
Help! I’m an 
Accidental 

Government 
Information  

Librarian 



Upcoming Accidental Librarian Webinars 

• September 16: Trade Data with Steve Cramer 
• October 4: Foreign Affairs Research with 

Melanie Maksin 
• November 11: UN Data with Lisa DeLuca 
• December: Inside the Serial Set with Carmen 

Orth-Alfie 
 

• Brought to you by the North Carolina Library Association’s 
Government Resources Section. Join us! 
http://www.nclaonline.org/government-resources   

http://www.nclaonline.org/government-resources
http://www.nclaonline.org/government-resources
http://www.nclaonline.org/government-resources


Help! I’m an Accidental Government 
Information Librarian Presents…  

Accessing Data for the Data Curious 
Kristin Partlo 
Reference & Instruction Librarian for Social Science & Data 
Carleton College 
August 12, 2015 



Agenda 
Three domains of help 

Evaluation 
Persistence 
Downloading 



Evaluation 



From the IASSIST Quick Guide to Data Citation http://iassistdata.org/sites/default/files/quick_guide_to_data_citation_high-res_printer-ready.pdf 



Factors to consider when evaluating statistics or data 

Source 
• Who collected it? 
• Was it an individual or organization or 

agency?  
• If the data are repackaged, is there proper 

documentation to lead you to the primary 
source? Would it be useful to get more 
information from the primary source? 

 
Authority 
• How widely known or cited is the 

producer? Who else uses these data? 
• Is the measure or producer contested? 
• What are the credentials of the data 

producer? 
 
Currency 
• When were the data collected? Are these 

the newest figures?  
 

Objectivity & Purpose 
• Who sponsored the production of these 

data? 
• What was the purpose of the 

collection/study? 
• Who was the intended audience for or 

users of the data? 
 
Collection Methods & Completeness 
• How are the data collected? Count, 

measurement or estimation? 
• If a survey, what was the response rate? 

What populations included? Excluded? 
 
Consistency / Verification 
• Do other sources provide similar 

numbers? 
• Can the numbers be verified? 

http://gouldguides.carleton.edu/c.php?g=146834&p=964943 







also known as… 

Codebook 
Variables or variable list 
Information or i 
User guide 
File manifest 
Record layouts 
Reference files 
Metadata 

Detailed data documentation 

















Evaluation 
Using the documentation to find 
basic description 
information judge quality 
and fit of the data to an information need 















Public domain image of the CMS at https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/b/bf/The_Chicago_Manual_of_Style_16th_edition.gif 

Documentation snippet from the Census Survey of Business Owners 2012 

Librarians Do Documentation 



Downloading 





More download options! 



Help! I don’t use SAS! 



Have a plan for storing data files 

Research Journals 

Encourage flexibility 

Download *all* documentation 

Good advice at the download stage 



Try it 
https://data.mcc.gov/evaluations/inde
x.php/catalog/153 
Nicaragua Rice and Bean Farmers 2010 
dataset from the Millennium 
Challenge Corporation. 

https://data.mcc.gov/evaluations/index.php/catalog/153
https://data.mcc.gov/evaluations/index.php/catalog/153
https://data.mcc.gov/evaluations/index.php/catalog/153


Kristin Partlo 
kpartlo@carleton.edu 
507-645-6960 
go.carleton.edu/kpartlo 
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