
DATA SERVICES IN THE LIBRARY?  
CHALLENGES AND SUCCESSES IN THE PRESENT AND FUTURE

ABSTRACT
  The University of Virginia Brown Science & Engineering Library has been 
exploring data services models for faculty researchers since 2004. The Library’s 
Research Computing Lab, in partnership with science and engineering subject 
librarians, has developed a number of service areas that allow researchers to get 
assistance with the complete research process (from experimental design to publi-
cation and data management) in one single location. Our philosophy is that aca-
demic research libraries should provide information services support throughout 
the entire research lifecycle, not just in the information gathering phase. We have 
established strategic partnerships and developed important technical capabilities in 
order to provide these services. Our current services model includes the following 
areas: technical software support, competitive intelligence (emerging technologies 
and trends), data, collaboration, and research communication. Ultimately, we see 
this model as a natural evolution of the traditional departmental liaison model in 
the digital era, with the goal of connecting to faculty in new ways. 

  During our implementation and exploration of this new service model, we 
have encountered obstacles along the way in terms of funding, knowledge acqui-
sition, and most importantly, culture change. In addition to the internal organi-
zational changes, convincing faculty that the library is an appropriate place to go 
for support beyond information gathering has been challenging.

THE TRADITIONAL VERSUS THE DIGITAL?
  The traditional departmental liaison model has involved a professional librar-
ian who serves as the point person for a given department(s), and provides tar-
geted services to that department on behalf of the Library. This typically entails 
serving as a point-of-contact for special requests, development and provision of 
instructional sessions around accessing and using Library resources, and collec-
tion development in that area of study. 

  The introduction of digital services into the Library environment has been 
perceived in various ways, such as collection development activities in the areas 
of e-books and electronic subscriptions or leadership in implementing emerging 
technologies such as blogs and wikis. In our environment, we have chosen to fo-
cus on digital services for science and engineering that are naturally integrated 
into the entire research process.

  Through repeated revision and refocusing, we have created five “digital ser-
vice” areas that we believe meet many of the science and engineering needs at the 
University of Virginia. These services are designed to utilize the strengths of tra-
ditional Library capabilities as well as capabilities that are complimentary to the 
information that patrons encounter throughout their research lifecycle.
	 •	 Technical	 Software	 Support	 (Installation,	 configuration,	methodology	 un-
derlying research computing and technical software; examples include Matlab, 
Mathematica, SAS, SPSS)
	 •	 Competitive	Intelligence	(Emerging	trends	 in	the	disciplines;	examples	 in-
clude digital lab notebooks like OpenWetware)
	 •	 Data	(Metadata,	data	management,	script	programming,	long-term	data	cu-
ration; examples include advising on appropriate metadata schemas for a particu-
lar domain)
	 •	 Collaboration	(Identifying	collaborative	opportunities	across	disciplines;	ex-
amples include a computer scientist and a behavioral biologist who are both using 
similar methods but in very different domains)
	 •	 Research	Communication	(Publishing,	visualization;	examples	include	train-
ing on LaTeX as a scientific publishing tool)

HOW DOES IT WORK RIGHT NOW?
  Since 2004, there have been increasing efforts to develop digital services in 
the Charles L. Brown Science and Engineering Library at the University of Vir-
ginia. Between 2004 and 2006, there were a number of key strategic moves, in-
cluding staff hires, planning initiatives, and the integration of core technical and 
library units, which enabled digital services offerings to move forward. These ef-
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forts became visible through the creation of the Research Computing Lab 
in 2006, and we worked to meet the evolving needs of students, faculty and 
researchers in the science and engineering community. By 2008, constant 
revision and reflection upon the success and failure of certain services, led 
to the five “digital service” areas outlined above. 

  As of 2009, the Research Computing Lab and its five “digital service” 
areas are supported by a small team with varied backgrounds and expertise, 
including data analytics, computer science, information technology, meta-
data, and libraries. These services are provided in two modes: 1) on-demand 
through a help desk, 2) by-appointment consultations and are available to 
undergraduates, graduates, faculty, and researchers alike. 

  When possible, the Research Computing Lab team and science and 
engineering subject librarians partner on support. One such current ef-
fort would be in the support of researchers and students at the Mountain 
Lake Biological Station. Together, we provide instruction and support for 
Library information resources, geographic information systems (G.I.S.), 
statistics, data management, emerging technologies, and other areas. This 
close partnership allows the patron to more easily switch between one re-
search activity and another, without having to develop new working rela-
tionships and navigate a new set of support services.

CHALLENGES ALONG THE WAY
  We see this process as a continuous evolution. There are many inevita-
ble challenges along the way to developing these services for the science and 
engineering community. One of the first challenges that we encountered 
was why these services were a good fit for the Library. This skepticism has 
existed both within the Library and within the University science commu-
nity at-large. Given historical divisions of responsibility around the Uni-
versity, the Library has traditionally been expert at collecting and managing 
information resources, while the central information technology unit has 
managed and offered computing support services. In our University, this 
is now changing, and the Library is becoming the overall service provider 
while the central IT unit is focusing efforts on infrastructure development 
and management. 

  Similar to the question of why, there have also been concerns about 
how. In order to make these services a success, and useful for patrons, we 
need to have the right team and the right capabilities. Along with building 
the services, we have worked over time to secure resources to hire and train 
the right staff. This has often been a difficult process given the skepticism 
around how these services fit, in addition to the ever tightening of bud-
gets and availability of human resources. We expect our long-term success 
in this area to be largely dependent upon demonstration of our value and 
strategic partnerships with other units and groups who can help strengthen 
the case. We have already seen that as we have successes in hiring, consulta-
tions, partnerships as well as the overall credibility of and demand for our 
services seem to rise. 

FUTURE DIRECTIONS
  For the future, we are working toward a tighter integration between 
the traditional departmental subject librarians and the Research Comput-
ing Lab team. As we increase our team’s expertise and its importance, we 
would like to see these services become a natural part of what the depart-
mental liaisons offer as services to their departments. We expect a tight in-
tegration of digital services and traditional information services, to become 
an invaluable part of the research lifecycle. This type of alignment will al-
low the researcher to be more efficient in their work, as they will be able to 
leverage a more continuous range of services, and hopefully be more effec-
tive in capturing large grants and resources.
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