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(This is a longish summary of remarks from this presentation.)

Some of the big questions with end-user access to research tools are:

1) Which products should you use?

2) Who will have access? How do you identify or prioritize users?

3) Who will pay for these tools? The Library? The end-users?

4) How will users be trained? Vendor training? Onsite? Remote training? 

This presentation is intended to be an overview of some of the successes and problems I’ve experienced at CNN with end-user access. Since Kate Arnold will focus Intranet delivery I won’t really touch on that much here.

Products

As we begin this discussion let’s identify the products this panel is thinking about – they include online database products retooled for end-users – products like Dow Jones Interactive, Lexis-Nexis Universe, smaller web-based subscriptions to products like National Journal’s Hotline, Gale.net, and a score of others. You might have cd-rom sources available across your LAN or WAN, or you may have databases which you’ve developed in-house.

One of the things you think about first regarding end-user access is why you want to do this – you need to be able to show your company what the benefits of end-user access can be. For CNN’s 24 x 7 fast-paced environment, speed is essential. If a reporter can use a research tool to answer his/her question that means CNN can make air time more readily. There is also certainly the element of serendipity – the reporter doing research may stumble upon new facts or ideas which completely alter the course of a story. From a Library perspective it can mean that staff researchers are freed up from some of the more routine reference questions to focus on more sophisticated research projects.

All of our environments are slightly different. There may be factors in your organization which make one tool more desirable than others. Some of you may be in a situation where this isn’t as much of a concern and you have access to multiple tools. But for most that won’t be true and we’ll need to evaluate tools using some basic standards:

1) Content – what is the essential content that our organizations need and where can we best find that content?

2) Usability – a product may have great content onboard but if the system is not user-friendly it could turn out that people choose not to use it.

3) Pricing – pricing will be a critical factor for most of us and we’ll need to look carefully at overall costs, analyze flat-rate vs. transactional plans, look at how many users we can roll into a deal.

Users

As you look at users it may be obvious from the content/usability/pricing factors whether everyone in your company has access to a research tool or a selected group of users will have access. For example, I’ve targeted web-based tools with a business focus to end-users with specific needs for business information.  With pricing being a big factor, I’ve started small with end-user access, beginning with a fairly small group of users and building from there. With initial groups of LNU and DJI users for example, I carefully prioritized, looking at those with the greatest research needs in our newsroom and bringing them onboard first. Looking at who utilizes the Library can also yield some clues as to who you might want to include. Once you’ve started rolling out access word of mouth will certainly reveal others who will be interested in these tools and you’ll find that some of these end-users will become your allies and help to lobby for wider access to research tools.

Pricing

The basic options here are:

1) Covering costs out of a central Library/research budget.

2) Charging back a per user fee to end-users.

If you can swing a Library budget large enough to absorb the costs of end-user research tools comfortably I think that is the best way to go. This approach allows you to come from the perspective of providing a base level of access to research tools and products across your user base (you can always bill units back for products which go above and beyond this base). Access can be more clearly determined based on research needs.

Billing the cost of end-user research tools back to a unit or department can result in certain inequities – departments which are more flush with money will be able to afford access more easily than other cash-poor units. But it could be that those cash-poor units actually have greater research needs, hence pricing issues can cause conflict with providing access.

Training

Training end-users to successfully use the research products we roll out is another concern and one of the key obstacles we all face in our busy newsroom environments is simply getting people freed up to attend training. When a training session time conflicts with a breaking story it is obvious that breaking story will win out every time. Getting upper management buy-in with training sessions is critical. And since training can usually be tied to more effective search skills and those in turn tied to making deadlines and being more efficient and productive on the job we can do that.

Educating trainees about the scope and reliability of the content they’ll be searching is critical. Some users fall into the trap of thinking that with the quick search they’ve done they have covered all the bases. They need to understand there will be cases where they will need to consult with information professionals for more exhaustive or comprehensive research.

You need to look at your audience and at different types of training to determine what will be the best fit for your group. And it could be that what works in your organization is really a combination of all of these:

1) Utilize vendor training representatives – this can save you a lot of time. But be sure you spend time coaching this trainer to ensure that information presented is customized and accurate for your particular situation. For example, you might not want a vendor trainer to teach people about public record sources in a product if what you’ve purchased won’t include access to those areas.

2) One-on-one training sessions – time consuming, but when possible, these can be the most productive as trainees can get a lot more out of the session, asking specific questions that are important to him/her. Plus, it affords you as the trainer a great opportunity to do an informational interview and assess skill levels in other areas. This technique allows me to modify my training techniques and better target employees for training.

3) Small group (or larger group) training sessions – once you have an established user base where people have received basic training a group approach is a good answer to training users about new files or products or specific kinds of research they might need to do.

4) Train the trainer sessions – if you can identify super-users within certain units in your newsroom this may be a good approach. Those users will be called upon by less knowledgeable users and will keep coming back to you with questions and to enhance their skills further.

5) Telephonic training sessions – an approach for those of us dealing with many end-users in remote locations, i.e. domestic or international bureaus.

6) Other approaches for remote training sessions – videotaped training sessions the end-user can watch at his/her leisure, or web-based training programs. Both of these approaches demand more from the end-user since they can be distracted and walk away from the training program at any time, making it much more difficult for you to know they have absorbed necessary training information.

