well as to some end-users. You may request a free trial from the vendor. Another approach would be to put out a message to your local consortium members or to library mail groups asking for input from current users of the product. 
Reviews: 
There are several reputable library and automation journals that regularly review electronic products and include product comparisons. These include Library Journal, Online, Computers in Libraries, Searcher, and Journal of the Medical Library Association. 
Searches on the major Internet search engines may also turn up reviews, user groups, and listserves for certain products. 
Vendor web sites: 
Look at the vendor’s web site for information about 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. 
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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 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. 
Begin by identifying your audience’s need, including the ability to value specific features and limitations of the resource. For a team’s use, you may wish to create a form with weights or impact ratings from these notes. 
Use the VALNET Comparison Chart (http://vaww.vhaco.va.gov/VALNET/ComparisonChart/Reports.asp) to see who subscribes to the product and can give you feedback on it. Vendors can supply you with a list of VA customers. Equally valuable – if not more so – is feedback from those who no longer subscribe. You may want to question your colleagues to get that perspective as well. Ask about the training and tech support as well as the product range and performance. 
A source for developing a sole-source justification is at the end of the checklist. 
This checklist does not include questions about PDAs, EMR merging and other technologies which have not been approved for use under VA security requirements. 

Basic Questions
For any online resource, answer the following questions. Resource-specific questions follow the basic list. 

QUALITY 

1. Is the quality of the information known – with peer review, reliable referencing, solid reputation, and graphics designed to be informative on the screen and when printed? 

2. Has the product been reviewed in library publications? 

3. How often is the content updated? 

4. Special features or strengths that are of value to you? 

5. Important weaknesses? 
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NOTES: _________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________ 

USABILITY 

1. Can you log on, use and log off the platform or user interface easily? Do screens and directions appear logical and uncomplicated? Is it necessary to scroll excessively to find your next step? Are the screens distracting or fussy, or are there unnecessary graphics? 

2. Does the product require server space? If it is web-based, can it be IP authenticated, or do you have to administer usernames and passwords? Is it necessary to install it on each user’s computer? 

3. Is special training required before use? 

4. Is Boolean searching available? Truncation and wildcard searching? Proximity searching? 

5. Is the keyword or relationship searching ability thorough? Is phrase searching available? Is natural language or keyword searching mapped to a controlled vocabulary? 

6. Can the results be sorted? 

7. Is limiting (by date range, format, language, publication type, etc.) allowed? 

8. When you test the browsing and search features, are there surprises in your retrieval results? Do searches have to be reformulated to get sufficient results? Are results unwieldy because search capabilities are unrefined? Is the content broader or narrower than you thought? 

9. How many clicks does it take you to get to the desired content? To print it? To download it? 

10. Are there issues with downloading, exporting or emailing content? 

11. Are there help features? Can their usefulness be tested? Is there a thesaurus to help you search? 
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12. Are error messages understandable? 

13. Is the vendor offering a convenient means to purchase multiple items (consolidated billing) without an integrated search platform? Do you have to negotiate with each publisher regarding IP or password access, simultaneous user levels, or other terms? 

NOTES: _________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________ 

VALUE
 
1. What user statistics are available? How are they accessed? How frequently are they provided? 

2. What does the vendor report as its system downtime record? 

3. If the product has a limited number of simultaneous users, when that limit is reached what message or response does the user see? Are turn-aways recorded and available as part of the use statistics? 

4. If a user does not log out, does the product automatically log him out after a certain period of inactivity? How long is that time period? 

5. What does the license cover? How is “user” defined – as a designated set of users (for example, three named people in HR); a number of seats (for example 15 unnamed dentists); the staff at the hospital’s campuses or Divisions and all associated outpatient clinics (with a designated number of simultaneous users, or unlimited simultaneous use)?. Is use restricted to in house, remote, only registered users, walk-ins? If remote access is provided, how (through VPN/CITRIX; through a service such as Athens; or direct use through passwords)? If not covered in the regular license, is remote access available at an additional fee? 
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6. Is technical support 24/7? If not, when is it available? 

7. Are training and support free? Who is training offered to – end users or “train the trainer?” What is offered? 

8. Can the screen be customized or branded? 

9. What is the entire cost of the product – including fixed, “loading,” user-based fees, subscription costs, and any other charges? 

NOTES: _________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________ 

ATHENS
 
1. Does your vendor provide off-site access through Access Authentication? Do they charge a fee for the service? 

2. Does Athens require an additional subscription to Athens Proxy for this database? 

NOTES: _________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________ 
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For Indexes: 

1. How often is the material reviewed and updated? Do you have a recent example you can use to test the database? 

2. Do pre-publication items receive the same level of subject indexing? 

3. Does the index suggest additional subject terms or links to related articles? 

NOTES: _________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________ 


For Online Full Text Books: 

1. Are you buying the book/edition outright giving you access to it forever or are you leasing/buying it for a set period of time (ex., one year)? 

2. Are there maintenance fees (one time or yearly) involved in the purchase of or access to the product? 

3. Are there restrictions or special steps in providing interlibrary loans from the content? 

4. If topics are dependent upon graphic images are those graphics included in the text? Are they of sufficient quality to be meaningful when viewed? When printed? 

NOTES: _________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________ 


For Online Full Text Journals:
 
1. How often is the material reviewed and updated? Do you have a recent example you can use to test the database? 
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2. Are there restrictions or special steps in providing interlibrary loans from the content? 

3. Is the list of included titles accurate? (Some vendors are very slow to remove titles of journals they can no longer provide from their website.) 

4. Is the title listed as full text and current? Is the online version published before or at the same time as the print issue? Are there embargoes? If so, for how long? Is the year a calendar year or a rolling year? 

5. Does the subscription or purchase include backfiles? How far back? 

6. If you stop subscribing to a title, do you retain access to any backfiles? If so, what is the date range? 

7. If topics are dependent upon graphic images are those graphics included in the text? Are they of sufficient quality to be meaningful when viewed? When printed? Are there copyright restrictions on the use of the graphics? 

NOTES: _________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________ 


For Patient Education Pamphlets/Information: 

1. How often is the material reviewed and updated? Do you have a recent example you can use to test the database? 

2. What is the reading level of the title, body and graphics? Most educators recommend 5th – 6th grade level as most appropriate for the veteran patient. 

3. If the layman is the searcher, do the screens, indexes and directions have an appropriate language level, ease of use, and lay terminology? Is there a spell checker or does the search screen suggest alternative spellings? 

4. Does it cover diseases, conditions, lab tests, procedures, drug information, discharge instructions, rehabilitation, occupational therapy, physical therapy, diets and exercises? Do drug references cover generic and brand names, over the counter, herbal or natural remedies? 
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5. Are the illustrations adequate and easy to read and understand? Do they print well? 

6. Is it necessary to link out and move among pages to find what you need? 

7. Do you have a list of topics to compare what is offered to what you need? 

8. Are materials in other languages available? If so, what are they? 

9. Can the resources be customized or is space available for individualized follow-up instructions? 

NOTES: _________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________ 


For Data Compilations (e.g. Micromedex): 

1. How often is the material reviewed and updated? Do you have a recent example you can use to test the database? 

2. Are practice guidelines or evidence-based materials included? 

3. If topics are dependent upon graphic images are those graphics included in the text? Are they of sufficient quality to be meaningful when viewed? When printed? 

4. If the product has sections your purchase does not cover, do the screens show links to the nonfunctional parts? Are users directed to parts of the database they will not be able to access? Or worse, may user access and use these parts, incurring additional charge without permission from the library staff? 

5. If drug information is included, how are generic, brand name, over the counter, herbal and natural products addressed? Are drug/food allergies or adverse interactions covered? 

6. If patient education materials are included as part of the package, refer to the Patient Education Pamphlets/Information checklist. 
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7. Are continuing education credits included, either as part of the package or for additional cost to the institution or individual? Is it easy to collect and/or administer the credits? Are they free? If not, how are they costed? 

NOTES: _________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________ 


For Multi-Format Collections (e.g. MD Consult): 

1. How often is the material reviewed and updated? Do you have a recent example you can use to test the database? 

2. Are practice guidelines or evidence-based materials included? 

3. Are there restrictions or special steps in providing interlibrary loans from the content? 

4. Does the subscription or purchase come with backfiles? How far back? 

5. If you stop subscribing to a title, do you retain access to any backfiles? If so, what is the date range? 

6. Is the list of included titles accurate? (Some vendors are very slow to remove titles of journals they can no longer provide from their website.) 

7. Is the title listed as full text and current? Is the online version published before or at the same time as the print issue? Are there embargoes? For how long? Is the year a calendar year or a rolling year? 

8. If topics are dependent upon graphic images are those graphics included in the text? Are they of sufficient quality to be meaningful when viewed? When printed? 

9. Can you search across multiple type materials? 

10. If the product has sections your purchase does not cover, do the screens show links to the nonfunctional parts? Are users directed to parts of the database they will not be able to access? Or worse, may user access and use these parts, incurring additional charge without permission from the library staff? 
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11. How easy is it to link out to other resources and then return to this product? 

12. Can references be tied to NLM’s PubMed Linkout? 

13. If patient education materials are included as part of the package, refer to the Patient Education Pamphlets/Information checklist. 

14. Are continuing education credits included, either as part of the package or for additional cost to the institution or individual? Is it easy to collect and/or administer the credits? Are they free? If not, how are they costed? 

NOTES: _________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________ 


For Bundled or Packaged Collections (e.g. LWW Journals from Ovid): 

1. If a current collection: how often is the material reviewed and updated? Do you have a recent example you use to can test the database? 

2. Are there restrictions or special steps in providing interlibrary loans from the content? 

3. Can references be tied to NLM’s PubMed Linkout? . 

4. Does the subscription or purchase come with backfiles? How far back? 

5. If you stop subscribing to a title, do you retain access to any backfiles? If so, what is the date range? Is a backfile limited to a specific time span (i.e. the current five years)? 

6. Is the title listed as full text and current? Is the online version published before or at the same time as the print issue? Are there embargoes? If so, for how long? 

7. Is the list of included titles accurate? (Some vendors are very slow to remove titles of journals they can no longer provide from their website.) 

8. What are the requirements for maintaining or dropping concurrent print subscriptions? 
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9. If topics are dependent upon graphic images are those graphics included in the text? Are they of sufficient quality to be meaningful when viewed? When printed? 

10. If patient education materials are included as part of the package, refer to the Patient Education Pamphlets/Information checklist. 

NOTES: _________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________ 


For Link Resolvers: 

1. Is it OpenURL–compliant (to work with most information resources)? 

2. Is it a standalone product? 

3. What is its knowledge base (sources and targets), and how does it line up with the resources you want to use it with? 

NOTES: _________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________ 


Suggested resource for writing sole source justifications 

FAR Requirement for SOLE SOURCE
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