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Background

The Library of Medicine and Health Sciences of the University of Oslo Library was established in 2000 with the merger of several libraries, the two major ones being the library of the National Hospital, and the Library of the Faculty of Medicine. Since then the library has been subject to other major changes, notably the transition from paper to electronic resources, especially in the field of journals.  This has required substantial readjustment on the part of our users, and last spring we decided that the time had come to try to get some hard facts regarding our users' satisfaction - or dissatisfaction - regarding our services. 

Project organization

The project was initiated by and anchored in the top management of the library, a fact we consider to be of the utmost importance. After an invitation with a call to join a project group had been sent out to all the employees of the library, a group of four participants from the major departments of the library was established.  None of us had any previous experience with this kind of work, and no extra resources in terms of manpower or time were set aside for it.  In other words we had to find time to work on the project in addition to taking care of our customary duties. 

Preparations

Before we could start on the survey itself, we had to do some research. We spent time reading about the art of conducting surveys, as well as studying surveys made by other libraries in order to get tips and ideas. We deliberated whether or not to hand the job over to a company specializing in the business of polls and surveys, but then we decided that it was important for us to play as active a part as possible in the whole process, especially with regard to developing the questionnaire itself. 

Building the questionnaire

When it was time to begin working on the questions, we started out with a brainstorming to establish which questions we wanted to ask, arranging the questions into logical groups. We considered it of the utmost importance not to antagonize the respondents by posing irrelevant questions, as well as only asking questions to which we really wanted to know the answers.  It was equally important that the questions be phrased so as not to cause any misunderstandings. In order to achieve these goals we had to go through the questions over and over and over again. The leaders of the various departments of the library were involved to make sure we were on the right track. We ended up with 73 questions altogether, most of which were about the users’ experiences with the library. A few questions dealt with scenarios of a different kind of library than the existing one, and some questions were asked to establish the respondents’ backgrounds in terms of position, age and sex. 


We decided to phrase the questions in the form of positive statements, like for instance: ”The lighting in the library is good”, “I always find an available computer”, etc., to which the respondents were asked to indicate their degree of agreement. There was a “I don’t know/NA” option available for almost all the questions. The questions were divided into 7 groups/ sections, and at the end of each section there was an open field where the respondents were welcome to give additional comments, freely formulated. 

From the very beginning we knew that we wanted to use a web-based tool to conduct the survey, one reason being that we needed to reach the users of our “virtual library” as well as those who visited the physical library. After doing some research we settled for  “Questback”, a web-tool for building all kinds of questionnaires. (Questback is a Norwegian based company with branches in many European countries.) One of the reasons  for choosing Questback was that this tool gives the possibility for routing. The “routing” functionality in Questback ensures that the respondents are taken to different parts of the questionnaire depending on which answers they choose. Consequently if a respondent answers that he/she seldom or never comes to the physical library, he/she will not be asked questions about the lighting or temperature in the library. Because of the routing functionality none of the respondents were asked the total 73 questions. There was a maximum of 69 questions that anyone respondent might get, and in that case he/she  would have to be an active user of all our services. 

Pilot testing

In order to test our questions we ran a pilot on our colleagues who gave useful feedback. We made some adjustments before we ran another pilot, this time on four library users of different stature (one young student, one senior physician, etc.), and after some more adjustments the questionnaire was ready.

Inviting respondents

After establishing the size of the populations of the medical students, researchers, and clinical staff at the hospital, a random selection of each was made and e-mail invitations sent out,  2310 altogether. The survey was open for a two weeks’ period (one reminder was sent out) and 787 respondents completed the questionnaire - a response rate close to 34 %. Considering the fact that web-based surveys tend to have lower response rates than traditional paper-based surveys, and also considering the fact that this was a rather comprehensive survey, we were quite satisfied with this rate.
Analysis

When the two weeks came to an end and the survey was closed, the analysis of the data could begin. To us this was the most challenging part of the whole process. We are librarians, not statisticians! and we had no experience of the kind of work that was required. Questback offered simple, standard reports, but we needed more advanced ones. We ended up doing it the “old fashioned way” - with MS Office products (Word and Excel). We do, however, believe that there are more possibilities in Questback than we were able to find (we never took a course in Questback). We considered learning SPSS or another computer-based program for statistical analysis, but we rejected this, realizing  that it would not be cost-effective.
One factor which made the work unnecessarily time consuming was the fact that the four of us were not careful to agree on the standards for how the data should be represented at an early stage of the process. This gave us a lot of extra work in the way of representing tables, figures and fonts in a uniform fashion.
Results

The survey revealed that the students were heavy users of the physical library, whereas the doctors and employees of the university reported low use of the physical library, but heavy use of the library’s electronic services. The library’s services were well regarded by all the groups. 

Conclusion

We believe that this survey will be useful in many ways. Even if our users report a high degree of satisfaction with our services, there is always room for improvement, and the survey gives us a lot of hard facts as to where to put our efforts. 
Working on the project has been interesting and rewarding, as well as competence-building, for the four of us who did it. We also believe that it has been an inspiration for all the workers in the library, who were kept regularly updated with the process, as well as involved in working out improvements and adjustments suggested by the results of the survey. 
However, there’s no denying that it’s been time consuming, and for others who plan on conducting a survey like this, we would recommend the following strategies:
Small libraries:  Get help! Consider engaging a professional company or get extra manpower.
Medium libraries: Consider getting help, at least partially! You may be able to conduct the survey by yourselves, but doing the analysis is a very resource consuming job, and we would recommend you get help on this part.
Large libraries: Go ahead yourselves! We believe you’d find it as instructive, useful and enjoyable as we have.
