	EAR Committee Review

	Academic Mainframe Specialty Center (AMSPEC) at CPSU, San Luis Obispo -- January, 2002

	 

	The CSU Libraries, Electronic Access to Information Resources Committee (EAR) undertook a two-week "hands-on" study of the Academic Mainframe Specialty Center at CPSU, San Luis Obispo. 

The Academic Mainframe Specialty Center provides access and support for five large financial databases used by faculty and students in business and economics. These databases include: Compustat (S&P files of financial, statistical and market information); CRSP (stock market history files from Center for Research in Security Prices, University of Chicago); Disclosure (SEC filings); IMF (International Monetary Fund time series data), and; FRB (Federal Reserve Board data of FDIC-required annual bank report filings). These databases are used primarily by faculty and some students. 

A three-way partnership provides the financial support required to sustain the AMSPEC services: from the Chancellor's Office; from campus subscriptions and; from CPSU-SLO support. Campus subscriptions find the direct cost of maintaining the AMSPEC services while the Chancellor's Office provides $78,800 annually for database subscriptions. Sixteen CSU campuses currently subscribe to the service. 

Each EAR committee member independently, or in concert with other qualified professionals on their campus library staff, reviewed and evaluated the AMSPEC database resources, support services and, software interface. This review did not address the role or function of the Specialty Center itself. Assessments were submitted on a Review Reply Form specifically designed by the Committee for this purpose. Though other staff may have helped in the review process, completion of the form was by the EAR committee member only and not transferred to another. Ratings were based upon the potential value of the service to the California State University as a whole and not solely on the needs of any specific campus. 

Attributes of the information resource were assessed on a scale of 1 to 4 with 1 representing the "least value" and 4 representing the "most value". The following attributes were examined: 

INFORMATION DATABASE
Consider its functionality, the appropriateness of format (bibliographic/full-text), the content of the information, the adequacy of coverage (retrospective, current), and its value to the California State University as a whole. 

SEARCH INTERFACE
Consider the functionality and ease of use of the interface. Is it intuitive or is an excessive amount of training required? Are any crucial features missing from the search interface? 

USER SUPPORT SERVICES
If documentation is required for successful use of product, is it available, comprehensive, and well written? Is online help adequate and user friendly? Does vendor supply training if it is needed? Is a telephone helpline available? 

COST
If cost is available, does it seem reasonable in terms of comparable products? 

ACCESSIBILITY OF SERVICE
Is access/connection to product reliable and stable? Is response time adequate? 



OVERALL ASSESSMENT

#1 --- No Support
#2 --- No Support at this time. Future support conditional upon 
enhancements noted below in Comments Section.
#3 --- Support and Recommend proposal be forwarded to California State University 
campuses for their acceptance or rejection. Would like to see
enhancements in product noted below in Comments Section.
#4 --- Outstanding offer and opportunity. Recommend proposal
be forwarded to California State University campuses for their acceptance or rejection. 

Following are the results of the EAR Committee's review as well as comments taken from the individual Review Reply Forms. Unless otherwise indicated, all comments are for the AMSPEC service only: 

INFORMATION DATABASE: ( 3, 2, 3, 3, 4, 4, 4, 3, 3 ) 
Most of the information is available from other sources. The value comes in having it all accessible with one interface, and having access to the specialized tools available to manipulate it. 

My rating is based upon use of AMSPEC databases in a library e-ref setting. Rating would be much higher if they were reviewed as campus research databases. The business data contained is very valuable to faculty and graduate research. The fact that each campus user must separately apply to get into AMSPEC data is a hindrance and would be a little tricky to finesse if databases were accessed at e-ref stations. It's much less problematic if used in computer labs. I believe the "Disclosure" database in AMSPEC is also available in LEXIS-NEXIS Academic Universe, possibly in a less complex form. 

This AMSPEC database is made up of 5 separate financial databases that have been used on our campus for years. Demand for the information provided is built into several business and economics courses. 

Assumptions: as a library resource, in competition with other information resources, the limited audience and the high cost would be negative factors. If the issue is simply to provide this data via the UIAS (Pharos) the circumstances would be different. My evaluation is based on the former assumption. In its current configuration, this resource is a package of component databases that need to be addressed separately.
1) The Compustat files have been a standard resource for business school researchers for many years. Basically numeric raw data, the files are used primarily by faculty who specialize in financial and corporate analysis. Used most often for comparative or time series research, much of the usability depends on the data extraction programs. The extraction programs deliver data on an established set of fields. The content is useful to a specialized audience of academic researchers, mostly faculty, sometimes graduate students. Functionality is limited to downloading sets of data and manipulating the results off-line. Historical coverage is extensive; updated quarterly. Of high value to business schools; almost no value otherwise.
2) CRSP, consisting of stock market numeric data, is a business researchers tool and like Compustat, is limited to those researchers specializing in market, financial or corporate analysis. Good historical coverage; considered good quality data for academic research. Functionality limited to pulling data sets for off-line analysis. Audience limited and specialized. Of medium value to business schools; no value otherwise.
3) Disclosure provides corporate profiles compiled from SEC filings with some general data included and textual portions mostly from 10-Ks and annual reports. Functionality limited. Appeal is that the profiles are standardized which offer easier comparability between records. No historical coverage so consists of snapshots in time. Audience is mostly business faculty and students if used through AMSPEC. Available as stand-alone products and through LEXIS-NEXIS where they receive much wider use, sometimes by students or community people doing career research.
IMF and FRB files - did not evaluate. 

These are large data sets, not bibliographic or full-text databases. The coverage is excellent and the data is of great importance to professors, especially of economics and finance, for both research and teaching, and is required for accreditation in some programs. Some, but not all, of the data is duplicated in LEXIS-NEXIS, but there is crucial data that is not (such as reports from defunct companies). 

AMSPEC is comprised of several databases, including Compustat, CRSP, Disclosure, IMF and the Federal Reserve Board. These databases are primarily data files with little or no text. Compustat and CRSP cover 20 years of statistics. Our faculty has responded that the time coverage by these databases offers them opportunities for in depth research. 

Content consists of several databases: Compustat, CRSP, Disclosure, IMF data, FRB data. Compustat is by the far the most desirable of the group, featuring financial data, ratios and much more information of interest to business students and faculty. CRSP is the next most desirable, with historic stock market data. Both databases feature extensive backfiles. Disclosure has data archived back to 1988; as a comparison our Disclosure CD-ROM has only the current year's data, and SEC reports on EDGAR go back to 1996. Updates are once per year, as an economizing measure; 2001 data is not yet available. 

Judging by usage statistics, the two most important files in AMSPEC are Compustat and CRSP, which are valuable in part because of the historical depth of data available in each. Also as valuable are the locally-developed programs ("database extractors") for producing canned reports on companies or industries. Lack of currency, while keeping the costs down, would cause many users to look elsewhere for similar but more recent data. 

This is not a bibliographic/full-text content, it is a collection of raw data based on six major financial databases to Colleges of Business throughout the California State University (CSU) system. Some of the databases are an important primary resource for faculty, graduate and undergraduate students who are conducting or learning how to conduct original research. Most of the databases duplicate text resources from other sources: Disclosure (LEXIS-NEXIS; Company SEC filings on Dow Jones; Edgar); Center for Research in Security Prices (CRSP), a financial research center at University of Chicago, provides data from 1960 on the market. According to their Web-site (http://gsbwww.uchicago.edu/research/crsp/) the data it provides is not available online; Compustat (Standard and Poor's) is also available commercially as text files (http://www.compustat.com/www/), but the data through the Specialty Center provide extractors which allow the user to manipulate the data. At the bottom of the page is a link to AMSPEC Business Encyclopedia. 

SEARCH INTERFACE: ( 2, 1, 2, 2, 3, 3, 3, 2, 3 ) 
Requires considerable training and some subject expertise to be used effectively. 

It is somewhat difficult to extract data in an e-ref setting. With account set up requirements, software is needed to access the data (FORTRAN skills according to the COLD report, and a software created at SDSU in the 1970s). It appears LOTS of training and skill is required. 

I found it difficult to negotiate the database(s) on my own for the first time. I believe some training would be needed before successfully using AMSPEC databases. 

The interface to the AMSPEC databases requires guidance to pull the data; some training and documentation, particularly for Compustat. Limited functionality online; not interactive. Audience must have an understanding of corporate and market structure to utilize. 

Databases of this kind are by nature more difficult to use than bibliographic or full-text databases. An effort has been made to simplify the searching capabilities, though some specialized financial knowledge is required of users. Training would be required for both end users and librarians, though it should not be excessive given the nature of the data. The parts of the interface that are the most difficult to understand are not the search tools, but the other documentation on the website. While several of these databases are available with vendor-produced interfaces, I understand that these interfaces are not yet web-based, and thus not accessible from outside of a network (LAN or WAN). 

Searching the data files required using the database extractors. The searcher will need to know Excel spreadsheet functions. Given the level of this database, one would expect the user to understand Excel. Portions of the Business Encyclopedia did not work. The information that was presented can be found in any standard business reference source. Evidently one of the databases, Compustat, is available in CD-ROM format. This is reportedly more user friendly than the interactive files at AMSPEC. It would be interesting to compare the two, however that was not the charge for this review. 

While the functions of the database are highly specialized, the utterly utilitarian web interface does a pretty good job of presenting them, making it uncomplicated to extract data so long as you know what you are looking for. One has the option to do data "dumps" for use with spreadsheet or statistical programs. It would be helpful if the main menu of databases used clearer language. The section entitled "Databases" is in fact not the databases themselves, but mainly manuals and documentation (much of this appears to be text files with field codes for use with Windows client?) "Database Extractors" would be clearer as "Search the databases" or something of that sort. Backing up out of search is cumbersome, as there are no navigation bars or menus to link different sections of the site. However, in most situations I think a user would go straight to the information, then quit. Two of the databases (IMF and FRB) are available only through a Windows client, not via the Web. I was not able to evaluate this interface because I was unable to install it on my computer. For some sections, one has the option to download data in various formats (such as Excel). This is a nice feature and one could wish that it were available in all sections; the plain text, formatted tables can be a pain to work with. 

I am not sure which interface to evaluate. There are actually three interfaces: the Web interface, which connects to long descriptions of the databases and how to use them, and to the database extractors; the original interface, a direct connection to the mainframe (for which the bulk of the documentation seems to be written); and the AMSPEC for Windows software, which (in part) re-creates the functions of the database extractors, and which has its own documentation. The original interface, perhaps the most powerful, would require considerable training, especially for users who have grown up in a web world. 

The Home page only provides a simple menu for logging on the first time, changing passwords, and access to the various databases. Based on the user manual, the software available to download from the Web site, allows the user to access all the business databases with a uniform access. When used with the user guide, the uniform access makes it easier for the user to retrieve raw data (extract it) and download it in order to manipulate it. 

USER SUPPORT SERVICES: ( 2, 4, 3, 3, 2, 3, 1, 2, 2 ) 
The advice I found, from the website links, was useful and interesting but not nearly enough to properly use the data. 

Level of documentation was okay. I still believe the average first time user would need to be led through first time use. 

In the AMSPEC configuration, my assumption is that help is available to interested users. As far as I know, training is offered from time to time. Don't know about telephone help. Some documentation available online but limited to reading long instruction files. Not an interactive product. 

Currently CSU San Marcos runs the AMSPEC specialty center, and offers support to users who need it. The individual databases do not list help lines. The online help is confusing, perhaps because it is written for people with subject knowledge that I do not have. 

Documentation on Compustat is overwhelming. The material is online, but the libraries should have print copies of the material. However, our library did not have a copy, but this was resolved quite quickly with the liaison. More information is needed on working with the IMF and Federal Reserve datafiles. This reviewer and the faculty representative did not find that information. Examples of exercises would be helpful - as they are for the Social Science Database Archive Specialty Center. Training at the local level would be helpful. 

The only email address I could find was for requesting accounts. I could not find information on the web site about the availability of training, although it was mentioned in the documentation we received. There is extensive online documentation, but it seems to refer to the Windows client, not the web interface. Documentation should be provided for interface that most users will see. I tried three times to download and install the Windows client, without success. For those of us not up on our DOS commands, the installation instructions are inadequate. 

Documentation is needed for successful use, and it is provided at great length. (A quick, short guide--if possible--would be helpful.) Online help is not generally available, nor is there a formal telephone helpline. Faculty at each subscribing campus, and people in SLO, are the primary source of help apart from the documentation, which is a problem for students and others using a database outside of normal working hours. 

AMPSPEC offers no tutorials on how to use the database, no help links (phone, email, etc.) in case the user runs into trouble. There is a link to Windows software that provides a uniform access to all the databases on the mainframe at Cal Poly. A 29 page manual exists in PDF that provides screens shots and explicit instructions for using the database. 

COST ( 3, 2, 3, 1, 3, 2, 3, 3 ) 
Somewhat costly since it would be an add-on to, rather than a replacement for, currently subscribed databases. 

AMSPEC seems to have a reasonable cost considering the number and quality of data. My concern regards funding. Will this be centrally funded or will it eventually devolve to libraries? 

Cost is relatively high for what appears to be limited use, although I realize that it is difficult to find similar coverage of financial information. Current users like the product. 

I rank this factor very low because of the reported quadrupling in price of Compustat in the past year, now close to $250,000. There appears to be no good competitor at present so the producer (S & P) can be very aggressive. CRSP is quite costly considering its limited appeal. Disclosure files are available in LEXIS-NEXIS, currently, so should not consider or would recommend provision in stand-alone products with a much better interface. IMF and FRB are low cost but have very limited appeal. 

While Compustat is expensive given that we are only purchasing the data and not the interface or storage, the other databases seem reasonable in comparison to many of the business databases that we purchase. 

At our last EAR committee meeting, the presenters said that cost was not an issue at this point. 

I would prefer to say that I am unable to rate this category, because I seriously confused about the projected cost per campus. The AMSPEC report says that the C.O. contributed $78,800 last year toward the data costs. I surmise that the report labeled "Database License Fees" actually does not factor in any C.O. support; this comes out to a projected $15,000 per campus. Then there is another reference to the "Base Subscription Cost," ranging from $1,100-$17,000 per campus. Is that in addition to the projected $15,000? How is the base cost determined? I realize it's business data, but $32,000 seems a little pricey for a consortial deal. If C.O. support were factored back in, it would lower the price about $5,000, but it's still a big chunk of change. Both Compustat and Disclosure are available as web-based subscriptions (e.g., S&P Market Insight and Primark). Since I do not have access to these products, I could not compare functionality, and I cannot determine how a consortial subscription price for these individual products would compare to the AMSPEC price. 

For business data, the cost is not unreasonable, though the lack of currency should greatly reduce the cost. 

As a consortium we can serve as a means to negotiate lower prices than if each campus had to purchase them separately. 

ACCESSIBILITY OF SERVICE: ( 3, 4, 3, 3, 3, 4, 2, 3 ) 
I did not attempt to download data. The user interface seemed stable and ok on speed. 

Immediate access is limited to patrons already having applied for and received passwords. Once signed up, access and response time are fast. 

Access seemed to be stable, fast, and reliable during my tests. However, having to ask for a password to use the databases is an impediment to access. 

It would be of help to have an IP authenticated access, instead of needing to get an assigned password. Response time was very quick. 

No problems in response time or access. The current method for requesting a password is cumbersome (faxing a paper form or emailing the AMSPEC office). Switching to IP address authentication should be a condition if SEIR adopts. 

Access to the AMSPEC home page, and to the documentation, caused no difficulty. Using the AMSPEC Database Extractors was also trouble-free. But when I used the AMSPEC for Windows software, I often timed out during the ftp process, even when trying to retrieve what should have been relatively small files. 

Each time I connected, I was able to access the pages. 

OVERALL ASSESSMENT: ( 2, 3, 3, 2, 3, 3, 3, 2, 3 ) (Average Score = 2.67) 
As potential companion library e-ref databases, I'd give it the lowest rating. But, as research databases I'd give it the highest. It is obviously useful to campus business students and faculty. A business librarian I consulted was very cautions with respect to the incorporation of AMSPEC into a library setting. It was noted that beyond merely looking at the website, actual use of the data requires the loading of special software at each workstation. Each student needs to have pre-authorization, accounts and passwords, to open the site. As a database per se, it is important. But it is incompatible with other bibliographic, textual and pre-packaged data available in the reference setting. It would seem that databases holding AMSPEC raw datasets are better located and funded through campus computer centers. Acceptance of these Specialty Centers by libraries depends upon whose budget it would regularly come from AND where the main focus of access lies. Information links to AMSPEC would be appropriate on a library homepage or list-of- databases page. But it should be only informational (telling patrons at what computers they can download and manipulate the data). My evaluation is based on reading information on the AMSPEC and related websites, openable reports and input from our business librarian. I could not actually open the AMSPEC data sites since I did not have an account. 

Campus usage and satisfaction with AMSPEC merit our support. Personally, I find the set-up a tad difficult to navigate. 

I would not recommend this resource for support in its bundled configuration. Would exclude consideration of Disclosure and IMF and FRB files since they are available through other access. Compustat and CRSP are valuable business research resources but their appeal and use is limited to a very specialized audience of business faculty (and not all business faculty, only those in particular fields) and possibly some graduate students. If they could be provided through Pharos and cost is supported outside the library budget, I would recommend exploring making this data available in that manner on the assumption that wider use, therefore higher value, might be achieved. User guidance would have to be improved. For basic research products, would not necessarily have to provide assistance. Users who would be attracted to this resource tend to be sophisticated and must bring subject familiarity to their research. 

My overall assessment is that this data is crucial for research and necessary for accreditation. I am not convinced that the tools support our undergraduate curriculum to a great extent at this time. I support the SEIR consortium trying to negotiate pricing, and individual libraries listing the databases on their websites, on the condition that the AMSPEC specialty center continues to exist in order to deal with data loads and training, but question whether it meets the criteria for inclusion in the ECC. 

AMSPEC provides a unique service for faculty and students. The 20-year coverage of financial statements makes this a great addition for researchers. However, campus awareness of this resource would be enhanced if access was changed to IP authentication and training sessions were held on each campus at regular intervals. 

Overall I am satisfied with the interface and ease of use. Quality of the data is excellent. Contact information for help should be made considerably more visible, and online help could be expanded. I would also like to see training sessions for all CSU campus libraries if the product is adopted. I am unable to make intelligent comparisons to the databases' commercial online equivalents, because I have not seen those products. I would like to see cost issues clarified. 

The content--especially of Compustat and CRSP--is wonderful, and the Database Extractors make it a simple matter of a few keystrokes to produce reports or ratios, which many students need to do. Nevertheless, I do not think this product is ready for inclusion in the libraries of the CSU. When the data files become accessible via the web (without passwords), and when online help and other direct user support are available, I would be willing to re-evaluate AMSPEC. Its usefulness now, it seems, is limited to those students and faculty who have spent considerable time learning how to use it. A better interface would enable many more users to take advantage of its potential. 

The databases are an important primary resource for teaching graduate and undergraduate students to conduct original research. It is also a necessary tool for faculty to conduct their research for publication. If the CSU does not provide access to these databases, it may be difficult in the future to attract good candidates for tenure-track positions. I would suggest that the AMSPEC encourage Faculty to allow students doing coursework using the business databases and provide an easier way to set up individual accounts. The usage of the individual databases by the participating campuses seems to vary. With libraries promoting their existence, the usage of the databases may increase. 

Rating for home campus only: ( 4, 3, 3, 3, 3, 3, 2, 3 ) 
Service is already provided to the College of Business and is considered essential. Would undoubtedly be useful to students and faculty outside the College of Business, as well. 

Has developed a 'following' on campus over the years. 

The business school at our campus is struggling to achieve accreditation and could probably benefit from having access to such research tools. The cost would be prohibitive for the library but if funded by the business school, providing access through the library would be very positive. This is something we did in the past and did not find the impact on our user services hard to meet as users were sophisticated and self-sufficient or else totally daunted. The resource was more visible in the library which encouraged slightly better use by students. 

Since our campus is one of the heaviest research campuses, I would be even more inclined to try and get this data were we the only campus to consider. 

Our campus is evolving into a more research-oriented institution. The faculty and graduate students need access to these more sophisticated tools in order to accomplish their research. For faculty, this database is crucial to their work for tenure and for continuing their scholarship. For the students, they need to be introduced to these statistical tools to help them not only with their courses but also with future career development. 

We have a high demand for business data of this kind, and although the interface is not exactly intuitive, it is navigable. I can think of many routine questions that access to these resources would answer. My interest would be greater if IP address authentication were already implemented. The price, however, is an issue. As with the other specialty center database under review, if responsibility for the cost is transferred to the library, I am deeply concerned that no campus funding will follow it. We have absolutely no budget flexibility for the foreseeable future. That means other equally important information resources would probably have to be cut in order to pay for this resource, ultimately a loss for library users. 

Useful in those few courses whose faculty take the time to teach it, but not a high enough priority to justify the investment the library would have to make in training and other support. 

Our campus would love access to the Compustat information.


