Assessing Library Services
A Practical Guide for the Nonexpert
Lisa R. Horowitz

T

he idea of assessing library services can intimidate
even the most seasoned librarian. This article is a
straightforward introduction to assessment for the nonexpert, written for reference and public service managers
and coordinators who want to analyze data about existing
services or incorporate assessment into plans for a new
service. It addresses how to approach assessment, how to
make it more useful, and how it can improve a service over
time. Those who are new to assessment will find this article
a helpful starting point for service evaluation; those who
are experienced in assessment can share this article with
nonexpert staff to explain the basics of assessment, dispel
anxieties, and generate support for assessment projects.

Background in Assessment
Many books and articles have been written that contribute
to knowledge in the library field of how to do assessment.
There are a few that have much more information than this
article offers and yet offer introductory information for the
nonexpert learning how to do assessment. A major contribution to the field is the Reference Assessment Manual, published by the American Library Association (ALA) in 1995.
This comprehensive volume of articles about reference assessment aims to “provide practicing librarians, reference
managers, and researchers with access to a wide range of
evaluation instruments useful in assessing reference service
effectiveness.”1 The book comprises three major parts: (1)
a set of essays that describe the appropriate research processes and the best tools to answer certain kinds of questions, (2) an extensive annotated bibliography of articles
about reference assessment and performance evaluation of
reference librarians, and (3) a summary of many of the instruments described in the bibliography, most of which are
included on a (sadly now outdated) 3½" floppy disk.
As that book is well more than a decade old, several authors have worked to bring the information in it up to date.
Jo Bell Whitlatch’s book, Evaluating Reference Services: A
Practical Guide, updates the Reference Assessment Manual, comprehensively including articles from 1995 through
the book’s publication date, again with annotations. In her
book, she also includes a valuable, in-depth description of
how to assess reference services.2 It is an excellent introduc23, no. 4
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tion to evaluating reference services, using simple language
and practical suggestions, including sections such as “What
is a Survey, and Why Would I Want To Conduct One?” and
“Ethical Issues” regarding observation techniques. More recently, Eric Novotny’s book of articles specifically addresses
how to assess reference in a digital age.3 The articles cover
a broad range of reference modes (chat, e-mail, online tutorials, etc.) and a number of instruments are included as
well. Although not necessarily written for the nonexpert, it
does update the work of the Reference Assessment Manual
and Evaluating Reference Services.
Reference is only one of many services that libraries
assess, and there are a number of books that more broadly
address service assessment. A recommended introduction
to the evaluation process as a whole is Joseph Matthews’
The Evaluation and Measurement of Library Services.4
The chapters describe what evaluation is and its purposes,
and what tools to use and why. There are several individual
chapters devoted to specific library services as well. A number of other books have been written that provide broader
knowledge of how to do research and conduct data analysis, but those move out of the scope of the audience for
this article.5 Others have focused on service quality. Peter
Hernon and Ellen Altman describe how to assess service
quality with a focus on library users in Assessing Service
Quality: Satisfying the Expectations of Library Customers.6 Individual chapters explain how to define performance
standards, and when to use certain kinds of tools. Darlene
Weingand’s book, Customer Service Excellence: A Concise
Guide for Librarians, uses a libraries-specific approach to
the business concept of customer service excellence, with a
focus on public libraries.7
After the turn of the twenty-first century, the need for
assessment data became greater as library resources became
more and more restricted. New literature that showcases
different ways to assess in order to produce data with more
impact were produced. Roswitha Poll and Phillip Payne
explain that because resources within institutions and
communities have become more and more scarce, libraries must find ways to prove their contribution to learning,
Lisa R. Horowitz (lisah@mit.edu) is Coordinator of Central
Reference Services at Massachusetts Institute of Technology
Libraries in Cambridge.
193

teaching, and research quantifiably.8 They do so by concentrating on impact measures for libraries and information
services. Larry Nash White provides a case for assessment
of intangibles in libraries, as the world has moved toward a
focus that is more “service and information oriented than
production oriented.” He stresses that “library goodness”
could be considered one of these intangibles.9 Peggy Maki,
former director of assessment at the American Association
for Higher Education, combines an assessment focus on
student outcomes with a description for how to plan assessment for that purpose.10 Steve Hiller and Jim Self, two wellknown library assessment experts, describe in one article
how data gathered from assessment can help with planning
and decision making.11 That article includes a comprehensive literature review of the use of data in libraries and offers contemporary examples of libraries that have used data
successfully for planning and management.
In 2002, a committee of ALA’s Reference and User
Services Association (RUSA) was tasked to create guidelines for assessment of reference. In the end, there were too
many variables to set definitive guidelines, but the committee did develop a toolkit introduced in 2007 that explains
in detail what kinds of analysis are best used with which
assessment tools. The toolkit points to a variety of tools
used by various libraries, and gives an extensive bibliography of references.12 This toolkit can be a valuable resource
for the nonexpert. What none of these articles or books offers is a concise description of what the nonexpert needs to
know in order to begin an assessment process. This article
attempts to explain the basic premises that assessment requires and how to move towards an assessment of a service
having defined a scope for the project that is within budget,
works with the staff available, and serves a valuable purpose. The rest of the article has four parts. The first section
describes general principles upon which all assessment efforts should be founded. The second section explains how
to plan for assessment within the context of the resources
and staff time available. The third section explains how to
implement these principles and planning, and the fourth
section explains post-assessment evaluation—how to assess
the effectiveness of your assessment project, and how to
move forward.13

SECTION I: General Principles
Poll, a frequent contributor of articles on performance measurement (especially for the International Federation of Library Associations), defines “performance measurement”
as the
collection of statistical and other data describing
the performance of the library, and the analysis of
these data in order to evaluate performance. Or,
in other words: Comparing what a library is doing
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(performance) with what it is meant to do (mission) and wants to achieve (goals).14
Library staff and administrators want to assess services
for a variety of reasons: to justify positions or resources, describe patterns of use and demand for services, determine
appropriate service hours or staffing, for peer comparison,
to improve services, evaluate new services, etc. Most important in the recent literature is assessing the impact of the
library and its services on its constituencies.15 The word
“assessment” is used to describe all the various strategies
used to satisfy these myriad needs.
Although assessment can be initiated for any number
of reasons with questions that can be answered with variety of tools, all assessment strategies should meet common
standards to ensure that they are accurate, will lead to improvements, and are appropriate to their specific purpose
and institution. By adhering to the following seven basic
tenets of good assessment, results will be richer and more
likely to be trusted by administration.16

The Seven Basic Tenets of Good Assessment
1. Devise a set of performance standards based on the
values of your library.
A standard, according to The Oxford American Dictionary of Current English, is “an object or quality or measure serving as a basis or example or principle to which
others conform or should conform or by which others are
judged.”17 Performance standards in this context are those
targets, outcomes, or metrics that are desired to indicate
that a service is successful. As Whitlach explains, “typically
you need to assess against some agreed upon performance
standards. You develop goals for service and measurable
objectives, and then determine whether the objectives are
met”18 by comparing your actual performance to the standards that you have set.
The performance standards that you employ will be
defined by the values of your library. Your institution or
unit may already have its own rules about service (e.g., “We
respond to any e-mail question by 5 p.m. the next business
day.”) that you can use as your standard, and you can also
rely on or modify other standards for reference and information service (see a list of possibilities in the appendix
at the end of this article). When you devise performance
standards, consider your goals and what will make your
service a success within the context of the values held by
your library. Hernon and Altman describe a method that
leads from values to standards. They suggest that staff look
at a list of “service quality expectations” and identify first-,
second-, and third-level priorities among them:
Such a list of priorities serves as a reminder that
the intent is to identify those expectations that
staff believe are most essential to meet and to lay
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the foundation both for expanding the list over
time and for deciding where to set [standards].19
The set of priorities identified by staff becomes the
foundation for performance standards.
Self explains how, at the University of Virginia, where
a “balanced scorecard”20 method of assessment is used, values lead to standards: “By limiting the number of scorecard
metrics [items that indicate success within the specific standard], it forces us to decide what is important, and to identify those numbers that truly make a difference.”21 These
values will also influence what you assess and why, which
leads to the next principle.
2. Determine what questions you want answered.
Many people begin by looking at data that already exists, such as data reported for accreditation or generated
by the catalog, and then try to determine what that data
tells them about their services. Although there is value to
analyzing preexisting data, preexisting data can only answer very specific questions; as a result, limiting oneself
to mining preexisting data severely restricts the range of
questions that can be answered. The most relevant assessment instead begins by asking questions generated by your
performance standards. If a performance standard requires
that you respond to any question by 5 p.m. the next day,
your questions might include, Are we meeting our question response-time goal? How often do we miss that goal?
Can that be improved? Are our users satisfied with our
response time? As questions based on specific standards
are generated, it will be found that there are many possible
directions to explore.
3. Make sure to use the most appropriate data-gathering
tool for your questions.
Some people begin assessment by choosing a particular datagathering tool, even before their questions have been determined. For example, they begin by deciding that a focus
group or a survey would be a good idea because they need
input from library users, and they feel these are the logical
ways to gather it. However, this is an ill-considered practice
that can restrict you to answering only those questions that
can be answered by that tool. The list of possible questions
to ask is unlimited if it is considered before choosing a tool.
A best practice is to let the questions determine what data
is needed, and then allow data needs to point toward the
most appropriate tools.22 There are a number of tools that
can be used, and different tools may offer quantitative or
qualitative feedback. Qualitative feedback is non-numerical
and may be generated by surveys, interviews, focus groups,
or even observation. Quantitative feedback is often generated through unobtrusive observation, such as gate counts
or circulation numbers, but is sometimes imposed on qualitative feedback, such as where a scale from 1 to 5 is assigned to something that is qualitative. This is described in
more detail in tenet 4.
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Not all assessment tools serve every purpose, and both
quantitative and qualitative methods have value. As Danny
Wallace and Connie Van Fleet explain,
the specific methodology for the evaluation project devolves from the perspective established for
the evaluation effort. Certain methodologies lend
themselves to certain perspectives. Focus groups,
for instance, are very useful in determining patron
perceptions, are of limited use in determining patterns of use, and are of extremely limited value in
assessing efficiency or effectiveness.23
Focus groups are guided, moderated discussions on a topic
familiar or meaningful in some way to the participants involved. Because of their format, focus groups and one-onone interviews are not usually representative enough to be
generalized to a large population. This kind of qualitative
feedback can best be used to solicit ideas, such as for new
library initiatives, or to corroborate and expand on ideas
learned from a larger-scale survey. Surveys, in turn, are useful for gaining perceptual and opinion feedback of a large
population, but are less useful for confirming factual information. For example, if users respond that they visit the
library once a month, it means that users “reported” they
visited the library once a month. But to learn about actual
patterns of use or to corroborate facts, direct observation
of intermediated transactions or indirect examinations of
electronic transactions, gate counts, etc., are more useful.
Poll and Payne explain the value of combining qualitative
and quantitative methods:
The results of qualitative methods will of course
have a subjective bias; they show the “perceived
outcome.” They should therefore be compared
with results of quantitative methods or with statistics of library use in order to validate the results.
But the “anecdotal evidence” will be invaluable in
reporting to the public and the institution, as it
serves to make statistics understandable and believable.24
For those interested, an assessment glossary has been compiled that offers complete definitions of these methodologies, which can help determine the best use of each tool.25
Tools are also described in more depth later.
4. Define plans for data use.
Regardless of the tools used, ensure that all data collected is used in a contextually appropriate way. Additionally,
make sure the interpretation of data will suggest actions
that can improve services or fulfill the needs of assessment
identified above. Communication of the use of data and its
results needs to be clear as well. Staff can get frustrated
when they must gather data simply because it is easy to
gather, but they see no outcomes from the data collection.
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Users can become frustrated if they are asked questions,
but no action results. Maki writes, “Assessment is certain
to fail if an institution does not develop channels that communicate assessment interpretations and proposed changes
to its centers of institutional decision-making, planning and
budgeting.”26 It is equally important to share that information with users as well. This demonstrates to all the stakeholders that their participation in assessment activities has
had value, and creates an atmosphere where change and
improvement are expected and accepted.
How data is used also has a bearing on the kind of data
that needs to be collected. Decisions will need to be made
about whether qualitative or quantitative data will answer
your question, and, if quantitative, what measurement level
is needed.27 This level describes which scale is used in rating questions. One of four common types of scales is used,
depending on whether the numbers in the scale are truly
continuous. In library studies, a numerical rating is often
assigned to satisfaction, success, or an evaluation of an instructor. The importance of the measurement level is that
with continuous numbers, statistical measures are legitimate. Using certain statistical and arithmetical functions
on non-continuous numbers leads to invalid or questionable results. The least numerical scale is the nominal scale,
in which numbers are merely used as named categories; for
example, the library call numbers or a phone number. The
numbers do not offer a measurement, and cannot be used
in a statistical way. On the other end of the spectrum is the
ratio scale, the most truly continuous scale, which can be
used in any statistical calculation. It has a true zero point
and can be divided into infinitesimal pieces which remain
meaningful. This scale includes numbers such as people’s
ages, or lengths of time. The interval scale is similar to a
ratio scale, in that the differences between the values are
fixed and can be divided, but the value of zero is arbitrary,
such as with temperature scales or calendar dates. The zero
point does not actually represent a lack of the feature being
measured. This means that certain kinds of statistical work
can be done to these numbers, but not all.
Library assessment often involves the ordinal scale.
Ordinal scales define rank—how satisfied users are or who
is the best teacher—but do not define a particular distance
from one level to another. In library studies, there is often
an ordinal scale that shows a satisfaction rating, a success
rating, or an evaluation of an instructor. For example, a
write-up explaining that library satisfaction scored “3.1” on
a scale from 1 to 4 is ordinal. The problem is that the distances from 1 to 2 or 3 to 4 are not necessarily the same
(I am very satisfied vs. I am satisfied vs. I am dissatisfied,
etc.). Even the number ranks themselves likely mean something different from one person to the next. So although
the ordinal scale can be valuable, using it arithmetically
to get a mean, for example, can be misleading.28 Consider
the implications of the measurement scale used when creating assessment tools and applying them in interpreting
results.
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5. Triangulate the data.
Corroborate results by collecting data through several different methods of assessment, ideally three. As RUSA’s
guide states, “the more sources of data, the better your
analyses will be . . . [T]riangulation increases the validity
of your analyses and results.”29 Valid results flow from multiple data streams, rather than relying on a single assessment tool. This may involve compiling the results of several
quantitative analyses, or could be a combination of qualitative and quantitative data. For example, in a study of virtual reference at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology
(MIT), results of two user surveys alongside chat and e-mail
transcripts were analyzed, along with activity levels and return rates for usage of the chat service, and usability studies.30 Taken together, the results offered a rich variety of
data indicating how MIT libraries’ virtual reference services
could be improved. In another example, when deciding how
to envision MIT reference services for the future, users answered a survey and focus groups were held to support or
extend the information received from the survey, which was
more comprehensive. Staff members were surveyed, and all
the data examined together and used to write a “reference
vision” that could be used into the future.31
6. Endeavor to maintain statistical validity.
Maintaining statistical validity (occurring when variables
truly do measure what they represent) and reliability (occurring when the tools used can be trusted to measure it
consistently) is probably the hardest thing for the nonexpert to do. However, the most reliable results are statistically valid, will stand up to investigation by administrators
and outside reviewers, and can be corroborated. Gathering
numerical data with the appropriate measurement level is
a good start.32 There are, additionally, some tools to assist
with statistical validity, such as random number generators
and sample size calculators.33 RUSA’s guide offers suggestions for analytical tools that are best in certain contexts.
If ensuring that results are statistically valid is a concern, a
statistician can often be found at an institution or locally.
Other sources are RUSA’s Directory of Peer Consultants
and Speakers (https://cs.ala.org/speakers), or conferring
with someone from ALA’s Office of Research and Statistics
(www.ala.org/ala/ors/researchstatistics.htm).
7. Pretest data collection instruments.
Make sure that questions in each instrument are understood by those who will be answering them, and that they
measure what is desired. Ensure the data gathered by the
tool actually answer initial questions. Use a small group
representing those who will be taking the survey, and
watch them take the test. Consider having them answer
the questions out loud. Be certain that subjects interpret
the questions as intended, and do not find your questions
ambiguous. Look at the “results” as though they are real,
to be sure the results obtained answer the questions you
asked. When you analyze the results, can you interpret
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them? Sometimes, as much as your questions seem to make
sense, the data gathered in response to the questions does
not actually add anything to what you already know. Testing the tools helps to avoid that problem. By incorporating
these seven basic principles into your thinking about and
planning for assessment, you will find that assessment is
easier to manage and less intimidating.

l

SECTION II: Planning Assessment
Assessment involves a number of steps. The first, and perhaps most important, is to take time to plan. Writing out
a plan helps to manage the scope of the assessment, and
makes it less intimidating. By writing or at least outlining
a plan, how much is done at any time can be controlled.
Doing so will also help reassure staff that incorporating assessment into their daily workflow will not be burdensome.
An assessment plan will be most effective if it meets the
following three criteria: (1) keeping a focus on actions for
improvement or change, (2) maintaining a pace that makes
the plan manageable, and (2) avoiding or addressing potential obstacles that can hinder the assessment process.

Focus on Actions
Assessment is most welcome when it results in positive
changes or improvements, whether to users, workflow, use
of resources, or determination about how to proceed with
a new service. When planning assessment, keep in mind anticipated positive changes or improvements. This will help
limit the scope of the assessment, as activities which are
less likely to produce any sort of change can be eliminated
or minimized. Efforts can then be focused on activities that
will result in beneficial changes.

Make it Manageable
Assessment becomes unmanageable when its scope reaches
beyond the control of the person implementing it. Make it
manageable by limiting the scope where possible.
l

l

Assessment takes time for all the people concerned—
the plan writers, the creators of the tools, those who
input data, those who analyze the data. Make sure the
assessment plan can be managed within the amount of
staff time available. Make the project smaller if staff are
not able to take on a large project. That does not mean
that the assessment will necessarily be less valuable.
The impact of a smaller assessment project may pave
the way for administrative support for additional staff
time for assessment in the future.34
Another way to ensure that time is available for assessment is to tie assessment to a project that is already
planned. When planning to redesign reference space,
incorporate assessment into that project. If starting a
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new training initiative, describe how to assess the success of the initiative. By making sure that assessment
is not separate but is part of projects already planned,
there is a logical space for assessment in the workload,
and time becomes easier to manage.
Plan the assessment over a cycle of several years, rather than considering it a one-time project. This enables
it to be ongoing, it allows for new questions over time
and it limits expectations of ever having a “complete”
assessment at any one point, which is certainly not
manageable.35
Make the plan modular. Having an assessment plan
with different components that can be handled simultaneously or at unrelated times works well within a
cycle of assessment. Tie various standards to certain
years (for example, get user feedback on services every
three to five years, but focus on workflow improvement
in other years). Alternatively, focus on certain units
or services within each year, without overloading staff
with assessment activity. This modularity also keeps
assessment manageable by reducing the expectation
of what can be achieved at any one time, while nonetheless illustrating that in the long term, a variety of
assessment projects (and related improvements!) can
take place.
Do not overwork your human “resources” devoted to
assessment. There is a pool of survey subjects, focus
group participants, willing interviewees, and library
staff. Try not overload them with too many assessment
requests at any time, so as not to use up their willingness to participate. Make sure that the plan does not
dictate the use of these “resources” many times within
a short period.36
Finally, assign responsibility for assessment. Assessment is less likely to stall if a particular person or
group champions it. This champion should represent
the stakeholders in the assessment process, people
who will be affected both by the assessment process
itself, and by the changes that may take place based on
the results. This champion can then advocate for funding support and staff commitment to the assessment
process, and can maintain history and continuity over
time, as assessment needs change.

Overcoming Obstacles
The previous section on managing assessment hints at obstacles that may hinder assessment, with the goal of handling them during the planning process. This section highlights possible obstacles and suggests how to prevent them
from hampering that process. There are three kinds of obstacles that can hamper good assessment. First, administrative support comprises buy-in, funding, and allocated staff
time or positions. If administrators do not believe that assessment can result in positive changes and improvements,
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start smaller. Select an area that requires less support from
them, and show them how valuable assessment can be.
Consider writing the assessment plan in conjunction with
stakeholders to encourage buy-in. Maki advises communicating regularly with stakeholders to promote support for
assessment:
If an institution aims to sustain its assessment efforts to improve continually the quality of education, it needs to develop channels of communication whereby it shares interpretations of students’
results and incorporates recommended changes
into its budgeting, decision making, and strategic
planning as these processes will likely need to respond to and support proposed changes.37
Assessment can require tools, supplies such as postage or incentives, or even simply training for staff. Ideally,
library administration will support the assessment initiative
and provide some funding when needed.38 However, lack of
funding does not mean that assessment cannot be done. If
there is not an assessment budget, look for tools that are
free or inexpensive (see RUSA’s guide for ideas). Consider
allotting more staff time for a homegrown product, if possible. Again, when shown that assessment produces results,
it may be possible to get future funding for something with
a larger scope. In the written plan or outline, make it clear
what can be done within the funding available currently,
and explain what might be done with more funding.
The second type of obstacle is internal. As mentioned
before, it is crucial that staff support the assessment and
believe that it will result in positive change. Otherwise, it
will not be supported, and may be resented. Staff who are
resentful or who do not believe in the process may forget
or refuse to provide data or input when it requires manual
action. Conversely, they may anticipate an outcome that
negatively impacts them, and therefore may provide inaccurate data in an attempt to skew the results. The best way
to combat this type of obstacle is to share the assessment
plan and what it means with the staff involved. Make sure
that they understand the likely positive impacts that their
cooperation will produce.
The third type of obstacle is external—the users themselves. Respondents can hinder assessment through low
response rates or through sham responses. Response rate
is important because low response rates from a representative sample can reduce the validity of generalizing the
results to the whole population.39 (Response rates from
a non-representative sample are less critical in that the
results cannot be applied to the general population anyway.) Response rates can be raised through incentives for
participation, support and encouragement from a critical
stakeholder whose opinion makes a difference to the respondents, or through clear benefits in how the results will
be used. Sham responses are much less likely but can actually occur as the result of incentives. If the incentive is very
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good (e.g., every responder will receive $10), there may be
respondents who answer randomly simply to obtain the incentive. Generally, this is something that cannot be totally
avoided except by limiting incentives.40

SECTION III: Implementing the Assessment
Plan
Up to this point, the basic tenets for doing assessment and
the planning required to make it effective have been described. The following is a suggested list of steps that lead
to assessment that is manageable and “actionable.” It relies on the standards created, which in turn depend on the
values of the institution. This leads to a set of measurable
objectives, which then point to the appropriate tools to obtain those measurements. Finally, there are suggestions for
where to go for input on how to analyze and interpret the
data that is gathered.41

Ask Questions Based on Standards
As described above, the assessment will rely upon a set of
standards. In MIT Libraries’ Public Services department,
for instance, the following were developed based on standards and guidelines from the library literature (see the
appendix) as well as from the libraries’ own goals:
1. Staff provide consistent and excellent service in all interactions.
2. Service is both available and delivered in
modes appropriate to user needs.
3. Users get accurate, appropriate and timely
service.
4. Users are aware of and understand our services and policies.
5. Staff are empowered to be successful in
their roles.
6. There is effective, efficient and balanced
use of resources.42
The standards that are listed above are not actually
measurable. They suggest, in vague terms, what the ideal
service would provide. The University of Virginia Library
has similar standards. For example, it includes a standard,
“Provide excellent service to users of the University of Virginia Library.”43 Tenet number 2 from the “General Principles” section provides the next step to get to something
measurable: Ask questions for which answers are desired.
Look at one or all of your standards, and brainstorm questions that will tell whether or not the standard has been
met. An example will make this clearer.
At MIT in 2007, public services administrators chose to
focus assessment on the standard, “Users are aware of and
understand our services and policies.” Many committees
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and units analyzed that standard from their own point of
view. The Research and Instruction Support Group (RISG)
brainstormed questions related to research and instruction,
such as, “Do people know we offer research assistance in
a variety of formats?” and “How do users find out about
our research and instruction services?” The group brainstormed a total of almost forty questions. At the same time,
the Client Focus Group brainstormed questions related to
outreach. In each case, the standard tied the questions together, so that all units were considering users’ awareness
and understanding of our services.
However, generating the questions is only the first
step. Be sure that the project is manageable by reducing
the number of questions that will be addressed. It is possible to combine questions into categories and again, going
back to the stated values, determine which are the most
important to analyze at the moment. Prioritize questions
which are most pertinent now, whether for administrators
or which lead to actions that can improve the service. RISG
generated forty questions, but in the end chose to focus on
only a single one, given the time available for this project
and the staff available to work on it.

Define Measurable Objectives for Each
Question
A measurable objective is just that: an objective, goal, target, that can be measured. Look at the top priority questions generated in the last step, and then reword them into
something measurable.
Moving from the questions to something measurable
can be the most challenging part of assessment because it
means assigning numbers to the institution’s values. Especially if you have no idea how well your service is currently
doing, it is hard to assign what seems like an arbitrary number to an objective to determine how well you are doing,
but it is important to do so. Hernon and Altman agree:
“Because there are no universally accepted standards or
norms for performance on any aspect of library processes,
functions, or service, senior staff in each library have to
decide on the acceptable level of performance.”44
There are several ways to accomplish this. The first is
to define numbers that are desirable as well as reasonable.
For example, if a standard already exists—let’s say that staff
e-mail response turnaround is by 5 p.m. the next business
day—a measurable objective that states, “Eighty percent of
e-mail questions get a complete answer or significant starting help by 5 p.m. the next day, while the other twenty
percent get some sort of response in that same time period” can be developed. Those numbers seem completely
arbitrary without context. The context of the institution—
anecdotal evidence or other data—will guide what is desirable and reasonable.
At the University of Virginia (UVa), standards are translated into what they call metrics which are the specifically
measurable way to view the standard. UVa developed two
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metrics for the standard example above (“Provide excellent service to users of the University of Virginia Library”):
“Overall rating in student and faculty surveys [given by the
institution]” and “Customer service rating in student and
faculty surveys [given by the library].” Each of these metrics then has two targets, which are numbers defined by the
staff that have been determined to be desirable and reasonable. The first target for the first metric, “At least 4.25 out
of 5.0 from each of the major user groups: undergraduate
students, graduate students, humanities faculty, social science faculty, and science faculty,” is their most desirable
target, while their second target, “A score of at least 4.0
from each of the major user groups,” is reasonable and still
desirable.45 If they meet these targets, they feel that they
have been successful in this particular area, while if they do
not, they have room for improvement.
The second way to develop measurable objectives is
more conservative, but can lead to improvements without
first assigning a seemingly arbitrary number. This involves
answering the questions through data that already exists
(or newly generated data) to provide a starting point from
which to base future improvement. For example, the question that RISG decided to answer was, “How aware are students, faculty and library service desk staff of our subject
guides?” Rather than deciding that a certain percentage of
users should indicate awareness of the subject pages (thus
imposing an “arbitrary” number based on our values), the
group decided to look at a variety of existing data to see
whether users did use and understand them. Gathering a
variety of data about the subject pages helps determine
whether to improve the pages, advertise them better, or
discontinue investing resources in them.
If the second method is chosen, the idea is to gather
data for a baseline starting point, but the next time assessing the same service, a number that is less arbitrary is
applied. For example, after RISG gathered its assessment
information in 2007, finding that 20 percent of users were
aware of these tools, it set a measurable objective of “50
percent awareness overall (undergrads, grad students, faculty) within three years.” The first is a benchmark, while the
second is a new measurable objective to strive for.
Once a list of measurable objectives is developed, it
can be trimmed to make it manageable. Each objective may
have one or several methods that could be used to determine its success. It is ideal to triangulate, as indicated in
the principles above, using more than one method to corroborate a set of results. A small assessment project would
therefore need to focus on only one or perhaps two measurable objectives. If there is more staff time allotted to assessment, or more projects occurring in which it is logical to
incorporate assessment, it may be possible to manage more
measurable objectives. No matter how big the project is,
the process has now begun: “Setting targets and intended
results ensures that the library engages in regular assessment, consistently uses the same questions or statements,
and commits the resources necessary to meet its goals.”46
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Design Appropriate Tools
Once defined measurable objectives for each question are
identified, the appropriate tool can be applied. The kinds
of information needed will determine the best tool for
the job.
For example, in the MIT Libraries, RISG evaluated the
use of subject guides by looking at the results of a previous
library survey question which asked about users’ use and
awareness of subject guides. Additionally, they compared
the number of hits to the subject guide pages versus other
libraries’ webpages, to see how much the subject guides
were used in comparison to how much effort was being
put into them. They also examined which of MIT’s nonlibrary webpages linked to the subject guides, to get a sense
of how often faculty and students advocate the libraries’
subject guides. These latter two methods were both unobtrusive observation techniques. For some additional qualitative input, staff were surveyed for anecdotal information
about their interactions with users and their use of subject
guides, and RISG analyzed a staff self-appraisal that had
asked some questions about staff knowledge and use of
subject guides. Other than the anecdotal evidence, this was
all data that already existed in some format, but by pulling
it all together, RISG was able to evaluate both quantitative
and qualitative evidence of the use and awareness of the
subject guides as well as their value to users.
The Assessment Glossary47 can assist in explaining the
various tools and what they can be used for, as does the
RUSA Guide. The UVa balanced scorecard, where the tools
are described following the metrics and targets, can also be
consulted. In addition, numerous articles and books explain
how to use a particular tool or describe an assessment that
used a specific tool. For example, there are many excellent
books written about how to conduct focus groups, often
for commercial settings. One article that is especially useful
was written by a consultant for nonprofit organization development, Judy Sharken Simon. It is concise and explains
very simply the important points to keep in mind when conducting focus groups. Because its focus is on nonprofits, it
has an understanding of the value of a focus group that differs from a traditional commercial approach.48 Hernon and
Altman’s book also has a helpful chapter describing how to
work with focus groups.49
For an explanation of surveys, there is a useful chapter in Assessing Service Quality.50 An especially practical
article by the Rand Corporation discusses how to conduct
surveys via the Web.51 It describes the pros and cons of
offering a survey in electronic form, explaining various issues related to design and implementation. It is intended
for businesses, but much can be gleaned from its uncomplicated description of concerns.
Observation, as explained previously, describes data
that is gathered electronically, such as gate counts or circulation statistics. In library terminology, though, observation
is often used to describe personal observation of intermedi-
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ated transactions, whether carried out when the participants are aware (as when a supervisor automatically reviews
chat transcripts or watches interactions at a service desk),
or through unobtrusive evaluations, for example, when
performed by “mystery shoppers.” The mystery shopper
idea, which comes from business, is when people are asked
(or paid) to present questions to a service point, whether
planned questions or impromptu, and report certain indicators back to an assessment team. Andrew Hubbertz wrote a
rather scathing rejection of this kind of observation that offers thoughtful ideas.52 His article describes and gives solid
evidence showing how unobtrusive observations of actual
interactions are often neither legitimate nor needed forms
of evaluation. The measurable objectives combined with an
understanding of the various kinds of tools available will
point toward the most appropriate tools for the job.

Final Steps in Implementation
One key step in implementing the plan is analyzing and
interpreting the data. That cannot be described adequately
in an article such as this. A good introduction to the variety of possible statistical analysis tools is Hernon and
Altman’s chapter on “Interpreting Findings to Improve
Customer Service.”53 Another set of pointers to statistical
tools is in the RUSA guide, and experts can be consulted
for assistance, especially if extensive statistical analysis is
required.
Many librarians do choose to interpret quantitative
findings in qualitative ways rather than using traditional
statistical tools. Keeping in mind the tenet to maintain statistical validity, this is possible, as long as caveats related to
sampling or other biases in the way the tools are used and/
or interpreted are reported. Alternatively, using quantitative data to validate qualitative information can be useful
as well. Library directors need to be able to emphasize the
“story” behind the numbers to make their case for the value of the library.54 Once results are analyzed, they can be
applied to make improvements to the service or workflow,
to justify use of resources, etc. It is critical to communicate
with the stakeholders involved. Hernon and Altman point
out that organizational values again come to the fore as
reported items are highlighted.55

SECTION IV: Final Analysis for Success—
Assessing the Assessment
After analyzing and interpreting the results, and implementing improvements or actions based on those results,
the assessment continues. It is important to assess the assessment process and products regularly. The following are
questions that should be asked about the assessment process to help define future assessment:
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Was the process supported by the staff involved? If not,
reconsider the process that led to the assessment effort. Involve more staff in the design of the assessment,
or in the analysis and implementation of results.
Were the results shared with users? Did users support
and respect the process and the results? It is always
valuable for users to understand the work that goes
into improving libraries, and the more that is explained
and shared with them about the process and resulting
actions, the more they will support continued assessment efforts.
Was the service actually improved? Did the assessment
lead to positive action? If not, reconsider the questions
asked. Maybe the tool used did not answer that question and therefore led to results that could not be applied. Maybe the tool was less effective than it could
have been, and care should be taken to revamp this
tool if used again.
Are the standards still applicable? At UVa, the standards, metrics and targets are reconsidered each year.
As priorities and values change, standards may also
change.

At MIT libraries, the time came to assess the assessment plan described previously.56 Several parts of the
plan’s implementation did not work well. For example, a
cycle was imposed in which each standard was examined
in a particular year, as described previously. This led to
the creation of assessment projects in order to meet the
need of the standard, rather than assessment being part of
projects already deemed priorities. Second, the standards
themselves were reexamined, because it was found that they
combined factors that might be better assessed as separate
entities. Fortunately, it was also found that the assessment
plan had begun to create a sense that assessment was part
of the workflow. All new public services projects included
an assessment plan, defining how it would be determined
that the project was successful. Staff were asking when to
switch focus onto a new standard, because there was something else that they thought would be useful to measure
but it was not part of the current cycle.
Reassessing your assessment process provides meaning and context to the assessment that you do, and allows
it to become a continuous process. When assessment is a
regular part of everyone’s daily workflow, continuous improvement is a goal that can be obtained.

Conclusion
Assessment of library services does not need to be intimidating, nor does it need to tie up a huge number of resources. If done well, it can lead to positive improvements and
changes in services that strengthen a library’s relationship
to its community. By following basic principles for assessment, planning the assessment to limit its scope, implement-
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ing a plan that focuses on positive change, and assessing
the process regularly, a library can comfortably incorporate
assessment into its regular workflow.
The author would gratefully like to acknowledge the input
and advice given by Susan Ware of Pennsylvania State
University, Marlene Manoff and Patsy Baudoin of MIT,
and the MIT Libraries for providing research leave to allow me time to write.
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