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Table 8
Averages at 14 Colleges Subscribing to Academic Search Premier
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60,392

61,568

Searches

2005

2006

Several factors may contribute to this startling finding. It is possible that, though
more database connections were made, students found the citations returned from their
searches in Academic Search Premier more dissatisfying in 2006 than 2005 and thus
chose to view and save fewer articles from their search results. On the other hand, the
data may indicate that, due to increased user sophistication because of improved library
instruction programs and database-side enhancements in search and retrieval technology,
students' searches were more successful; and they were better able to readily identify
relevant choices in their results, resulting in fewer downloads overall. (Were this the
case, however, we might expect to see more downloads coming from more scholarly
titles, rather than a continuing reliance on popular magazines.)

Academic Search Premier may also be leading users to useful citations that are not
full text in that database but which students then obtain through another source (whether
it be online, in print, or through interlibrary loan), facilitated through open URL link­
ing. In such an instance, a decline in full-text downloads would not indicate that the
database is less successful in leading students to desirable sources. We are also not sure
what impact federated search systems may have on these numbers; when results from
general databases are compiled with those
from subject-specific resources, students
may find more relevant results elsewhere.27

Unfortunately, COUNTER data does not
allow us to see any specifics of database
usage beyond total connections, searches,
and full-text downloads from within the da­
tabas~ itself, so further research is needed to
pinpoint why use appears to be decreasing
even though database content (both index­
ing and full-text access) is increasing.

To examine which journals were receiv-
ing the most use, we combined the COUNTER Journal 1 reports from all 14 schools
(taking care to match titles that, because of spelling or other discrepancies in the title
list, did not collate correctly) and examined those that accounted for the majority of
full-text downloads-those that fell in the top 50 percent overall-to see what titles
were downloaded most often, whether or not these titles are peer reviewed, and what
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subject areas encompass most full-text downloads. These results also confounded our

expectations.
In 2005, a mere 178 of the 4,700 full text-titles included in Academic Search Premier

accounted for over 50 percent of articles downloaded from that database. Fewer than 90 of
these titles were scholarly (determined by looking at their classification in the database's
title list); articles from these scholarly titles only accounted for 36 percent of the articles
downloaded in the top 50 percent. Likewise, in 2006, 185 journals accounted for over
half the database's full-text downloads, 95 of which were classified as scholarly, with
downloads from these journals accounting for 38 percent of full-text downloads in this
group. (It should be noted that the number of downloads from publications included
among these "peer-reviewed" titles is actually lower since a number of titles such as
Natural History and The Humanist appear on the list as "peer reviewed" when, in fact,
they are not.) In 2006, over 1,800 journals did not have a single full-text download at
any of these libraries. In other words, nearly 40 percent of full-text titles did not have a
single article downloaded at any of the 14 institutions combined.

Popular publications-including magazines, newspapers, and library trade jour­
nals-account for the majority of downloads. The title with the most downloads in both
2005 and 2006 was The Economist, downloaded 37,948 times and topping the list at most
schools (see table 9). Less unexpectedly, the two most prominent U.S. newsweeklies,
Time and Newsweek, were also on the list of the 10 most downloaded titles; in 2006 US
News & World Report joined them as it rose from eleventh place to tenth. Also, among
the top 10 are newspapers. USA Today was the second most downloaded title both
years; Christian Science Monitor dropped from ninth to eleventh place in 2006. Perhaps
most surprising of titles in the top 10 were the Chronicle of Higher Education and two
library publications, Library Journal and School Library Journal. We surmise that, in gen­
eral, popular publications with short articles published frequently are likely to return
more results than scholarly journals that publish fewer articles less frequently. We also
surmise that the two library titles are on the list because of the sizable number of brief
book reviews they publish on a wide variety of subjects. How well that content satisfies
users' needs is a question worth asking. Only two scholarly titles appeared in the top
10: Foreign Affairs, which ranked sixth in 2006 and fifth in 2005, and Social Work, which
ranked tenth in 2005 and ninth in 2006.

Looking at all of the titles in the top 50 percent of titles downloaded both years,
about half of those labeled "peer reviewed" in Academic Search Premier are journals in
the social sciences; the remainder ar~ spread among science and medicine, the humani­
ties, and interdisciplinary areas. Among popular magazines, the majority of titles are
non-scholarly publications focused on specific topics (such as science, health, religion,
education, or business), though news and opinion magazines and newspapers dominate
the most downloaded non-scholarly titles.

Although looking beyond the top half of downloaded titles would doubtlessly show
increased granularity in terms of subject areas and number of titles used at succeed­
ing levels, such an exercise is unlikely to lead to different conclusions about the nature
of the content that students are using. This content is overwhelmingly more popular
than scholarly and more oriented toward social sciences than humanities, despite any
potential curricular differences across the institutions surveyed. In fact, the patterns
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Table 9
Ten Most Frequently Downloaded Titles

2005 Titles Downloads 2006 Titles Downloads

Economist 21,563 Economist 16,385

USA Today 12,911 USA Today 12,395

Library Journal 10,741 School Library Journal 8,608

Time 9,125 Library Journal 8,013

School Library Journal 8,963 Foreign Affairs 7,532

Newsweek 8,649 Newsweek 7,392

Foreign Affairs 7,915 Time 7,004

Chronicle of Higher Education 7,197 Chronicle of Higher Education 6,434

Christian Science Monitor 6,728 Social Work 5,995

Social Work 6,236 U.s. News & World Report 5,190

of use were remarkably consistent across the institutions, regardless of their different
populations and courses of study.

Our examination of usage statistics raises many questions that deserve further study.
What impact do library instruction programs and the availability of subject-specific
databases and federated search tools have on aggregated database use at individual
institutions? How do curricular differences and the nature of assignments influence
database use? Would we find that students are choosing more scholarly sources using
aggregated databases than it appears if open-URL statistics (linkthroughs to full text and
interlibrary loan requests) were examined? Are the titles that are not used at undergradu­
ate institutions more frequently used at research institutions, or do advanced researchers
rely more on specialized databases? Are there discernable patterns among the nearly
40 percent of full-text titles that were not downloaded? Should the drive for increasing
full-text content in these interdisciplinary aggregated databases take a backseat to other
improvements, such as improving subject access for the titles already included? We need
more insights about information-seeking preferences and actual usage patterns in order
to betfer understand and evaluate these large interdisciplinary databases.

Conclusions

Having examined the suitability of general interdisciplinary databases for undergraduate
research from a number of angles-what vendors tell us through their marketing materi­
als and in interviews, what librarians report, what a limited number of students have
to say about databases, and an examination of which titles are actually used-we can
make some preliminary observations and suggest avenues for further exploration.

First, vendors are in a race to add indexing and full-text content to their product
lines. Both EBSCO and Gale plan to continue building relationships with additional
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When we examined how these
databases are used at 14 primar­
ily undergraduate institutions, we
learned that a mere 4 percent of
the full-text titles included in the
database accounted for half of the
articles downloaded.

publishers to provide them greater visibility and impact by being represented in these
databases. Relationships with participating publishers playa greater role in determin­
ing the size and contents of interdisciplinary databases than in the pre-digital age of
general indexes. Both EBSCO and Gale assure librarians that they are committed to
covering more subject areas and adding more scholarly titles to their databases. In turn,
librarians want more full-text content and are pleased with the size of these databases,
which have grown enormously in the past few years. It would be wise for librarians to
be more knowledgeable about the contents of these databases and their actual use as
these products are developed.

Second, academic librarians, by and large, do not share the authors' impression that
interdisciplinary databases are becoming less well suited to undergraduate researchers'
needs. Librarians are extremely satisfied with these products. They recognize that stu­
dents have difficulties with a variety of search tasks, especially with selecting effective
search terms and identifying relevant results, but they feel that being able to search a
large number of journals is important to students. The one area of dissatisfaction ap­
pears to be the inadequacy of a controlled vocabulary, which may relate to the reported
difficulty our small sample of students had in coming up with effective search terms.
Evaluating the controlled vocabulary available in these databases and how it affects
users' search success would be a worthy avenue of research.

Whether these databases, as they grow in size, remain particularly well suited
for undergraduates as a place to find information easily is open to debate. Although

the students surveyed did express a desire
to have a single easy-to-use database that
could be searched for any subject, they also
were frequently frustrated by retrieving
too many results. When we examined how
these databases are used at 14 primarily un­
dergraduate institutions, we learned that a
mere 4 percent of the full-text titles included
in the database accounted for half of the ar­
ticles downloaded. Ten times as many titles
did not have a single article downloaded at
all 14 institutions, leading us to question

the value for undergraduates of continually adding more titles without first exploring
why so many are not being used. Comparisons of students' attitudes toward and use
of Google Scholar and their experiences with these all-purpose databases would be
particularly interesting. How do these interdisciplinary aggregated databases compare
with free options? Do their methods of retrieval and full-text contents compare well
or poorly with Google Scholar? As more scholars and publishers embrace open access
initiatives, will the increased availability of free full-text content decrease the market
for aggregated databases?

How our instruction efforts affect student use of these databases is another in­
triguing question. It might be argued that the problem is not that a large portion of a
database is unused and that scholarly sources in particular are overlooked but rather
that our instruction efforts are failing to guide students toward a more diverse range
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of scholarly sources. Additionally, it may be that changes in faculty expectations for
student research are having an effect, perhaps driving greater student use of special­
ized databases. Certainly, both the librarians' observations of student search behavior
and the list of sources actually used underscore the need to help students gain a better
grasp of how to frame their questions and how to select sources. In any case, given
the preponderance of non-scholarly articles downloaded, our findings challenge the
common belief that students who use library databases are automatically more likely
to use scholarly and high-quality sources in their research in contrast to students who
conduct their research on the Web.

Finally, in spite of their overall satisfaction with aggregated interdisciplinary da­
tabases, librarians do not know very much about them. As we attempted to gain an
understanding of trends in these interdisciplinary databases, we found it surprisingly
difficult to track relatively simple measures, such as how many titles were indexed and
how many were included in full text over the years. Not only are the ways these numbers
are arrived at disputed but they also simply are not available in any readily retrievable
form. As one vendor representative told us, "We do not maintain copies of older, out­
of-date subject title lists."28 To complicate the picture, both companies offer a variety of
different products, and both have launched ambitious expanded products within the
past two years. Neither EBSCO nor Gale was able to tell us how many academic librar­
ies subscribe to their products; instead, they relied on vague generalities. Naturally, the
cost of these databases is not publicly known since prices are set through undisclosed
negotiations, quite often through consortia. All of these factors make determining return
on investment difficult because libraries know neither the investment nor the return.

When asked about use of periodicals, both print and electronic, over 77 percent of
librarians responding to our survey told us that the use of their print collections was
declining. Sixty-six percent said use of interdisciplinary databases was increasing at
their library, and 19 percent reported they were not sure. Only one respondent reported
use of general databases was declining. These impressions are inconsistent with one
of the most startling discoveries we made
when looking at how general databases are
used at 14 undergraduate institutions; the
number of searches completed declined at
half of the schools, and the number of titles
downloaded was down at 11 out of 14 insti­
tutio12s, with an overall drop of more than
10 percent.

Vendors conduct research to inform
their product development; but, for reasons
of competitive advantage, it is rarely shared
with the librarians who work directly with
users.29 Librarians, who as a rule value making information openly available, have not
insisted on clear and consistent information from vendors or routinely examined stu­
dents' use of these products with the tools available.

It is unfortunate that we were unable to obtain data from more schools covering
more years to gain a better sense of what the apparent drop-off in use means or to have
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data that factor in the use of other databases, but that is another symptom of librarians'
lack of knowledge. Comparable usage information using the COUNTER standard has
been available from one of these major database vendors only since 2005. To add to the
problem, tracking and analyzing this data is not easy; most of the 80 Oberlin Group
libraries were unable to provide comparable month-by-month statistics. Additionally,
changes in search technology, such as federated searching, affect COUNTER statistics.
Finally, consortial contracts, often made at a state-wide level, offer advantages to librar­
ies and their users but may have the unintended effect of distancing librarians from
cost/benefit decisions, allowing us to simply make assumptions rather than informed
decisions. Given the disparity we have shown between librarians' impressions and how
these databases are actually used, librarians should strive for greater accountability from
vendors-and from ourselves.

Academic librarians are dedicated to helping students learn how to find, evalu­
ate, and use information. It is ironic that we are so ill informed about the contents of
the aggregated interdisciplinary databases we provide, often at substantial taxpayer
expense, and how our students use them. Perhaps it is time to apply the information
literacy skills that we teach as we make decisions about our resources so that we can
do a better job of defining our needs, evaluating our options, and making responsible
information choices.
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