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Report of Breakout Group on Evaluation in Context

Chair of group: 
Nicholas J. Belkin

Members of group:
Linda Banwell, Ann Bishop, Jill Griffiths, Preben Hansen, Laszlo Kovacs, Bob Sandusky, Seppo Saari, Stephan Schneider
Initial task: What is context?

The group identified three major facets of context of a DL, as follows:
· Goals and tasks

· Goals (of the library, organization, users)

· Tasks (both work tasks and information interaction tasks)

· Workflow

· Domain

· Socio-cultural milieu

· Culture

· Social practice

· Politics

· Language

· Environment

· Physical

· Infrastructure

· Human and fiscal resources

· Other knowledge resources (outside the DL)
Second task: What are the major research issues/questions with respect to taking account of context in evaluation of DLs?
The group identified five major classes of research questions having to do with context and the evaluation of digital libraries. In the list of questions, below, X stands for any of the facets of context (or the isolates within the facets) identified above.
1. How can X be usefully classified (where useful is with respect to its applicability to problems of evaluation)?

2. What is the relationship between X and evaluation?

3. How can X be represented?

4. What is the unit of analysis for X?

5. Can evaluation be independent of X?

Third task: Methods for investigating the identified research questions.

The group agreed that investigation of context does not imply the use of any particular type of method. Rather, methods should be chosen appropriate to the particular questions and goals of investigation. We did not do a complete inventory of methods appropriate to each of the questions identified above, but did suggest some possible methods for the first two, as follows.
1. How can X be usefully classified?

· Ethnographies of situations in which DLs might be implemented. “Might be” is stressed, since this would be most usefully done before the DL exists.

· Synthesis of existing results. Many studies have already been done of such situations, with different characteristics identified as important, and different ways to classify them. A synthesis, or meta-analysis, would be extremely useful.

2. What is the relationship between X and evaluation?

· Hypothesize and test. That is, experimental methods can be appropriate, if sufficient theory is available to generate hypotheses about this relationship.

· Implement and explore. That is, make a prototype, let people use it within the context, and learn about the relationship from their experience.

· Operationalize and measure. That is, make concrete some aspect of context, and measure its effect in either operational or experimental system.

Final task: Identify important themes or research questions for research on evaluation of DLs in general. 

This task was understood by the group to be a preliminary and broad identification of research areas or projects which need to be investigated and supported in order to establish a firm basis for evaluation of DLs. We also thought it important that the concept of a DL be somewhat generalized, to that of Complex  Networked Information Systems (CNISs), of which DLs as currently understood are an example. We identified the following as significantly important projects/questions.

· Develop toolkits for evaluation of CNISs (with respect to contextual issues, inter alia). These can be based on:
· Meta-analysis of existing studies (including what has been the effect of evaluation), in concert with, or followed by,
· Collaborative efforts to compare and evaluate techniques for evaluating CNISs (including multiple evaluations of the same system), which lead to 

· Development of standard techniques, methods, measures for CNIS evaluation, made available to the entire CNIS community.
· Develop a testbed of user interactions in CNISs. Such a testbed could be constructed in a distributed manner, by different groups reporting the results of separate studies to a central agency, which would maintain the testbed. This would almost certainly require developing a set of standards for data collection. The advantage to contributing to such a test bed would be access to all of the other records of user interactions. This is an important activity, since it would allow investigation of a variety of issues by many different groups, without their having to collect data de novo.
· Research on how to relate the evaluation of different aspects of CNISs to one another. At the present time, evaluation of different aspects of CNISs proceeds largely without reference to the results of evaluations of other aspects. This is often the case just because CNISs are so complex, and have so many different parts, each with their own special investigative techniques, evaluation measures, and so on. How to relate the results of evaluation of the different parts to one another is in itself a significant research question, which needs to be addressed if we are to be able to evaluate CNISs as whole systems.
· Research on how to incorporate users into the evaluation cycle (at all points, and with active participation of the users). Although action research and related methods have been used in a few instances of CNIS evaluation, by-and-large this is an unexplored area, which needs further to be investigated. This means going beyond such techniques as user-centered design, or participatory design, to enable (potential) users of CNISs to be significant evaluators throughout the design/evaluation cycle. How to do this is a significant research issue, which has yet to be resolved.
