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Reflections: Should we do this again … 
 
The ARL provides documentation, optional training sessions, and a closed mailing list for 
LibQUAL+™ participants to draw on.  However, there is no greater learning opportunity 
for learning than doing something for the first time.  This was a first-time LibQUAL+™ 
for the University of Lethbridge done against a very compressed timeframe and, as such, 
many lessons were learned along the way. 
 
1. Challenge the idea of surveying non-academic/non-library staff 
 
Unless the role of the Library vis-à-vis the non-academic/non-library staff (i.e., AUPE 
and APO staff from outside the Library) changes, it is recommended that this group is 
exempted from participating in future LibQUAL+™ surveys.  In this role, they are not 
primary users of the Library.  Although member of this group may also be students, it 
would then be and should be as students that they would participate.   
 
As well, many complained they did not want to participate in the survey.  The response 
rate was less than half the response rate of the academic user and of 83 surveys 
submitted, 14 were screened out as being invalid—the highest number of any of the 
groups. 
 
2. Distance students 
 
While the LibQUAL+™ is the best tool available, it seems to be focused on a residential 
setting and is not good at capturing the perceptions of distance students and faculty.  
Distance students were included in this baseline assessment using LibQUAL+™ but 
there was no way to identify a distance user unless they self-identified in the comments.  
Some indicated via email that they refused to participate. 
 
The needs of the distance users are different.  It would be beneficial, therefore, to 
research the possibility of an additional survey instrument specifically designed to 
capture the user perceptions of distance students and to use this instrument to supplement 
the LibQUAL+™ results in order to understand the perspective of all of our users.  
 
3. Remind, remind, remind … and then remind again. 
 
The response rate for this survey exceeded expectations for returns on Web based 
surveys.  Participating libraries were advised to try for 15-25%, with 25% being 
considered high.  At a little over 28%, the University of Lethbridge came in on the high 
side of the top quartile for response rate according to the ARL.  Still, the advice “out 
there” says 30% is the goal and the only real way to achieve this magic number is to 
remind participants to complete their survey.  This survey was supported by novelty (the 
users had not been asked their opinion for a very long time, if ever!), an aggressive 
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promotional campaign, and the support of the University President.  Due consideration 
must be given to how to maintain this response rate and improve upon it. 
 
4. Departmental demographics 
 
This survey run captured the department or division level affiliation of the respondents.  
While this was perhaps convenient, it did not provide an avenue for any useful analysis 
given the number of cases at this level were too few for results to be reliable.  As well, 
respondents expressed concern that their confidentiality would be compromised by 
answering this question truthfully.  One must wonder, as well, if the division into 
departments is artificial, especially in light of increased interdisciplinary research.  For 
example, in Geography we have faculty who pursue economic research relating to 
industry and others who pursue scientific research relating to water.  Might it be better to 
work at a broader level, such as the disciplinary levels and allow the respondents to 
classify themselves accordingly? 
 
5. Engage an Applied Studies student. 
 
For Part 2 of the project, an Applied Studies student, Shareen Greidanus, joined as the 
LibQUAL+™ Research Assistant.  Shareen had completed course work in both 
qualitative and quantitative research methods and was one of a pool of people 
recommended by Dr. Muriel Mellow, Assistant Professor (Sociology).  Shareen’s course 
work was directed at gaining practical experience in qualitative research methods with a 
specific emphasis on the evaluation of focus groups as a qualitative research method.  
Shareen expressed a preference for Sociology credit.  Therefore her applied studies was 
registered as Sociology 4980, “Advanced Qualitative Research Methods” with Dr. 
Mellow serving as Faculty Supervisor and L. Jacobs, LibQUAL+™ Project Librarian, as 
Placement Supervisor. 
 
As a 4th year undergraduate student in her final semester, Shareen’s participation and 
perspective in Part 2 of the project proved invaluable.  The theoretical knowledge that she 
brought to the project helped in laying out the project and drafting the application to the 
Human Subjects Research Committee while her perspective as an undergraduate helped 
to shape the project.   
 
With respect to the actual execution of the focus group sessions, there were obvious 
differences in the dynamic when Shareen was moderating.  When the Project Librarian 
was moderating, the groups had a tendency at some point in the discussion to turn into a 
question and answer period.  When Shareen moderated the groups, an actual discussion 
took place that elicited valuable perspectives on library service.  In addition, it was noted 
that the dynamic in the undergraduate focus groups adopted a more casual sharing of 
concerns and ideas which benefited the discussion and the results. 
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Finally, Shareen brought her own listening and analytical skills as well as her 
undergraduate perspective to the debriefing sessions and to the analysis of the results 
with the result that a few different things were heard than might have been heard 
otherwise. 
 
For Shareen, the project provided valuable practical experience in qualitative research 
methods.  In exchange, the Library not only achieved better results but engaged in the 
educational process at a different level. 
 
It is highly recommended that consideration be given to including an Applied Studies 
component in future assessment and evaluation projects. 
 

Conclusion 
 
The 2005 LibQUAL+™ Project at the University of Lethbridge was a first attempt to 
survey and analyze user perceptions of library service quality.  It was a positive 
experience from the perspective of the users and it has already gone some way to putting 
the Library on the “radar screen” of the University community. 
 
Regardless of the fact that this first use of LibQUAL+™ was a learning experience for 
everyone, it has served the purpose of establishing a baseline assessment of user 
perceptions.  From this the Library can now proceed to take action on the results and on 
the recommendations being proposed.   
 
The Library promised it was listening and encouraged users to “talk to us.”  Only future 
LibQUAL+™ surveys, though, will tell the Library and the University community how 
well the Library heard these concerns and responded. 


