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The NAL Director’s strategic vision includes revitalizing
the NAL and launching a U.S. National Digital Library for
Agriculture (NDLA).

To develop the NDLA, a thorough understanding of NAL
users’ needs was necessary. 

NAL contracted Outsell to conduct a strategic 
assessment/plan and a user needs assessment study.

Study Background
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Phase One: Strategy Meeting
Strategy meeting at NAL in August 2004 between 
senior NAL staff members and Outsell.

Phase Two: NAL Staff Interviews
Interviews with NAL staff to determine who uses the 
NAL and to understand the target market. 

Outsell completed the Phase Two report on 
December 30, 2004.

Study Phases
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Phase Three: Marketing Training Session
A planned marketing training session for NAL staff that
will be designed based on the findings of Phase Two 
and Phase Four.

Phase Four: User Needs Assessment 
Web-based user needs survey of the user segments
determined in Phase Two. Phase Four was completed
in July 2006.

Study Phases (cont’d)
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Phase Four: User Needs Assessment
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Users’ information needs – where they are being met and
where there are gaps

The information sources users rely on

Users’ preferences and behaviors with regard to
information

What information users need that they don’t currently get

Where users obtain information

How users use and view the current set of NAL services

The preferred future roles of the NAL, particularly 
digital

User Needs Study Objectives
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Outsell designed the questionnaire with input and
final approval from the NAL.

The final survey was reviewed by the U.S. Office of 
Management and Budget (OMB) and approved under 
OMB No.: 0518-0044, expiration date 03/31/2009.

User Needs Survey Design
and OMB Approval
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Outsell programmed and hosted the user needs
questionnaire on its Web-based server. 

Invitations were e-mailed by NAL staff to listservs and 
government departments on April 18, 2006. 

The Web survey closed on May 16, 2006. 

6,113 responses were received from USDA and non-USDA
(government and non-government) respondents.

User Needs Survey Methodology
and Sample
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Information needs and usage

Where respondents go to find information on 
agriculture and nutrition

Success of finding information online

Use of the NAL, both in person and on the Internet

Reasons for not using the NAL

Rating the NAL information services

Challenges in obtaining information from the NAL

Services respondents would like to see the NAL offer

User Needs Survey Topics



© 2006 Outsell, Inc. All rights reserved.     11

Respondent Profile: 
USDA and Selected USDA Departments

Segment Population Survey 
Response

99% Confidence 
Rating

Total USDA 99,251 3,920 +/- 2.1 %
Agricultural Research 
Service (ARS) 5,495 917 +/- 3.9%

Animal Plant Health 
Inspection Service (APHIS) 7,906 1,284 +/- 3.3%

Forest Service 31,458 1,212 +/- 3.6%
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User Needs Report Data Highlights
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Segment Total USDA Non-USDA

Top three information 
types used

Web sites (81%)
Books (63%)
Journals (62%)

Web sites (78%)
Sci/Tech (60%)
Journals (57%)
Books (57%)

Web sites (81%)
Journals (72%)
Books (60%)

Difficult to find Invasive species (24%)
Food/Agri product info (22%)
Water quality (20%)

Invasive species (28%)
Food/Agri product info (19%)
Water quality (18%)

Water quality (23%)
Invasive species (23%)
Diet/Nutrition (22%)

Where respondents go 
to find information

Internet (66%)
NAL (22%)
Academic library (18%)

Internet (65%)
NAL (25%)
Colleagues (21%)

Internet (73%)
NAL (31%)
Org. library (26%)

Frequency of use via 
the Internet

Frequent (20%)
Infrequent (67%)
Not used in 12 mos. (14%)

Frequent (25%)
Infrequent (62%)
Not used in 12 mos. (14%)

Frequent (12%)
Infrequent (76%)
Not used in 12 mos. (12%)

Top three NAL service 
ratings
(5 high;1 low)

Accuracy (4.3)
Quality (4.0)
Comprehensive (3.9)

Accuracy (4.2)
Quality (3.9)
Comprehensive (3.8)
Understanding requests (3.8)
Delivery medium (3.8)

Accuracy (4.5)
Quality (4.3)
Comprehensive (4.2)

Key Findings
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Key Findings (cont’d)
Segment Total USDA Non-USDA

Top three problems 
encountered
(Percentage is sum of 
minor and major 
problems)

Not knowing what is 
available (60%)
Insufficient training (48%)
Information hard to
find (44%)

Not knowing what is 
available (60%)
Insufficient training (52%)
Information hard to 
find (46%)

Not knowing what is 
available (51%)
Information hard to 
find (40%)
Information hard to 
access (37%)

Top three NAL 
services respondents 
would use

Links to authoritative
Web sites (60%)
Library catalog (54%)
Reference (43%)

Links to authoritative 
Web sites (55%)
Library catalog (52%)
Reference (41%)

Links to authoritative 
Web sites (73%)
Library catalog (56%)
Online bibliographies (40%)
Reference (40%)

Top five most 
frequently used NAL 
services
(5 high; 1 low)

AGRICOLA (2.8)
DigiTop (2.8)
Food and Nutrition 
Information Center (2.1)
Document delivery 
service (2.1)
General reference 
services (2.1)

DigiTop (2.9)
AGRICOLA (2.7)
Document delivery 
service (2.3)
General reference 
services (2.2)
Serials collection (2.0)

AGRICOLA (2.9)
Food and Nutrition 
Information Center (2.5)
General reference 
services (2.4)
Food Safety Information 
Center (2.2)
Document delivery 
service (2.2)
Serials collection  (2.2)



© 2006 Outsell, Inc. All rights reserved.     15

Invasive Species – total respondents (24%), forestry (39%), 
and agricultural scientists (30%)

Food/Agricultural Product Information – total respondents
(22%), technical specialists (28%)

Water Quality – total respondents (20%), librarians (26%), 
forestry (24%), and government employees outside of USDA 
(23%)

Diet and Nutrition – total respondents (18%), technical 
specialists (27%), and government employees outside of 
USDA (22%)

Alternative Farming – librarians (26%)

Study Respondents Have Trouble 
Accessing Information on:
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In Outsell’s Opinion: Recommendations
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Focus on building awareness and branding.

Partner with Google!

Make NAL Web site top priority.

Converge packaging and branding strategy for DigiTop
and AGRICOLA – the NAL’s strongest brands.

Go deep into e-agricultural content.

Outsell Recommendations
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Invest in developing deep integration while building   
awareness of current offerings.

Concentrate on digital and electronic access.

Consider de-emphasizing or re-orienting information centers.

Focus on better content exposure and marketing to address a
few hot “gaps” where respondents have trouble accessing 
information.

Outsell Recommendations (cont’d)
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Outsell recommendation:
Focus follow-up qualitative research on USDA    
employees.

Biggest Surprise: Lack of USDA 
Employee Awareness
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Questions and Discussion
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Come By and Visit Us

330 Primrose Road, Suite 510
Burlingame, CA 94010

Tel:  (650) 342-6060
Fax: (650) 342-7135

www.outsellinc.com
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Outsell Background
Outsell is the leading research and advisory firm providing actionable market analytics 
for the information industry. Founded in 1994, Outsell helps publishers, commercial 
information providers, and content software technology vendors identify, maintain, and 
grow markets and revenue streams. Outsell also works with information management 
executives in top corporations, government agencies, and educational institutions to 
benchmark spending, optimize performance, and demonstrate best practices. Outsell 
invests heavily in unique information industry data assets that form the core of its high-
quality, fact-based research, analysis, and recommendations for clients worldwide. 

The information, analysis, and opinions (the “Content”) contained herein are based on the qualitative and quantitative research methods of Outsell, Inc. and its 
staff’s extensive professional expertise in the industry. Outsell has used its best efforts and judgment in the compilation and presentation of the Content and to 
ensure to the best of its ability that the content is accurate as of the date published. However, the industry information covered by this report is subject to rapid 
change. Outsell makes no representations or warranties, express or implied, concerning or relating to the accuracy of the Content in this report and Outsell 
assumes no liability related to claims concerning the Content of this report.

Outsell, Inc. is the sole and exclusive owner of all copyrights in this report, including but not limited to the textual and graphic content and the organization, layout, and 
display of the information and data contained herein. As a user of this report, you acknowledge that you are a licensee of Outsell's copyrights and that Outsell, Inc. 
retains title to all Outsell copyrights in the report. You are not permitted to resell, distribute, disseminate, disclose, copy, or otherwise make use of the information 
contained in this report, except for use within your own work group within your company, unless your organization has obtained a content license from 
Outsell. Wherever and whenever the document, or any portion thereof, is disseminated by your organization with the permission of Outsell, Inc., it must bear the 
following in a prominent location: “© Outsell, Inc. All rights reserved.” To purchase multiple copies and/or licensing rights for this report, please e-mail us at 
reports@outsellinc.com.
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