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Political Advocacy:
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ABSTRACT
This article discusses lobbying and 
political advocacy within librarianship 
and present findings from an exploratory 
study of state library associations. Each 
state has a library association that works 
to advance the profession, the interests of 
its members, and library services. Articles 
about lobbying and 
political advocacy 
comprise only 
a small part of 
the literature on 
librarianship, but 
advocacy is 
crucial for 
maintain-
ing and 
advanc-
ing library 
services. 

To fill this gap in the literature, we pro-
vide an introduction to library advocacy, 
describe the associated policy landscape, 
and evaluate literature discussing librar-
ies and lobbying. Next, we report findings 
from our study. We conclude by discussing 
these findings and focus on how politi-
cal issues might affect libraries, lobbying 
and advocacy in Library and Informa-
tion Science education, and other issues 

mentioned by our study 
participants.

INTRODUCTION
State library asso-
ciations are profes-

sional groups, 
and they of-
fer members 
continuing 

education and 
networking 

opportu-
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nities, spaces to discuss problems, and a 
group to advocate on their behalf. In that 
vein, most state library associations have a 
legislative committee. Legislative commit-
tees keep librarians abreast of legisla-
tive actions that affect libraries and 
users. They often issue calls for action, 
such as calling/writing to representa-
tives around the time of crucial votes, 
organizing advocacy days with legisla-
tors, or creating educational materials 
for the public and their representatives. 
Such legislative committees, thus, provide 
a crucial link between libraries, users, and 
decision-makers.

Articles about lobbying and political 
advocacy comprise only a small part of the 
scholarly literature in Library and Informa-
tion Science (LIS), although there are many 
articles about library funding. There are also 
several advocacy toolkits that have been 
created by groups like the American Library 
Association (ALA) and state library associa-
tions to help librarians engage with public 
decision-makers and the public more gener-
ally. Other toolkits and publications help 
librarians, library users, and state library 
associations advocate for libraries (Sweeney 
and Chrastka, 2018; Sweeney, Chrastka, and 
Aldrich, 2017). Scholarly articles on advocacy 
cover topics such as coordination by library 
interest-groups across political boundaries 
(Jaeger et al., 2017), test advocacy strate-
gies (Rollins, 2005), and classify eras in 
government-library relations (Jaeger et al., 
2013). However, no known study documents 
national library advocacy practices at the 
state and local level.

To fill this gap in the literature, we 
surveyed the legislative chairs of state 
library associations and Chief Officers of 
State Library Associations (COSLA) to learn 
how and with whom members engage in 
advocacy, how they prioritize work, and 
how they establish priorities. Examining 
these practices is important because the 
ways librarians and their associations’ 
advocate may influence policy and funding 
outcomes. Therefore, to that end and in this 
paper, we touch on the history of library ad-
vocacy, the policy landscape, and literature 
discussing libraries and lobbying. Next, we 
report findings from our study while draw-
ing attention to efforts led by state library 
associations on behalf of libraries, librar-
ians, and library users. Last, we conclude by 
discussing our findings with attention paid 
to the distributed nature of library advocacy 
that mirrors the political subdivisions of the 

United States (U.S.). Using these findings, 
we address the issue of lobbying and politi-
cal advocacy in LIS education.

BACKGROUND
Political advocacy is often difficult for 
librarians. Historically, librarians have 
made claims about their neutrality to win 
and sustain popular support (Sparanese, 
2008). Neutrality here means representing 
“all sides” of an issue, and this is linked to 
a sense that libraries should not alienate 
the public by engaging in partisan politics 
(Byrne, 2003; McMenemy, 2007). Arguably, 
neutrality allows libraries to exist as fairly 
noncontroversial publicly funded agencies, 
seen as a positive social good (Horrigan, 
2016). Librarians and their associations do 
advocate for issues that are political and 
partisan, though. For instance, funding, 
inherently tied to politics, is a perennial 
issue. Intellectual freedom issues arise 
periodically, and net neutrality has been a 
recent politically divisive issue that librar-
ians have weighed in on. In 2018, the ALA 
spent $310,298 lobbying public officials 
(Center for Responsive Politics, 2019). The 
concept that libraries and education should 
be available for all (thus publicly funded) is 
ingrained in professional education. Who 
convinces legislators to fund libraries most 
effectively, though? Benefactors, the public, 
or librarians themselves?

Notable benefactors, from Thomas 
Bray at the turn of the 18th century (Har-
ris, 1999), Andrew Carnegie in the 20th, 
through Bill Gates in the 21st, have been 
responsible for building library infrastruc-
ture while also providing an impetus for 
local investment. However, in the United 
States, public libraries truly exist by the will 

and the power of the people. In the mid-
1800s, New Hampshire was the first state 
to enact a law to provide for public libraries. 
Massachusetts followed in 1851, and the 

City of Boston opened its public 
library as “the crowning glory 
of our system of City schools” 

(Boston Public Library, 1852, p. 21). 
Women’s groups lobbied at the local level 

for education and established many public 
libraries, especially across the Midwest dur-
ing the Progressive Era (Parker, 1997).

Librarians have also been advocates for 
libraries since they formed professional 
associations. In the late 1800s, for example, 
the American Library Association gave 
librarians a collective voice. Joeckel (1935) 
describes ALA’s efforts to create a federal 
library agency and provide aid to librar-
ies, while he lamented a lack of national 
planning and coordination to create stable 
and equitable funding for public libraries. 
In 1945, ALA established a Washington, 
D.C. office dedicated to representing library 
interests (Molumby, 1996). In the mid-
20th century, federal funding was granted 
to complete several studies including the 
Public Library Inquiry that prompted the 
expansion of national library services. The 
1956 Public Library Service and Minimum 
Standards, the 1964 Library Services and 
Construction Act, and 1966 Minimum 
Standards were all products of lobbying by 
the ALA. In the 1970’s, two White House 
Conferences on Library and Information 
Services were held to garner public fund-
ing and ensure that all citizens can access 
library services (Implications, 1981).

A 1975 American Libraries article, “The 
Persuaders,” explains that librarians were 
“the most effective lobbying [group] in 
the entire education community” (p. 648), 
finding success by aligning their efforts 
with that of primary, secondary, and 
post-secondary educators. Their “solid and 
nonpartisan,” “painstakingly compiled and 
written” reports presented a “unified front” 
in the face of an unsupportive administra-
tion (p. 648). Eileen Cooke, an ALA lobbyist, 
explained that she was careful not to put 
libraries in competition with educational 
services as this weakened the lobby alto-
gether. Another White House Conference on 
Library and Information Services convened 
at the behest of Congress in 1991, and this 
conference emphasized libraries capacity 
to promote literacy, workforce productiv-
ity, and democracy in the face of changing 
technologies (Bush, 1992). During this time, 
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Patricia Schuman is credited with launching 
ALA’s first national media advocacy cam-
paign (ALA, 2014).

ALA-supported standards and policies 
have traditionally focused on national is-
sues, but as Jaeger et al. (2017) point out, 
“From the beginning, library funding pro-
grams [...] were opportunistic but lacked a 
clear and coherent national policy on public 
librarianship” (p. 352). Political disagree-
ments about what should be delegated to 
state and local governments often com-
plicated efforts to procure national fund-
ing. Martin and Lear (2013) note that “the 
history of many state libraries is intertwined 
with the stories of state-level library asso-
ciations and with county and public librar-
ies. Historically, state governments, library 
associations, and county or public libraries 
all shared an interest in public library devel-
opment, professional standards, interlibrary 
cooperation, and grant funding” (p. 4). These 
shared interests have shaped ALA’s lobby-
ing efforts, but it may be that some issues 
are best addressed at the state and/or local 
levels. To negotiate tensions like this, ALA 
maintains a Chapter Relations Office that 
facilitates communications among the 
states and other ALA units, often working in 
consultation with staff in Washington, D.C.

Jaeger et al. (2013) define four distinct 
phases of public library development: the 
local years, the wartime years, the fund-
ing years, and the intervention years. The 
present era is characterized by federal 
intervention in library affairs with- out in-
creased funding, either from the Institute of 
Museum and Library Services (IMLS) or other 
public agencies. In response to federal inter-
vention in libraries and increasing competi-
tion for funds, the ALA and the Public Library 
Association (PLA), among other groups, have 
developed advocacy toolkits, and some have 
stepped up their lobbying efforts.

The ALA may be the primary national 
lobbying arm for librarians, but state library 
associations and grassroots activists are 
responsible for addressing state and local 
issues. State library associations, in particu-
lar, are active in communicating national 
trends to librarians while tailoring com-
munications to their constituents. Aside 
from library associations are “Friends of 
the Library” groups and nonprofits like 
EveryLibrary, which is the “only national 
organization dedicated exclusively to politi-
cal action at a local level to create, renew, 
and protect public funding for libraries of all 
types” (EveryLibrary n.d., para. 3). Reflecting 

on the current policy and funding land-
scape for libraries, Jaeger at al. (2017) argue 
“there has never been a better time to craft 
a strategy for protecting - and maybe even 
increasing - library funding by working in a 
coordinated manner across state and local 
governments” (Jaeger et al., 2017, p. 351).

PROFESSIONAL ASSOCIATIONS AND 
LOBBYING
The Lobbying Disclosure Act of 1995 de-
fines lobbying activities as, “contacts and 
efforts in support of such contacts, includ-
ing preparation and planning activities, 
research and other background work that is 
intended, at the time it is performed, for use 
in contacts, and coordination with the lob-
bying activities of others” to influence the 
government. Lobbying is often understood 
as activities carried out by paid individu-
als - lobbyists represent interest groups in 
exchange for compensation. However, the 
reality for libraries and their stakeholders 
is far more complex. Among paid lobbyists, 
there are in- house lobbyists employed by a 
single firm, group, or association who work 
exclusively for their employer. There are also 
outside lobbyists employed by lobbying 
and consulting firms that represent client 
portfolios. Finally, grassroots lobbyists are 
citizen-activists who lobby the government 
alone or under direction from an outside 
entity (IRS, n.d.).

In librarianship, professional associa-
tions play a key role in directing lobbying 
of all types, whether for funding- related 
issues or other matters of relevance to the 
public. Harvey (2004) defines a professional 
body or association as “a group of people 
in a learned occupation who are entrusted 
with maintaining control or oversight of the 
legitimate practice of the occupation” like li-
brarianship. Professional associations act as 
a “safeguard of the public interest” (Harvey, 

Mason, and Ward, 1995), and many groups 
of this type are granted tax-exempt status 
by the U.S. government for this reason.

Take, for example, the ALA, which is a 
501(C)3 nonprofit organization. 501(C)3s 
are a class of tax- exempt organization 
dedicated to religious, charitable, scien-
tific, literary, or educational purposes that 
further the public interest. The U.S. tax code 
prohibits 501(C)3s from maintaining their 
tax-exempt status if they dedicate a “sub-
stantial” part of their activity to influence 
legislation (IRS, 2018). To determine what 
counts as substantial, nonprofits can elect 
to take the 501(h) expenditure test, which 
caps lobbying  activities  at  20% of expendi-
tures, up to $1,000,000, with no more than 
a quarter dedicated to grassroots lobbying 
(ALA, 2008).

Complementing groups like the ALA, 
501(C)4 and (C)6 organizations, among oth-
ers, also lobby on behalf of libraries and in 
the public interest. 501(C)6s are tax- exempt 
organizations meant to improve industry 
conditions. Unlike a 501(C)3, however, 
501(C)6 groups like the Idaho Library Asso-
ciation can engage in politics without losing 
their tax status (ALA, n.d.). One requirement 
of 501(C)6 groups is that political activities 
relate to commonly held business inter-
ests (e.g., lower taxes), and 501(C)4 social 
welfare organizations can lobby or partici-
pate in political activity so long as it does 
not exceed 50% of their total expenditures. 
Acknowledging that ALA is not equipped 
to lobby or advocate at the state and local 
level, state library associations typically act 
to fill this void.

LIBRARY LEGISLATION AND FUNDING
Libraries and their stakeholders can lobby 
elected officials and the public for a variety 
of purposes, but the most common reason 
is to shape legislation that pertains to fund-
ing. Reflecting the history of libraries in the 
U.S., library-legislation and funding sources 
are equally diverse. Below, we provide a 
snapshot of library funding sources and 
other notable policy issues.

From the federal level, most library 
funding comes from IMLS. For instance, the 
Library Services and Technology Act (LSTA) 
authorizes IMLS to administer the Grants to 
States Program, which is the “largest source 
of federal funding support for library ser-
vices in the United States. [...] Each year, over 
2,500 ‘Grants to States’ projects support the 
purposes and priorities outlined in the LSTA” 
(McCook, Bossaller, and Thomas, 2018, p. 116). 
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These grants fund partnerships with com-
munity organizations, digitization projects, 
bookmobile services, outreach, and more. 
Funding allotments are calculated using 
a minimum amount specified by law 
(pp. 115-141) and population figures 
provided by the U.S. Census Bureau. 
The majority of money is distributed to 
state libraries who administer awards 
to local libraries.

LSTA includes two provisions that 
require states and localities to ade-
quately fund libraries in order for them 
to remain eligible for federal aid. First, 
IMLS (2015, p. 1) requires that LSTA grant 
funding is complemented by 50% matching 
funds from state governments. Second, LSTA 
includes a “maintenance of effort” require-
ment which says if state and local library 
funding drops below the average of the 
past three fiscal years, then a state becomes 
ineligible for LSTA dollars (pp. 2-3).

Although IMLS funding supports librar-
ies nationwide, it accounts for a small 
portion of total library revenue. In Federal 
Fiscal Year 2015, combined national spend-
ing on public libraries totaled $12.4 billion. 
Less than half a percent came from federal 
sources, while 9% came from state govern-
ments and charitable organizations. Most 
notably, however, about 85% of all public li-
brary revenue came from local governments 
(IMLS, 2018, p. 6). This suggests most efforts 
to advocate for funding must take place at 
the grassroots level.

American Libraries provides a snapshot 
of ballot initiatives that summarizes recent 
efforts to raise funding through municipal 
taxes in its annual Referenda Roundup. Ford 
notes that “American Libraries, in partner-
ship with the Public Library Association, 
tracked 146 library referenda across 33 
states” during the November 2018 election 
(para. 1). In 2018, for example, they reported 
nearly 80% of library referenda passed in-

cluding two statewide wins: “In Maine, 
voters approved a $15 million bond to 
upgrade facilities including library services 
at its community colleges, while in New 
Mexico, voters authorized the state to sell 
and issue nearly $12.9 million in general ob-
ligation bonds for several types of libraries” 
(para. 1). In Michigan, some 30 measures 
were approved, and many losses were by 
narrow margins. For instance, “it took just 
113 votes to defeat a tax rate increase that 
would have yielded an estimated $687,767 
for Vineland (N.J.) Public Library” (para. 2).

Aside from their interest in funding, 
libraries and library associations are con-
cerned with other policy issues. After 9-11, 
the U.S. PATRIOT Act presented “tremendous 
challenges for librarians” on practical and 
ethical grounds (Jaeger et al., 2004, p. 102). 
In response, the ALA Council (2003) passed 
a resolution that called on Congress to 
“provide active oversight” of the law’s imple-
mentation, “hold hearings” to determine 
its effect on library users, and amend the 
law as necessary to protect citizen rights 

(para. 14-15). More recently, ALA mobilized 
to oppose the elimination of IMLS (Wright, 
2015) with strong support from state library 
associations (e.g., Karshmer, n.d.) and ap-
plaud the nomination of Dr. Carla Hayden 

as Librarian of Congress (Gravatt, 2016). At 
the state and local level, libraries remain 
interested in policy issues like K-12 school 
districts adequately funding libraries 
(Sparks and Harwin, 2018), legal threats 
to eliminate programming (Myers, 2019), 

and pressure from outside groups to 
remove books from circulation.

LOBBYING AND POLITICAL ADVOCACY 
LITERATURE
Lobbying and political advocacy are 
discussed in LIS literature, but there is no 
known study documenting library advocacy 
practices nationally and at the state or local 
level. Two recently published books by Ev-
eryLibrary’s Sweeney, Chrastka, and Aldrich 
(2017) and Chrastka and Sweeney (2018) 
provide guidance to librarians, library staff, 
and their stakeholders about how to cam-
paign for political funding support. A pair 
of peer- reviewed journal articles written by 
Jaeger et al. (2013; 2017) brought attention 
to the relationship between librarianship 
and political advocacy at the national level. 
Mentioned earlier, the first article argued 
that an ideal strategy for groups lobbying 
on behalf of library funding is to focus their 
efforts at the state and local level while 
coordinating efforts across political bound-
aries. The second article proposed four eras 
in libraries, policy, and politics with the aim 
being for U.S. library advocates to better as-
sert library contributions to democracy.

Attention paid to lobbying and political 
advocacy is neither a recent phenomenon 
nor is it limited to the United States. Looking 
back, in 2008, the International

Federation of Library Associations and 
Institutions hosted a “President’s Workshop” 

» Aside from their interest in funding, libraries and 
library associations are concerned with other policy 
issues. After 9-11, the U.S. PATRIOT Act presented 
“tremendous challenges for librarians” on practical and 
ethical grounds.
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about how to draw policy-maker attention 
to libraries (Schleh, 2008) demonstrating 
that advocacy is a global topic. Smith (2008) 
discussed advocacy for libraries in a variety 
of international contexts while touching 
on the issue of LIS education and accredita-
tion standards. This volume supplemented 
other work published in the 2000s includ-
ing a New York lobbying case study (Borges, 
2005), a doctoral dissertation examining 
lobbying strategies used by the Alabama 
Digital Library (Rollins, 2005), and a man-
agement-focused article by Meraz (2002) for 
public library administrators.

Library advocacy literature has focused 
on practical guidance for librarians that can 
be used at the grassroots level (e.g., Abbott-
Hoduski, 2003). School or public libraries 
dominate the literature because they oper-
ate with public funds (Halsey, 2003), and 
this means academic or special libraries 
are less discussed. As noted above, Rol-
lins’ (2005) doctoral dissertation evaluated 
lobbying and state legislator perceptions 
in Alabama, and she found that lobbying 
was effective in shaping funding alloca-
tions. Nevertheless, even in publications 
that provide guidance to librarians, library 
advocates, and library supporters, it does 
not appear attention has been paid to docu-
menting contemporary practices. Examining 
these activities may help identify opportuni-
ties to strengthen librarians’ collective voice, 
shape policy, and improve LIS education 
related to advocacy.

RESEARCH METHODS
To fill a gap in the literature by documenting 
lobbying and advocacy practices nation-
wide, we surveyed the legislative chairs 
of state library associations and COSLA 
representatives. These individuals possess 
knowledge about library funding, legisla-
tive process, and lobbying, and they often 
collaborate with state libraries and lead as-

sociation advocacy efforts. State libraries are 
responsible for distributing federal funding 
and administering grants, while state library 
associations bridge federal and local orga-
nizations. Associations may also coordinate 
and sustain lobbying and advocacy efforts 
separate from ALA.

Questions
This study sought to answer five interre-
lated research questions:
1. How do state library associations conduct 

and encourage lobbying and political 
advocacy?

2. How do associations’ legislative commit-
tees set priorities?

3. When do legislative committees em-
ploy professional lobbyists and invest in 
advocacy?

4. Do committees avoid partisan politics 
(and how)?

Do the chairs of legislative committees 
believe it should be a priority for LIS pro-
grams to teach students about advocacy?

Data Collection and Analysis
We identified all study participants through 
COSLA and state library association web-
sites. In February 2019, we distributed an 
online survey to the chairs of legislative 
committees or library association presidents 
if the association had no legislative com-
mittee, and COSLA representatives. We also 
sent three rounds of emails to our target au-
dience, and then we sent the survey to other 
legislative committee members if our target 
members did not respond.

Our survey contained quantitative and 
qualitative questions that were organized 
into six areas: how advocacy is carried out, 
perceived differences between advocacy 
and political advocacy, agenda-setting, 
the use of lobbyists, political partisan-
ship, and education for advocacy in LIS 

(see Appendix A). Thirty-five respondents 
representing thirty-one states (including 
Washington, D.C.) completed our survey 
for a 61% response rate. Of the responding 
associations, twenty-two were 501(C)3 or-
ganizations, eight were 501(C)6s, and three 
registered as both. Table 1 shows the tax 
classifications of the library associations 
that responded to our survey, which we 
provide because federal law shapes how 
and when they can advocate. We discuss 
this influence in our findings.

The data we collected lent itself to 
hand-coding using inductive reasoning to 
find themes in the data (Saldaña, 2016). 
Additionally, we looked for themes based 
on tax classifications and the limits they 
impose on lobbying and political activi-
ties. Most of the data we analyzed was 
qualitative, and because twenty states did 
not respond to our survey, the results were 
not nationally generalizable. That said, our 
data revealed trends and provided infor-
mation to guide future studies. This made 
it appropriate to keep all survey responses, 
even though respondents did not answer 
every question.

FINDINGS
Our most noteworthy finding is that no sin-
gle model described every state library as-
sociation’s lobbying and political advocacy. 
Some associations limited the scope of their 
work to focus on state issues, while others 
advocated at the federal and local levels as 
well. Some states hired lobbyists, but others 
did not. Advocacy training methods varied. 
For instance, some associations organized 
advocacy boot camps and others trained the 
public to speak out via social media on their 
behalf as part of media campaigns. A few 
associations reported clear processes to set 
organizational priorities. Priorities, resource 
availability, and the law all shaped how as-
sociations advocated.

*Data from the GuideStar (n.d.) database of U.S. nonprofit organizations.
**Has an affiliate organization Affiliates are registered nonprofits that lobby and advocate on behalf of libraries separate from a state library association to enjoy 
greater flexibility.

Table 1. Tax Status Survey Respondents*
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How do state library associations conduct 
and encourage lobbying and political advo-
cacy?
Our survey asked how state associations 
advocated for the profession, individual 
libraries, and library users. Most of 
our respondents (n=23) framed their 
response in terms of library services 
and users rather than advocating for 
the profession. Some examples re-
spondents brought up included fight-
ing proposals cutting taxes for library 
services and construction, the arts, and 
reductions in state aid. One respondent 
described fighting a bill requiring the elec-
tion of library board members. National 
issues that affect libraries and library users, 
such as net neutrality, rural broadband, and 
copyright transfer were also listed as prior-
ity items. Several respondents mentioned 
campaigns supporting their state libraries 
and archives.

A lower priority for most respondents 
was advocating for the profession, but 
three prioritized salaries and continu-
ing education. Five said that an effective 
method of advocacy was coordinating 
school and public librarians to lobby state 
legislators; fourteen respondents said that 
schools hiring qualified, credentialed K- 12 
librarians was a top priority. One respon-
dent explained that in the past year their 
legislative committee had fought a propos-
al to make school librarians optional. The 
committee wrote letters, testified to the 
state legislature, and built alliances with 
school districts to defeat the proposal.

The causes of restrictions on asso-
ciation advocacy were not always clear, 
and this bears mentioning. For example, 
advocating for the profession was allowed 
in some states but not everywhere. One 
respondent said that she advocates for 
the profession “every day” but another 
said advocacy was prohibited. Most states 

limited advocacy to set activities, and 
one respondent said why: “We are not al-

lowed... our role is to facilitate discussions 
between library types and library organiza-
tions.” This suggests legal requirements 
like a prohibition on 501(C)3 organizations 
from engaging in partisan politics may 
have been a factor, although association 
priorities and resource limitations were 
also constraints. Indeed, nine respondents 
said they intentionally limited efforts to 
the state level, though fourteen said they 
could advocate for individual libraries or 
districts. Ten respondents said they engage 
with larger, national issues, and some 
reported sending groups to Washington 
D.C. for National Library Legislative Day. 
Nevertheless, it was more common for 
associations to lobby or advocate in state 
capitols because of a lack of funding and 
time to travel.

Several respondents who said their 
association does lobby or advocate for indi-
vidual libraries provided examples of what 
they sought to accomplish. For instance, 
one state described providing legal support 
to a library that straddles the Canadian 

border, because it was a meeting spot for 
separated immigrant families. Legal sup-
port for libraries experiencing censorship 
problems came up three times, in response 
to 1) anti-LGBTQ+ legislation, 2) blocking 
EBSCO databases, and 3) “anti- obscen-
ity” legislation. Respondents described 
asking for help from supporters, such as 
EveryLibrary, public library directors, state 
intellectual freedom committees, state 

librarians, and lobbyists to address these 
problems.

How do associations’ legislative committees 
set priorities?
There were varying methods to set pri-
orities, but the top priority for legislative 
committees was, unsurprisingly, funding. 
Respondents described looking to ALA, lob-
byists, and their state librarians for guidance 
about national issues, and their members 
to report local problems. Some states took 
more proactive approaches (e.g., hosting 
an annual legislative forum to solicit advice 
from their members) than other states. One 
respondent said their legislative committee 
was responsible for creating an advocacy 
priority list, but the association’s board 
made final decisions. Another said the 
question we asked about prioritization was 
“loaded” because their process is “through 
the committee and platform development 
process [but is] more accurately based on 
what is most achievable according to our 
paid lobbyist.” In other words, committees 
set goals, but these goals were not always 
achievable. Reflecting this, a third respon-
dent said their association set priorities and 
tried to stick with them, but they have to 
stay nimble - two more said lobbyist over-
sights created problems for libraries in their 
states, and yet another reported they had 
to shift gears to fight a bill that would raise 
materials delivery costs.

» A lower priority for most respondents was advocating 
for the profession, but three prioritized salaries and 
continuing education. Five said that an effective 
method of advocacy was coordinating school and 
public librarians to lobby state legislators; fourteen 
respondents said that schools hiring qualified, 
credentialed K- 12 librarians was a top priority.
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When do legislative committees employ 
professional lobbyists and invest in 
advocacy?
We also found that state library associa-
tions hired lobbyists and worked with a 
variety of professional groups (e.g., teach-
ers), individuals, and organizations to build 
support networks and accomplish advocacy 
goals. Respondents mentioned working 
with library trustees, grassroots volunteers, 
students, business owners, and members 
of the public with community connections, 
as well as formal organizations like Friends 
of the Library groups, state libraries, the 
American Association of University Women, 
the League of Women Voters, and political 
action committees. Such individuals and 
groups were able to facilitate collective ac-
tion with associations through activities like 
visits to legislators at Library Advocacy Day, 
phone calls, and letter-writing campaigns. 
One participant said they worked with 
legislators to craft bill language when their 
legislature was in session. Nine respondents 
said that ALA’s advocacy tools (e.g., Engage, 
Libraries Transform) were useful, and other 
technologies, such as websites, email, and 
social media helped library stakeholders 
work together. That said, in general, library 
associations’ investment in lobbying and 
political advocacy appeared to be opportu-
nistic, based on the resources at commit-
tees’ disposal.

Because not all states had resources 
at their disposal, coordination with like-
minded allies was a workaround. One state, 
for instance, reported being able to find 
legal aid from the American Civil Liber-
ties Union. Eight other states mentioned 
working with EveryLibrary to pass municipal 
referenda, and one respondent said: “During 
our fight to reinstate EBSCO, we partnered 
with EveryLibrary who placed a paid petition 
on Facebook that generated thousands 
of emails from Utah citizens direct to the 
[… state education board] asking them to 
overturn their decision to block EBSCO.” An-
other respondent said they were interested 
in partnering with other organizations, but 
“there is a bit of fear in doing so... to have 
an outside group come to the state, [... 
that brings] a fear that this is not the way 
[we] like to do things, even though it could 
be beneficial.” Quotes like these suggest 
bringing in outside groups may help library 
associations to accomplish their goals, but 
the optics may be unfavorable.

Finally, the majority (n=20) of our re-
spondents invested in lobbying and political 

advocacy by hiring lobbyists. While thirteen 
associations did not have a lobbyist, nine 
hired one part-time, six hired one full-time, 
and five employed more than one full-time 
lobbyist to communicate directly with leg-
islators. These lobbyists worked at the state 
level, and the tax statuses of the groups we 
studied fit with lobbying patterns: seven-
teen 501(C)3s paid fewer than one lobbyist, 
but 501(C)6s and those with affiliate groups 
often (n=6) had one or more.

Do committees avoid partisan politics (and 
how)?
Most of our respondents said they avoided 
partisan politics, and this reflects a com-
mitment in librarianship to neutrality. For 
example, one respondent said, “Our focus 
is on libraries, championed by members of 
both sides of the aisle.” Another respondent 
elaborated by saying: “We try to be as neu-
tral as possible and create messages that 
can be embraced by both parties.” Three 
respondents said they were careful to avoid 
doing anything that could be construed as 
partisan, because “we do not talk about 
party politics in meetings or via email.” A 
fourth person said, “We never use parti-
san language or call issues ‘Democratic’ or 
‘Republican.’” Eighteen of these respondents 
spoke on behalf of 501(C)3 associations, 
which are by definition, nonpartisan.

Despite good faith efforts to remain 
neutral, some respondents said that cer-
tain issues are inherently partisan, and this 
cannot be avoided. One individual said, “It 
is easier to find alignment with Democrats 
[than Republicans]” and another reiterated 
this point: “We try to stay neutral, but lean 
left.” Respondents did not say why their 
association leaned this way, but a likely 
explanation is librarians held liberal views 
about gun control, censorship, and net 
neutrality. Gun control is a partisan issue, 
and many librarians have advocated to 

keep guns out of libraries. Another respon-
dent said that a county commissioner tried 
to remove a library’s “Ask me about LGBTQ 
Materials” buttons and displays, which 
turned into a partisan fight; the profes-
sion’s resistance to censorship was at odds 
with the religious beliefs of the commis-
sioner. Net neutrality and broadband ex-
pansion were also divisive issues because 
librarians defined them in terms of equity, 
a stance aligned with the Democratic Party. 
Funding, too, can be seen as partisan; 
anti-tax groups aligned with the Republi-
can and Libertarian parties generally resist 
increasing funding for public institutions.

Finally, the alignment of associations 
that we studied should not be taken as 
an indication they were biased or wanted 
to engage in partisan politics. Aside from 
trying to avoid politics, most of our respon-
dents said they try to seek out common 
ground with those whom they disagree. 
One respondent said they always “thank 
legislators regardless of support” and 
members normally keep associations from 
becoming ideological. Speaking about this, 
a second respondent said that “with a large 
association, there are enough checks and 
balances and opposing view- points to keep 
people from going too far into ‘left’ or ‘right’ 
field.” This indicates most state associations 
leaned to the left in only relation to issues 
that affected libraries.

Do the chairs of legislative committees 
believe that it should be a priority for LIS pro-
grams to teach students about advocacy?

Respondents were generally in agree-
ment that librarians should be taught 
to lobby or engage in political advocacy: 
twenty-five (80%) said that advocacy should 
“definitely” be taught in LIS programs, and 
six provided more tentative answers - three 
answered “probably yes,” two “maybe,” and 
1 “probably not.” The respondents who 
responded “maybe” or “probably not” said 
that while advocacy is important, it is best 
learned on the job or at the state or local 
level, indicating advocacy education may 
require tailoring to fit local needs.

Nevertheless, our respondents did say 
that all librarians should understand how 
libraries are funded, and that students 
must learn to speak publicly about libraries’ 
worth, value, and relevance, because librar-
ies will always be in competition with other 
causes. LIS programs train managers and 
leaders, and anyone in a leadership position 
is responsible for directing communications 
about what libraries accomplish and the 
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resources they need to serve the public. Re-
spondents also said that issues like privacy, 
intellectual freedom, and civil rights matter 
for ethical reasons, so advocacy education 
is about much more than the work librar-
ians accomplish. Indeed, 
as one respondent put it: 
“Teaching new librarians 
that they can be neutral is 
ridiculous... our job is to teach 
our communities how to be a part of 
the democratic process, so we need 
to understand it ourselves as a core 
competency.”

DISCUSSION
This study was exploratory, but we can 

still draw four themes from our data:
1. Library advocacy is best framed in terms 

of users;
2. Legislators require continuous education 

about the issues that affect libraries;
3. Libraries depend on political support; and
4. Association advocacy strategies vary dra-

matically from state to state.

These generalizations are not surpris-
ing, but nevertheless, they provide a basis 
to discuss the high and low points of this 
study. There is no avoiding that librarians 
may benefit from political advocacy, but we 
also found that librarians rarely advocated 
for the profession itself. In response to our 
question, “Can you recall a time when the 
association advocated for the profession?” 
respondents typically framed advocacy in 
terms of issues that affected the public or 
library users’ ability to access information. 
Only 3 respondents mentioned specific ex-
amples of increasing staff or pay, continuing 
education, and school librarians.

Respondents recognized the importance 
of the collective voice that associations 
provide in elevating issues that matter to 
libraries, as well as the communities they 
serve. Our data revealed that associations 
varied in how they operated. However, we 
also found, as suggested by Jaeger et al. 
(2017), that joining with other groups, like 
teachers unions, school library associations, 
and others amplifies association voices, 
both in communicating with the public and 
policy-makers. This means coordination ef-
forts among library interest groups benefits 
libraries and their stakeholders everywhere. 
Several respondents did say they appreciate 
ALA’s advocacy and communication at the 
national level, but state-level efforts were 
stymied by a lack of coordination or time. 

ALA’s Policy Corps (2019) is a recent initia-
tive that aims to train cohorts of library 
advocates to, “build capacity for the library 
community to develop and sustain strategic 
advocacy efforts” (para. 1) and it may ad-
dress the lack of state resources we found. 
However, it remains to be seen how national 
capacity-building will advance state and 
local advocacy efforts.

Another interesting finding is that our 
study participants reported using reactive 
and proactive strategies in their lobbying 
and political advocacy efforts. Ideally, the 
role of legislative committees is to inform li-
brarians, and the public, about policy issues 
and then elevate the importance of these 
issues to legislators. A few of our study 
participants said they do not set legislative 
priorities, but instead react to legislation 
that might harm libraries. At the other end 
of the spectrum, some said they work with 
lobbyists, legislators, and contacts in the 
ALA Washington Office to stay abreast of 
the political landscape, and then they craft 
and communicate priorities to legislators. 
Participants listed partners like state librar-
ies, library association boards, and others 
who inform committee prioritization efforts.

Two topics came up that were related to 
library districts and resource sharing. Librar-
ies often devise methods of resource shar-
ing that do not fall within standard political 
subdivisions. For instance, small or rural 
libraries may collaborate with their state 
library to provide administrative support 
using IMLS funding (Million and Bossaller, 
2015). These systems are not always well 
understood by the public, and a lack of 
understanding may cause problems. A few 

respondents said legislators understood 
the work municipal and county libraries do, 
but not the structure of their tax districts. 

Because legislators may not understand 
how libraries are funded, this potentially 

subjects them to fallout from larger 
fights about government spending 
(Braum, 2017). For example, in Kansas 
legislators needed aggressive feed-
back from librarians to prevent the 
end of “public library service as [… 
Kansans] now know it” (p. 19). Based 

on our findings, and cases like these, li-
brarians should be prepared to defend, 

in simple terms, library services that are 
not well-understood by legislators and the 

public, including the funding mechanisms 
that sustain libraries.

Finally, another problem that arose in 
this study was illustrated by the emer-
gence of divisive political issues including 
rural broadband expansion, net neutral-
ity, guns in libraries, and the inclusion or 
promotion of LGBTQ+ materials in library 
collections. Librarians can frame their 
advocacy positions as related to library 
users or democratic values, but individuals 
with different opinions about these issues 
can mistake disagreement for partisanship. 
Because disagreement in politics may be 
mistaken for partisanship, library advocacy 
can be risky.

Some libraries were given support from 
outside entities (e.g., EveryLibrary or the 
ACLU), but others said that they needed 
more training to advocate effectively. Skills 
taught in recent publications about library 
lobbying could be beneficial in helping 
librarians manage the risk associated with 
political advocacy (Chrastka and Sweeney, 
2018; Sweeney, Chrastka, and Aldrich, 
2017; Rollins 2005). Training should 
prepare librarians to speak to decision-
makers at every level of government and 
give librarians ideas about how to cultivate 
grassroots support and build coalitions. 
However, these examples also demonstrate 
the value of an LIS education and continu-
ing education: librarians should be able 
to recognize when and where advocacy is 
needed. Library associations, too, should 
consider finding ways to identify when 
political advocacy is necessary.

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE DIRECTION
Our survey response rate was lower than 
we expected, but our findings show there 
is value in studying lobbying and advocacy, 
and a need for future research. Given the 
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sensitivity associated with this topic, we feel 
that more success could be found if another 
survey were conducted by a national group 
such as the ALA. We also have questions 
about the influence of state politics that 
might account for variation in our survey 
responses. For example: Is there more 
advocacy in states with strong labor unions? 
How strong is the correlation between tax 
status and association advocacy? We could 
have answered these questions but did not 
because our findings would have been mis-
leading due to our study sample size.

Several participants did imply they 
operate under rules about for whom they 
can advocate. For instance, some states 
said they could not advocate directly for 
the profession, but others were able to 
lobby for higher salaries. Additionally, state 
associations seemed to operate under 
different rules than one another; some 
advocated on behalf of individual libraries 
or library districts, while others said they 
could not. Likewise, some associations were 
vocal about national issues. This brings up 
an unresolved problem: Are associations 
constrained by tax-status, resources, and 
their missions, or did the politics and laws 
of states constrain associations’ ability and 
willingness to engage in politics? We do not 
have sufficient data to answer this question, 
but we believe it is important for future 
research to examine in detail.

Another limitation to this study is some 
of the individuals who responded to our 
survey were volunteers, too busy to respond, 
or new to their roles. This limited the ability 
of respondents to answer survey questions. 
To overcome this limitation, we recommend 
creating focus groups in future studies, for 
each state, with multiple association mem-
bers. Even members who do not serve on 
legislative committees would be able to fill 
gaps in knowledge about library advocacy.

CONCLUSION
State library associations and their mem-
bers have diverse needs; however, based on 
what we found in our survey, some could 
use more assistance with their advocacy ef-
forts. As one participant observed, librarians 
will always need to fight for funding in the 
presence of other worthy causes. If librar-
ians believe that libraries and the services 
they provide are worthy of support, then 
they must remain vigilant and advocate for 
themselves. To that end, some of the ‘best 
practices” we can glean from this study are:
1. Set annual priorities by tracking legisla-

tion that might affect libraries or their 
users. Work with state librarians and 
maintain an informed legislative com-
mittee that is willing to push an agenda 
through communication with legislators 
and the public.

2. Communicate priorities regularly, using 
different channels as needed.

Lobbying and Political Advocacy
3. Create and maintain close relation-

ships with legislators who can craft and 
fight bills that will impact library users. 
Educate policy-makers about how their 
decisions will affect communities.

4. Make an impact by working with like-
minded groups and allies. Create a unified 
force that provides mutual benefit to all 
parties involved.

5. Be prepared to shift gears when neces-
sary, and remain nimble in the face of 
changing priorities.

In the U.S., public libraries are funded 
almost entirely by local taxes, but laws that 
affect libraries exist at the local, state, and 
federal levels. The relationships librarians 
cultivate with legislators and the voting 
public is crucial. Librarians, from reference 
desk staff to library directors and admin-
istrators need to remain educated about 

issues that affect libraries and their users 
so they can justify the services they provide 
and money they spend. Topics of education, 
in LIS courses and on-the-job, include every-
thing from how libraries are funded to is-
sues such as broadband expansion and net 
neutrality. Staying abreast of relevant issues 
like these will ensure librarians can advocate 
for their patrons and communities where 
necessary. Future research should explore 
how to accomplish this most effectively 
nationally and at the state and local level. n
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BY JOCELYN PEDERSEN AND SUSAN E. HAHN

INTRODUCTION
Students work hard to graduate from col-
lege with degrees that will help them be 
successful in the business world. Employ-
ers work hard to find and hire qualified 
candidates. In particular, employers in the 
business world often seek to hire employees 
who have solid soft skills and those who can 
conduct research. This conceptual paper 
reviews how new graduates and employers 
come together. It looks at whether student 
perceptions and expectations meet those 
of their future employers, and whether new 
graduates are soft-skill ready and informa-
tion literate.

Numerous studies and surveys regarding 
university graduates’ preparedness for en-
tering the job market have been conducted 
from the employer’s standpoint including 
a 2015 overview of the job market itself 
(Anderson). However, other than a study 
done by Central Arkansas University (Grif-
fin, Cangelosi, & Hargis, 2014), few other 
studies have been conducted to reflect 
university and student perceptions of what 
employers really want or what they’re look-

ing for in recent college graduates. Soft skills 
and information literacy are a large part 
of what many employers look for in recent 
graduates because those who have them 
make better, more successful employees 
(White, 2013; Deepa & Seth, 2013; Decarie, 
2012; Stewart, Wall, & Marciniec, 2016; 
Hicks, 2015). Employers wanted “candidates 
who are team players, problem solvers and 
can plan, organize and prioritize their work” 
(White, 2013, para. 5). Klusek and Bornstein 
(2006) found that most jobs “demand an 
information-literate worker” (p. 3).

Because there is a need for employees 
who have soft skills and who are informa-
tion literate, this paper is a review of the 
skills employers seek in new graduates and 
the skill sets new graduates have to offer in 
an effort to close the gap between the need 
for and the availability of these skills.

In so doing, this paper examined 
literature and determined that there is a 
disparity between employers’ needs and 
the abilities and skills recent graduates 
have to offer while attempting to outline 
where those disparities exist. Synthesizing 
this information has broad implications 
for future research into how universities 

can best educate and prepare students for 
success after graduation. Certainly, today’s 
undergraduate students are computer and 
Internet savvy, but can they apply critical 
thinking skills to the vast amount informa-
tion available to determine reliable sources? 
When using Google, can students identify 
a credible source, determine fake news 
from real, identify native advertising from 
editorial content, or learn to take researched 
information in, digest it, and apply it to 
real-world applications? This paper sets 
the stage for future research into the above 
questions and beyond.

DEFINITION OF HARD SKILLS
Hard skills are technical, tangible, measur-
able competencies or skills pertaining to a 
specific job and can be taught (Stewart et 
al., 2016; Griffin et al., 2014; Deepa & Seth, 
2013; El-Attrash, 2015). Skills that can be 
learned and improved upon with prac-
tice, hard skills are typically learned in the 
classroom, through books or other training 
materials, or on the job.

Examples would include accounting, 
data analysis, second language, understand-
ing or expertise in carpentry (Charles Stuart 

Library Instruction 
versus Employers’ Needs
» Do Recent Graduates Have the Critical Thinking Skills and 

Soft Skills Needed for Success?
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University, 2020). Hard skill competencies 
give students clout on their resumes. They’re 
quantifiable and therefore equip students 
to actually perform their work duties (El-
Attrash, 2015).

More often than not employers believe 
people can be trained in the hard skills 
required for a job much more readily than 
soft skills. Consequently, less qualified em-
ployees are hired because employers know 
that hiring employees with no soft skills can 
cause far more havoc to their bottom line 
than employees with no hard skills. There 
are employers who hire solely based on hard 
skills. Sooner or later, though, they realize 
the price they will pay (Simko, 2015a).

The time and effort it takes to teach or 
train the required hard skills is truly nothing 
compared to the energy suck from an em-
ployee who lacks critical soft skills (Simko, 
2015a). “While hard skills are the skills 
employees should have to actually do their 
job (education, training, and experience) 
those alone simply are not enough to land 
jobs in many companies” (Simko, 2015a, 
para. 1). Hence, employers are finding them-
selves open to considering less qualified 
candidates with highly impressive soft skills 
(Simko, 2015a).

DEFINITION OF SOFT SKILLS
Soft skills refer to various skills that help 
employees survive in the workplace. Deepa 
and Seth (2013) describe them this way: 
“communication and interpersonal skills, 
emotional intelligence, leadership qualities, 
team skills, negation skills, time and stress 
management and business etiquettes” (p. 7). 
To this list, the authors later add leadership, 
customer service, and problem-solving skills. 
Researchers (Deepa & Seth, 2013; Stewart 
et al., 2016; Lloyd, 2013) say that soft skills 
can help provide employees or prospective 
employees who possess them with a com-
petitive edge over their counterparts who do 
not. Deepa and Seth (2013) continue, “it is 
rightly said that people rise in organizations 
because of their hard skills and fall due to a 
shortage of soft skills” (p. 8). Studies found 
that employers join workers in feeling that 
“generic skills, such as problem solving, com-
munications and the ability to work in teams, 
are more significant for workplace success” 
(Deepa & Seth, 2013, p. 9).

Teamwork is very common in the work-
force today. Employees are required to work 
together toward a common goal which 
Deepa and Seth (2013) describe as soft skills 
which “have become indispensable to func-

tion competently in any interpersonal rela-
tionship” (p. 7). In an article titled “Do Soft 
Skills Matter?—Implications for Educators 
Based on Recruiters’ Perspectives,” Deepa & 
Seth (2013) referred to Kelly Pierce’s quote in 
“eSight Trend Watch: Increased Value in Soft 
Skills,” where he lists the following qualities 
as soft skills: “attitude, initiative, coop-
eration, teamwork, communication, [and] 
perception” (p. 8).

Stewart et al. (2016) cited a survey con-
ducted by the Society of Human Resources 
Management (SHRM) as saying the “top 
five applied skills employers believe college 
graduates lack [are] professionalism/work 
ethic (43%), relationship building/soft skills 
(20%), business acumen (28%), written com-
munications (26%), and critical thinking/
problem-solving (26%). Leadership came in 
at number six (18%), with teamwork/collab-
oration number eight (12%)” (p. 278). Green 
(2012) asserts that employers want to know 
if jobseekers have concrete evidence that 
they can do a job.

DEFINITION OF INFORMATION LITERACY
Students entering college in 2017 and 
beyond have never known what it is like to 
live in a world without computers, tablets, 
electronic games, or screens of all types. 
Prensky (2001) defines these people as 
digital natives. Since the World Wide Web as 
we know it today began in 1990 (Andrews, 
2013), students entering college are, by defi-
nition, digital natives. As such, they look to 
the Internet first for information of all kinds.

However, information literacy involves 
more than just being able to find informa-

tion. After locating information—whether 
found online or in other traditional for-
mats—researchers, students, and employ-
ees must be able to interact with informa-
tion professionally by being able to evaluate 
it, determine its usefulness and validity, 
know how to use it properly, think about it 
critically, and be able to conceptualize and 
organize it all while practicing personal and 
professional ethics (Decarie, 2012; Bruce, 
1999). Information literacy also encom-
passes an individual’s “ability to operate 
effectively in an information society” (Bruce, 
1999, p. 46). In turn, O’Sullivan (2002) adds 
that information literacy “focuses on the 
interaction with information including 
sharing and learning from it” (p. 12). It is 
clear that digital natives must be able to do 
more than find information; they must be 
able to use it properly in college and in their 
professional careers. In short, information 
literacy “lies at the core of lifelong learning” 
(Inskip, 2015).

NEED FOR INFORMATION LITERACY AND 
SOFT SKILLS
Because information literacy is so impor-
tant to corporations (and in general) in the 
digital age and because research is common 
in business, Decarie (2012) said, “informa-
tion literacy is a necessary aspect of training 
future business professionals” (p. 167). 
Users endow information with meaning not 
just as a commodity but as a communica-
tion skill (Mutch, 1997), but sometimes, it is 
hard to understand what all that informa-
tion means. O’Sullivan (2002) said, “workers 
are floundering with too much information 
readily available. Too little relevant and 
timely information when they need it, and 
with few tools or skills to deal with informa-
tion effectively” (p. 9).

So important are soft skills and informa-
tional literacy, that the National Association 
of Colleges and Employers (NACE) Job Out-
look Guide 2015 states that “in addition to 
looking at a student’s GPA, employers look 
at resumes for leadership skills and some 
evidence of teamwork as the most-impor-
tant attributes” (National Association of 
Colleges and Employers, 2014, p. 32). In fact, 
in an article entitled “What Do Employers 
Really Want? Top Skills and Values Employ-
ers Seek from Job-Seekers,” Hansen and 
Hansen (2018) say, “numerous studies have 
identified these critical employability skills, 
sometimes referred to as ‘soft skills’” (para. 
4). Hansen and Hansen (2018) list the fol-
lowing soft skills as being the most impor-
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tant: communication, analytical/research, 
computer/technical literacy, flexibility/
adaptability/ managing multiple priorities, 
interpersonal abilities, leadership/manage-
ment skills, multicultural sensitivity/aware-
ness, planning/organizing, problem-solving/
reasoning/creativity, teamwork, personal 
values employers seek in employees, among 
others (para. 6-15). The NACE job guide sup-
ports this claim by pointing out that “when 
employers are forced to choose between 
two equally qualified candidates, they 
will choose the candidate with leadership 
skills” (National Association of Colleges and 
Employers, 2014, p. 33). The same guide 
indicates that verbal communication skills 
have “crept above planning, organizing, and 
prioritizing work” (p. 34).

While leadership and teamwork are 
top-rated skills, so are decision-making, 
problem-solving, information processing, and 
communication (Adams, 2013; National Asso-
ciation of Colleges and Employers, 2014)—all 
of which go hand in hand with the ability to 
obtain information and know-how to put it to 
use. Some workers report that research was 
directly related to their jobs (Sokoloff, 2012). In 
fact, according to Watkins (2004), “it’s almost 
impossible for bosses to work effectively if 
they cannot rely on a fairly accurate reading 
from their subordinates.” Stewart et al. (2016) 
identify a gap between college graduates and 
their belief in and strength of their abilities 
versus their lack of basic soft skills. To this, 
Lloyd (2013) adds that students lack “critical 
information literacies that enable them to 
think creatively, [and] to find solutions to real 
world problems” (p. 221). Furthermore, Stew-
art et al. (2016) say, “The majority of college 
graduates are confident in the level of their 
abilities, while in reality their skills fall short 
of employer expectations” (p. 276). As Deepa 
and Seth summed it up, “proficiency in soft 
skills is extremely important from employ-
ers’ perspective. However, many employees 

in business are reported to be lacking in soft 
skills” (p. 12). In fact, Eisner (2010) reports that 
“practitioners appear to be in wide agreement 
on the importance of today’s college gradu-
ates possessing interpersonal, conceptual, and 
informational ability, coupled with drive and 
adaptability” (p. 29).

Goldstein (2014) describes information 
literacy (IL) as “an implicit component of 
more obvious attributes: not recognized as 
such, but inherent in or closely related to 
competencies that are more widely sought 
after, such as analytical and problem-solving 
skills” (p. 2), and in so doing, he further sup-
ports the necessity for a combination of IL 
and soft skills, stating that some disciplines 
require it. Bruce (1999) points out that the 
need to make decisions, solve problems, and 
do research is common in organizations and 
therefore, being able to work with technol-
ogy and information is important.

Because finding and manipulating data 
is such an important skill, in their quest to 
complete assignments (ultimately hav-
ing the result of gaining some information 
literacy) students often turn to librarians for 
help. Highly trained research librarians can 
educate patrons about research sources, but 
some fall short when they fail to align infor-
mation literacy with the corporate world’s 
needs and wants and when they fail to speak 
the same “language” as is spoken in business 
(O’Sullivan, 2002; Stewart et al., 2016).

So, the question for educators becomes: 
where to start? Typically, when students are 
asked to conduct research, Google is the go-
to starting place. Although a Google search 
is a valid place to start, there are many 
places and ways to conduct research—in-
cluding Google, if used well. Students who 
don’t know how to use Google or other da-
tabases well (i.e. those who are not informa-
tion literate) often give up when they come 
up dry. When students or employees are 
adrift in too much information being “read-

ily available” coupled with having “few tools 
or skills to deal with information effectively” 
(O’Sullivan, 2002, p. 9), even more problems 
arise.

Therefore, blending research skills with 
soft skills like information processing, prob-
lem solving, and decision-making can make 
recent graduates appealing to employers 
(Goldstein, 2014). Sometimes, soft skills can 
be the tie-breaker for hiring one candidate 
over another (Simko, 2015a). In an article 
entitled “Why Your Experience and Educa-
tion Won’t Get You Hired,” Simko (2015b) 
says, “a company who wants to rise up to 
the next level needs employees who are 
present, excited, and passionate about their 
work. No matter what education and past 
work you have, at best, you can only give 
approximately 77% of your true potential if 
you are not excited to be there doing your 
job” (para. 2). Simko (2015b) goes on to 
say that employers want to know that the 
people they hire “truly will care about the 
job and the company and consistently and 
enthusiastically show it in how they operate 
at work” (para. 2).

While still in school, students must 
learn how to identify reliable sources, and 
when they are unsure, have the skills to 
properly evaluate information to determine 
its reliability, accuracy, authority, and bias. 
Evaluation of this type requires critical 
thinking skills and information literacy. It 
is vital that students and future employ-
ees know how to think critically about the 
information they find. In their future work 
environment, most will not have access to 
the databases previously provided by their 
colleges and universities; they will be using 
Google for the most part. Critical thinking 
about information involves analysis, apply-
ing standards, discrimination, information 
seeking, logical reasoning, prediction, and 
transforming knowledge (“Critical Thinking 
Skills,” 2000).
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Therefore, information 
literacy reaches beyond 
searching databases. It is 
“the ability to think critically 
about the information that 
can be found in books and 
magazines, online journals, 
websites, social media, 
wikis, and more” (Deca-
rie, 2012, p. 167). Experts 
agree that being informa-
tion literate means being 
able to determine what 
information is needed, 
knowing where to find that 
information, being able to 
decide if the information 
is suitable, and, ultimately, 
having the ability to ap-
ply it in a given context 
(Decarie, 2012; Goldstein, 
2014; Gunasekara, 2008). 
Goldstein (2014) adds that 
information handling is 
essential in some profes-
sions. Therefore, learning to use Google well 
and having the ability to determine results 
as being reliable and unbiased is an essential 
skill for graduates to take with them into the 
workforce where executives and employees 
are computer literate, but not all are informa-
tion literate. It is essential for researchers to 
be wary of attractively presented informa-
tion, and not simply take it at face value 
(Goldstein, 2014).

Peter Drucker (1992) wrote an article in 
The Wall Street Journal entitled “Drucker 
on Management: Be Data Literate—Know 
What to Know” in which he says, “Executives 
have become computer literate. The young-
er ones, especially, know more about the 
way the computer works than they know 
about the mechanics of the automobile or 
the telephone. But not many executives are 
information literate. Most know how to get 
data. But most still have to learn how to use 
data” (p. A16).

Therefore, it is even more important for 
new graduates to be information liter-
ate to succeed in their careers. In school, 
students have access to library databases. 
“A ‘database,’ no matter how copious, is not 
information. It is information ore. For raw 
material to become information, it must be 
organized for a task directed toward specific 
performance, applied to a decision” (Drucker, 
1992, p. A16). Knowing what information to 
use and for what purpose is imperative and 
part of being information literate (Gold-

stein, 2014; Drucker, 1992). 
An organization as a whole 
needs to become informa-
tion literate because it is 
the organization’s execu-
tives or professionals who 
must determine “what 
information to use, what to 
use it for and how to use it” 
(Drucker, 1992, p. A16).

EMPLOYER EXPECTATIONS
Employers believe it is 
essential for potential 
employees to have certain 
skills and behaviors regard-
less of the job. At the same 
time, employers are looking 
for specific skills, hard skills, 
necessary to perform a 
particular job (Hansen & 
Hansen, 2018). The skills, 
attributes, and qualities 
employers look for are: 
communication skills, a 

strong work ethic, ability to work in a team, 
and initiative (Griffin et al., 2014). Employers 
place the highest value on demonstrated 
proficiency in skills and knowledge across 
the board—including all majors. The learn-
ing outcomes they rate as most important 
include written and oral communication 
skills, teamwork skills, ethical decision-mak-
ing, critical thinking, and the ability to apply 
knowledge in real-world settings (Hart 
Research Associates, 2015).

Regrettably, graduating college students’ 
perceptions of their preparedness to enter 
the workforce and employers’ perceptions 
of college student’s preparedness on a wide 
range of skills and knowledge areas are two 
different things. Students express much 
greater confidence in their level of prepared-
ness in all areas than employers indicate 
they see demonstrated (Hart Research As-
sociates, 2015).

STUDENT PERCEPTIONS
The Hart Research Associates (2015) per-
formed a study in which they found that 
college students understood the impor-
tance of having both hard and soft skills. 
Julien, Detlor, Serenko, Willson & Lavallee 
(2011) as well as Goldstein (2014) found 
students’ expectations of their ability to 
transfer their IL skills was limited. However, 
some students reported that although they 
received instruction in search techniques, 
planning, and evaluation, they found their 

skills to be lacking, although they didn’t 
report concerns with determining infor-
mation credibility or quality (Julien et al., 
2011). IL skills were cited as being the skill 
they were most interested in improving to 
reduce search time while gaining relevant 
results (Julien et. al., 2011). However, despite 
college graduates’ belief in the strength 
of their hard and soft abilities and skills, 
employers beg to differ (Twenge, Campbell, 
& Gentile, 2011), citing their increasing 
frustration with graduates’ lack of soft skills. 
Whitesell and Helms (2013) also reported 
that “business students also tend to over-
rate their research skill” (p. 17). Added to 
the list of frustrated employers are career 
advisers who “expressed their concern that 
graduates often do not display or commu-
nicate the ability to put their information 
skills to use for the purposes of furthering 
their post-university careers” (Goldstein, 
2014, p. 18)

SOLUTION
It has been determined that hard skills, 
including but not limited to information 
literacy, and soft skills are important skills 
that enable new graduates to enter the 
workforce and that students are confident 
in their abilities when they graduate. But in 
reality, employers find many of them lacking 
in the skills they need to be competent in 
the workforce. Students cite IL as an area 
where they know they need improvement 
(Julien et al., 2011).

A report by Goldstein (2014) entitled 
“Transferring information know-how: 
Information literacy at the interface be-
tween higher education and employment” 
examined the ways information literacy can 
transfer from higher education to the pro-
fessional business environment. The report 
analyzed and presented “views and percep-
tions from a selection of players at the inter-
face between higher education and employ-
ment, notably career services, professional 
and accreditation bodies, employers and 
representative or specialist bodies relating 
to employment and skills” (Goldstein, 2014, 
p. 2). In addition, the same report found that 
information literacy is a widely sought-after 
skill along with analytical and problem-
solving skills. Goldstein (2014) points out 
that some professions expect entrants to 
possess “appropriate information skills and 
know-how” (p. 2) where some disciplines 
require familiarity with information literacy 
“and particular components of information 
literacy may additionally be explicitly set 
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out as a contribution to the attainment of 
professional standards” (p. 2). Regardless of 
the level of expectation for entrants into the 
professional realm, Goldstein (2014) reports 
that graduates often find it difficult to 
apply what they learned in college to what 
they need in their careers. Because gradu-
ates find it difficult to transfer what they 
learned in college and apply that knowledge 
professionally, the question becomes how 
to bridge the gap between what students 
learn in school and what they need to know 
when they become employed professionally.

Therefore, a solution to the education vs. 
employability conundrum must be found.

Since students reported knowing that 
they lacked IL skills and cited interest in im-
proving them (Julian et al., 2011), a logical 
solution would be for more instruction in 
the classroom.

In an article entitled “Dead or Alive: In-
formation Literacy and Dead(?) Celebrities,” 
author Decarie (2012) points out that librar-
ians typically teach information literacy. 
Goldstein (2014) also discusses how librar-
ians teach IL, and Stonebraker and Fundator 
(2016) said specifically that, “standalone 
subject-specific information literacy classes 
taught by librarians (or those courses 
included in learning communities) have 
been shown to positively impact students’ 
information literacy within their academic 
program, since the instructors emphasize 
and prioritize information literacy instruc-
tion throughout the duration of the course,” 
(p. 438). Since there aren’t enough librarians 
to fill the education gap, Decarie (2012) 
promotes adding information literacy to 
business communication curricula because, 
along with the aforementioned reasons, “in-
formation literacy is a vital skill for students” 
(p.167). Goldstein (2014) echoes this senti-
ment when he points out that the ability to 
locate and handle information extends to 
“teachers, trainers, data managers, informa-
tion scientists, researchers, professional 
bodies, accreditation bodies, employers, 
trade unions, policy-makers and the not- for-
profit sector” (p. 3).

Julien et al. (2011) suggest teaching 
students how to use Google and Wikipedia 
judiciously as a way of engaging them while 
teaching IL. A study conducted by Jason 
Sokoloff (2012) at James Madison University 
Library revealed that over half of the people 
surveyed said they used Google as their 
primary means of finding information, add-
ing that information can be found through 
no-cost Google searches instead of through 

costly databases resulting in a savings for 
organizations. Additionally, Wikipedia is not 
the final authority on any particular subject, 
but students can learn to mine the referenc-
es at the end of an article. Likewise, Julien et 
al. (2011) say, “students who rely on Google 
Scholar would benefit more from IL instruc-
tion focusing on source evaluation” (p. 360).

Bridging the gap can be done, Goldstein 
(2014) says, by ensuring that students, 
instructors, and employers are all cogni-
zant of what it means to be competent 
and capable in information literacy while 
understanding “the distinct needs of differ-
ent disciplines and sectors” (p. 2). Knowing 
why information literacy is an important 
factor in employability after graduation can 
help them understand the benefits of what 
they’re studying. Bernoff (2017) provides an 
example of the ways information is used 
routinely in the banking industry to produce 
detailed reports, collaborative work, and 
emails all of which must be clearly written 
and communicated. Acquiring informa-
tion, being able to determine a source’s 
credibility, and taking the information and 
presenting it in an understandable format 
is but one way that IL meets soft skills in the 
workplace.

Librarians, instructors, and administra-
tors must work together to teach students 
how important IL and soft skills are. Li-
brarians can teach an entire class, serve as 
a guest lecturer, or work one-on-one with 
students to show the inner workings of 
various databases and how to manipulate 
them. Librarians should be competent in 
citing information to help instruct stu-
dents in proper citation methods and be 
certain to explain to students that not all 
databases available on a college campus 
will be available to them in the workforce 
after graduation. They must also be able 
to show students alternate ways of ob-
taining information.

Working alongside librarians, instruc-
tors should be knowledgeable about Google 
searches, the hidden Internet (government 
websites, county assessor websites, etc.), 
and Wikipedia to teach students how to 
identify reliable sources, spot (and avoid) 
bias, and how to mine references. Stone-
braker and Fundator (2016) cite a study by 
Walton and Archer in which they said prac-
tice and instruction helps students “general-
ize techniques and content knowledge to 
other situations” (Stonebraker and Fundator, 
2016, p. 439). When instructors reinforce 
the necessity for citations and teach and 

expect proper citation methods, students 
learn ethical communication behavior. 
Stonebraker and Fundator’s (2016) study 
suggests that “discipline-specific instruc-
tion, even in the lower-division, can yield sig-
nificant, positive results that can influence 
pedagogy and student learning” (p. 441). 
Instructors who are not necessarily writing 
instructors can also assist students with 
their writing when encouraging them to 
utilize a college’s writing center or tutoring 
facilities. Solid writing skills do “not undo all 
the good work their face-to-face communi-
cation creates” (Deepa & Seth, 2013, p. 12). 
Instructors who teach presentation skills are 
demonstrating, reinforcing, and evaluat-
ing soft skills—as well as enforcing proper 
citation methods. Instructors’ office hours 
comprise educational and administrative 
duties. When instructors see students in of-
fice hours, they can point out and reinforce 
IL and soft skills one-on-one. Furthermore, 
even businesses can benefit from having a 
writing center to help employees write bet-
ter reports (Bernoff, 2017).

Administrators can model soft skills 
when they meet students in their offices 
or in the hallway and point out the soft 
skills that they’re using. For example, if a 
student has a schedule conflict and he or 
she goes to see an academic advisor, the 
advisor could point out that negotiating is 
an important soft skill along with listening, 
responding, making eye contact, being po-
lite, and more. Deepa and Seth (2013) state 
clearly that people have to be educated 
about soft skills so they can use them on 
the job. Stewart et al. (2016) explain it well 
when they said, “people learn soft skills by 
doing them” (p. 277).

CONCLUSION
Experts agree, then, the winning combina-
tion for a new hire is a person who has 
soft skills and who is information literate. 
It is clear that universities and employers 
must come together to make sure gradu-
ates are information literate and soft-skill 
ready before graduation. Recruiters who 
come to campus need to communicate 
clearly as to what needs are being met 
and what needs are still being sought in 
the workforce. Working in concert, campus 
recruiters, instructors, and career counselors 
should hold workshops for students clearly 
communicating the need for soft skills and 
information literacy skills. Skills discussed in 
these workshops should then be reinforced 
in the classroom. Classroom instructors 
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should follow closely to ensure these needs 
and requirements are placed in the hands of 
those who can incorporate necessary skills 
into their curriculum. Therefore, librarians, 
administrators, and instructors who are 
cognizant of these needs and incorporate 
discussion about these skills into their 
classrooms and everyday communication 
can help mold students who then become 
attractive, employable candidates.

Future studies into this topic can provide 
quantitative data to support educators, stu-
dents, and employers in support of informa-
tion literacy and soft skills. n
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ABSTRACT
Despite user experience (UX) research 
becoming more commonplace in libraries, 
library staff don’t always see its value or 
relevance. They may ignore or actively re-
sist UX insights. We interviewed fifteen UX 
practitioners working in academic libraries 
in the US and Canada to get their perspec-
tives on the reception of UX research in their 
libraries. We learned that as UX researchers, 
none of us is alone in facing moments of 
skepticism, mistrust, and indifference about 
UX research. We share some of the practical 
strategies and advice we learned from our 
interview respondents.

INTRODUCTION
This study was motivated by frustration 
with our work as user experience (UX) 
librarians in an academic library. Our job is 
to discover what our students and faculty 
need, want, and expect from the library. We 
explore their research and learning practic-
es, and we examine how library services, re-
sources, and spaces support these practices. 
This is enjoyable and often fascinating. We 
love talking to our users and observing their 
behaviors. But when it comes to applying 
our findings to improve the user experience, 
we run into problems. We rely on the skills 

and expertise of our library colleagues to 
implement many of our findings; however, 
they don’t always share our enthusiasm for 
UX research. Instead, they often challenge, 
reject, or just plain ignore our work, and as a 
result we aren’t able to make improvements 
and address user pain points.

Over the years we have developed 
strategies to work more effectively with 
our colleagues. We have invited them to 
participate as researchers, collaborated 
with them to develop insights and recom-
mendations, and become more concise and 
strategic with our reports and communica-
tions. Nevertheless, we continue to en-
counter resistance to our research findings. 
Years of facing these challenges has left us 
feeling that our colleagues don’t trust our 
expertise, our methods, or our analysis and 
interpretation. We were curious to know 
whether other UX practitioners in librar-
ies have had similar experiences. And if so, 
what are they doing about it?

LITERATURE REVIEW
There are no previous studies which focus 
explicitly on the connection between UX 
research, libraries, and trust. Here we 
approach our theme obliquely through a 
review of the literature on the experiences 
of UX practitioners in libraries and the litera-
ture on skepticism and mistrust of UX and 
qualitative research in general. We also look 

at the literature on the use of evidence for 
decision-making in libraries.

Studies on the work and experience 
of UX librarians acknowledge many of 
the challenges involved in assimilating 
UX practice in the library. Priestner (2019) 
pointed out, “UX usually sits awkwardly in 
most organisations—neither owned nor 
actively approved” (p.41). Lundberg’s (2017) 
master thesis touched on the importance of 
organizational buy-in and advocacy for UX 
methods in libraries (p. 70). Tobias (2015) 
described the importance of educating 
library staff about the mission and value 
of UX research, and of establishing clear 
roles and expectations in user experience 
projects involving library colleagues. The 
title of her article, “From dandelion to seeds 
to cottage garden: The transformation of 
user experience in the MSU libraries,” hints 
that some may view UX as a nuisance weed 
if not carefully managed.

Two recent studies investigated the 
experiences of UX library practitioners. 
The first, by MacDonald (2017), explored—
among other things—“the challenges UX 
librarians face when doing their work, and 
the degree to which library staff under-
stand UX librarianship” (p.195). These 
challenges include navigating the library’s 
culture, overcoming resource limitations, 
finding ways to scale and scope UX work, 
gaining trust/support from colleagues, 
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not having enough training or expertise, 
and troubleshooting technology problems. 
More recently, MacDonald (2019) proposed 
a way forward to improve the adoption of 
UX research in organizations, acknowledg-
ing that “overcoming these organizational 
challenges is a persistent pain point for UX 
professionals” (p.187).

The second is a survey by Young et al. 
(2020) on UX maturity in academic libraries. 
The authors correlated UX maturity with a 
number of factors, including the UX practi-
tioner’s facility with a variety of UX research 
methods and organizational leadership 
and support for UX. Most relevant to our 
own study, they also identified the impor-
tance of collaborating successfully with 
library colleagues on UX projects and using 
UX research for decision making. A library 
with a more mature UX program enjoys “a 
widespread understanding of UX...with user 
research data integrated into decision-mak-
ing” (pp. 17–18). Many respondents to the 
survey acknowledged the opposite was true 
in their own library because “other staff or 
departments within the organization are not 
ready to embrace the potential of UX data, 
methods, and insights” (p. 18). One respon-
dent lamented, “We are at the stage where 
people know they should consult with us, but 
either they don’t OR they do but don’t really 
hear the results, they are using us to confirm 
what they want to hear” (p.22).

Trust and acceptance of UX research in 
organizations is a common concern among 
UX professionals in many sectors. There are 
numerous articles in UX industry publica-
tions about advocating for UX research 
(Nielsen, 2005; Six, 2009), promoting a UX 
mindset (Caballer, 2016), convincing leader-
ship of the value of UX (Berchild, 2018; 
Philips, n.d.; Travis, 2012), building trust in 
the UX process (Ross, 2011), and managing 
the stress of UX work (Wojnarowska, 2020).

In recognition of the challenges facing 
UX integration, researchers have proposed 
several UX maturity models which chart 
the levels of UX adoption and integration 
into an organization. Young et al. (2020) 
proposed an eight-stage model based on 
an older model by Nielsen Norman Group. 
At the most mature stage, “UX is practiced 
throughout the organization; decisions are 
made and resources are allocated only with 
UX insights as a guide” (p. 19). Similarly, in 
Chapman and Plewes’ (2014) five-stage 
maturity model, an organization reaches 
the highest level of maturity when lead-
ers and employees value and integrate the 

contributions of UX research. Carraro (2014) 
also proposed a model in which UX maturity 
means everyone at all levels of the organiza-
tion participates in UX. Priestner (2017) cre-
ated a UX adoption model consisting of four 
spectra on which to plot the likelihood of UX 
success. The organization which values and 
practices innovation, agility, acceptance of 
failure, and user focus enjoys the greatest 
UX success.

UX researchers have learned that no UX 
department can succeed as an isolated unit. 
The wider organization must commit to the 
user perspective, otherwise UX research will 
have limited impact. Priestner (2017) em-
phasized that “in order for UX to really work 
[for an organization]...it needs to be part of 
everything they do” (para. 1). Godfrey (2015) 
stressed the importance of organization-wide 
“join-in” for usability to permeate the culture. 
Tempelman-Kluit (2017) provided strategies 
for garnering library buy-in for UX research.

As UX researchers, we want our findings 
to be used as evidence to help inform deci-
sions and lead to positive changes for our 
users. But for many reasons, evidence-based 
decision making is not a given in most 
libraries. The barriers to using evidence ef-
fectively lie in organizational structure and 
culture. Koufogiannakis (2015) concluded 
that “[t]o practice in an evidence-based 
manner, a librarian needs a positive work 
environment, time to use or create evidence, 
a positive outlook, ongoing education and 
training, and access to relevant informa-
tion” (p. 111). Hiller et al. (2008) cited library 
staff’s lack of training in research methods, 
as well as skepticism about user research 
“preferring instead to rely on their own 
assumptions and past practices to make 
decisions” (p. 228). Organizational cul-
ture and leadership are other 
important factors which 
can contribute to or 
detract from good 
practice.

These challenges are not unique to 
libraries. The literature on evidence-based 
medicine cites organizational politics and 
other system-level barriers as obstacles to 
using research evidence effectively. Bowen 
et al. (2009) noted political factors, lack 
of time and resources, and organizational 
structures among reasons evidence is not 
integrated into decision-making. When it 
comes to using qualitative research as evi-
dence, the challenges can be even greater.

In most organizations, qualitative 
research is misunderstood and mistrusted 
compared to quantitative research. Morse 
(2006) argued that qualitative researchers 
“are in for a long and rough ride” (p. 399) 
before their work is taken seriously in health 
science. Ladner, a respected sociologist and 
UX researcher, frequently writes and speaks 
on the challenge of conveying the purpose 
and value of qualitative research in business 
organizations. In an online course on ethno-
graphic research, she described the general 
bias toward quantitative, scientific “truth” 
and a lack of understanding of the value of 
qualitative insights (2020).

Qualitative research explores, discovers, 
and generates new ideas while quantitative 
research measures and validates existing 
things. Both are important, but qualitative 
research often takes more time, does not 
provide easy answers, and tends to be mis-
understood and underappreciated. Ladner 
(2020) ascribed a natural skepticism toward 
qualitative research to a variety of human 
cognitive biases:
• We experience cognitive dissonance if 

the research contradicts our strongly held 
beliefs.

• We are vulnerable to the just-world fal-
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lacy when we believe that there’s noth-
ing wrong with our product or service; 
it’s the incompetent or lazy user who 
needs to change.

• We are risk-averse and loss-averse; we 
don’t want to hear about problems so 
we can keep doing things the way we’ve 
always done them.

RESEARCH QUESTIONS
The literature demonstrates that organiza-
tions may block any research, and especially 
qualitative research, due to cognitive and 
cultural bias, internal politics, and organi-
zational constraints. This legitimizes our 
experience and helps us understand some 
of the reasons it is so hard to develop a suc-
cessful UX research program. Still, it does 
not assuage or explain the visceral feeling of 
not having our colleagues’ trust. We wanted 
to explore this further with other UX prac-
titioners. Do they feel support from their 
colleagues for their UX work, or do they also 
experience trust issues? If they encounter 
resistance from library staff to their UX 
research, how do they explain this resis-
tance, and what strategies do they employ 
to counter it?

RESEARCH METHOD
We obtained research ethics approval to in-
vestigate how UX practitioners in academic 
libraries perceive how their colleagues use 
and value UX research. We used a criterion-
based purposive sampling method to recruit 
participants. Criterion sampling “involves 
searching for cases or individuals who meet 
a certain criterion” (Palys, 2008, p. 698). In 
our study, eligible participants were cur-
rently or recently employed in an academic 
library in Canada or the US and held posi-
tions in which they devoted a significant 
portion of their work to UX research. They 
must have worked in user research for at 
least two years, but did not need to be a 
professional librarian or have “user experi-
ence” in their job title. We scoured our own 
networks and reached out to colleagues 
who have presented and published in the 
field of library UX.

Before conducting the interviews, we indi-
vidually wrote short reflections as an exercise 
to understand our positionality as researchers 
and to surface any biases that might influence 
the data analysis process. We discussed these 
reflections with each other. For example, Robin 
wrote in her reflection:

I have to confess I hold certain attitudes 
and assumptions about my colleagues. It 

often feels like we are doing the work and 
putting it into a black hole. Seldom do we 
see our work taken seriously enough to 
make any of the changes our research sug-
gests could improve the user experience. So 
why is this? Admittedly, my first instinct is 
to blame my colleagues. They are afraid to 
learn the truth. They think they know bet-
ter. They don’t understand how qualitative 
research works. They are unwilling or unable 
to change. They don’t want the extra work 
our findings might imply. It’s personal: they 
don’t trust me. I now realize I do UX work 
with a bit of a chip on my shoulder and a 
stick-it-to-them mindset.

Juliene’s reflections were a lot less harsh! 
Robin’s strong view of our colleagues sur-
prised her. By expressing these values and as-
sumptions in advance of the interviews, we 
were more careful not to let our own biases 
slip into the conversations with respondents 
or into our analysis of their responses.

We conducted one-hour semi-structured 
interviews by phone or Google Hangouts 
with fifteen UX practitioners, all of whom 
happened to be professional librarians. Dur-
ing the interviews we explored the context 
of UX in their workplace and their feelings 
and experiences of working in library UX. 
The interview questions are available as an 
appendix. We did not ask every question 
to every participant, but let the conversa-
tion evolve according to the interests and 
passions of each participant. Mindful of 
bringing our own biases to the interview 
questions, we explicitly asked about trust 
only once, and we did not directly ask re-
spondents if they feel their colleagues trust 
them or their research.

We transcribed the interviews and 
uploaded them to the qualitative data 
analysis software Nvivo. We each identified 
key concepts and themes in the first three 
interviews, then discussed these concepts 
and themes and agreed upon the strongest 
and most interesting. This is “open coding,” 
an inductive process of “bringing order to 
and making sense of the data” (Benaquisto, 
2008, p. 86). We continued to code three in-
terviews at a time, and throughout the pro-
cess we met to discuss any emerging codes. 
For example, the concept of “self-care” was 
a strong theme which became one of our 
codes. We identified words, phrases, and 
paragraphs in the transcripts which related 
to the self-care theme. Through regular 
discussions, we came to a shared under-
standing of what “self-care” and the other 
codes we identified meant, though we did 

not develop an explicit coding frame with 
definitions of each code.

In total, we created nineteen codes, 
known as “nodes” in Nvivo. Nvivo let us sort 
the contents of the transcripts according to 
our code categories so we could reevaluate 
the strength of the patterns we were seeing. 
Where we saw overlaps and relationships 
in the themes, we collapsed some nodes, 
and we removed those we deemed weaker. 
In the end we had seven strong nodes, or 
themes, which we describe in detail below.

LIMITATIONS
Purposive sampling suited our research 
question. We were looking for UX library 
practitioners who had a track record of 
experience to draw on and the inclination 
to reflect on their UX practice. Our sam-
pling choice is vulnerable to the critique 
of researcher bias. Did we deliberately (or 
unconsciously) select respondents who 
would reinforce our own beliefs and experi-
ences? Is there an inherent commonality of 
thought and experience within our profes-
sional network of contacts, and among 
those practitioners who publish and present 
their work, which limited the potential 
breadth of responses? It is possible, but the 
advantage of talking to practitioners whom 
we knew had reflected on their practice and 
the exploratory nature of our research justi-
fies the nonprobability sampling technique.

FINDINGS
The participants work in a variety of aca-
demic library environments, both public 
and private, and in large medical/doctoral 
research institutions as well as smaller 
comprehensive universities in the US and 
Canada. Eight participants work at Cana-
dian academic libraries. Three are at medical 
doctoral institutions, three are at compre-
hensive institutions, and one participant 
works at a primarily undergraduate univer-
sity. This Canadian university classification 
scheme comes from the annual university 
rankings report by the Canadian current af-
fairs magazine Maclean’s (Dwyer, 2018).

The remainder of the participants work 
at US university libraries. According to the 
Carnegie Classification of Institutions of 
Higher Education (n.d.), five participants 
work at public doctoral institutions and 
two work at private not-for-profit doctoral 
universities. The UX work experience of par-
ticipants ranges from three to nine years; 
the average is just over five years. Most par-
ticipants held other library positions before 
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coming to UX. Some participants work in 
libraries with incipient UX programs or no 
formal UX program at all; others lead a large 
UX research department in their library. 
Some focus on UX; others have many other 
job responsibilities.

Despite these differences, we found 
many common concerns and perspectives 
among our participants. We ended up with 
seven codes that cut across nearly every 
interview:
1. Experiencing negative feelings
2. Managing trust
3. Handling organizational constraints
4. Building collegial relationships
5. Developing strong communication prac-

tices and educating colleagues
6. Working strategically
7. Practicing self-care

We describe each of these themes 
below.
1. Experiencing Negative Feelings
We began our interviews as neutrally as 
possible by asking participants to describe 
their workplace and the role of UX in their 
library. Without exception, each participant 
revealed early in the interview that they had 
experienced negative feelings of frustration 
and disappointment in their work. They felt 
UX was often misunderstood, distrusted, 
and undervalued. In the excerpts from the 
interviews below, all participant names are 
pseudonyms.

[N]obody cares about this. We aren’t 
valued. We aren’t making as much of a dif-
ference as I wish we were. (Jessie)

It’s totally possible that someone would 
ask us to do a project for them, and we 
would spend all of this time doing a project, 
we would write recommendations, and then 
they are like ‘meh’ and then just ignore all of 
them. (Morgan)

Participants suggested a variety of 
reasons for the resistance to UX research, 
which we grouped into two main themes: 
trust and organizational constraints. We 
also learned about the steps and strategies 
UX practitioners in libraries are taking to 
support themselves and their work.

2. Managing Trust
Despite not asking respondents whether 
their colleagues trust them, the theme of 
trust did naturally emerge. Respondents 
said that some library colleagues don’t 
trust the validity or applicability of UX 
research methods.

There are people who are skeptical of 

the work I do because they feel that the 
methodologies most often used by UX work 
are not rigorous enough...[They] don’t see 
any value in the things that aren’t pretty 
strongly quantitatively based. (Lee)

I think there is something about qualita-
tive evidence that people do question a 
little more because they’re more familiar 
with surveys. [They assume] if we surveyed 
10,000 people and they said x, well that’s 
clearly super valid and we have to pay atten-
tion to that. But I think some of that is prob-
ably more statistical and methods illiteracy. 
People respond to numbers in a certain way, 
so any qualitative research is going to find 
that a little more difficult. (Taylor)

UX requires colleagues to say, “I’m com-
fortable with engaging with you because 
I trust your expertise and that we are all 
working for the same end goal.” (Omar)

UX practitioners speculate that their 
work isn’t trusted because library staff don’t 
understand UX research.

It’s a lot of explaining to people that 
user experience and service design is about 
generating insights, not understanding the 
capital T truth of the matter. (Avery)

They seem to know that UX is a thing, 
but they kind of treat it like a spice you 
sprinkle on top of something. Oh, we should 
UX that! (Avery)

Sometimes colleagues prefer to rely on 
their own expertise and personal experience 
instead of the evidence of user research, 
especially when user research challenges or 
contradicts library staff’s beliefs.

There are people who feel that librarian 
expertise should be more of a driving force 
than user ease of use and comfort. (Lee)

A critique of UX is, “We should 
trust ourselves as library profes-
sionals that we know what is 
best for our users and that 
maybe they [users] don’t 
know what is best. 
And they say they 
want a Google-
like search 
experience, but 
we know bet-
ter than that.” 
(Blake)

I think for pub-
lic service people 
who have anecdot-
al evidence...they 
think they 
know, 
they 

always know best, and I’m not sure how to 
get around that. (Taylor)

We talk a lot about wanting to be 
evidence-based, but at the end of the day 
that doesn’t seem to be the practice. (Avery)

3. Handling Organizational Constraints
There is a wide range of cultural, political, 
and structural reasons why libraries resist 
UX research. One of the reasons cited most 
frequently in our study was the perception 
that UX research creates more work for 
everybody and slows down projects.

There was a lot of skepticism at first, like, 
“What is this work exactly?” and, “This is 
creating more work for us,” and, “We’re fine 
the way we are.” (Blake)

I’ve heard things like... “Quinn will just 
slow things down” or “Quinn will always 
give you pushback whenever you try to work 
with him.” (Quinn)

UX practitioners often don’t have 
enough social or political power and author-
ity to influence decisions or effect change. In 
some libraries, UX practitioners do not feel 
support from library leadership.

We aren’t empowered to make changes 
like I wish we could. (Jessie)

You do need someone at a top level to say 
this is important to us as a library...the people 
above me in my immediate area maybe 
didn’t understand the value of what [UX 
research] was providing to the library. (Ari)

Some library colleagues may feel that UX 
work is “meddling” beyond the UX librar-
ian’s domain, particularly when the research 
asks difficult questions and challenges how 
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things are being done.
I do feel like sometimes people think UX 

work is some kind of euphemism for being 
a Budinski or that you just want to boss ev-
erybody, partly because you are asking some 
questions that maybe haven’t been asked in 
a while. (Morgan)

You sometimes find unpopular things. 
UX is digging and assessing and asking 
why and asking questions and looking 
to see results....You could view it as, “Oh 
you’re finding all of these great things 
that we maybe need to tackle,” but you 
could also see it as, “Oh you’re just a 
bucket of complaints.” (Ari)

The UX practitioners we spoke to are 
passionate about the work and believe in its 
value. They are putting effort into building 
collegial relationships and educating col-
leagues about UX research, as well as work-
ing strategically to address the resistance.

4. Building Collegial Relationships
Positive relationships with colleagues are es-
sential to getting buy-in for UX research. UX 
practitioners deliberately focus on cultivat-
ing relationships with library colleagues 
they rely on to execute the findings of UX 
research. Building personal trust between 
the UX researcher and their colleagues is key 
to positive relationships.

It’s a lot of following up. It’s a lot of 
nudges; it’s a lot of email check-ins and 
establishing enough of a relationship and 
a rapport that that feel like they owe me a 
response. (Blake)

Fifty percent of UX is selling it. And a lot 
of UX is stakeholder wrangling....You have 
to maneuver with people. You have to have 
social skills, people skills; that’s like half the 
job, honestly. (Quinn)

Trust is critical for moving your UX work 
forward in your organization....It takes time. A 
lot of working in the organization and build-
ing up the trust, building up relationships, 
partnering with other people...It’s just been a 
lot of culture shifts and getting the support 
of the top-level administration too. (Devon)

I have to expend a lot of [energy] to get 
buy-in to do things that I think would ben-
efit users....If [we] don’t have the support 
from leadership or from other allies in the 
organization it can really be challenging to 
not be seen like a nag or a wet blanket all 
the time. (Kai)

5. Developing Strong Communication 
Practices and Educating Colleagues
Our participants recognize the importance 

of communicating effectively with col-
leagues and educating colleagues about UX 
research principles, values, and methods. 
Participants think of themselves as advo-
cates for user needs.

A big part of my job is communicat-
ing. In fact, all of my job is communication. 
That is what my job is. And that’s what user 
experience is about, right? (Morgan)

You have to be in a position of always 
defending your work, educating and 
explaining...and being comfortable with 
that pushback, and making sure you can 
advocate is important. (Sam)

Our respondents were careful to com-
municate with the right information pre-
sented in a friendly format.

I think adding yourself into the mix, 
so delivering that report in a presentation 
that’s very lightweight, friendly, a conver-
sational partnership kind of way. I think 
if people see you and your face and they 
connect that to the work and they like you...
there’s a much better chance of adoption of 
your findings. (Ari)

Not to make big long reports that no one 
is going to read; I just put snappy quick-to-
the-minute basic information about what I 
found, what it means, what’s next. (Quinn)

My new approach is instead of just giv-
ing the recommendations we talk about the 
findings together and co-create the recom-
mendations with the stakeholders because 
that seems like it is more impactful and 
more likely to have buy-in, and they can help 
build up their own techniques and skills 
around how to do that. (Devon)

6. Working Strategically
Many UX practitioners are choosing projects 
strategically. Before they start a project, they 
consider the likelihood that their work will 
make a difference. Do they have buy-in from 
decision makers? Do they have some control 
over implementing change? Is the research 
timely and critical? Have they worked suc-
cessfully with this colleague before?

I want to choose it [the project] very 
carefully to make sure that it will have an 
impact. I don’t want to do research that 
will go nowhere. It is a waste of my time. 
I have to focus on building relationships...
and doing research projects that I know 
the stakeholders involved will see and say, 
“Oh we could change that. We could do 
this.” (Quinn)

We have been really mindful about what 
projects we have taken on, to be able to 
make sure that they are things that we have 

some agency over. Because I really don’t 
want these new people getting burned out 
after six months or a year just because it’s a 
horrible slog. (Morgan)

You could work day and night on proj-
ects in the library to make the student ex-
perience better, but some of those are more 
impactful than others, and knowing what 
to choose and how to choose it and who to 
work with and who to talk to is overlooked 
sometimes. (Ari)

It’s all organizational politics. Who’s 
going to listen to you and why? How can 
you get your message to the people who are 
making the decisions? (Taylor)

7. Practicing Self-Care
We heard of a variety of ways that UX prac-
titioners are taking care of themselves to 
cope with frustration and alleviate fatigue 
and stress. They spoke of taking care of 
their health, avoiding projects that seem 
hopeless from the start, and focusing on 
things they can control, like scholarship 
and service activities.

I have to get a lot of sleep because this 
work takes a lot out of you. I feel like for 
people who love doing it, it becomes per-
sonal in a different way....You become really 
invested in it. (Morgan)

Nobody cares about this. We aren’t 
valued. We aren’t making as much of a dif-
ference as I wish we were. So I’m just going 
to write and present and give back in this 
way. (Jessie)

A common strategy is to involve library 
colleagues in the UX research process from 
inception so that everyone is invested in the 
research, though this is not always suc-
cessful. Other UX practitioners are trying to 
accept that their work will sometimes be 
ignored and are focusing on small wins. De-
spite the daily frustrations, many UX practi-
tioners love the work and believe it matters. 
They accept that change takes time, so they 
try to be patient.

It’s a marathon, not a sprint....If you 
are someone who puts a lot of energy into 
something, or has your heart set on a cer-
tain change, you will get disappointed and 
disillusioned so fast. (Kai)

Not burning out in the work is to really 
stay grounded and realistic about what is 
possible...and celebrating the little wins....I 
really think...the value in this work is in 
small, iterative improvements, and so just 
accepting those as wins is good. And keep 
it playful....I take a lot of joy from practicing 
the new skills and developing those or try-
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ing new tools. (Avery)
There are, in my library, people who have 

opinions that seem very set in stone, and 
you know what they are because you hear 
them all of the time....I’m probably never 
going to convince them, and that’s fine, but 
I think about trying to convince the people 
around them....One of my pieces of advice is 
just keep doing the work anyway. (Taylor)

DISCUSSION
Despite the diversity of libraries and UX 
programs in which the participants work, 
we found much in common in their per-
spectives. Some participants were more 
successful than others in integrating UX 
research into their organization, but these 
successes did not come without long invest-
ment in building trusting relationships with 
colleagues and advocating for the value and 
legitimacy of UX work. Trust is an important 
factor, as is leadership support and a condu-
cive organizational structure and culture. UX 
work can be draining, and it’s important for 
UX practitioners to recognize they are not 
alone in needing to protect and take care of 
themselves.

Most participants acknowledged that 
they taught themselves how to do UX 
research and did not have any formal cre-
dentials. Avery said many UX practitioners 
in libraries experience imposter syndrome, 
which is magnified when colleagues don’t 
trust our work. One participant who decided 
to pursue formal education in UX said this 
lent some credibility to her work. Perhaps 
pursuing credentialed professional develop-
ment would raise our value in the eyes of 
our colleagues.

An interesting, though less prevalent, 
theme emerged which may be ripe for 
future research. This is the neoliberal cri-
tique of UX work. UX practitioners should 
be aware of the neoliberal critique and be 
ready to respond to it. Lee told us “there are 
people who are suspicious of me because 
they feel that UX work [like assessment 
work] is...just part of this big conspiracy 
to neoliberalize the library.” Some library 
staff worry that an over-emphasis on a 
frictionless user experience might be at the 
expense of student learning. Sam acknowl-
edged that some colleagues flag “tensions 
between being user-centered and being 
learner-centered.” To this concern, Taylor 
responded, “I think about UX as care work. 
I don’t want things to be harder [for users] 
than they need to be.”

RECOMMENDATIONS
As UX librarians ourselves, this research 
helped advance our practice in many useful 
ways. We experienced the value of connect-
ing with other UX practitioners for ideas, 
strategies, and support. Other librarians’ 
experiences validated our frustrations 
and concerns. Almost all the participants 
expressed that they were grateful for the 
opportunity to reflect on and share their 
experiences. Iman said “It’s actually really 
reassuring to hear these questions from you 
and know that we’re not alone.”

There are no easy answers to how to 
convince our colleagues that UX work is 
valuable and necessary; however, we can 
offer some insights from this study:
• Accept that the fruits of UX labor take 

time. Be patient and embrace small wins 
and improvements.

• Have empathy for colleagues as well as 
users. Seek to understand their motiva-
tions and pain points.

• Develop relationships with colleagues. 
They are critical, and this is time well 
spent.

• Be pragmatic. Understand how decisions 
get made in your organization and adapt 
your practices to the culture.

• Practice self-care. Empathy for the user is 
fundamental to UX research, but empa-
thy can be a burden too, leading to ad-
verse physical and emotional symptoms 
related to compassion fatigue (Castillo, 
2019).

CONCLUSION
This research explored the experiences of 
UX practitioners in libraries with respect 
to feeling trusted and getting buy-in from 
library colleagues. Our findings showed 
us that we are not alone in the challenges 
we face as UX researchers. Respondents 
expressed relief and gratitude for being able 
to commiserate and share their frustrations 
with us. All of us strongly believe that UX 
research is necessary and important, and 
we will continue the journey to convince 
other library staff of the value of our work. 
It helps to know that we are on this journey 
together. n
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Appendix: Interview Questions
Context of UX in the Library Environment
1.  What is your job title?
2.  How long have you been in this position?
3.  What is your background and experience in UX?
4.  How long has there been a user experience position(s) in your library?
5. Please tell me about the scope and mission or purpose of user experience in your 

library.
6. Where does this position sit in the organization?

• Who do you report to?
• Are you part of a team? Please explain.

Experience of the Work
7. How do you determine what research you will do?
8. Do you have an ethics protocol?
9. How do you work with others in the library?
10. How do you interact with library administrators or managers?
11. What do you do with your findings?

• Do you make recommendations based on your findings?
12. How do you communicate your findings to your colleagues?

• To your library administration?
• To users?

13. What effect do your findings have on your library/users/colleagues?
14. Are you in a position to implement change?

• Do you have the authority, role, influence, power, expertise....?
15. To what extent do you feel empowered to hold colleagues accountable for outcomes 

or recommendations resulting from your research?

Reflections on the Place of UX in the Library
16. Are you aware of any critiques or concerns of user experience practice from col-

leagues?
17. How have you addressed these critiques or concerns?

• How has your work as a user experience librarian changed since you started in this 
role?

18. How you design and conduct your research
• How you work with your colleagues
• How you interact with library managers or administrators
• How you think about the role of user experience in your library

19. What do you think are some of the key issues for user experience researchers in aca-
demic libraries today?

20. How “mature”/integrated/adopted is user experience in your library?
• Where on the “ladder of user experience adoption” would you put your library?
• What are some of the realities or factors that enable or inhibit UX research from be-

ing used in your library?
21. I’d like to get your thoughts on what, if anything, the following terms mean for you in 

your work as a user experience researcher. If a term doesn’t resonate with you in the 
context of your work, we will move onto the next one:

• bias
• trust/credibility
• evidence
• organizational politics
• qualitative or quantitative.
22. What advice for best practices would you give a new user experience researcher to 

improve the chances her research will lead to positive changes in your library?
23. Can you suggest anyone else who works in UX in an academic library you would sug-

gest I speak to?
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INTRODUCTION
The building which currently houses the 
University Library was built in 1957. This 
23,606 square foot structure saw signifi-
cant growth during a 1991 renovation that 
nearly quadrupled its size. Little cosmetic 
change took place following that major 
renovation, and by the mid-2010s the library 
was due for upgrades. To this end, the library 
administration solicited bids for a new first 
floor remodel and obtained the services of a 
well-known architecture firm with experi-
ence in library renovations. The construction 
began during the summer of 2015, and 
while disruptive to the point of blocking 
access to the entire first floor throughout 
the academic year, it resulted in a visibly 
modern and functionally efficient first 
floor. A grand reopening and ribbon cutting 
ceremony took place on April 1, 2016. Over 
the course of the next two years, the second 
floor of the library underwent a major reno-
vation which was in its final stages during 
the end of spring semester 2018.

RENOVATION
The renovation of both the first and second 
floors of the library brought about function-

al and aesthetic updates. Prior to renovation 
three service desks were separately located 
and scattered across the first floor, with 
circulation/reserves, reference, and informa-
tion technology services (ITS) desks located 
nearly 30 feet apart. Following the first 
floor renovation, these three desks were co-
located into a single service point that was 
easily visible from just inside the library’s 
main entrance. The decision to co-locate 
the desks initially met with mixed reaction 
from library staff, some of whom wondered 
if co-locating would lead to librarians be-
ing asked to help with routine circulation 
tasks while ITS staff would be faced with 
challenging reference questions. In spite of 
these concerns, the decision to move the 
desks to a single location was ultimately 
made under the assumption that staff from 
any area of the library should be easily able 
to refer patrons to the appropriate person 
regardless of who initially received the 
question. In addition, the visibility of three 
distinct workstations with appropriate 
signage seemed likely to make it clear to 
patrons that each area of the desk served a 
different purpose.

In order to make room for the larger 

new desk area and to increase patron seat-
ing and workspace, librarians downsized 
an aging physical reference collection. This 
increased the space available for movable 
furniture and whiteboards. Armchairs with 
privacy panels, couches, and booth-seating 
were added to offer additional study 
options for students, and an increased 
number of electrical outlets were installed 
throughout the floor near the new seats 
and tables. Stylish carpet, wayfinding and 
informational signage, as well as a small 
cafe with snacks and coffee further added 
to the cosmetic and practical updates. 
Finally, a new special collections reading 
room, a new reservable instruction room, 
three new group study rooms, and a maker-
space rounded out the renovation.

The library’s second floor renovation 
aligned with the goals of the first in terms 
of increasing the amount and comfort of 
student study and seating areas. Large, 
clunky wooden desks and tables along with 
dated carpet were removed and replaced 
with modern seating and new carpet. 
Movable tables of different sizes, full-sized 
couches, and numerous whiteboards on 
wheels are now placed throughout the open 

Finding Our 
Happy Place
» Assessing Patron Satisfaction after a Comprehensive Remodel

Figure 1. Pre-Renovation Reference and Circulation Desks (left) and Former Site of the Reference and Circu-
lation Desks (right).
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areas of the floor. The 
whiteboards have es-
pecially proven popular 
as evinced by the fact 
they are frequently 
covered in student 
work. In addition to the 
furniture changes, the 
library’s DVDs, paper-
back books, graphic 
novels, and travel 
collections were moved 
to the floor amidst the 
seating in order to facilitate browsing.

It should be noted that the renovations 
that took place in recent years occurred only 
on the first and second floors of the library, 
which have traditionally been presented to 
patrons as group study areas. Whereas the 
third and fourth floors of the University Li-
brary are designated quiet floors with signs 
indicating such and with occasionally-need-
ed enforcement by librarians when noise 
complaints arise, the first and second floors 
have long been free of noise restrictions. 
One of the primary goals (and successes) of 
the first floor renovation was to drastically 
increase the amount of comfortable space 
available for group study and conversation.

ASSESSING THE RENOVATION
Like most academic libraries that invest 
large sums of money in projects, the Uni-
versity Library needed to assess the impact 
of these changes. Gate counts and student 
feedback are two primary means to gauge 
the impact of building changes following 
a renovation. Although the library has kept 
track of gate counts for nearly two decades, 
changes in the count itself do not offer a 
complete picture of patron satisfaction 
with library changes. From a high of 12,894 
in 2003-04, the university’s full-time en-

rollment (FTE) has declined to its current 
count of 11,841 in 2018-19. The decrease 
in the number of students on campus, 
which reflects lower enrollment overall as 
well as a higher number of online students, 
undoubtedly contributes to a decrease in 
patrons needing to use the library’s physi-
cal building, making gate counts less help-
ful for assessing the impact of our renova-
tions. In addition, the University Library has 
drastically expanded its electronic holdings 
over the last decade, thereby ensuring that 
accessing an increasing number of valu-
able resources do not require an in-person 
library visit.

Anecdotal evidence from patrons also of-
fers a helpful but incomplete picture when 
assessing these renovations. While the 
verbal and written feedback stemming from 
a variety of sources (the campus newspaper, 
comments at the reference desk, anony-
mous submissions to our library feedback 
box) suggests that patrons have been 
pleased with the changes in the library, 
this feedback does not indicate how these 
renovations impacted infrequent library 
users and/or those who chose not to share 
feedback. For this reason, the library decided 
to seek an additional form of assessment 
regarding the library’s physical changes.

The University Library has a 
history of using the standard-
ized LibQUAL+ survey to assess 
patron satisfaction with services, 
resources, and its physical space. 
Previously administered in 
2004 and 2009, LibQUAL+ again 

provided a means to assess various aspects 
of the library in the fall of 2018. While 
librarians analyzed the results of the entire 
survey to assess their efforts and consider 
modifications to them, they paid particular 
attention to the “Library as Place” affect, 
which seeks to assess patron perceptions 
and satisfaction with the library’s built en-
vironment. Results of the 2018 survey were 
compared with the two prior iterations both 
of which occurred prior to the first and sec-
ond floor renovations. This article describes 
the results of this assessment and suggests 
that LibQual+ may prove a valuable resource 
for institutions wishing to assess space 
renovations.

LITERATURE REVIEW
Discussion of libraries as physical spaces 
is an evergreen topic, with relatively recent 
peaks in interest at the turn of the millen-
nium when the idea of “third spaces” came 
into vogue, and again a few years later 
when the information commons model 
began to be embraced. For this study we 
reviewed papers that discussed the conflu-
ence of library renovation and assessment 
in order to inform our interpretation of 
our most recent LibQUAL+ survey. De Jager 
(2015) employed LibQUAL+ data for a simi-

Figure 2. Pre-Renovation Reference 
Desk and Collection (top left) and Post-
Renovation Combined Service Desk 
and Reference Collection/Group Study 
(top right and bottom).
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lar purpose as the present study, and noted 
“while user satisfaction does not necessarily 
signify impact...[it] may enable one to infer 
that users derive benefits from using library 
spaces, and that they perceive these spaces 
to be valuable” (p. 4). There is much agree-
ment in the extant literature. Applegate 
(2009), Mizrachi (2010), and Ojennus and 
Watts (2017) found that students value the 
library as a place to conduct the business of 
studying. Bailin (2011) found that students 
value the library building as a study space, 
and the digital collections as a research re-
source. Both Cha and Kim (2015) and Adey-
emi (2017) found that what students value 
is a quiet environment, comfortable seating, 
and plentiful study space. Baker et al. (2018) 
found that library facilities matter more  to 
students than faculty and de Jager found 
that library as place was more important to 
undergraduates than graduate students:

It is suggested that these results provide 
substantial evidence that undergradu-
ate students value the library as a place of 
learning; that they like being there and that 
they object to barriers that they perceive as 
preventing them from spending even more 
time there (de Jager 2015, p. 8).

Shill and Tonner (2003) have found that 
despite the availability of online resources, 
students are using the physical library 
space in increasing numbers, particularly in 
renovated libraries. Yoo-Lee, Heon Lee, and 
Velez (2013) found that the preponderance 
of “millennial” students expected the library 
to be a social space, although they also ex-
pected to be able to find quiet places within 
the library as well. Perhaps most interest-
ingly, both Gerke and Maness (2010) and 

Gullikson and Meyer (2016) found that the 
physical library impacted student percep-
tions of digital resources even if students 
rarely used the actual library.

The LibQUAL+ survey itself is a popular 
subject for study. Originally implemented 
in 2000, the survey has held fast to “22 
items and a box,” allowing for significant 
longitudinal study, as well as comparison 
across libraries. For each item, respondents 
indicate a minimum, desired, and perceived 
service level. These questions address three 
dimensions, Affect of Service, Information 
Control, and Library as Place. Nearly 3000 
institutions have utilized LibQUAL+, tally-
ing responses from more than 2 million 
people (Town, 2016). Many libraries have 
been satisfied with the data and analyt-
ics that LibQUAL+ provides (Atkinson & 
Walton, 2017; McCaffrey, 2019; Town 2016). 
However, others have raised concerns about 
the survey, including its length, the fact 
that it asks respondents to parse potentially 
opaque terminology, and the lack of norm-
ing across respondents’ scores (Edgar, 2006; 
Natesan & Aerts, 2016; Saunders, 2007). 
Perhaps because of these challenges, many 
libraries tend to look to LibQUAL+ trends 
in satisfaction over time and comparative 
levels between dimensions rather than as-
signing hard values to the scores.

METHODOLOGY
The University Library administered the 
LibQual+ survey in the Fall of 2018 in much 
the same manner it had in 2004 and 2009. 
The library gained IRB approval and then 
began working with the Registrar’s office 
and with the Human Resource Department 
to obtain lists of students, faculty, and staff 
email addresses. Once these lists were made 

available as Excel sheets, library staff used 
Excel’s RAND function to randomize the lists 
and select the desired number of individu-
als who would receive a survey invitation. 
The university’s ITS department offered to 
distribute the survey to selected recipients. 
Each individual selected to receive the sur-
vey invitation received three emails during 
the course of the semester, the initial invita-
tion and then either a thank- you-for-partic-
ipating email or another request to take the 
survey. In addition to the thank-you emails, 
twenty survey respondents were randomly 
selected to receive a $20 Amazon gift card.

Once the survey closed, the library 
waited for a LibQual+ report to be generated 
so that analysis of the results could begin. 
While libraries administering the LibQual+ 
surveys have access to the raw data collect-
ed from their respondents, they are also pro-
vided with a standardized report containing 
calculated data. In addition to demographic 
information about respondents, the results 
report includes the means of all scores and 
information about standard deviation for 
each question. Additionally, two gap scores 
for each question show the difference be-
tween 1) respondents’ minimum accepted 
level of service and their perceived level of 
service (an adequacy score) and 2) respon-
dents’ desired level of service compared to 
their perceived level (a superiority score). 
Means and standard deviations for each gap 
score are also provided.

In general, negative adequacy mean 
scores indicate that respondents feel that 
the perceived level of service currently of-
fered by the library is less than what they 
consider to be adequate and suggest an 
area of service libraries would do well to 
investigate further. On the other hand, 

Figure 3. Pre-Renovation Second Floor Seating and Group Study (left) and Post-Renovation Second Floor Seating and Group Study (right).
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positive superiority mean scores provide evi-
dence that the library is actually perceived 
as offering an even greater level of service 
than respondents desire, suggesting that 
the library is providing a service particularly 
well. By comparing the difference in ad-
equacy and superiority gaps over the three 
iterations of the survey, the library is able to 
gain information about both deficiencies 
and improvements over time.

LIMITATIONS
The University Library has traditionally 
preferred to administer the LibQUAL+ 
survey during spring semesters under the 
assumption that patrons with at least one 
full semester of experience will have a bet-
ter understanding of library services than 
those newly arrived. This timing was ad-
hered to in both 2004 and 2009. However, 
due to the campus administration of the 
national NSSE survey in the spring of 2018, 
our campus Institutional Effectiveness and 
Accreditation office asked the library to 
wait until Fall 2018 to administer the latest 
LibQUAL+ survey. To this end, the survey 
was opened October 3, 2018 and closed 
December 7, 2018.

The need to implement the survey 
in a fall semester likely contributed to a 
decreased number of respondents from 
previous iterations. In 2004, 571 students, 
faculty, and staff responded to LibQUAL+ 
while 568 responded in 2009. In spite of 
two reminder prompts in the fall of 2018, 
the number of respondents decreased to 
281. In addition to the timing of the survey, 
we surmised that the increasing use of 
mobile devices by college students along-
side the layout of the survey, which does 
not translate well to small-screen viewing, 
could have stymied participation among 
those who received survey invitations. 
Nevertheless, the number of respondents 
proved enough to result in a statistically 
significant sample size with a 95% confi-
dence level and a margin of error at 6%.

RESULTS
In the context of this article, respondents’ 
perceived service performance and desired 
service performance within and across the 
“library as place” (LP) dimension were of 
most interest given the library’s recent reno-
vation activities. Even more important than 
the actual scores respondents gave to each 
of these two dimensions is the gap between 
them. The superiority gap offers an indica-
tion of how large the gap is between what 

respondents currently believe the library of-
fers and what they wish the library offered. 
Ideally, following a renovation, this gap 
would narrow as the library would be seen 
as providing the type of physical environ-
ment desired by patrons. The results of the 
LibQUAL+ survey do suggest the renovations 
helped narrow this gap, although differ-
ences in the superiority gap appear among 
patron types.

DIFFERENCES ACROSS TIME
Average Perceived Service Performance 
across Time
On the LibQual+ scale of 1 (low) to 9 (high) 
across the entire LP dimension (5 questions, 
see Table 1), respondents’ average perceived 
level of service equaled 7.54, an increase 
from both the 2004 (6.88) and 2009 (6.74) 
survey results. In addition, in 2018 all per-
ceived ratings for individual LP questions 
were higher than respondents’ reported in 
either 2004 or 2009. Interestingly, both the 
average scores and each individual question 
indicate that respondents’ perceptions of 
the library’s physical space decreased from 
2004 to 2009, but rebounded in 2018 to 
scores that were higher than reported in 
2004. The dip in 2009 scores is an interest-
ing phenomenon, but for the purposes of 
assessing current library space in light of 
renovations it remains of less concern to the 
library than current scores.

Average Desired Service Performance across 
Time
A similar pattern of change over time was 
seen when examining the desired service 
level. (For the purposes of this study, we 
consider the built physical space of the 
library a service offered to patrons.) In 2018, 
the desired level of service for the entire LP 
dimension across all respondents equaled 
7.63, reflecting higher expectations than ex-

pressed in both 2004 (7.45) and 2009 (7.33). 
Again, as seen with the data on perceived 
level of service, respondents’ desired level of 
service decreased between 2004 and 2009 
but increased in 2018. The data also showed 
that desired service expectations in 2018 
were higher across all of the individual LP 
questions than in either 2004 or 2009. In 
sum, both the perceived and desired service 
levels related to space have risen.

Average Superiority Gap across Time
More important than the mean scores 
themselves are the gap between what pa-
trons perceive and desire in terms of physi-
cal space. Across time, the gap between 
these two variables has decreased notice-
ably. Across the entire LP dimension, the dif-
ference between the perceived and desired 
service performance ratings (the superiority 
gap) equaled -0.09 in 2018, and as seen 
with the perceived and desired service level 
scores, this superiority gap was smaller than 
observed in 2004 (-0.58) or 2009 (-0.58) 
(Table 1). Especially noteworthy is the posi-
tive superiority gap that currently exists for 
LP question 5, which queried participants 
about their perceptions and desires related 
to group learning and group study space. 
As of fall 2018, patrons’ perceptions of the 
space actually exceeded what they desired 
in the library.

DIFFERENCES ACROSS PATRON GROUPS
Average Perceived Performance across 
Groups in 2018
Breaking down the LP scores among our 
four respondent groups -- undergraduates, 
graduates, faculty, and staff -- provides 
the library with an opportunity to identify 
which groups are most satisfied with the 
physical library, and more importantly, in-
crease consideration of what improvements 
might be made for less satisfied groups. In 

Table 1. Average superiority gap for 
the “library as place” service level*

ID Question text 2018 2009 2004

LP-1 Library space that inspires study and learning -0.30 -0.91 -0.85

LP-2 Quiet space for individual activities -0.21 -0.37 -0.50

LP-3 A comfortable and inviting location -0.06 -0.70 -0.61

LP-4 A getaway for study, learning,
or research

-0.06 -0.81 -0.67

LP-5 Community space for group learning and group study 0.23 -0.19 -0.30

LP
dimension

-0.09 -0.58 -0.58

*Note: Negative values indicate that users’ perceived ratings are less than their desired ratings while 
positive values indicate that users’ perceived service performance exceeds their desired expectations.
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2018 across the entire LP dimension, under-
graduate students perceived that the library, 
on average, currently offers a higher level of 
service than graduate students (7.11 and 
7.45, respectively), while differences in aver-
age perceived ratings were also observed 
when comparing faculty (7.20) to staff 
(7.66). Data from the individual questions 
in 2018 also shows differences in average 
perceived ratings. Faculty respondents, on 
average, consistently had the lowest per-
ceived ratings across all LP questions; under-
graduate students and staff had the highest 
ratings, while graduate students’ perceived 
ratings were somewhere in the middle.

Average Desired Performance across Groups 
in 2018
In terms of the desired levels of LP, interest-
ing findings were also discovered when 
each of the four respondent groups were 
compared on the entire LP dimension and 
individual questions. Graduate students 
(8.01), on average, held higher expecta-
tions for the LP service dimension than 
undergraduate students (7.81), while staff 
(7.63) had higher expectations than faculty 
(6.76). This trend continues when each 
individual LP question was examined as 
graduate students and staff had higher 
expectations than undergraduate students 
and faculty, respectively.

Average Superiority Gap across Groups in 
Each Year
Reflective of the perceived and desired scores, 
differences in the superiority gap were 
likewise observed based on respondent type, 
with undergraduate students (-0.10), on 
average, having a lower superiority gap than 
graduate students (-0.56) in 2018 across the 
entire dimension. Comparatively, both faculty 
(0.44) and staff (0.02) had positive superiority 
gaps, indicating that their perceptions of the 
LP dimension exceeded their desired expecta-
tions. The differences in desired LP service 
level for undergraduate students and gradu-
ate students were noticeable when the aver-
age superiority gaps for individual questions 
were compared as well. Across all questions, 
graduate students had larger superiority 
gaps than undergraduate students, and on 
two questions (LP-4 and LP-5), undergradu-
ate students actually had positive superiority 
gaps (Table 2). For comparison with recent 
scores, the gaps present in both 2004 and 
2009 are also depicted in Tables 3 and 4.

RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN OVERALL 

SATISFACTION AND THE LIBRARY AS PLACE
In addition to survey results related solely 
to the library as a physical space, LibQual+ 
results also include an overall satisfaction 
score based on survey questions related 
to general satisfaction. Cross tabulations 
indicate that the superiority gaps for the LP 
service dimension were related to those for 
the overall satisfaction. Average LP superior-
ity gaps were lowest (0.01) for those respon-
dents who rated the overall quality of the 
service provided by the library on the high 
end of the scale (data values between 7 and 
9). On average, respondents who rated the 
overall quality of service as average (data 
values between 4 and 6) had a negative LP 

superiority gap (-1.03), indicating that their 
expectations for the library’s space had not 
been met.

This trend continues when differentiat-
ing between undergraduate and graduate 
respondents. Across both students groups, 
those who rated their overall satisfaction 
with the library as high had lower overall LP 
superiority gaps on average than those who 
rated service quality as average. However, 
undergraduate students who rated overall 
satisfaction as high had lower negative LP 
superiority gaps on average (-0.07) than 
graduate students (- 0.44) with similar over-
all service quality ratings (Table 5).

Similar discrepancies between under-

Table 2. Average superiority gap for 
the “library as place” service level, by 
respondent group, 2018

ID Undergrad Graduate Faculty Staff

LP-1 -0.32 -0.81 0.04 0.21

LP-2 -0.21 -0.59 0.59 -0.44

LP-3 -0.05 -0.41 0.39 -0.06

LP-4 0.02 -0.57 0.56 -0.10

LP-5 0.04 -0.29 1.53 0.31

LP
dimension

-0.10 -0.56 0.44 0.02

Table 3. Average superiority gap for 
the “library as place” service level, by 
respondent group, 2004

ID Undergrad Graduate Faculty Staff

LP-1 -0.96 -1.02 -0.24 -0.77

LP-2 -0.57 -0.69 -0.01 -0.23

LP-3 -0.68 -0.85 -0.04 -0.45

LP-4 -0.75 -0.83 -0.07 -0.89

LP-5 -0.64 -0.18 0.55 -0.41

LP
dimension

-0.71 -0.72 -0.01 -0.53

Table 4. Average superiority gap for 
the “library as place” service level, by 
respondent group, 2009

ID Undergrad Graduate Faculty Staff

LP-1 -0.97 -1.29 -0.57 -0.77

LP-2 -0.57 -0.70 0.23 -0.41

LP-3 -0.88 -0.93 -0.34 -0.64

LP-4 -0.96 -1.00 -0.52 -0.71

LP-5 -0.72 -0.26 0.47 -0.06

LP
dimension

-0.81 -0.79 -0.22 -0.53
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graduate and graduate students’ perspec-
tives were also seen when individual LP 
questions were examined. Across all individ-
ual questions, the undergraduate students 
who rated the overall service quality as high 
had lower average superiority gaps than 
graduate students on the individual ques-
tions. This difference was most apparent 
with the “a getaway for study, learning, or 
research” question (LP-4), with undergradu-
ate students who rated the overall service 
quality as high reporting an average supe-
riority gap of 0.03 while graduate students 
with the same service quality rating had an 
average superiority gap of -0.50. Addition-
ally, undergraduate students who rated 
overall service quality as high had average 
superiority gaps that were positive or non-
existent (perceived and desired ratings were 
the same, on average) for three individual 
questions (LP-3, LP-4, and LP-5), while gradu-
ate students had negative superiority gaps 
on all individual questions, demonstrating 
that on average, their desired expectations 

were not met.
Finally, cross tabulations demonstrate an 

interesting relationship between in-person 
library use and the average superiority gap 
across the entire LP dimension as well as in 
each individual question. In the 2018 survey, 
a plurality of respondents indicated that 
they used resources on the library premises 
weekly (29.18%) or monthly (27.05%), with 
fewer respondents reporting that they used 
library resources in-person on a quarterly 
(19.22%) or daily (14.59%) basis, or never 
(9.96%). The respondents who reported 
using library resources in-person on a daily 
basis had smaller average superiority gaps 
across the entire LP dimension (-0.05) than 
those who used library resources in-person 
on a weekly basis (-0.07) (Table 6).

Interestingly, this trend takes a slightly 
different turn though when the individual LP 
questions are examined. The average supe-
riority gaps for respondents who used the li-
brary in-person on a daily basis were positive 
and higher only for individual questions LP-3 

(0), LP-4 (0.05), and LP-5 (0.45). The higher 
positive values demonstrate that those who 
used the library in-person on a daily basis 
had their expectations exceeded with regard 
to the library being “a comfortable and 
inviting location,” “a getaway for learning,” 
and a “community space.” In comparison, 
those who used the library in-person on a 
weekly basis had smaller negative superiority 
gaps on questions LP-1 (-0.31), a “space that 
inspires study and learning,” and LP-2 (-0.12), 
“a quiet space for individual activities,” than 
those who used the library in-person daily.

However, when data from the under-
graduate and graduate respondent groups 
is analyzed separately, clear differences in 
average superiority gaps and the frequency 
of in-person library use are also observed 
across the entire LP dimension (Table 7). 
Across the LP dimension, undergraduate in-
person library users had a positive superior-
ity gap when using the library on a weekly 
(0.03) basis compared to a negative superi-
ority gap for daily (-0.24) users, while gradu-
ate students who used the library in- person 
on a daily basis (-0.10) had a lower negative 
superiority gap than weekly visitors (-0.53). 
Similar differences were observed between 
undergraduate and graduate students 
across the individual LP questions.

DISCUSSION
Change over Time
Overall, the University Library’s LibQual 
results over the last 15 years show some no-
ticeable changes with regard to the library 
as a physical space. With few major changes 
in programming, resources, or staffing, the 
large-scale renovations undertaken be-
tween 2015 and 2018 are likely the cause of 
increased satisfaction since the last survey 
was administered in 2009. As the results 
show, LibQUAL+ data from 2018 demon-
strates that the average perceived service 
performance ratings for the LP dimension 
have increased when compared to the 2004 
and 2009 survey results. A similar upward 
trend was also seen in the 2018 average de-
sired level of service, which was an increase 
from the 2004 and 2009 expectations. 
Although the perceived and desired service 
level ratings for the LP dimension are helpful 
for establishing a baseline and goal for ser-
vice, the superiority gap provides a clearer 
picture of how far a library must go to meet 
the expectations of its users.

In examining the LP dimension, data 
indicates that the overall average superiority 
gap across all survey respondents in 2018 

Table 6. Cross tabulation of “how 
often do you use resources on library 
premises” and average superiority
gap for “library as place,” 2018

Daily Weekly

LP-1 -0.32 -0.31

LP-2 -0.41 -0.12

LP-3 0 -0.07

LP-4 0.05 0.04

LP-5 0.45 0.09

LP dimension -0.05 -0.07

Table 5. Cross tabulation of “how 
would you rate the overall quality of 
the service provided by the library?” 
and average superiority gap for 
“library as place,” 2018

Undergraduate Graduate

High (7-9) Average
(4-6)

High
(7-9)

Average
(4-6)

LP-1 -0.25 -1.00 -0.65 -2.8

LP-2 -0.15 -0.89 -0.46 -2.00

LP-3 0 -0.60 -0.34 -1.17

LP-4 0.03 -0.10 -0.50 -1.33

LP-5 0.05 -0.10 -0.14 -1.75

LP
dimension

-0.07 -0.52 -0.44 -1.84
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was smaller than in either 2004 or 2009, 
meaning that there is a smaller gap between 
what patrons want to see at the library and 
what they actually perceive to be offered. 
This suggests that the library has moved 
in the right direction in terms of its service 
offerings related to the library as a physical 
place. Although it is not possible to directly 
pinpoint the cause of this improved percep-
tion, the fact that the library underwent sig-
nificant renovations between the 2009 and 
2018 surveys suggests that improvements to 
the physical environment of the library have 
been met with approval by patrons, especial-
ly by undergraduates, the patron group most 
likely to use the library’s physical space.

Offering additional evidence of the 
improved perceptions, when the individual 
library as place questions from 2018 were 
examined, similar trends emerged. Across 
the five LP questions, the average superior-
ity gaps decreased over the years as well. 
In addition to the expected increase in 
satisfaction with regard to group study 
space, which increased and improved con-
siderably with the renovations, the results 
also demonstrate smaller superiority gap 
scores (indicating increased satisfaction) for 
“quiet space for individual activities” and 
“a getaway for study, learning, or research.” 
Although the renovation did not focus 
on the quiet study floors, a more positive 
view of these un- renovated quiet library 
spaces may be due to the fact that group 
study spaces are now more noticeable and 
inviting. Individuals and groups seeking 
collaborative spaces have likely found what 
they needed in the newly renovated areas, 
thereby decreasing the likelihood that these 
groups will migrate into the quiet spaces, 
and thus creating a better environment for 
those who wish to engage in quiet individ-
ual activities in the library. This assumption 
is made stronger by the fact that, among 
undergraduates at least, there now exists 
a positive superiority gap for LP question 
asking about “community space for group 
learning and group study.” That we are now 
exceeding patron expectations in this area 
likely means we have fewer students seek-
ing out group space in the quiet third and 
fourth floors, improving satisfaction levels 
on both fronts.

When both the change in scores over 
time as well as the superiority gaps are con-
sidered, three suggestions become possible: 
1) current university students, faculty, and 
staff are more satisfied with the Library’s 
physical environment now than prior to our 

renovation; 2) while perceptions of space 
have become more positive, respondents 
have also increased their expectations; and 
overall, 3) the Library currently is closer to 
meeting respondents’ desired expectations 
now than in either 2004 or 2009. With few 
changes in patron demographics and/or 
library resources between the early surveys 
and the latest iteration, we may surmise 
that the library renovations have contrib-
uted to this increase in patron satisfaction 
with the library’s physical space.

Differences among Participant Groups
The library’s renovation seems to have been 
more impactful on certain patron groups 
than on others. Even though the overall 
LP dimension had perceived performance 
ratings that were close to respondents’ ex-
pectations, differences in perspectives were 
discovered when the data was examined 
by respondent type. Although undergradu-
ate respondents in 2004 had the highest 
average perceived ratings of all groups, in 
neither 2004 nor 2009 none of the per-
ceived ratings for the individual questions 
exceeded expectations. By 2018, however, 
undergraduate respondents reported that 
on average, the library’s current service 
level as “a gateway for study, learning, or 
research” and as a “community space for 
group learning and group study” exceeded 
their expectations.

Compared to undergraduates, graduate 
respondents had lower average perceived LP 
ratings in 2018, even though they increased 
substantially from 2004 and 2009. In 2018, 
graduate students also had higher LP service 
level expectations overall than undergradu-
ate students. This trend was more pro-
nounced when the average desired service 

levels in 2018 were examined for the indi-
vidual questions, with graduate students 
reporting significantly higher expectations 
for each question than undergraduate stu-
dents, resulting in larger average superior-
ity gaps with no instances of perceptions 
exceeding expectations.

As with the changes in survey responses 
over time, the comparison of participant 
groups also leads to several conclusions: 1) 
while both undergraduates and graduate 
students rated the library’s physical environ-
ment higher now than in previous years, 
graduate students are not as satisfied as 
undergraduates, and 2) the library may wish 
to further investigate graduate students’ 
unmet library space needs.

Overall Satisfaction and Usage Frequency
The value of comparing the LP question 
results with respondents’ overall satisfac-
tion as well as their frequency of in-person 
library use is that it offers insight into the 
nuances of student preferences and expec-
tations. The fact that higher overall satisfac-
tion levels coincided with higher percep-
tions of the LP dimension suggests that the 
physical space of the library contributes 
significantly to the students’ perceptions of 
the library as a whole. This in and of itself 
lends evidence to the fact that the library 
was warranted in spending a considerable 
sum on recent renovations. While not stud-
ied directly by this analysis, librarians hope 
that increased student satisfaction both with 
regard to physical space and across the board 
will inspire students to avail themselves of 
other library services as well, including those 
pertaining to staff expertise and informa-
tion resources. With regard to the frequency 
of patron visits to the library, we also are 

Table 7. Cross tabulation of “how 
often do you use resources on library 
premises” and average superiority 
gap for “library as place,” by 
respondent group, 2018

Undergraduate Graduate

Daily Weekly Daily Weekly

LP-1 -0.77 -0.04 -0.33 -0.85

LP-2 -0.42 -0.13 -0.17 -0.57

LP-3 0 0.04 -0.50 -0.29

LP-4 -0.04 0.17 -0.17 -0.42

LP-5 0.04 0.09 0.67 -0.56

LP
dimension

-0.24 0.03 -0.10 -0.53
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able to glean some additional information 
about patron preferences and the impact 
of our renovation. Although overall, daily 
use corresponds to higher satisfaction with 
the physical environment, the differences 
seen between undergraduates and gradu-
ate students warrant further consideration 
by library staff and is likely an area we will 
continue to investigate in the future.

CONCLUSION
The results of the most recent LibQUAL+ 
survey clearly show that the average 
perceived scores for the LP dimension have 
increased since 2004 and 2009. At the same 
time, participants’ expectations seem to 
have increased as well. Among the various 
groups of respondents, faculty and staff 
indicate that the current physical library 
exceeds their desired level of what library 
space should look like, while undergraduate 
students perceive the current space to be 
relatively close to their desired expectations. 
However, when compared to other groups, 
graduate students’ expectation levels have 
risen high enough that the library does not 
currently meet their desired levels. This 
could be attributed to graduate students 
having completed their undergraduate 
studies at institutions with more impressive 
physical library spaces. At the same time, 
because there is a relationship between 
“library as place” and “overall satisfaction” 
with the library, it is possible that gradu-
ate students’ responses about the physical 
space are in some way reflective of their 
overall satisfaction. Given that they tend 
to be less enthusiastic about the library’s 
resource availability, it is possible that this 
dissatisfaction has bled into other areas 
of the survey. Nevertheless, the fact that 
overall satisfaction scores have improved, 
and moreover that physical space satisfac-
tion scores have improved, offers the library 
evidence that the recent space renovations 
are seen as valuable by patrons.

FUTURE INVESTIGATIONS
While the LibQUAL+ survey has merits in 
allowing libraries to compare the same 
concepts over time, the assessment has 
limitations. In addition to criticisms leveled 
at the survey format and methodology by 
other researchers, the numbers alone do not 
necessarily help librarians understand the 
“whys” behind the scores. What the survey 
does do well is to help librarians identify 
areas of service that should be examined 
more closely. To this end, it is likely that 

the University Library will want to conduct 
additional investigations among graduate 
students to understand why they seem less 
satisfied than undergraduates with the 
library’s physical space.

Questions that need to be addressed 
specifically to graduate students may 
include: Are graduate students more likely 
to desire quiet study space? If so, does the 
fact that the library’s “quiet” space is yet 
un-remodeled affect graduate students’ sat-
isfaction? Are graduate students unaware of 
the hidden quiet nooks spread throughout 
the library? Are their responses to “library as 
place” questions informed by their previous 
libraries’ space offerings? Does the abun-
dance of undergraduates in the library make 
the space less inviting for older students? n
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through Course-Related 
LibGuides
BY KELLY A. CLEVER

Academic librarians have always faced 
challenges when marketing their 

collections and services to faculty and stu-
dents. In-person outreach, email lists, social 
media, flyers on bulletin boards, program-
ming, and more have  all been tried with 
great success in some situations and less 
success in others (Edwards, Norton, Ten-
nant, Stoyan- Rosenzweig, & Daley, 2015; 
Piekart & Lafazan, 2015). Now, with a large 
percentage of courses being 
taught online or by adjunct 
faculty who may not 
attend department 
meetings, librarians 
face new challenges 
in outreach to instruc-
tors and in turn their 
students (Lederman, 
2018; National Cen-
ter for Education 
Statistics, 2018, 2019). 

LibGuides are a tool that librarians can 
leverage to reach both faculty and students 
with instruction and library resources, re-
gardless of course delivery format or faculty 
status. In this project, I personally selected 
and recommended specific LibGuides to 
faculty for inclusion in the course learning 
management system as a form of outreach 
to both professors and students.

LITERATURE REVIEW
Existing literature indicates that LibGuide 
usage is strongly correlated to library 
instruction. In particular, guides that are 
created or edited in consultation with the 

course instructor show higher 
levels of use (Adebonojo, 
2010; Gonzalez & West-

brock, 2010). This collab-
oration with subject 
faculty can be done at 

a casual level, in which 
the faculty member merely 
reviews the completed 
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