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Using Baskets and a Rubric to Assess Online Resources in the 
“Messy Middle”
Moving beyond easy “keep or cancel” decisions can be difficult. This multi-attribute rubric, when used to evaluate and compare e-resources 
within categories or “baskets,” gives librarians a holistic tool to assess all online resources. It is particularly valuable when faced with tough 
decisions about renewing or cancelling subscriptions.

Kathleen Reed, Vancouver Island University, kathleen.reed@viu.ca; Jean Blackburn, Vancouver Island University, jean.blackburn@viu.ca; 
Dana McFarland, Vancouver Island University, dana.mcfarland@viu.ca

2 hours for stakeholder consultations and 
editing)

1 hour per online product to fill in rubric 
details

1 hour to discuss side-by-side comparisons of 
products within categories or “baskets”

COOKING TECHNIQUE
• Knowledgeable liaison, assessment and/

or collections staff to fill in rubric (this 
work may be shared among two or more 
individuals but can be done separately)

• Group discussion of results
• Stakeholder consultations
• Evidence-based recommendations or 

decisions

INGREDIENTS
• Assessment rubric; season to taste. 

Rubric attributes should evolve and 
change over time.

PREPARATION
Identify themed “baskets” of like resources 
that would be useful to assess together (e.g., 

full-text journals, video streaming packages, 
abstracting and indexing tools, eBook 
subscription packages, aggregate databases, 
reference tools, specialized tools such as data 
banks, news services, or business databases); 
decide which specific products to focus on 
for the rubric.

Librarians with responsibilities for different 
sections of the rubric (i.e., collections, 
assessment, e-resources) fill in the various 
parts and distribute to colleagues.

THE ASSESSMENT
1. As a group, discuss the evidence 

identified in the rubric.
2. Proceeding basket-by-basket, compare 

and contrast like products within the 
context of your overall collections 
strategy and other factors, such 
as budget constraints, emerging 
institutional initiatives or other specific 
contextual factors.

ALLERGY WARNINGS
Take care when sharing the rubric with those 
outside the library; while it can be reassuring 

NUTRITION INFORMATION
In 2012, librarians at Vancouver Island 
University (VIU) recognized a need to go 
beyond simple cost-per-use metrics for 
evaluating and renewing subscription 
resources. We foresaw a time in the near 
future when we would be required to make 
difficult decisions about electronic resources. 
After several rounds of “keep or cancel” 
decisions based on the usual measures 
of usage and content overlap, we were 
challenged to make sense of the “messy 
middle”—those electronic resources for 
which cost and overlap metrics didn’t give us 
clear enough direction. For these decisions, 
we needed to take more diverse criteria into 
account and build a more holistic picture of 
our resources and their relative value.

DIETARY STANDARDS ADDRESSED
ACRL Standards for Libraries in Higher 
Education (2011) Principle 5, Indicators 5.1, 5.2, 
5.5; Principle 7, Indicator 7.4

COOKING TIME
3 hours to design a rubric specific to your 
institution (1 hour to mock up attributes, 
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to know that the library is following a 
rigorous assessment process, details can 
be subject to misinterpretation and should 
always be presented in context.

CHEF’S NOTE
Using the rubric to compare e-resources 
within categories or “baskets” began in 
2012, and has been used to guide decisions 
in a climate of constrained finances ever 
since. This approach helps all librarians 
on our team to understand our broader 
e-resource context, not just liaison-specific 
responsibilities. It has also helped build 
confidence within our academic community 
that our library collections decisions are 
grounded in a holistic analysis of evidence.

Use of our rubric helps us stay true to our 
collections principles by articulating the 
value of more qualitative criteria, such as 
sustainable pricing models, good platform 
interface design, limited use of digital rights 
management (DRM), and favorable access 
terms.

SAMPLE RUBRIC ELEMENTS
• product type
• start and renewal dates
• current and projected costs
• total full-text articles accessed previous 

year and two years ago
• average cost per access (each year)
• average cost per full-text journal
• subject coverage notes
• perpetual access terms

• CLOCKSS and/or Portico presence
• indexed in discovery layer
• publisher relations
• title list quality
• COUNTER compliance
• interface usability
• platform stability
• consortium friendly
• resource sharing terms
• access terms
• back file investment
• content availability
• program accreditation
• sustainable pricing model
• company stability
• MARC record quality
• renewal notes

An example of a completed rubric can be 
found at http://libguides.viu.ca/assessment/
rubric

http://libguides.viu.ca/assessment/rubric
http://libguides.viu.ca/assessment/rubric
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