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Abstract

Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic placed libraries in the unique situation of providing services 
and resources in a primarily virtual environment and raised questions about the 
accessibility of non-digital content. A collaborative research group of library staff 
from hospitals, public and private universities convened in Summer 2020 to study 
the challenges of accessing content through interlibrary loan (ILL) and document 
delivery (DD) at North American health sciences libraries. The goal was to develop a 
multi-method approach to address these questions, as well as share findings through 
conferences and publications for audiences interested in collection access and ILL/
DD.

Methods

The group used a starting list of research questions to divide into three teams 
around study designs that address those questions at the library level. The 
Secondary Data Analysis team planned to request and analyze aggregated data 
from interlibrary loan systems in order to answer questions about the age and 
subject matter of materials requested that could not be provided during the 
pandemic and be potential priorities for future digitization. The Survey team 
wanted to understand practice and policy decisions made by those providing ILL/
DD services and staff perceptions of the impact of the pandemic on their work. 
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In coordination these two teams chose to focus on a single point-in-time request 
that covered March-August 2020. The Primary Data Analysis team’s research 
questions include both those that would not be addressed by the use of secondary 
ILL data or the survey, e.g. local document delivery of owned items not available 
digitally, and the need to triangulate findings by looking at data from additional or 
more diverse types of libraries or distinct time periods.

Results

As of January 2021, two research team proposals have been reviewed by the Oregon 
Health & Science University Institutional Review Board. The Secondary Data 
team’s data request and analytic plan was deemed not human subjects research. 
Permission forms signed by 15 participating research team libraries in order to 
request data from the U.S. National Library of Medicine’s DOCLINE system. The 
cross-sectional anonymous survey was designated exempt and distributed online 
in January 2021 to multiple email lists for health sciences librarians. The Primary 
Data Analysis team will finalize their proposal once they determine what local data 
may be needed to complement aggregated survey responses.

Discussion

While dividing into teams has allowed us to progress efficiently, teams have 
also collaborated. The timeframe and libraries to be studied were critical, and 
ultimately the use of shared systems and the timing of the pandemic led the teams 
to focus on North American libraries from March – August 2020. The permission 
form designed by the Secondary Data Analysis team will form the basis for the 
Primary Data Analysis requests; the two teams may work together to apply the 
methods for collection analysis to data collected by the Primary Data Analysis 
team. The results of these studies will be made openly available to encourage use 
of the findings and inform future research on ILL/DD and collection access.
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