Information Policy
External Content Selection, Acquisition, and Distribution Guidelines

Information professionals can add significant value in formulating this part of an information policy because of their familiarity with resources used for specific business applications. They may well have established relations with external content vendors that can be leveraged as purchasing extends beyond the information center.  As with all of the other tools for information professionals that we have discussed, an information policy must be tailored to fit particular circumstances of an individual organization. Some considerations are proposed below which may be relevant to your organization as they are presented or with modifications taking into account the information center structure, corporate acquisition and licensing policies, IT framework, and most important of all, information needs of the business. 

Operating Premises

· Person or team must be assigned to collect information requirements on ongoing basis (no less than annual basis) and to conduct structured user needs analysis for specific topical areas or key business applications.

· Decision must be made as to whether user needs analyses will be conducted at the global/enterprise level or for smaller business units for specific content areas.

· Person or team must review cost-effectiveness and value of external information being licensed or purchased by the organization on an annual basis.

· External information services must be evaluated and compared according to standards set by the business unit and review team.

· Centralized purchasing is authorized when information is to be shared by more than two departments or when cost exceeds $50,000/year. 

· All contracts and license agreements must be reviewed by team with representatives from Legal, IT, Purchasing and Information Center.

Given the proliferation of information services and content sub-sets being sold today, organizations must develop guidelines by which to evaluate and select information services.

Evaluation criteria may vary by content type and business application. A matrix listing organizational requirements for some or all of the following variables can help you map and compare the offerings of vendors with whom you are working.

Having made a decision to license a computer technology resource for 150 software engineers in the R&D department to shorten time to market, an evaluation chart similar to the following will make it easy to compare vendor offerings.

Attribute
Baseline Requirement
Vendor A
Vendor B

Content
Computer technology with emphasis on programming
Subject coverage fine-but with marketing slant
Subject coverage appropriate; in-depth R&D focus

Comprehensiveness
Global
Global sources
US-focus

Source types


Multiple document types, including standards and patents
Journals, patents, standards
Journals, books, standards, patents

Updating
Weekly
Daily
Dynamic

Archive depth
10 years
15 years
6 years

Medium/Format
WWW
WWW, CD-ROM
WWW only

Password handling
IP recognition
Individual ids
IP recognition

It may be necessary to evaluate services from several additional vendors, or reprioritize requirements. Some internal repositories of data may be appropriate for given applications and these should be considered along with external sources. Other criteria which might be covered by the template include: 

· interface usability,  

· invoicing requirements (electronic invoices, subaccount designations, etc.), 

· filtering capabilities, 

· alerting functions, 

· price, 

· completeness (summaries or full-text, complete journals or selected articles), 

· breadth of subject coverage, 

· usage restrictions, 

· technical considerations (e.g., firewall issues, connectivity issues), 

· training, 

· account support plan and 

· documentation.

Each element can be defined in the policy and those applicable to specific service/product evaluations can be further fleshed out in the evaluation matrix.

The policy should pay particular attention to cost and pricing issues—detailing how the organization will pay for information by stratification of the user base (enterprise, site, department, or individual). In addition to addressing payment policies, metrics for assessing value should be spelled out. The way in which data are to be collected for compiling the value metrics should be defined and communicated clearly to users, vendor-partners, and managers.  

With the personalization and customization options now available, it is important that the policy provide guidelines for the interface design and note who has responsibility to work with vendors on site layout and branding.

As we examine some of the factors to be considered in developing the external content selection, acquisition, and deployment component of an information policy, it becomes clear that formulating a policy for all types of information managed by an organization will be extremely complex.  The good news is that information professionals can take the initiative to show leadership and share their skills with other stakeholders in their organizations to get the ball rolling.  Information stands to be a key strategic business resource for the foreseeable future. Logical, cohesive policies to govern the management of information will ensure that an organization is deriving the greatest value from the information they generate and acquire.
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