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Abstract  
New educational approaches require that libraries keep abreast of technology through the use 
information resource collections and platforms that enable access to such resources. More often than 
not, digital information collections that academic libraries subscribe are bundles of thousands of 
resources selected and put together by vendors mainly for commercial motives. Even when the quality 
of these resources is not in question, the relevance of such collections may not be the best for a given 
community of users. Furthermore, the sheer size of these collections (which can number thousands or 
even millions of documents) makes it, at times impossible for some institutions to subscribe them due 
to financial constraints. Vendors have addressed these problems with new acquisition options such as 
Patron Driven Acquisition (PDA), Demand Driven Acquisition (DDA) or Evidence Based Acquisition 
(EBA). Nevertheless, the acquisition of digital information resources cannot rely solely on these 
models and a true and comprehensive evaluation in terms of use, pertinence and impact should be 
carried out. Only in this way, can the role that academic libraries have in learning, teaching and 
research processes in higher education institutions be assessed. 

This paper suggests a methodology for evaluating both new and already subscribed digital resources 
in academic libraries based on a three-fold approach: definition of a clear and consistent selection 
process, development of an effective user-training program and implementation of a convincing 
promotional campaign. The goal is to provide general guidelines so that academic libraries can 
effectively select and assess their digital information resources in order to play an active role in higher 
education. 
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1 INTRODUCTION  
There is no question that libraries are a very valuable asset for society. Education institutions of all 
levels, governments and society in general rely on libraries to carry out their missions and to achieve 
their goals. In a study carried out by the Carnegie UK Trust in 2016 [1] 75% of the participants said 
that libraries are important for their community. The same can be said of almost any library in the 
world. People perceive libraries as useful, beneficial and valuable not only for their users, but also for 
the community in which they are set. Public libraries, for example, are not just books repositories, but 
settings for educational, cultural and social activities. Academic libraries are the heart of their parent 
institutions by being an essential part of learning, teaching and research. 

Notwithstanding, libraries and library systems around the world are now facing a crucial turning point. 
Not only governments and institutions are allocating less funds for libraries in some cases, but also 
collections housed by libraries are being used less than in the past and lending of print materials and 
reference transactions are also disturbingly declining. 

Last April, for example, in the United States (country in which libraries have a prevalent role) the 
Spokane Public School District in the State of Washington, announced that all school librarian 
positions will be eliminated in 2020 [2]. Similar cutbacks can also be seen in places like Illinois, 
Connecticut and California, among other states. In terms of collection use, in Canada, the University of 
Toronto Library Systems reports a 52% drop in the use of library collections in a 10-year period (2004-
2013) [3]. 

This phenomenon is due in part to a transformation in the reading and study habits of the general 
population and of students in all educational levels and the misconception that each and every 
information need can be satisfied online in the Internet. Students are basically using the Internet for 
schoolwork, leisure reading or research as their only source of information. In Mexico, for example, a 
study on the habits of the use of Internet carried out in 2018 [4] indicates that after accessing social 
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media (89%), sending and receiving e-mail (84%), and chatting (83%), the most important activity that 
Internet users carry out is searching for information (82%), an activity traditionally performed in 
libraries. 

Another study [5] revealed that university students use the Internet considerably more than libraries for 
academic-related purposes. Among the main uses, we can find: schoolwork (90%), researching topics 
of interest (68%), and accessing news outlets (60%). Another revealing fact is that students are not 
reading enough neither in print nor online. This same study indicates that only 41% of university 
students use the Internet for reading books. 

What is even more dramatic, in terms of information-seeking trends the study indicates that 51% of 
university students uses Google for searching for information (1st place), 25% uses Wikipedia (2nd 
place) and only 1% uses UNAM’s (Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México, ranked 113th 
worldwide, 4th in Latin America, and 1st in Mexico [6]) library catalog (16th place). Of these students, a 
staggering 58% does not use digital libraries at all. 

This is not to say that the Internet is a negative information-seeking tool. It would be preposterous and 
undesirable to expect students not to use the Internet a research tool. On the contrary, information 
and communication technologies (ICT) in general and Internet in particular have opened new and 
great possibilities and challenges for students and education institutions, but there is an important fact 
that should not be overlooked: the very nature of the Internet defines it as an uncontrolled information 
system in the sense that there is no authority that endorses the content of each and every website and 
even when there are different metadata schemes for describing electronic resources, authors and 
publishers of websites are not obligated to follow any such schemes. 

All the previous facts and figures bring about the question of what are libraries doing in order to satisfy 
the information needs of their users. Libraries cannot take for granted that users will come through 
their doors (either physically or electronically) and use their information resources to their full capacity. 
Libraries must engage in active and concrete strategies in order not only to meet this information 
needs, but also to achieve their mission and ensure their relevance in a world in which information 
(albeit of any kind) is readily available at the touch of a button. 

One of these strategies is the use of digital information collections. It is important to mention that while 
there is a difference between the terms “electronic” an “digital” when referring to information 
collections, in this paper we use “digital” for referring to resources of information that are not of a 
physical nature and that typically stored in a server or computer and are accessed by the user through 
an electronic device.  

In this sense, libraries normally have access to some kind of digital collection that offers its users the 
advantages of the digital world: immediacy, availability, and comprehensiveness among others. 
Nevertheless, access to such resources is not enough to ensure that they will be used and that they 
will have a positive impact on the users’ activities: studying, teaching, researching, working. Libraries 
must have a digital collection evaluation strategy that guarantees their usefulness. Below there are 
several aspects to consider while defining such evaluation strategy. 

2 DIGITAL INFORMATION COLLECTIONS  
There literally thousands of digital information collections available to libraries all around the world. It is 
necessary to describe several aspects of them in order to understand their characteristics and define a 
strategical and effective evaluation program that guarantees the best selection for the users of 
libraries.  

2.1 Current situation 

2.1.1 Quantity of resources 
The number of digital information collections is absolutely overwhelming which makes it hard for 
libraries to choose from this staggering offer. According to American Journal Experts [7], 2.5 million 
scientific papers are published every year and there was a 56% increase in scientific paper 
publications over a 10-year period (2006-2016). The UNESCO [8] indicates that there was a 23% 
increase in the number of scientific articles catalogued in the Science Citation Index (which only lists 
high impact factor journals) from 2008 to 2014. It is very difficult to know exactly how many full-text 
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articles in digital format and e-books have been published. Table 1 shows the number of digital 
publications of 5 of the most prestigious academic information editors. 

Table 1. Number of digital publications of 5 editors. 
Source: Editors’ websites. 

Publisher Articles e-books Total 
Elsevier 16,000,000 39,000 16,039,000 

Springer 10,000,000 302,000 10,302,000 

Wiley 4,000,000 21,000 4,021,000 

T&F 4,000,000 103,000 4,103,000 

Sage 950,000 5,740 955,740 

TOTAL 34,950,000 470,740 35,420,740 

2.1.2 High cost 
The cost of subscribing commercial digital collections can be extremely high. Libraries allocate 
enormous amounts of economic resources to these subscriptions that represent a very high 
percentage of their total budget. Breeding [9] explains that many librarians “mention that 70% to 90% 
[of the library’s budget] is devoted to electronic resources”. This is somewhat higher than what the 
Publishers Communication Group reports: in 2015, 59% of the budget of different libraries around the 
world is used for electronic information, and in 2016, this figure was 61% [10] [11], but still, more than 
half of libraries’ budget is allocated for digital information collections. 

One of the most problematic aspects of digital information collections is that due to their high cost, the 
cost/benefit ratio. Libraries must ensure that the digital collections they subscribe are used to their full 
capacity and that they have an impact on the activities of their communities. For this reason, it is very 
important for libraries to carry out a conscientious evaluation of the digital collections they might 
subscribe. A good analysis will grant at least an acceptable, if not high use of the resources. 

There is also a vicious cycle in the production and consumption of scholarly communication that 
affects the cost of digital resources: scholars in higher education institutions (HEI’s) carry out research 
and publish their findings in prestigious, high-impact journals which, in turn are subscribed by the 
same institutions that originally produced the articles. The problem is that HEI’s invest huge sums in 
doing research and then pay again for the results of that research in the form of articles published in 
prominent journals. 

In order to address these last three facts, the scholarly community has developed different strategies. 
One of the most relevant is the Open Access movement. According to the UNESCO [12], “Open 
access (OA) means free access to information and unrestricted use of electronic resources for 
everyone”. The principle of the OA movement is everybody should have the right to access 
information (especially, but not limited to scientific information). This is particularly true of publicly-
funded research. In most countries nowadays the results of all publicly-funded must be public and 
freely-available to all. 

Another strategy is the establishment of consortia and buying clubs. Libraries team together to 
subscribe resources of common interest for a group of them. This is a win-win situation, since libraries 
obtain better prices, and editors or vendors promote their products amongst more users and possibly 
in markets that they do not have a strong presence. Besides, there is a reduction in administrative 
costs since only one invoice is required and one payment process is carried out.  

2.1.3 Bundled collections 
It is common for vendors to bundle or “package” together different resources in massive collections. 
Table 2 shows an example of this bundled collections. This is basically a commercial decision, and in 
most cases, if libraries are interested in subscribing these collections, they are not able to select title 
by title. The problem is that not all resources contained in a collection are relevant for the libraries and 
their users and therefore, the usage of this resources may not be optimal. 
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Table 2. Size of different ebook collections.  
Source: Vendor’s websites. 

Collection Vendor Number of e-books 
eBook Academic Collection EBSCO 180,000 

Cátedra eLibro 112,738 

Ebook Central Proquest 1,000,000+ 

2.2 Flexible acquisition models 
Notwithstanding, vendors and editors have also developed strategies that help academic libraries 
make the contents of digital information collections more relevant for users. Traditionally, vendors 
charge libraries for the total full time equivalent (FTE) of the institution, that is, the price of a resource 
is calculated based on the number of potential users of the collection. Newer and more affordable 
schemes are based on the direct potential users of a certain collection. For example, if we are talking 
about a collection of digital resources in psychology, some vendors will charge only for the potential 
FTE of the psychology program. 

Another strategy that vendors are offering libraries is what is generically known as Patron Driven 
Acquisition (PDA). This model is based on a relatively simple principle. “When a patron’s use of an 
ebook or journal article passes a certain agreed-upon threshold (a certain number of e-book pages 
read, for example, or the download of a complete article) the library is charged, and the document 
acquired” [13]. Some variations of this model are called Demand Driven Acquisition (DDA) or 
Evidence Based Acquisition (EBA). The advantage of these models is that libraries do not have to 
invest any economic resources until previously-set usage conditions are met and they acquire only 
what has a certain level of use. 

3 EVALUATION OF DIGITAL COLLECTIONS 
Given the current situation of digital information collections described above, the acquisition of digital 
information resources cannot rely solely on the models set forth by editors and vendors and a true and 
comprehensive evaluation in terms of use, pertinence and impact should be carried out. Díaz Escoto 
[14] explains that “in order to evaluate [digital collections] it is necessary to establish planned 
processes based on different methods; the parameters and indicators to be used will depend on the 
aspects to assess”. Thus, it is necessary to define the indicators that can be used to evaluate digital 
information collections. Although there are no set rules, we suggest the following types of indicators 
that will help libraries acquire a pertinent and useful group of digital collections. 

3.1 Pertinence indicators 
This set of indicators are basically used for new resources, even though they can also be applied to 
resources that the library already subscribes when their use is not as good as expected. These 
indicators are used for defining if the selected resources satisfy information needs of the users. 

3.2 Usage indicators 
These indicators measure the extent in which the resources are being used, who is using them, how 
and even when are they being used. Usage indicators are used to measure resources that the library 
already subscribes and to help guide decisions regarding renewal or cancellation of the resources.   

In order to have a method that enables the evaluation and comparison of different digital collections, 
two international standards have been developed. These are: Counting Online Usage of Networked 
Electronic Resources (COUNTER) and Standardized Usage Statistics Harvesting Initiative (SUSHI). 

3.3 Impact indicators 
These indicators strive to measure how the digital resources are making a difference in the academic 
activities of students, teachers and researchers. The impact that academic library digital collections is 
difficult to measure because there might not be a clear direct relationship between the use of a certain 
resource and what is being accomplished academically by the users. 
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Some examples of impact indicators could be, for example the research output of a university or the 
registration of a new patent, 

4 STRATEGIES 

4.1 Selection  
The main driving factor for acquiring any digital collection must be the extent to which they satisfy 
users’ information needs and not another contingent reason such as a price discount, the insistence of 
a vendor. In order to have a clear and consistent selection process some aspects that have to be 
taken into account are: 

• Clearly defined criteria, such as language, coverage (time, geographic), type of information 
contained in the resource, formats 

• Establishment of a suitable timeline that enables libraries to review different options and make 
well-thought budgetary decisions  

• Technological requirements 
• Price 

• Availability of technical support and user training options 
• Authorized user validation methods 

In the case of academic libraries, it is recommendable to establish a program in which librarians are 
closely related to academic instances of the institution. Librarians should have a clear knowledge of 
programs, curricula, research interests of colleges, departments and school, as well as a 
comprehensive knowledge of contents and characteristics of the digital collections that the library 
subscribes. They must also keep up to day in the commercial offer of this type of resources. 

4.2 User training  
A very common misconception is that digital natives, who are today’s university students, know how to 
use technology to its full capacity. This is not true. Digital natives are used to the existence of 
technology and devices almost in every aspect of their live, but this does not imply that they know how 
to use it, much less how to use it for academic purposes. When digital immigrants were born, 
automobiles existed. This fact does not mean that they are experts in internal combustion engines, 
know the characteristics of every car model ore even know how to drive; they had to learn, in the 
same way that digital natives have to learn to use technology for academic purposes. 

It is crucial to offer different options of training so that users can make the best use of digital 
collections. Training should not be limited to instrumental workshops, but instead should be a 
comprehensive program in the development of digital competencies that enable students to be not 
only information-literate, but information-fluent.  

Libraries should not limit their training to traditional user instruction programs, but should strive to 
engage in other educational trends such as flipped classroom techniques, blended learning, problem 
and project based learning. With the help of its digital collections an academic library should be an 
active actor in the teaching and learning processes of its parent institution. 

4.3 Promotion 
Library’s digital collections will not be used if users do not know that they exist. Libraries and library 
resources need visibility in order to be used. This is especially true in today’s online environment, 
overflowing with information. Libraries have to be where users are and in this sense they should 
promote their digital collections through social media, for example. 

5 CONCLUSIONS 
In the face of an outlook that could be considered grim, academic libraries not only have to look at 
digital information collections as a resource for satisfying their users’ information needs, but they also 
have to evaluate and select the most appropriate resources if they want to keep on being a relevant 
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actor in learning and teaching. They can do so developing a strategy that includes the selection, 
training and promotion of digital collections. Otherwise, they risk being left behind in an environment 
abounding with information readily available at the touch of a button, literally. 
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