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Aims of the Project 

Capture the evolving needs, 

opportunities, and challenges of 

public health researchers in the 

current environment. 

 

Provide actionable recommendations 

for how to advance public health 

research from an information science 

perspective. 
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Background 

Scientific research is in a stage of transition. There is skepticism 

by the popular media on the validity of scientific research results, 

creating an air of distrust of the scientific process. Rapidly 

changing technologies both challenge and advance current 

scientific methods, and traditional dissemination practices have 

come into question. Perhaps most notably, the economic 

resources for academic research are declining. These recent shifts 

have been documented as challenges to the field of public health. 

Academic libraries can partner with public health researchers to 

navigate this transitional period as new models of information 

science service emerge. 

Methods 

This qualitative needs assessment was part of a larger 

multi-institutional study coordinated by Ithaka S+R, a research 

and publication company housed in New York. The results in this 

report summarize the data collected at the University of 

Minnesota (UMN). Twenty-four participants were recruited 

through convenience sampling. The semi-structured interview 

instrument was developed by Ithaka S+R. Interviews were 

collected from November 2016 - January 2017. Qualitative 

analyses were conducted using NVivo 11 Pro and based on the 

principles of grounded theory. There were no incentives, funding 

was provided by the UMN Libraries, and the Institutional Review 

Board determined this was not human subjects research. 

 
 



FINDINGS 
 

Information Retrieval & 

Organization 

Participants were comfortable with their personal search strategies for 

staying current with the literature. They were heavy users of grey 

literature which posed challenges for their search processes. While 

participants were aware of library databases and collections, there was 

less familiarity with services such as interlibrary loan (ILL). Although 

many participants had developed methods for organizing information, 

including the use of citation management tools, they were not entirely 

satisfied with their approaches.  

Data Management Data was largely stored on university servers with back-up systems in 

place. However, participants did not plan for data archiving in advance 

and encountered problems locating and understanding old data. Within 

research teams, the primary data sharing technique was email versus a 

collaboration tool, such as Box. Many participants had openly shared data 

to satisfy funder or journal requirements and requests from fellow 

researchers. Open access data sharing caused concern over intellectual 

property and the ability of users to properly interpret and analyze the 

data, yet participants saw the importance of real datasets for student use 

and accessibility of data to taxpayers and to the communities 

participating in research. Participants felt they could benefit from 

advanced training in metadata. 

Research Outputs Participants focused on publishing peer-reviewed articles, and journal 

selection was based on concepts of prestige and the existing incentive 

system, although researchers had mixed feelings about impact factor as a 

measurement of journal quality. While most participants had published 

at least one article in an open access journal, they felt that fees were a 

deterrent to open access publishing and had concerns about the 

prevalence of predatory publishers. There was some confusion over 

business models of both open access and traditional publishers, including 

funding structures and publishing agreements. Participants disseminated 

their work beyond  article publication through presentations at 

conferences and in communities, through publicly available websites, and 

by uploading preprints to repositories. There was interest in data 

visualization as a means of communication. 

 



Professional Marketing Participants felt that self-promotion and professional marketing activities 

were distasteful, although they recognized that visibility of faculty may be 

a departmental or institutional priority. Those who engaged in 

promotional activities generally did so by keeping faculty web pages 

updated. Very few participants equated self-promotion with actively 

promoting research activities to the broader public, but some did express 

interest in the use of social media for communication despite concerns 

over maintenance and resources. Participants indicated that visibility on 

social media could lead to new collaborations and allow researchers to 

gain a competitive advantage.  

Opportunities and 

Challenges in the Field  

of Public Health 

Increasingly limited resources were seen as a primary challenge, 

particularly the highly competitive funding environment; as a result, 

researchers have less staff support, more staff  turnover, and 

administrative obligations that allow less time to produce quality work. 

Participants also expressed  concerns that the public did not recognize the 

value of public health and that the field should work toward more 

effective communication of its benefits. Despite these challenges, 

researchers articulated several opportunities, including corporate 

partnerships, the benefits of team, implementation, and dissemination 

science, and new methodologies including quasi-experiments.  

 

RECOMMENDATIONS 
 

The School of Public Health can benefit in many ways from new partnerships with librarians: 

 

● Optimize research processes and streamline workflows  

● Increase visibility and recognition of the School of Public Health 

● Strengthen grant proposals and secure new funding 

 

Optimize Research 

Processes and  

Streamline Workflows 

Welcome targeted support  

Invite a librarian to consult on research teams, at department meetings, 

or individually. There are many areas of specialization among 

librarians, and Shanda Hunt, the Public Health Library Liaison, can 

connect you with those experts. Closer working relationships will 

increase awareness of specialized expertise (grey literature searching) 

and library services (ILL). A consultation can lead to streamlined 

research processes (data management planning) and use of new 

technologies that save time (proper use of a citation management tool). 

 

Strengthen data management practices 

Data management will hold great importance in future research 

practices and policies, as evidenced by the Office of Science and 



Technology Policy (OSTP) memo released by President Obama in 2013. 

With stronger data management practices, you can address new federal 

funding requirements for increased research rigor and transparency 

and manage research data for future re-use. The University Libraries 

offer a wide range of services and expertise that assist researchers with 

every stage of data management. Specialists meet with faculty, research 

teams, and research support staff to ensure compliance with open data 

policies, share best practices, communicate benefits, and alleviate 

common concerns. Data management can also potentially lessen the 

time and funding pressures by streamlining processes and 

strengthening grant applications. Shanda is both a Data Curator and a 

member of the Research Data Services Team; she can assist faculty with 

many data management inquiries and connect you with appropriate 

resources. 

 

Navigate the publishing landscape 

A few areas of the publication process emerged as learning 

opportunities. The University Libraries can offer expertise in 

understanding publication agreements, author addenda, institutional 

open access policies, assessing publishing opportunities including 

predatory publishers, and copyright and fair use. We can also educate 

researchers on open access publishing, a method that can help you 

reach public health practitioners, communities, and policy makers.  

Increase Visibility and 

Recognition of the School 

of Public Health 

Communicate public health research to the public with 

new technologies 

From an information science perspective, this can be accomplished in 

many ways; two methods are discussed above: open access data sharing 

and open access publishing. Data visualization was of particular 

interest to participants. Researchers can consult with Jonathan Koffel, 

the Emerging Technology and Innovation Strategist at the Bio-Medical 

Library, and learn about software and technology available. We feature 

a number of technology-enhanced spaces, including a recording studio, 

virtual reality studio, and productivity and data visualization centers 

which host a suite of productivity software difficult to find in other 

campus spaces. The University Libraries also feature Digital Arts 

Sciences + Humanities (DASH) which offers data visualization 

assistance. The new Bio-Medical Library in the upcoming Health 

Sciences Education Center (HSEC) will offer enhanced data 

visualization services and spaces. 

 

Leverage career visibility to communicate with the 

public 

Methods for communicating one’s work broadly and its potential 

connections to translational science were overlooked by participants. 



Activities could include developing plain language summaries or 

infographics of research outputs and leveraging the University Digital 

Conservancy (UDC) and Data Repository for the University of 

Minnesota (DRUM) to distribute them. The Bio-Medical Library can 

help researchers develop and maintain their online academic presence 

with tools like Experts@Minnesota. We can advise on using social 

media as promotional tools and setting yourself apart by using a unique 

identifier (ORCiD). Researchers can also engage in conversation with 

Katherine Chew, the Bio-Medical Library’s Outreach Librarian, who 

can potentially work with faculty to develop ways to raise visibility of 

public health research, perhaps through connections with local public 

libraries. 

Strengthen Grant 

Proposals and Secure 

New Funding 

Consider unique approaches to improve funding 

Libraries help researchers explore ways of locating grant and 

foundation funding. We can also assist in many aspects of the grant 

submission process: literature reviews, data management plans, 

SciENcv/Biosketches, and public access policy compliance. Also, 

collaborations are the backbone of team science, an opportunity that 

was identified by participants. Established collaborations can attract 

funding, even more so than publication productivity (Ebadi & 

Schiffauerova, 2015). The Health Sciences Libraries are uniquely 

positioned to offer support in this area. The library is an institutional 

hub for information; liaison librarians who have personal connections 

across the university are particularly well-positioned to assist in making 

networking connections. Beyond these interpersonal connections, tools 

such as Experts@Minnesota create opportunities for discovery and 

collaboration. 
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