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Summary

Social and natural scientists face a burgening volume of
infarmation. They nead help in sorting it out to the essen-
tials im their field of interest. This and the growth of new and
diverse user groups with varying information neads chal-
lenge communication spacialists to ¢ome up with dissemin-
ation systems that bring assentlal information to appropriate
audiences In an immediately usable form,

This study presents a more efficient and effective system
for scientific and technical information (STI) disseminatiun
developed in the Depariment of Agricultural Communica-
tions, Texas A&M University, using the publications of the
Texas Agricultural Expariment Station (TAES).

Objectives for the study follow:

1. To develop a system for improved STI dissemination 1o
expedite the publication process and improve Infarmation
transfer to specific audiences.

2. Totestthe system (a) by comparing alternative notifica-
tion systems and (b) by comparing alternative farmats for
scientific and technical publications.

Helen B. Scott is assistant to the deputy chancellor for agri-
culture, Texas A&M University System; and project leader,
Texas Agricultural Experiment State publications, Deparl-
ment of Agricultural Communications.
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3. To evaluate the impact of the system on USErs.

The dissemination system has iwo phases: (a) an abstract
to notify the TAES distribution list that a publication is avail-
able and (b} a “brief"—more comprehensive than an ab-
stract but less comprehensive than the full text of a publica-
tion—to give the main ideas of a full-text report in an immedi-
ately usable form, thus reducing requests for additional in-
farmation (full text).

Tests of the dissemination system show that

1. Use of the system permits wide notification to select
groups that the publication is available; it helps editors de-
terming the number of copies to print more efficiently, thus
reducing costs of printing and storage; and it encourages
distribution to interested persons or groups only.

2. In comparison with alternative formats, briefs elicited
fewer requests for full-text publications (4.6 percent) com-
pared with abstracls (12,1 parcent). This difference suggests
that sufficient information is available o the user who re-
ceives tha brief; he does not need to request a full-text pub-
lication but can use the material immediately, whereas the
user who receives the abstract feels he needs more infor-
rmation.

3. In a controlled study of alternative formats, abstracts
glicited the most requasts for full-text publications (8.4 par-
cent), the combination briel with mailer elicited 1.2 percent,
and the brief without mailer, 0.2 percent.

4. In evaluating the impact of the dissemination system on
the user, the brief (61.6 percent) Iz more useful than the ab-
stract (38.4 percent) as a publication format; users prefer the
abstract and brief nolification system (84.0 percent) com-
pared with the previous system (36.0 percent) of automatic
mailings of all publications,

5. Users prefer hard copy—printed on paper—(37.5 per-
cent) compared with microfiche (2.5 percent).

Introduction

The mounting volume and complexity of scientific and
technical information cause scientists problems in screen-
ing literature for the essentials they need and can manage.
To administrators and editors of scientific and technical pub-
lications the deluge brings spiraling costs and problems re-
lated to processing, storing, retrieval and dissemination of
rasearch results.,

The problem for those aclively engaged in transfer of
technical and scientific information then becomes how to
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synthesize science and technology for mora effective and
efficient infarmation transfer. In short, how to cope? One
way o cope is to develop systems for better dissemination
of research results through publications than thase current-
Iy being used,

Setting for the study

Technical publications af the Texas Agricultural Experl-
ment Station (TAES) were used to develop the proposed dis-
semination system, Facilities, equipmenti, and personnel in
the TAES publications section of the Department of Agricul-
tural Communications, Texas A&M University, provide an
ideal setting for incorporating a study of this nature into an
already axisting framework, The operational testing and
manitaring require minimal modifications of existing facili-
ties and personnel.

Results

Development of Dissemination System

The first cbjective of the study was ta develop a systam for
improved dissemingtion of 5Tl to expedite the publication
process and to Improve Information transfer to specific audi-
ericas with spacific needs. This was accomplished (a) by the
development of an abstract-notilication system (Figure 1) for
notifying the TAES distribution list (Figure 2) that a publica-
tion is available and (b) by the development of & brief (Figure
3) publication format, maore comprehensive than an abstract
but less comprehensive than the full text of a publication.

Test of Dissemination System

The second objective was 1o test the diszemination sys-
tem (&) by comparing alternative systems and (b} by compar-
ing alternative formats for scientific and technical publica-
tiong, Three studies accomplished that objective.

The firsf study was an four publications, using an abstract
announcement with & self-addressed, postage-paid return
for use by thase who want copies of the full text. The study
results show that use of this system permits wide notifica-
tion that the publication is available; the systam helps adi-
tors determine printing numbers more efficiently, thus re-
ducing costs of printing and siorage; and it eliminates send-
ing publications 1o those not interested in them.
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The second sludy was on alternalive formalts, abstracls
and briefs, to answer the following question: Will the user of
the brief request fewer full-text publications than the user of
the abstract?

The study compares the percentage of requests for full-
text publications from May 1975 to May 1977 resulting from
(@) returns from abstracts and (b) returns from briefs. Ab-
stracts result in 12.1 percent requesis for full-text publica-
lions, while briefs yield only 4.6 percent requests (Table
1).

TABLE 1: Comparison of requests for full-text publications
from abstracts and briefs, May 1975-1377

Number Percent
Printod
Varsion Publications Mailed Requests  Requests
Abstiract 34 62,275 ¥ odd 121
Brief 135 gy, 270 3,996 4.6

The third siudy was a controlled experiment o determine
usar preferance according to notification format. Three full-
text publications in the same subject-mafter fiald, each cov-
aring only one phase of the subject, were prepared for the
same audience by the same author in gimilar style and
length. Each of three formats wag prepared in three versions
and identified as (a) abstract notification (b) brief without
salf-mailer; and (¢) combination of the brief with self-mailer
(self-addressed, postage paid return). Each of the thrae for-
mats notified the user that the full-text publication was avail-
able on request,

The three groups of the distribution list used in this study
consisted of selected sublists of the TAES mailing list—the
Texas Agricultural Experiment Station (TAES), the Texas Ag-
ricultural Extension Service (TAEX), miscellaneous and A&M
System—and a special list of 1,140 names provided by the
author of the test publications. All groups received all treal-
ments of all publications. The dependent variable was the
number of requests made for the full-text publications.

User response was subjected to an analysis in a Lalin
Square design to determine statistical significance. The
Latin Square design used to order the data for analysis on
the three publications involved three formats and three
groups of the TAES distribution list, for & total of nine vari-
ables (Figure 4),
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Figure 4.--Analysis of Variance Using Latin Square Design
on Audience Aesponse to Dissemination System Involving
Variables: Publication, Treatment (Format), and Distribu-
tion List {Groups).

A three-way analysis of variance revealed significant dif-
ferances at the .01 level of confidence (P=.01) on the format
items. There were no significant differences in the publica-
tion and the group variablas (Table 2).

Table 2. Analysis of variance of audience response to dis-
semination system involving variables: publica-
tion, treatment (format), and distribution list

(groups}
Source of Sum of Mean
Variance  Squares df Square F Ratio
Traat-
rmiant 8E8BE0, 21 2 4430,10 303.43*"
Publica-
tions 36.22 2 18.11 1.24
Distribu-
tion 04,80 2 47.45 3,24
Error 28.78 2 14.63
Total 9020.88 ]

**Significant at the .01 level of probability.
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A frequency analysis of returns (Table 3) revealed that re-
quests for full-text publications were highest from the ab-
stract notification (8.4 percent), next highest from the combi-
nation brief with mailer (1.2 percent), and lowest from the
Brief without maller (0.2 percent).

TABLE 3: Requests from three formats--abstract, briel
without mailer, and combination brief with

mailar
Parcant
Publication Abstract Brief Combination
Publication | 8.6 0.1 0.7
Publication I 9.2 0.1 1.4
Publication Il 7.3 0.3 1.4
Taotal 8.4 0.2 1.2

User Evaluation of System

The third objective was (0 evaluate the impact of the dig-
semination system on the user. & survey questionnaire was
administered to selected groups of the TAES distribution
list.

Results from the survey sent to the selected distribution
list—Experiment Station, Extension Service, and miscalla-
neous and AEM Syslem—reveal that all groups prefer the
brief (61.6 percent) compared with the abstract (38.4 percent)
as a notification system and as a publication format (Table
4).

TABLE 4; Audience preferance for brief vs. abstract

format
Audience Preference
Mailing List Abstract Brief
Experiment Station 43.6 56.4
Extension Service 3.8 68.1
Miscellaneous and A&M System 35.3 64.7
Total 38.4 1.6

Questionnaire returns showed a 64.0 preferance for the
abstract and brief notification system comparad with 36.0

percent for the previous system used for TAES publications
12



of automatic mailings of all publications 1o everyone on the
TAES list (Table 5).

TABLE 5: Audience preference for automatic mailing vs.
brief with abstract notification

Notification, Percant

Ligt Automatic Brief or Abslract
Experiment Station 27.4 726
Extension Service 40.3 59.7
Miscellaneous and A&M

System 51.8 8.2
Total 36.0 64.0

Questionnaire returns showed a 97.5 percent preference
for hard copy publications compared with 2.5 percent for mi-
crofiche (Table 8).

TABLE 6: Audience preference of hard copy vs.

microliche
Farm, Parcent

List Hard Copy Fiche
Experiment Station ar.7 2.3
Extension Service 97.2 2.8
Miscallangous and A&M

System a7.6 2.4
Tatal 897.5 2.5

Recommendations for Future Research

In thig study, only some areas were considered for im-
proved dissemination of information for scientific and tech-
nical publications. Other areas to be considered follow:

1. A cost/benefit study on publications that would analyze
and compare costs of different formats—briefs, abstracts,
and full-text publications; editor time for preparation of
briefs and abstracts compared with costs of preparation of
full-text publication; printing costs before and after the no-
tification system and abstract/brief/full-text formats were
developed; space requirements for storage resulling from
the changed notification systems for preparing publications;

13



and postage cosis for the notification system and the dif-
ferant publication formais

& Anaudignce survey of TAES publications on readability
rquality of writing), usefulness of Information, timalinass,
prafessional knowledge, technical contant, and general
content

4. A study of library needs and user needs for microfiche
publications compared with hard copy (printed on paper}
publications 1o determine standardization of microfiche size
and readar-printars in libraries, amang sclantisis, and in the
Departmeant of Agricultural Communications; readability of
microfiche; and reference usas far microfiche,

Although this study was conducted on TAES technical and
scientific publications, the same need exists to dissaminate
ralavant information 1o all researchers mora affactively.

Comments Regarding TAES Publications
The following comments are representative of responsas
o the questionnaire sant to the distribution list to help aval-
uate the impact of the system developed and administered
as a part of this study. The comments from the returned
guestionnaire are grouped under the following headings.

Abstract and Briaf

1. Often, the abstract does not provide enough information
to evaluate usefulness of publicatian.

2. The absfract is a good idea.

3. Abstract/brief notification Is greal; shouid save us lots
af printing and storage.

4. | like the absiract as a means of describing the publica-
tion. | have no use for the brief, The abstract and the full
text meat my needs,

5. In this day of abundant reading matarials, abstracts of
matearial not directly related to my research are about all
that one has time to read,

6. Abstract notification with full-text publication on request
is the best way to operate. The brief encourages news
release type of dala use and scientific data use without
the full text. This is incorrect procedure and should be
discouraged,

7. Abstracts are fine, brief is merely an expanded abstract.
System is better today than it was 4 or 5 years ago. If |
need more than the abstract, | want the entire article.

B. 1 like the movement to “'briefs,”

9. Continue the abstracts on the fold and raturn farm.

14



10,

11.

12.

When briefs look useful, 1 then agk for the publication in
as full a form as is avallabla from you.

| especially like the fold and return feature of the ab-
stract.

Abstract should be less time consuming to prepare—
speeaed is Important,

Motification Systam

1.

2.

10.

1.

12.

13.

The current method of notification has allowed me to ba
maore salective in the infermation | collect.

These publications are excellent but they are not neces-
sarily useful to me, | want to recaive thase which | can
use by asking fer them. Otherwise you can save cost by
nat sending me those which | cannot use.

I 'am not sure that this fold and return mailing always
works sc | am not sure that | get what | want when using
the notification system.

| like the full-text cver abstracts and briefs; however, |
get a lot of publications | throw away. Gould you restrict
mailing to preselected subject matter areas?

. Receive too many publications irmelevant to my field of

FESEarcn.

. | like your system. Because of my selected interests |

really don't use or benefit from each and every mail-
ing...would it be economical to send the publications to
only those interested?

. Automatic mailing is too wasteful; items not of interast

are received.

| like your program of sending prepublication informa-

tion and a returnable request for itams of interast.

| think publications of TAES are good. With automatic

mailing lists, | raceive some publications | don't need

and miss others | want.

In the past all the TAES publications were sent out to all

staff members. | would say that 80-90 percent of these

publications were not even looked over or read. The use

of the brief gives a person the opportunity to order the

complete publication ar not,

I think notification by abstract or brief is a tremendous

cost-saving step and vat provides information to those

really interestad in material.

If | need the publication after reading the brief, | can

sand for it.

| think it i3 a good idea and should save money, | have

thrown away a lot of publications I'm not interested in.
15



14.

This way | receive the full publication.
Need improved notification system for complete publi-
cations.

Microtiche and Hard Copy (Printed on Paper)

Since we don't presently have microfiche capability, we
prafer hard copy.

Microfiche and microfilm are time consuming, inefficient
and ineffective means of communication that require
specialized machines. It's also painful.

. Whichever is cheaper (microfiche or hard copy). Infor-

mation depends on field of interest.

. Have not previously considered microfiche—this might

be acceptable.

. We don't have microfiche reader readily accessibla. If

we did, | think | would (someday in the future) like hard
copy of the nolifications, then microfiche of the com-
plete test that | might order.

Microfiche would be preferable If equipment for reading
would be readily available.

Microfiche will have real advantage when we revise per-
sonal filing system to accommodate it.
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