	EAR Committee Review

	The Social Sciences Database Archive (SSDBA) at CSU, Los Angeles -- January, 2002

	 

	The CSU Libraries, Electronic Access to Information Resources Committee (EAR) undertook a two-week "hands-on" study of the Social Sciences Database Archive at CSU, Los Angeles. 

The Social Sciences Databases Archive is a data specialty center. SSDBA was established in 1991 to support faculty research and instruction in the social sciences throughout the CSU system. It is funded in part by CSU Chancellor's Office and in part by subscriptions from individual CSU campuses. Located in the office of Academic Technology Support at CSU, Los Angeles, the Archive staff provides data services to subscribing campuses. Each subscribing campus has a designated 'Campus User Liaison' to provide on-campus support to Archive users. There is also a Social Science Research and Instructional Council (SSRIC) representative at each campus. 

The SSDBA is an ever-expanding collection of social science-related studies. The Archive acquires the majority of its holdings from the Inter-university Consortium for Political and Social Research (ICPSR at University of Michigan); The Field Institute in California; The Roper Center (public opinion archives), and; the Census Bureau. SSDBA also includes a teaching resource repository with data on information competency and critical thinking. CSU campuses pay from $6,500 to $11,500 annually to support the SSDBA. The CSU Chancellor's Office also supports the program with a current annual payment of $140,000 for database licenses. Eighteen CSU campuses are currently subscribing to this service. 

Each EAR committee member independently, or in concert with other qualified professionals on their campus library staff, reviewed and evaluated the SSDBA 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, 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 SSDBA service only. 
INFORMATION DATABASE: ( 1, 4, 3, 2, 4, 3, 3, 3 ) 

The data that is proprietary to the SSDBA, the Data Archive and the SDA Online Data Analysis is not bibliographic nor "full text" but is valuable raw data requiring familiarity with SPSS software. However the SSDBA site and getting at the data; the appearance of the search interface is MUCH easier than it was in the gopher and ftp days. My low rating is based upon its value as a library database. However, if it were to be ranked as a computer lab database or campus research tool, I would rank it a '4'. 

Data files are a valuable asset and would be welcomed by several departments on campus. 

Database contains a number of different text and numerical social science sources. The topics covered (and these are limited) are generally adequately covered. Many of the pieces of information provided could be located elsewhere but these reports allow for one stop researching. These database have proven valuable on many CSU campuses. 

SSDBA has raw data sets which are important to the CSU but are difficult for the novice to use. 

Content consists of data from the ICPSR, Field Polls, and Roper Polls, the Sociometrics Library. Code books for at least some studies are provided, and it appears that most studies have abstracts available. Raw data files, SPSS program files and portable files are available. Extensive backfiles are provided. My only objection is not to quality but to timeliness. According to the documentation we received, Field polls should be available to members within 90 days, but I was unable to find any Field polls (or any other data, for that matter) more recent than 2000. I could not find any information about how often the database is updated. However, it may be that users of this database care more about the backfiles than about current data. 

The scope is impressive, with data sets available from ICPSR, the Census Bureau, Field and Roper polls, and Sociometrics. Data sets not now part of the SSDBA may be ordered at no charge to the end user. Links to vendor catalogs (Census, ICPSR, Roper) are a good feature, as is the online order form. Lack of currency might frustrate users seeking the latest poll results (it doesn't look like anything has been added in the last year). 

This is not a bibliographic/full-text content. It is a collection of raw data collected through various agencies: the Inter-university Consortium for Political and Social Research (ICPSR), the Roper Center, the Field Institute in California, and the Census Bureau. The databases are an important primary resource for faculty, graduate and undergraduate students who are conducting or learning how to conduct original research. The content is updated in each collection as it becomes available. The various databases contain historical data that is not available elsewhere. The Census material is now being made available directly from http://www.census.gov/ and the Government CD-ROMS in a format that allows tabulation. However, the historical data in a manipulative form, can only be found in subscription databases. Some historical data is available though on the Web (http://www.census.gov/) but it is not manipulative. Likewise, some pre-manipulated data is available. 

The SSDBA includes data sets from several larger data sources. It appears that these data sets are those that have been requested from subscribing institutions, which are then archived, put up on the website, and made searchable. The data itself, which includes ICPSR, Field, the census, Sociometrics, and Roper data, appears to be unavailable in any other format, and is of some importance to researchers and teachers. However, the usage statistics are low (though this is misleading because a faculty member may download a data set and then use it with an entire class). 

SEARCH INTERFACE: ( 3, 3, 3, 1, 2, 2, 3, 2 ) 

The interface is clean and relatively easy to use. However, downloading and manipulating the coded data archives is problematic. It is more complex than other databases used in e-ref settings. However, I will agree that the SSDBA site provides a much cleaner view and makes searching out data easy, much more so than 6 years ago. 

Simple and well-organized, but considerable expertise in the field required to make effective use. 

Interface was easy to negotiate. A little training would be helpful to first time users. 

I don't know about the interface because I wasn't able to get an account in time to complete this review. The account form looks like it is easy to fill out but when I submitted it, I kept getting a strange error message. I then had to send email to the SSDBA webmaster and describe the error and give the time it occurred. I think this difficult "hoop" will be a real deterrent to use by CSU students who will not have the time or patience to go through this process. 

Clearly the complexity of the data requires some sort of prior training on the part of the user. The general "ease of use" score for a product of this sort is always going to be relatively low compared to the universe of more familiar bibliographic products. Any meaningful access requires SPSS and a basic knowledge of how to use it, which assumes a basic knowledge of statistics. The SDA section does increase the ease of use of the data by allowing users to perform basic statistical analyses via the web. Since I am not experienced with statistical analysis, I elected to ignore this aspect of the product and look solely at the search interface. Perhaps because I am such a novice with this kind of data, I often felt frustrated when trying to find things on the site; there often seem to be few guideposts for the uninitiated. For example, "Getting Started" is not introductory material for novices, but only the form for obtaining a password. On the SDA main screen, there is no explanation. 

The Browse feature works fairly well, although several of my choices had bad links that led nowhere. For users who already have a citation to a particular study, the pull-down list is a handy shortcut. The Search function is less useful. The "guided" search was extremely slow to load, and offered some confusing choices (literal, attribute, any pattern) in its pull-down menus. The Help button is not context-sensitive, and the content to which it leads is not very helpful. In the basic search, I had to change the pull-down (from the default Programs to Abstracts or Codebooks to have any success finding polling data on Jarvis-Gann). 

There are two levels of interface for this product. The Web page interface is excellently laid out and is user friendly. It is relatively easy to find the right databases and each database and study within a database has clear descriptions of the nature of the contents. Each description provides links to different formats of the data (text file, SPSS file, frequency distributions, etc.). I was able to easily view text files and search it looking for terms using the "find in page" feature of Netscape. I also was able to view the code books (.cb) which provide information about the content categories. However, because I do not have SPSS loaded, I was unable to test how easy it would be to load database content into SPSS (i.e., where the messages clearly written). It also needs to be noted, unlike the bibliographic or full-text databases, the SSDBA is not for the uninitiated. Special training is required to use the data archives effectively with SPSS and other statistical software. 

The search interface needs improvement. The browse feature allows the user to browse hierarchical lists. The search feature appears to be divided by kinds of data (e.g. SPSS) rather than data sets. The guided search option allows the user to do some Boolean searching, but it is unclear what fields of the data the user is searching. The "search the web" option on the search screen is distracting and misguided. 

USER SUPPORT SERVICES: ( 2, 2, 3, 1, 1, 2, 3, 3 ) 

There are lots of links and sub-links that will eventually get you to sites that provide SPSS software training. And, the help options are plentiful. The "beginner's guide" at the bottom of the page was fairly useful. When talking about what kind of training is needed for students the author writes, "In a graduate research design seminar, I devoted most of one three hour class to the SSDBA". It looks like one can take workshops sponsored by campus computer centers here and there. In one form or another, the CSU system is the vendor and its subsidiaries provide training. 

Considerably more than what is available online would be needed to make this generally useful outside the discipline for which it is designed. I do not believe it could be used without substantial training prior to use. 

Documentation was adequate for a quick look. Help with compiling unique reports is available. 

The "Beginner's Guide," though interesting, is more of an explanation of what the SSDBA is (and an apologetic justification for its complexity) rather than instruction in how to use it. Written in 1997 (?), it does not reflect the functionality of the web interface now provided for the data; additionally it makes reference to local conditions at the author's campus and is specifically targeted at faculty, not students. Extensive (apparently generic) help documentation is available for the "SDA" section; it does assume prior knowledge of statistics. Unfortunately, it failed to address what I was most frustrated by: where do you get the variable names to enter into the forms? (The ICPSR public website disposes of this issue in one sentence placed on the SDA form). The help provided with the commercial search engine for the data archive is dismal; information about search operators and syntax is buried near the bottom of a very long and highly technical document. The beginner's guide says of raw data files "it is pointless to begin preparing the data without a codebook in hand." Yet it appears many files have no codebook available online. How can these be obtained? The person who is listed as the technical contact for my campus did not respond to my questions about it. (If this product were adopted, would the librarians become the contact people to obtain codebooks?) Training is available; however, I was dismayed by the many conditions attached to requesting a session. The enrollment minimum seems unfair--our institution does not have anywhere near 12 public services librarians to attend a session. Does that mean our site would have to go untrained? 

Successful use of the SSDBA requires more than finding a relevant data set; it requires the ability to download it and its codebook (if available) and to analyze the data using a software package. The documentation does not extend to the topic of analysis using SPSS or SAS, which is to be taught in the classroom (and outside, as the FAQs acknowledge). Training workshops can be scheduled through SSDBA. There is no telephone help available, unless one can contact the campus liaison. 

The SSDBA page links to learning modules (Teaching Resources Depository) that shows how to use the data for various applications: economics, anthropology, sociology, and political science. There is also a text on how to use SPSS (version 9; version 10 is the most recent version available) and it contains a FAQ section. Although one can contact Tony Hernandez by email, help for students is usually through the faculty member. Training for SPSS and the use of the databases is not conducted through email. Upon request, Tony Hernandez visits the various campuses and provides training classes to the faculty and students. Unless a librarian(s) has received training, they will be unable to help students at the Reference Desk or through online reference. However, when I emailed concerning problems establishing an account, I received an immediate reply and notice when the submission form was available again. 

The SSDBA provides support and training for these data sets. The help documentation seems to be specific to the indexing software and not the data set itself. 

COST ( 3, 3, 4, 2, 3, 2 ) 

Unsure of cost that would devolve to libraries or be status quo and funded centrally. There are no comparable products. 

Expensive, but essential for this campus. 

Cost is reasonable - an audience already exists! 

The subscription price of the data already takes advantage of consortial discounts and so is clearly economical in that sense. As I understood the presentation, the Chancellor's Office has picked up the subscription costs, while the campuses contribute toward the support of the center. Optimistically assuming that the C.O. would continue to fund the subscription costs for the data if responsibility for them were transferred to SEIR, would each campus library then be responsible for the fee for support of the center? At what rate has this increased in recent years? Some of this data is available free from the ICPSR and other sites such as the U.S. Census and the General Social Survey. Roper Polls are available via LEXIS-NEXIS, though as formatted text only, not as data files. ICPSR is now allowing IP-authenticated access to member institutions. ICPSR has prepared datasets for use with SDA, a search function, and a more user-friendly interface. It even offers a site with curricular materials for use with ICPSR datasets (with many items, it appears, developed by CSU faculty). I do not know what a system-wide deal for direct access to ICPSR would cost, but this is a point that should be considered in discussions of price. The SSDBA site does add value by making all the resources searchable in one place, and since all the files consist of survey data there is some advantage to being able to cross-search them. 

Without pricing for comparable sources, it is difficult to evaluate the cost of SSDBA. My sense, though, is that this is expensive for a source of data that is not current. 

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

The costs to access these data sets are high in comparison to most of the databases we purchase. 

ACCESSIBILITY OF SERVICE: ( 4, 4, 3, 1, 2, 3, 3, 4 ) 

Connectivity seemed very fast and remarkably fast for the size of some of the data files (Although I did not attempt a download). Response was always reliable. 

First time users' registration slows down initial queries. Response time is good. 

Response times were often slow. This might be an issue if traffic on the server were to increase. Current access to the SSDBA is by username/password, obtained via an online form. This was easy to do, although not practical if SSDBA is going to made more widely available through libraries. There appear to be at least two servers involved, both of which require the user to login. 

Access was fine whenever I connected, though the response time, especially for Help and Guided Search, was sometimes very slow. 

Each time I connected I was able to access the pages. I did have a problem setting up an account. They responded and fixed the problem within the hour. I was not able to test how long it took to download data, however, this will vary greatly based on the type of tabulation is being requested. 

The product seems to be reliable and stable. Access is hindered by the requirement of signing up for a password, which the SSDBA is planning to remove soon. 

OVERALL ASSESSMENT: ( 2, 3, 3, 1, 3, 2, 3, 3 ) (Average Score = 2.5) 

I am unsure of this database in conjunction with our other library bibliographic, text based databases. This is another animal better fitted to computer laboratory settings. I find it VERY valuable to campus researchers however. The Political Science librarian I asked for input said, "I have maybe one student per semester in Public Administration using that data. I found it great for economic family data from the panel of income dynamics and general social quantitative data from the general social survey. I used it in November and found the web version very easy to manipulate". She cautioned again about the difficulties of students accessing and manipulating the data and the need to know SPSS software. 

Issue of training and role of library in facilitating use of data is biggest question for me. 

Audience already exists. Topics might be of interest to non-majors for GE. 

Until it is easier to set up an account, I cannot support this as part of SEIR's offerings. 

The fact that many campuses have seen fit to subscribe to this product, even in its current somewhat cryptic format, speaks of a high level of interest in the data (or at least an intense level of interest from a small population who find it absolutely vital to their needs). I have serious reservations about the search interface, but it is also difficult to fairly evaluate a search interface which was never designed to be used without mediation. I would like to see the SSDBA staff work with a group of librarians to develop help documentation which is current and reflective of the web interface, as well as make some modifications to the interface to make it more usable for those who have not had the benefit of prior training. There would also need to be a definite, comprehensive plan to provide training sessions for librarians at all CSU campuses. IP address recognition is also a must for access. 

My major concern is support. Databases offered by libraries tend to be used heavily, and at all hours. Current support is offered by campus liaisons, faculty whose students are using the product, and by SSDBA in Los Angeles. I am concerned that, without serious training, library staffs (who are the de facto technical support, especially nights and weekends) will be unable to satisfy users' requests. For this product to be successful in the library, it would need considerable additional online documentation, perhaps tutorials. I am also concerned with the need for users to obtain passwords (especially for students to have faculty sponsors. Insofar as possible, we try to authenticate users by IP; that would need to happen for SSDBA as well. 

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 SSBDA encourage faculty to allow students doing coursework using the SSBDA to set up individual accounts so that it is easier to gauge their use by students. Currently, faculty download the data to a local server/hard drive where the students access it. However, the statistics look as if one person has used the data (the faculty member) and they do not reflect the student use. 

My overall assessment is that this data is important for research and teaching but is underutilized and expensive given the use. I support the SEIR consortium trying to negotiate pricing, and individual libraries listing the databases on their websites, on the condition that the SSDBA specialty center continues to exist in order to deal with support and training, but do not think that the data sets should be included in the ECC until the interface improves and the usage can be more adequately determined. 

Rating for home campus only: ( 4, 3, 3, 1, 2, 1, 3 ) 

Valuable to each campus and the CSU system. 

Current use is minimal but potentially could be much greater if generally available with adequate training. 

Has been and continues to be used by social science faculty and students. Wider exposure through library access might increase usage by non-majors. 

Despite the quality of the data, I suspect it would end up being used by an extremely small segment of our population. I could not recommend local purchase of this product without major usability alterations and a concrete plan for getting training. Perhaps I'm too cynical, but I must assume that the departments that formerly picked up the specialty center fees would not willingly transfer that amount of money to our library's budget, so while the total cost to the university might stay the same, in effect the library would have to give up some other valuable resource to pay for this one--in the end, a net loss for the campus. 

This product is not for undergraduates, except for a select few, and we cannot afford to spend this much in support of graduate and faculty research. 


