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The University Libraries have conducted a study of University of Minnesota scientists and graduate students 
in the sciences in order to understand their unique information needs.  The goal of the study is to improve 
Library services and tools that support research in the sciences.  The assessment of research practices 
focuses on the elements of infrastructure that support the discovery, use, and management of information 
sources and data.  Key participants include The Institute of Technology, The Academic Health Center , 
The College of Biological Sciences, and The College of Food, Agriculture, and Natural Resources 
Sciences.  

 

METHODOLOGY: 
Target audience: Graduate students, postdoctoral fellows, research associates, and faculty in science 
departments across the University of Minnesota.  
 
¥ Interviews and focus groups with 70 scientists and graduate students  

 
 
FINDINGS AND ANALYSIS:  
 
DIGITAL RESOURCES  
Researchers depend 100% on online resources. The greatest common concern among scientists is the online 
availability of everything they need, whenever they need it, wherever they are.  In short, itÕs all digital all 
the time for all participants.  
 
¥ Researchers rely heavily upon the LibrariesÕ online presence both at work and at home to access a 

variety of indexes, databases, journals, and subject guides (Òjust a click away from something good,Ó 
professor, History of Science).  They tend to use the physical library for checking out older books, 
journals, and conference proceedings that are not online.  Physicists, geologists, and History of Science 
scholars depend on microfiche, but find it problematic that it canÕt be checked out of the library. 

¥ Non-library resources used included websites of professional societies, researchersÕ personal websites, 
pre-print archives (arXiv from Los Alamos National Lab and SLAC, Stanford Linear Accelerator 
Center), Google (for images and video clips for teaching, as well as hot topics), Google Scholar, 
personal libraries, Amazon.com (because they can read table of contents and receive notification of 
when a book will be published), and personal subscriptions to databases. 

¥ Researchers find online resources with full text links the most useful.  If the Library doesnÕt have 
something a researcher needs, s/he will use interlibrary loan, connect to another university via VPN, or 
go to a researcherÕs personal website to try to obtain the material. 
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¥ Online resources are highly desirable and used ubiquitously: ÒIf itÕs not online, itÕs not visibleÓ (Digital 
Technology Center faculty member). 

¥ Although researchers tend to use mostly online materials, they do appreciate discovering ÒgemsÓ in the 
stacks (in the form of books and conference proceedings), and lament no longer having the time to 
come to the physical library and browse.  

¥ There is some concern that the availability of online content limits the purview of literature read and 
consulted:  ÒI notice from the references in studentsÕ papers that thereÕs nothing thatÕs not online, as if 
nothing happened before 1975Ó (professor, Soil, Water, and Climate). 

¥ Researchers who rely on older materials find it inconvenient to have to request material from remote 
storage, which can take several days to arrive (and they might need it immediately). 

¥ Library resources tend to be used more at the beginning and end phases of research. 
¥ Some researchers comment that the success of the LibraryÕs virtual services and online resources also 

renders the Library invisible:  ÒThe Library has become successful by becoming invisibleÓ (Nursing 
faculty member). 

¥ Conference proceeding and gray literature are difficult to locate because it is not always online. 
¥ Some complain there is Òtoo much clickingÓ on the new Libraries website to get to services/resources. 
¥ There are varied opinions on recommendation features of some online resources:  ÒI look for the most 

results possible. I would rather be the filterÓ (pharmacology professor). 
 
KEEPING CURRENT 
¥ Researchers use a variety of methods to keep current with research in their field, including reading 

theses and dissertations; attending departmental, college, and campus presentations and seminars, as 
well as national and international conferences; listening to podcasts of seminars from across the 
country; reading gray literature; regular (daily/weekly/monthly) manual and automated searches of 
various indexes and databases; browsing the library shelves; attending smaller, subject-specific 
conferences; enrolling in journal table of contents email alerts; obtaining recommendations of 
colleagues, students, advisors, librarians, and fellow research group members; tracking bibliographic 
citation trails; browsing subject websites; reading papers in top journals and from top conferences; 
reading review articles; receiving email newsletters; reading textbooks (if researching a new area); 
holding teleconferences; and using Skype (free online phone service) to talk about new ideas and 
developments. 

¥ Keeping up to date is difficult for many researchers: ÒKeeping current is very hardÓ (professor, 
Agronomy/Plant Genetics); ÒThe hardest thing about my job is keeping up to date.  I work in three 
areas, and thereÕs not enough timeÓ (professor, Soil, Water, & Climate). 

¥ A major motivator is applying for grants:  ÒFunding is so bad right now that I am writing more and 
more grants. I am more up to date than everÓ (professor, Pharmacology/Neuroscience). 

 
INTERDISCIPLINARY DISCOVERY 
¥ Researchers find it difficult to find resources outside of their discipline (as a result of different 

languages/vocabularies used, not knowing which resources are most reputable or core to a field):  ÒThe 
hardest thing about my job is keeping up to date. I work in three areas, and thereÕs not enough timeÓ 
(Soil, Water, and Climate faculty member). 
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¥ The organization of libraries make interdisciplinary discovery challenging:  ÒItÕs always so much harder 
to search outside your discipline, but no one knows who to ask.  The structure for librarians is 
disciplinary.  Collections are disciplinary.  It would be great if you could have a collection that was for 
multiple disciplines, butÉÓ (professor, Computer Science); ÒCompartmentalization of knowledge based 
on discipline can be problematic in librariesÓ (Public Health faculty member). 

¥ ÒThe more fields you have to cover, the harder it is to keep up.  The more there is to know and find out 
and it can be hard to find thingsÓ (geology professor). 

¥ ÒItÕs harder when you are looking at journals outside your own area.  You can find them, but you donÕt 
know which ones are the best or what you are missingÓ (Soil, Water, and Climate, graduate student). 

¥ Portrait of computer science professor:  ÒGiven the vast area of research, you canÕt be a master in 
everything.Ó  As a result, this professor: 

o Reads books, talks to colleagues, goes to conferences 
o Tries to focus on a specific number of areas or problems 
o Reads papers from most recent top conferences.  ÒConference papers and proceedings are 

good because they are not so polished that there arenÕt more things to pursue.  Conferences 
present the most cutting edge research, when books and articles are always a few years 
behind.Ó 

 
FOCUS FOR FUTURE:  
 
Provide more online content (particularly backfiles of journals) 
 
Provide a more effective means to search across multiple sources of information (books, journals, patents, 
dissertations, etc.) 
 
Create way of browsing online that mimics physical browsing. 
 
Increase awareness of library services and technologies/tools that are helpful in the research process. 
 
Provide way to effectively search across disciplinary boundaries. 
 
Specific requests from one participant (Chemistry department): 

¥ Provide a list of most university libraries in the US to facilitate easy access to their book lists and 
especially to theses and reports not easily accessible otherwise. 

¥ Provide a list of national lab libraries (like Sandia, Livermore, NASA, etc.) and research institutes 
whose reports are valuable but not easily accessible.  

¥ Provide a list of international university libraries (especially in Europe: The Netherlands, Germany, 
etc.), whose theses are accessible on-line (e.g. Eidhoven U.) 

¥ Provide a list of upcoming conferences per discipline. Conference websites offer their scientific 
program where new ideas and papers can be found. 

 


