EAR Committee Review

Westlaw Campus Research News and Legal

October 2006
The CSU Libraries, Electronic Access to Information Resources Committee (EAR) undertook a two-week "hands-on" study of the Westlaw Campus Research News and Legal database.  Westlaw® is an online legal research service providing  access to West's vast collection of statutes, case law materials, public records and other legal resources, as well as current news articles and business information  Campus Research™ is a  research service for news, business and law related information – and it is designed especially to meet the needs of both librarians and students.

Each EAR committee member independently, or in concert with other qualified professionals on their campus library staff, reviewed and evaluated the Westlaw Campus Research News and Legal database.

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 by the EAR committee member only, password protected 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: 

CONTENT—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. 

PLATFORM/RESPONSE TIME—Consider the operating system, browser and type of connection used in connection to the response time and stability/reliability of network connection to the product.

SEARCHING/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? Evaluates the fraction of applicable search options available.

RESULTS DISPLY/OUTPUT—Consider type of displays, download and email options, persistent URLs, ranking of results, if PDFs are searchable and if any items are missing from the display output. 

PATRON/ END 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? 

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 Westlaw products only.  The EAR committee representatives from these campuses reviewed the product: Bakersfield, Channel Islands, Monterey Bay, Northridge, San Diego, San Francisco, San Luis Obispo, and San Marcos.  Five out of the 8 campus responses consulted with other in responding to the formal review.     These additional librarians were consulted and involved by their campuses in this review:   Frank Vuotto (fvuotto@calpoly.edu); Ann Fiegen, Business Librarian, CSUSM, afiegen@csusm.edu Hua Yi, Collections/ Acquisitions Librarian, CSUSM, hyi@csusm.edu

CONTENT

Average Score Average: 2.74

Average Score from Contents Ratings: 2.8, 2, 1.8, 4, 2.3, 3, 3.5, 2.5   

Reviewer Score for Content: 3, 3, 3, 4, 2, 3, 4, 3    Average: 3.13
1. Content Type:  In-depth coverage of legal materials.  No access to materials in PDF form.  I could not find coverage list in database.  We did receive this information as attachments.  This functionality is important.  In addition to listings of sources, sources should be linkable.  Able to select text to search, but this is not the same. □
2. Coverage - current: 3, 2, 2, 4, 3, 3, 4, 3

3. Coverage - retrospective: 2, 2, 1, 4, 2, 3, 3, 1

4. Scope of Coverage: 3, 2, 2, 4, 2, 3, 3, 3

5. Content value to the CSU as a whole: 3, 2, 2, 4, 2, 3, 4, 3

Notes/Comments/Rationale for rating on Content: 

I think this is a wonderful resource but I am not certain that it is critically needed. I think there are other resources that are needed more critically during this tight budget time. □

The product is not all full text, feature articles only in some cases (Newsweek), and limited selection of magazines and business journals geographically and topically. (Tampa, not San Diego).  Data seems to originate from one-third party set of newspapers (public library consumer selection possibly). The retrospective coverage is poor (NYT—2004 full text only).   Scope of product is magazines, newswires, and short reports (EIU Views Wire and ProQuest in Economics section). Law coverage is appellate cases and up, with law reviews. □

It is difficult to give numeric ratings for some of the content as there are different areas.  Legal resources coverage seems outstanding, while news is average, and business information is limited.  For CSUs with more need for news and business information than legal, this could be a make or break. □

News sources comparable to other news sources available to CSU with one big exception: no Washington Post.  This database has extensive legal content superior to a competitor’s product.  Legal content raises coverage from Average to Above Average. □

PLATFORM/RESPONSE TIME

Average Score from Platform/Response Ratings: 2, 2.3, 3.3, 4, 3, 3.3, 3, 3

Average Score Average: 2.99
Reviewer Score for Platform/Response Time: 2, 2, 3, 4, 2, 3.5, 4, 3 

Average: 2.94
1. Evaluation Completed Using which Operating System: 

Windows XP-7, Macintosh OS X-1

2. Evaluation Completed Using Which Browser: Internet Explorer-6, Firefox-2

3. Evaluation Completed Using Which Type of Connection: Wired network (Fast)

4. Product Response Time: 2, 3, 2, 4, 3, 2, 3, 3

5. Stability of Network Connection to Product: 2, 2, 4, 4, 3, 4, 3, 3

6. Reliability of Network Connection to Product: 2, 2, 4, 4, 3, 4, 3, 3

Notes/Comments/Rationale for rating on Platform/Response Time: 

This site performed satisfactorily. No better or worse than many other resources. □

Hung up on load of “terms and connectors” and retrieval time was very long. Otherwise platform performed fine. □

For searches with few results, return almost instant.  There were some inconsistencies between IE and Firefox.  The feature for highlighting texts and finding similar items does not work in Firefox, but does in IA and is handy. □

SEARCHING/INTERFACE

Average Score from Searching/Interface Ratings: 2.518, 2.072, 2.42, 3.048, 2.044, 3.156, 0, 2.548

Average Score Average: 2.226

Reviewer Score for Searching/Interface: 2.5, 2, 3, 3.5, 3, 4, 2   Average: 2.5
1. Keyword: Yes-7, No-1

2. Subject heading access: Yes-5, No-3

3. Exact beginning of phrase search: Yes-2, No-4, N/A-2

4. Author/name searching: Yes-6, No-2

5. Author search flexibility: Yes-3, No-2, N/A-3

6. Fielded searching: Yes-6, No-2

7. Phrase searching: Yes-7, No-0, N/A-1

8. Proximity: Yes-8, No-0

9. Truncation: Yes-8, No-0

10. Stemming: Yes-3, No-4, N/A-1

11. Wild Cards Supported: Yes-8, No-0

12. Limits: Yes-7, No-1

13. Simultaneous search of this and other databases: Yes-1, No-4, N/A-3

14. Simultaneous search of multiple database subfiles or backfiles: Yes-1, No-5, N/A-2

15. Results from cross-database search merged: Yes-1, No-3, N/A-4

16. Browse of subject terms: Yes-3, No-4, N/A-1

17. Thesaurus available: Yes-7, No-1

18. Thesaurus functions: Yes-3, No-4, N/A-1

19. Related articles links: Yes-8, No-0

20. Natural language searching: Yes-8, No-0

21. Natural language mapped to controlled vocabulary: Yes-3, No-4, N/A-1

22. User can create/manipulate sets: Yes-4, No-3, N/A-1

23. Boolean search terms supported: Yes-8, No-0

24. Special indexes: Yes-6, No-0, N/A-2

25. Search History available / searchable: Yes-8, No-0

26. Command-line search option: Yes-5, No-2, N/A-1

27. Basic and expert search options: Yes-5, No-3

28. Peer-reviewed only search option: Yes-0, No-6, N/A-2

29. Browsable list of journals: Yes-6, No-2

30. Ease of logoff: Yes-8, No-0

31. Product free from Advertisements: Yes-8, No-0

32. User Interface Design: 2, 2, 2, 3, 2, 3, 3, 2

Are any features particularly useful or completely missing from the search interface? 

I think it is a problem that name searching is not available. □

There is a very limited thesaurus (cell—cubicle, detention, jail, lockup, prison). These seem to be law terms only.   As if Westlaw bought a third party thesaurus with little or no manipulation.   Keysearch function is in LAW only.  Keysearch function in LAW database mapped to controlled vocabulary possibly.   These items are missing: open URL linking ability (sfx) and broadcasting of whole database.  The headline is cut short.  We would prefer headline and lead paragraph, rather than headline only. 

In my opinion, controlled vocabulary searching and field searching really should be options in any database.  There is a word count search, but it is not always clear how the results are returned (chronologically, relevance, etc.). □

For the news side, the natural language interface is fine for simple searches but less satisfactory for more complex searches. Terms and connectors, which have more complex retrieval possibilities, would require significant training and probably is suited only for the frequent user (i.e. not most students). An interface with multiple input lines and pull down menu selections would be much easier to use and much easier to limit search to specific field. Limiting to a specific title, ex. New York Times is not readily apparent. It also took several tries to figure out how to limit the search to a specific newspaper. And for titles not included in the database, the category listing (e.g. General News) is even more difficult to limit the search to a specific news source. The ability to search multiple sources (chosen by the user) is limited to those sources that appear as databases in the category listing (e.g. General News). It’s not possible to combine databases accessed by title using the information icon for the category. For legal, Natural Language search works well and citation searching is excellent. Terms and Connectors would require significant training but probably would be used infrequently for legal searches. For legal searching, Westlaw interface superior to the competitor’s interface. □

Fraction of Applicable Search Options Available: 75.9%, 53.6%, 71%, 77.4%, 52.2%, 82.8%, 0%

Average Score from Searching/Interface Ratings: 2.518, 2.072, 2.42, 3.048, 2.044, 3.156, 0, 2.548

Average Score Average: 2.226
Notes/Comments/Rationale for rating on Searching/Interface: 

The interface is somewhat intuitive.  Some training is needed.  Topic search is very focused to the selected set of titles; this may be misleading however and also misses some relevant articles. As the search industry moves to metasearching, this design seems a step backwards.  When searching by a specific journal/news titles, some have a nice interface design for limiting. There is no way to search by journal/news title from the home page.  Law section and News defaults are very different.  Years under the law section is unlimited and under the news section it is three years. Law has a natural language default.  News and shortcuts default to terms and connectors.  It is as if you are searching two very different databases. It is also not easy to find how to get back to the original search page.   Default is OR, not AND.  This is very problematic and may be an added indication of the narrow scope of this database that the designers felt that they needed to broaden by default rather than narrow. □

(1) It is possible to limit by language, publication type, etc., but it is not intuitive to do so.

(2) Browse of subject terms is possible (through the Thesaurus) but not easy to do so. 

(3) Basic and expert searching available but not easy to find these options. □

Citations are not always complete. Certainly this interface could benefit from indexing in the news section.  One can tell that the news section is “newer” ad the law section is much stronger in terms of interface.  Open URL needs to be to article level, not journal level.  News databases should offer alerts/RSS. □

Westlaw’s interface works well for legal searching. It’s less satisfactory for news searching.□

Reviewer Score for Searching/Interface: 2.5, 2, 3, 3.5, 3, 4, 2   Average: 2.5

RESULTS DISPLAY/OUTPUT
Average Score from Display/Output Ratings: 1.776, 1.716, 1.144, 1.6, 1.472, 1.556, 2.668, 0.952

Average Score Average: 1.611

Reviewer Score for Display/Output: 2.5, 2, 2, 2, 2, 4, 4, 1   Average: 2.43
1. Short Display: Yes-7, No-1

2. Long Display: Yes-5, No-3

3. MARC Display: Yes-1, No-3, N/A-4

4. Other format display: Yes-0, No-6, N/A-2

5. Display Configurable (by field): Yes-0, No-7, N/A-1

6. Non-English font display: Yes-2, No-5, N/A-1

7. Ability to create a "Mark List" for email/print/save: Yes-1, No-7

8. Download option for formatted citation: Yes-5, No-3

9. Download option in tagged format (for easy import into citation management software): Yes-3, No-5

10. Email option for formatted citation: Yes-3, No-5

11. Email option in tagged format (for easy import into citation management software): Yes-3, No-5

12. Persistent URLs for articles available: Yes-1, No-6, N/A-1

13. Alert Service or SDI available: Yes-1, No-6, N/A-1

14. Jump to specific record (or range of records): Yes-3, No-4, N/A-1

15. Configurable number of records per page: Yes-0, No-6, N/A-2

16. Views showing article abstracts: Yes-4, No-2, N/A-2

17. Results sorted/ranked appropriately: Yes-8, No-0

18. Users able to change results sorting/ranking: Yes-2, No-6

19. Persistent links to articles: Yes-1, No-7

20. PDFs Searchable: Yes-0, No-4, N/A-4

21. Printing: Printing available using vendor interface/onscreen-6, Yes-1, Print available some other way-1.

Are any features particularly useful or completely missing from the display / output? 

User can download (or email) into various formats (HTML, ASCII, PDF) but not into citation formats like APA format.  There is no relevancy ranking. □ 

Marking is an important feature, as is end-user ability to sort. Persistent links should be available. □

Natural Language default display in News is by relevancy. This is not always satisfactory, especially if the user wanted to track the development of a story. For example, I ran a news search on recent articles under “torture” because I wanted to track the development of this issue. Relevancy display made this impossible. There should be a way to change the display from relevancy to date (and vice versa) as with a competitor’s product. Default display for Terms & Connectors in News is reverse chronological order. Thus, using T&C, I could track a story but I must use the more complex interface and go through the learning curve to do so. I couldn't find a way to change the chronological display here to a relevancy ranked display. Users should be able to change results display between relevancy ranked and chronological. On the Legal side, relevancy ranking is superior to chronological ranking (for law reviews, for example) or a numerical sequence (by section number). Colored "best" section is very useful in both news and legal sides to identify most relevant portion of the article/item. The ability to go from one "best" section directly to the next "best" section is a very nice feature. Embedded links in legal materials are exceptionally useful features. Clickable links for West headnotes is an extremely useful feature.   Both are far more important features than PDF format. □

GUI Good for what it does, but not friendly.  I couldn’t get their print function to function. □
Fraction of Applicable Display/Output Options Available: 44.4%, 42.9%, 28.6%, 40%, 36.8%, 38.9%, 66.7%, 23.8%

Average Score from Display/Output Ratings: 1.776, 1.716, 1.144, 1.6, 1.472, 1.556, 2.668, 0.952

Average Score Average: 1.611
Notes/Comments/Rationale for rating on Display/Output:

As this is not a standard indexing and abstract source, I might rate it a bit higher.  I find that students who are used to Internet searching, but not familiar with aspects of indexing and abstract resources, might miss some of the many features above.  Natural language search is nice to have. □

Some rating criteria (PDF, field formatted references, etc.)  not particularly important for newspaper stories, transcripts, or legal materials. "Best" highlighting and embedded clickable links on legal side far outweigh these deficiencies. □

Reviewer Score for Display/Output: 2.5, 2, 2, 2, 2, 4, 4, 1   Average: 2.43

PATRON/END USER SUPPORT SERVICES
Average Score from Patron/End Use Support Services Ratings: 2, 1.6, 3.332, 1, 2, 2.668, 4, 2

Average Score Average: 2.325

Reviewer Score for Support Services: 2, 2, 3, 1, 2.5, 2, 4, 2   Average: 2.313
1. Is end-user documentation available? Yes-7, No-1

2. Form of end-user documentation? Online in Browser-3, Online-PDF or downloadable-3, N/A

3. Is end-user documentation comprehensive/adequate for all users? Yes-1, No-6, N/A-1

4. Is end-user documentation well written and understandable by the intended user audience? Yes-5, No-1, N/A-2

5. Is online help available? Yes-6, No-2

6. Is online help adequate and user friendly? Yes-2, No-5, N/A-1

7. Does online help offer search/display/use examples to users? Yes-4, No-2, N/A-2

8. Form of online help? N/A-2, Web page with linked text-3, 0, Context-sensitive help, Web page with index

Are any features particularly useful or completely missing from the documentation or online help?  

Documentation appears skimpy. □

Online help is short and clear but also very limited (no option to look for more in depth info.)   There are very few examples.  Online tutorials are only for Westlaw not for the news database pages.  End user documentation is online in Browser AND Online PDF or downloadable file.  The form of online help is context sensitive. 

By “online” help I was looking for something interactive, like chat or context sensitive assistance, this I didn’t find.  I would actually rate the materials available as understandable.   Customer support is also offered via email and phone contact. □

Online help could be better, but I tend to be rather dubious about how frequently any help screens and materials are used by the students.  Mostly, used by librarians.   When I clicked on "Help (FAQs)", then "PDF Documentation", then "Using Campus Research", I got this message: "The item you have requested is not currently in our online product catalog."  This was disappointing. □

Fraction of Applicable Support Services Options Available: 50%, 40%, 83.3%, 25%, 50%, 66.7%, 100%, 50%

Average Score from Patron/End Use Support Services Ratings: 2, 1.6, 3.332, 1, 2, 2.668, 4, 2

Average Score Average: 2.325
Notes/Comments/Rationale for rating on Support Services:

End-user documentation is supposed to be available, but the link did not work for me so I marked it “Unavailable”. □

Online help would be inadequate to explain how to use Terms & Connectors for either News or Legal searches for virtually all users. □

Reviewer Score for Support Services: 2, 2, 3, 1, 2.5, 2, 4, 2   Average: 2.313

COST
Reviewer Score for Cost: 3, 3, 2, 3, 3, 2.5, 4, 2    Average: 2.813
1. If cost is available, does it seem a reasonable value in comparison with similar products? -1, 2, 1, 3, 3, -1, 3, 2

Average Score from Cost Rating: -1, 2, 1, 3, 3, -1, 3, 2

Average Score Average: 1.5
Notes/Comments/Rationale for rating Cost: 

If it is viewed as a law database addition to campus resources and since no CSU has a law school, use by campuses would be limited.  Campuses already have a competitive product. These reviewers do not see substantial improvement or even supplementation to current competitor’s law material.  Westlaw has less accounting law material. Given scope for law material, cost cannot be justified by these reviewers given the need for databases with potentially broader usage. □

Cost is less than a competitive and search functions are similar. Content for news seems similar as well.   Competitive product does offer more search flexibility than this interface in terms of field searching and access to journal level. Westlaw will need to invest in OpenURL beyond the journal level to get a “one-up” on their competition in this regard. □

Given reasonable cost, Westlaw is excellent value for the Legal resources; average for News in terms of content, but below average for interface and ability to modify results displays. □

It would have to be much better than a competitor’s product to prompt change. □

Reviewer Score for Cost: 3, 3, 2, 3, 3, 2.5, 4, 2    Average: 2.813

OVERALL ASSESSMENT

1. Product suitability for CSU campuses: 2, 2, 2, 3, 2, 2, 4, 2 Average: 2.37
2. Support of EAR Committee for product: 3, 3, 2, 3, 3, 3, 4, 2 Average: 2.875
Average Score from Overall Assessment Ratings: 2.5, 2.5, 2, 3, 2.5, 2.5, 4, 2 

Average: 2.625

Average Score from All Ratings in All Above Categories: 1.8, 2, 2.1, 2.8, 2.3, 2.2, 2.9, 2.1

Average: 2.275

Comments: 

Since the open URL linking ability (sfx) is missing, it limits its accessibility/usage. Are usage statistics available? If yes, in what format? Are they COUNTER –compliant? Nice database with some new features. Clearly a specialized business/law database, I am afraid that student users would consider it for a general news databases expecting more and be frustrated by it specificity. This is a law database, much more than others are. Law more sophisticated and structured and exhibits a more developed product. News section appears to be a low priority add-on with little value added functionality. □

For those campuses with legal resources needs, I think this would be a better alternative to a competitor’s product.  However, it is very important that databases we subscribe to can be used as SFX targets to the article level.  If we pay for substantial full-text content, we need to be able to have multiple forms of access to it.  I recommend moving forward based purely on economics, but still have reservations and think EAR should discuss how to let COLD know this if there are others who feel the same. □

Westlaw is excellent value for legal resources and could be pursued solely on these grounds. Interface, search and display shortcomings, as raised earlier in this review, diminish its value on the News side. □

I understand the appeal of Westlaw for legal research, but the article half of the database, while usable by librarians, is not friendly (although, the competition isn't either). I didn't see how OpenURL would work in this interface. □

Reviewer Score Overall: 3, 2.5, 2.5, 3, 2.5, 3, 4, 2

Average Overall Score: 2.813

