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Library Assessment - Stephen Town

Academic libraries may be involved in learning and teaching
strategies, and have an influence on student progression and
achievement, but the area of learning resources and support is the
one in which assessment of libraries takes place.

SCONUL has produced a set of detailed guidance for institutional
auditors. The national academic library body is trying to ensure that
inspectors understand what to look for, and to encourage reviewers
to ask the right questions. With the advent of the Bologna
Declaration, it is likely that similar forms of audit will spread
throughout Europe, and it may therefore pay national academic
library groupings to consider how best to influence similar processes
locally.

Statistics & Performance Indicators

When faced with the performance measurement question, the nat-
ural refuge for academic librarians has been to resort to counting
everything we can count. SCONUL, like ARL, has been collecting data
from its members for a considerable time. The statistics are now
input through web forms locally, and there is now a large database
available as a result. A published document is produced annually
through LISU who hold the contract for collection and collation. This
also includes comments about trends, and splits the results into var-
ious accepted peer groups of libraries in the UK. SCONUL has recent-
ly commissioned an automation project to permit interrogation and
customisation of results from the database, including the capability
for statistical benchmarking.

The availability of library data for statistical benchmarking within
Europe (30 countries) has been partially addressed through the
LIBECON project. This builds on the work done in creating ISO 2789
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(library statistics) and ISO 11620 (library performance indicators)
through standardized methods of data collection and publication for
library data. It draws on national collections of data, including that of
SCONUL.

A number of years ago SCONUL concluded that the statistics were
too complex and obscure for senior managers in universities to
understand and make use of them. Therefore a decision was taken
to create a simplified small set of performance indicators which could
be directed towards those running UK higher education institutions.
Cranfield University undertook the project. In addition to the set of
six indicators, contextual data is also supplied from both libraries
and institutions. Clearly there was some disagreement as to whether
this was a necessary and sufficient list to describe the full perform-
ance of UK academic libraries. It was of course constructed in a time
before the new digital environment began to have a profound effect on
library activity and measurement.

SCONUL has recently concluded an e-measures project to expand
its statistical collection and database to include a better reflection of
the activities of libraries in the digital age, and to aid decision mak-
ing in relation to electronic information services. Following the pilot
involving 25 SCONUL members in 2003-04, a range of the new meas-
ures were selected for inclusion in the full statistical collection for
2004-05.

The European Commission-funded project EQUINOX also
addressed the need for libraries to develop methods for performance
measurement in the networked electronic environment. This work
was led by CERLIM in the UK, and sought to achieve international
agreement on electronic library performance measures, and also to
develop and test an integrated quality management and performance
measurement tool for library managers.

The eVALUED project is developing a toolkit for the evaluation of
electronic information services in the academic sector, and in the
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process discovered that there are low levels of awareness of projects
such as EQUINOX. It might be that these international projects are
not having the intended impact and penetration in the sector, or yet
strongly affecting the practice of data collection in academic libraries.

The COUNTER project starts from the vendor and supplier end of
electronic resource delivery, and seeks to apply a code of practice
which will deliver standardized usage statistics to academic libraries
for the resources to which they subscribe. This is already producing
good results. It does not seek to consider user satisfaction or impact
levels, but to provide a reliable basis for usage measurement.

Quality Culture

The desire to achieve a quality culture in academic libraries might
suggest that the most relevant measures to collect will be those, and
possibly only those, from library users. This drive has led to serious
efforts to collect user views, and also to focus on the outcomes in
users of library activity, rather than on the input, output or process
measures described above.

Customer Focus & Surveys

Use of designed surveys has been a feature in the planning and
improvement of services for over ten years in the UK.

SCONUL has a template for a satisfaction survey available on the
web for individual institutions to draw down and use. It is adaptable
to local circumstances in that additional questions or categories can
be added, and has been designed for simple analysis through Libra
software which is provided by Priority Research Limited. The method-
ology is one which sets satisfaction with an element against its impor-
tance. It can therefore provide a simple but clear agenda for improve-
ment action.
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LibQUAL+™ is probably now the market leading designed survey
method in the UK sector, with 43 academic libraries now having par-
ticipated between 2003 and 2005.

Benchmarking

Benchmarking has also been active within some UK academic
libraries for over 10 years. The coincidence of timing with the intro-
duction of surveys is not surprising; both techniques arose from the
impact of industrial quality systems and initiatives on the UK public
sector. As a result of the first systematic application of benchmarking
within academic libraries (conducted by the Cranfield University
RMCS Library), SCONUL ACPI commissioned a set of pilot bench-
marking projects. These had the objectives of gaining practical expe-
rience of benchmarking techniques, enlarging the knowledge and
results base, the creation of a standard methodology, and to provide
a resource for facilitation of future projects. The pilot projects operat-
ed across 14 different UK institutions. Two groups considered the
enquiry desk process, two the process of delivery of library informa-
tion skills training, one compared counter services, and one the
library environment.

The general conclusions were that benchmarking was a method
which could be applied in libraries, and probably a desirable method
for those libraries strongly committed to quality and with effective
frameworks for change and improvement. The benchmarking
methodology employed was successful, but in every pilot new meas-
ures were needed to assess the process adequately. Standard data
collection in libraries did not provide the necessary insight into the
processes and their outcomes for in depth benchmarking.

There appears to be a general willingness to engage in benchmark-
ing amongst academic libraries, but it requires time and effort, and
significant training of staff. Libraries are often not willing to share
results openly, reflecting the competitive nature of the UK HE enter-
prise.
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SCONUL subsequently published a Benchmarking Manual in
2000. This provides definitions, some information on context, and a
specific model for benchmarking through a three phase method
(planning, comparing and acting). Data from three of the pilot stud-
ies is also included.

Some of the universities that took part in the benchmarking pilot
have subsequently formed a local benchmarking consortium, under-
taking formal benchmarking on an annual cycle. The aim is to pro-
vide comparative data to support decision making, to ensure that
their processes are subject to continuous improvement, and to estab-
lish best practice within the group. Different processes or services are
chosen to benchmark each year. One remarkable element of this
approach is the involvement of staff at all levels and the profoundly
positive effect this has on their development.

Information Literacy as an outcome

Information literacy education and information skills training have
become a core function of UK academic library services. SCONUL
responded to this development with a joint ACPI and ACIL (Advisory
Committee on Information Literacy) project to define a performance
measurement framework for information literacy programs. This
sought to determine critical success factors from which specific local
performance measures could be derived.

More than sixty institutions contributed to the workshops, and the
critical success factors areas thus defined were:

1. Competent library staff

2. Sufficient organisational resources

3. Identifiable student outcomes

4. Effective multi-dimensional partnerships

5. Institutional strategic framework
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6. Sustained pedagogic quality
Outcome measurement

There is now a perceived need for academic libraries to demon-
strate the impact or outcome (particularly in relation to learning and
research) of their activities. SCONUL has now taken up this challenge
through an impact measurement research project. Ten libraries
across the UK have participated in the first phase of this initiative
which is being conducted in association with the Library and
Information Research Group. Each library chose an area that they
wished to assess (many in the first phase selecting information liter-
acy), following a common approach to assessing impact against spe-
cific objectives.

Some benefits have been identified in the pilot phase. These
include demonstrating that the library is supporting the university
strategy, building closer links with academic staff, and enabling staff
to gain a better understanding of academic processes. A second
phase is now under way, with the focus on research support.

Measurement & Evaluation Frameworks

Some UK academic libraries are moving towards the view that their
approach to measurement should be set in a framework or roadmap.
These might be based on the needs of different stakeholders for dif-
ferent types or areas of measurement.

In particular the Balanced Scorecard model is now being used
extensively in public sector organisations in the UK, and is beginning
to be taken up by some academic libraries. This offers a set of per-
spectives deemed to be relevant to different groups of stakeholders.

The Capability Maturity Model was developed in the software
industry to judge the level of capability of an organisation to under-

37



Library Assessment - Stephen Town

take multiple projects to high quality standards. This would seem
relevant to those academic libraries which are responding to the dig-
ital age challenges of creating portals, repositories, and other value-
added digital resource collections. An adapted model has been used
to judge the long term effects of benchmarking in academic libraries.

Local Experience

I have included some examples on how some of these issues have
played out within one academic library. These follow a framework of
quality adopted over ten years ago based on customer focus, system-
atic performance improvement, and total staff involvement. Customer
satisfaction is considered to be based not just on meeting immediate
needs, but anticipating and prioritising potential future needs
through designed surveys and benchmarking. Project management is
used as a rational means of managing change, alongside more cre-
ative and devolved improvement activities. Sometimes planned
change may be at the expense of creativity and of allowing staff to
"just do it" when improvements are obviously needed. Staff develop-
ment and support is critical to provide all with the tools to deliver
quality and for all to feel permitted to be involved in developing qual-
ity. A defined situational leadership model allows negotiation of
appropriate styles at all levels. Staff development programmes seek to
move staff towards a future desired state rather than being simply
reactive to perceived training needs. A clear and communicated vision
underpins all the elements of the framework.
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Libraries today confront escalating pressure to demonstrate
impact. As Cullen (2001) recently noted,

Academic libraries are currently facing their greatest chal-
lenge since the explosion in tertiary education and academic
publishing which began after World War II... [TThe emergence
of the virtual university, supported by the virtual library, calls
into question many of our basic assumptions about the role
of the academic library, and the security of its future.
Retaining and growing their customer base, and focusing
more energy on meeting their customers' expectations is the
only way for academic libraries to survive in this volatile envi-
ronment. (pp. 662-663)

In this environment, "A measure of library quality based solely on
collections has become obsolete" (Nitecki, 1996, p. 181).

These considerations have prompted the Association of Research
Libraries (ARL) to sponsor a number of "New Measures" initiatives.
The New Measures efforts represent a collective determination on the
part of the ARL membership to augment the collection-count and fis-
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cal input measures that comprise the ARL Index and ARL Statistics,
to date the most consistently collected statistics for research libraries,
with outcome measures, such as assessments of service quality and
satisfaction.

One New Measures initiative has been the LibQUAL+™ project
(Cook, Heath, & Thompson, 2002; Heath, Cook, Kyrillidou, &
Thompson, 2002; Thompson, Cook, & Heath, 2003a, 2003b;
Thompson, Cook, & Thompson, 2002). Within a service-quality
assessment model, "only customers judge quality; all other judg-
ments are essentially irrelevant” (Zeithaml, Parasuraman, Berry,
1990, p. 16). Consequently, the selection of items employed with the
LibQUAL+™ has been grounded in the users' perspective as revealed
in a series of qualitative studies (Cook, 2002a; Cook & Heath, 2001).

LibQUAL+™ is a "way of listening" to users called a total market
survey. As Berry (1995) explained,

When well designed and executed, total market surveys
provide a range of information unmatched by any other
method... A critical facet of total market surveys (and the rea-
son for using the word "total") is the measurement of competi-
tors' service quality. This [also] requires using noncustomers
in the sample to rate the service of their suppliers. (p. 37)

Although (a) measuring perceptions of both users and non-users
and (b) collecting perceptions data as regards peer institutions can
provide important insights, LibQUAL+™ is only one form of only one
(i.e., a total market survey) of 11 "ways of listening" (Berry, 1995, pp.
32-61).

To date, about four dozen journal articles have been written about
LibQUAL+™. About half the articles describe how libraries are using
LibQUAL+™ scores to improve library services (e.g., Cook, 2002b;
Heath, Kyrillidou, & Askew, 2004). And the remaining roughly two
dozen articles document the development of the measure, and pro-
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vide extensive empirical evidence that LibQUAL+™ scores are trust-
worthy (e.g., Cook, Heath, & Thompson, 2002; Thompson, Cook, &
Thompson, 2002; Wei, Thompson, & Cook, 2005).

Purposes of the Paper

The purpose of the present paper is to review ways that the trust-
worthiness of measures such as LibQUAL+™ can be established.
First, the paper reviews ways to evaluate the integrity of scores in the
aggregate (i.e., as a set) across library users at a given campus.
Second, the paper reviews ways to evaluate the trustworthiness of
scores provided by individual users.

Integrity of Score Sets

There are three primary questions that must be considered when
evaluating whether the scores as a set (e.g., for all respondents at a
given university, for all respondents in a given year) have sufficient
integrity to be relied upon when making library improvement deci-
sions:

1. Are the respondents representative of the users at given institu-
tions?

2. Do the scores measure anything? and

3. If the scores measure something, do the scores measure the cor-
rect something, and only the correct something?

Representativeness
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At the American Library Association mid-winter meeting in San
Antonio in January, 2000, when LibQUAL+™ was in a sense born,
participants were cautioned that response rates on the final
LibQUAL+™ would probably range from 25% to 33%. Higher
response rates can be realized (a) with shorter surveys that (b) are
directly action-oriented (Cook, Heath, & R.L. Thompson, 2000). For
example, a very high response rate could be realized by a library
director administering the following one-item survey to users:

Instructions. Please tell us what time to close the library every day.
In the future we will close at whatever time receives the most votes.

Should we close the library at?
A. 10pm B. 1lpm C. midnight D.2pm

Lower response rates will be expected for total market surveys
measuring general perceptions of users across institutions, and when
an intentional effort is made to solicit perceptions of both users and
non-users. Two considerations should govern the evaluation of
LibQUAL+™ response rates.

Minimum Response Rates. Response rates are computed by divid-
ing the number of completed surveys at an institution by the number
of persons asked to complete the survey. However, we do not know
the actual response rates on LibQUAL+™, because we do not know
the correct denominators for these calculations.

For example, given inadequacy in records at schools, we are not
sure how many e-mail addresses for users are accurate. And we do
not know how many messages to invite participation were actually
opened. In other words, what we know for LibQUAL+™ is the "lower-
bound estimate" of response rates.

For example, if 200 out of 800 solicitations result in completed
surveys, we know that the response rate is at least 25%. But because
we are not sure whether 800 e-mail addresses were correct or that
800 e-mail messages were opened, we are not sure that 800 is the
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correct denominator. The response rate involving only correct e-mail
addresses might be 35% or 45%. We simply don't know the exact
response rate.

Representativeness versus Response Rate. If 100% of the 800 peo-
ple we randomly selected to complete our survey did so, then we can
be assured that the results are representative of all users. But if only
25% of the 800 users complete the survey, the representativeness of
the results is not assured.

Representativeness is actually a matter of degree. And several
institutions each with 25% response rates may have data with differ-
ent degrees of representativeness.

We can never be sure about how representative our data are as
long as not everyone completes the survey. But we can at least
address this concern by comparing the demographic profiles of sur-
vey completers with the population (Thompson, 2000). At which uni-
versity below would one feel more confident that LibQUAL+™ results
were reasonably representative?

Alpha University

Completers (n=200/800) Population (n=16,000)
Gender Gender
Students 53% female Students 51% female
Faculty 45% female Faculty 41% female
Disciplines Disciplines
Liberal Arts 40% Liberal Arts 35%
Science 15% Science 20%
Other 45% Other 45%
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Omega University

Completers (n=200/800) Population (n=23,000)
Gender Gender
Students 35% female Students 59% female
Faculty 65% female Faculty 43% female
Disciplines Disciplines
Liberal Arts 40% Liberal Arts 15%
Science 20% Science 35%
Other 40% Other 50%

The persuasiveness of such analyses is greater as the number of
variables used in the comparisons is greater. The LibQUAL+™ soft-
ware automates these comparisons and outputs side-by-side graphs
comparing sample and population profiles for given institutions.
Show these to people who question result representativeness.

Reliability

As Thompson (2003) explains, many of us each morning weigh
ourselves on a bathroom scale. If we are disappointed in the result,
we may immediately reweigh ourselves, in the hope of a more favor-
able outcome. If the measurements taken over the course of a few
moments are 80.0 kilos, 80.5 kilos, and 79.5 kilos, we may stop
weighing ourselves, and interpret the results as meaning that we
weigh roughly 80 kilos (or more hopefully, 79.5 kilos!).

But if our weights are 80.0 kilos, 111.0 kilos, and then 51.5 kilos,
we probably would conclude that none of the scores are realistic.
Instead, we would simply conclude that the scale was broken. Our
scale measures nothing. A scale measures nothing when the scores
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produced by the measurement fluctuate in a purely random fashion.

The question of whether scores measure nothing raises the issue
of score reliability. There are formulas that quantify the degree to
which scores measure something (versus nothing). The reliability
coefficient would be 1.0 if the scores were perfect, and 100% of the
variability in the scores was systematic. The reliability coefficient
would be 0.0 if the scores measured only nothing. Consequently, reli-
ability coefficients less than 0.0 are especially troubling!

No scores are perfectly reliable. Even the world's best clock, which
measures times by counting atomic particle decay, loses one second
every four centuries. But we hope that scores will have high reliabili-
ty. And we expect the reliability coefficients to be higher when the
consequences of misjudgments arising from imperfect measurement
are more serious. For example, if we are deciding whether a hospital
patient has any brain wave activity prior to disconnecting life sup-
port, we would expect very high reliability indeed, because the conse-
quences of misjudgment would literally be life-threatening.

Numerous studies have been conducted addressing the reliability
of LibQUAL+™ scores (cf. Cook & Thompson, 2001; Thompson &
Cook, 2002; Thompson, Cook, & Heath, 2003b; Thompson, Cook, &
Thompson, 2002). The scores tend to have exceptionally high reliabil-
ity coefficients.

Validity

If scores measure something, only then the question arises as to
what extent the scores measure the correct something, and only the
correct something. In the context of our bathroom scale example, if
our weight was 120, and we concluded that we must have a very high
IQ, questions of validity would arise (Thompson, 2003)!

There are many ways to evaluate the validity of scores, including
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