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Library evaluation: some options for
academic libraries
A. A. Alemna
Department of Library and Archival Studies, University of Ghana, Legon.
Email: balmo@libr.ug.edu.gh

Abstract This paper provides a review of various types and levels of library evaluation. It

attempts to stimulate a debate on the pros and cons of these methods of evaluation in order

to provide options for academic libraries, especially those in Ghana. Other issues discussed

in the paper include concepts in library evaluation, criteria for evaluation, and problems in

evaluation. The writer concludes that despite the acknowledged importance of evaluation,

accounts of actual library evaluations are few.

Introduction
The ultimate aim of all management princi-

ples, methods and techniques is to help attain

the objectives of the organisation efficiently,

effectively, economically, and in time. It is
evaluation that testifies whether the objectives

are achieved and if so, to what extent. Evalu-

ation also includes accountability to the fund-

ing authorities, the patrons and other
stakeholders as to whether the resources

spent have resulted in the attainment of the

desired objectives.

Evaluation is basically a judgement of
worth. Thus, it means assessing the worth or

value of the unit to the people for whom it is

meant. It is the assessing of performance

against users’ expectations. It could also be
interpreted in the narrower sense of whether

the output is commensurate with the input.

In the context of a system, it means the de-

gree of usefulness of the set-up in meeting
various objectives the system has to achieve.

By and large, evaluation means testing the

service or system for effectiveness and effi-

ciency1.

Library evaluation
Lancaster2 has prescribed three possible lev-

els of library evaluation. These include the
measurement of effectiveness, cost-effective-

ness and cost-benefit.

Similarly, Vickery and Vickery3 have pro-

vided a useful framework for assessing per-
formance in reaching objectives. These

include the effectiveness of a system, the eco-

nomic efficiency of a system and the value of
a system. By effectiveness, they mean the de-

gree to which it minimises costs in achieving

an objective. The combination of the two re-

sults in cost-effectiveness. According to
Vickery, value is the degree to which a system

contributes to user needs, and where it is ex-

pressed in monetary terms and compared with

cost, it becomes a cost-benefit analysis.
A look at the latter’s framework shows

that it is not different from what Lancaster has

prescribed, and therefore they fit well into Lan-

caster’s effectiveness, cost-effectiveness and
cost-benefit analysis, respectively.

According to Lancaster, a library’s effec-

tiveness is measured in terms of how well a

service satisfies the demands placed upon it
by its users. Saracevic et al. consider it to be

how well a library does what it is intended4.

Ralli on the other hand argues that ‘effective-

ness essentially measures how we are going,
to what extent we are meeting our goals and

objectives’5.

A system’s cost-effectiveness is con-

cerned with its internal operating efficiency. It
measures how efficiently in terms of costs, the

system satisfies its objectives. A cost-benefit

evaluation on the other hand, is a measure-

ment of the value of a service to ascertain
whether the service is worth more or less than

the cost of providing it. It thus creates a basis

to justify the provision of the service.

Moore6 concedes that there is a consid-
erable confusion that surrounds the various

forms of measurement, particularly the termi-
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nology used to describe them. According to

him, there are three levels at which one can
evaluate a library. These are the measurement

of efficiency, performance and effectiveness.

The former is concerned with how well

the library performs. It is a consideration of

how a library could utilise fewer resources to
achieve the same level of service. It is there-

fore a measure of cost-effectiveness, which is

itself an assessment of the impact which a

service has on its users, or an examination of
how it is fulfilling or satisfying the needs of its

user community.

It is clear from the foregoing discussion

that the user is at the centre of all these meas-

ures of evaluation. Be it cost-effective evalua-
tion or cost-benefit evaluation, evaluation of

effectiveness, efficiency or performance – all

end up finding ways of better serving the li-

brary user, and this is the satisfaction of the
demands he places upon the library.

Methods of evaluation

As it stands now, there are two main methods
for the evaluation of a library’s effectiveness

or the measurement of its performance. These

are the subjective and the objective methods.

The subjective method or approach pri-
marily depends on users’ opinions or attitudes

to measure the effectiveness of a library. Nor-

mally, such opinions or attitudes are ascer-

tained by methods used in marketing
research, which are basically the use of ques-

tionnaire or interviews or both. As a result, the

subjective approach takes the user as the unit

of analysis. The assumption here is that these
user evaluations are valid indicators of library

performance. This view, however, lacks con-

sensus. There are two powerful schools of

thought representing the pros and cons.

Arguing for the cons, Stecher contends
that users are not competent to give valid

evaluations of library services. He argues pow-

erfully that: ‘it seems doubtful, to say the least,

that results from subjective satisfaction meas-
ures could be taken seriously’7.

Lancaster and others share the opposite

opinion. They argue for the necessity of solic-

iting these user evaluations for a host of rea-

sons. They contend that some demands for
materials are either too complex or too am-

biguous to cope with the constraints of the

objective measures, which tend to be predi-
cated upon demands for specific items. Sec-

ondly, some of the services that people use

do not have objective measures of perform-

ance. In such a case, it is imperative that the
user, as the ultimate user of these services,

becomes the most qualified person to evalu-

ate the performance or effectiveness of such

services.
These potent arguments bring the sub-

jective approach to the fore as a useful com-

plement in evaluating library performance. It

is therefore effective and most important
once its methodological application is sound

and scientific. Stecher, one of the most ar-

dent critics of the subjective approach, cor-

roborates this. He argues that ‘subjective
satisfaction as expressed and tested in more

realistic form of user preferences, has in fact

found methodological application in a

number of studies’8.
It is therefore safe to conclude at this point,

that, in determining the degree of success with

which a library performs, the ultimate author-

ity, the library user, is the most logical source
of an answer. This is well noted by Vickery and

Vickery that, ‘in the social process of informa-

tion transfer ... the ultimate evaluation must be

from the viewpoint of the potential recipients’9.
User opinions therefore, remain a valid and

potent measure of user satisfaction.

Performance measurement of a library,

and in this context the evaluation of a library’s
effectiveness in the services it renders can also

be accomplished quantitatively. With this ap-

proach, performance measurements of a li-

brary adopt the tools of the management
sciences. In fact, it is an integral part of the

management process.

As its wide and extensive use testifies, it

is now accepted as an answer for the numer-
ous problems and shortcomings of the tradi-

tional measures.

For a complete and objective evaluation

of a library’s effectiveness, three important
things need to be done.

1. Specification of a purpose or goal of the

system and of the parts studied.

2. Selection of a measure or measures re-
flecting this purpose and specification of
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the units of measure.

3. Specification or construction of measur-
ing instruments and the implementation

of a measuring method.

At this point, one may conclude that the

major criteria by which to evaluate the effec-
tiveness of a library’s services is the degree to

which it maximises either accessibility or ex-

posure or both. This is true because it is in an

attempt to satisfy these objectives that each
library provides physical facilities for study;

provides books and related materials for study,

teaching and research; provides information

needed and demanded by readers; and pro-
vides core and auxiliary reader services.

What is to be measured?

This is a fundamental problem akin to
all processes of library evaluation. But the

problem becomes exacerbated in the meas-

urement of effectiveness. The reason is that

the measurement of effectiveness is a com-
plex issue, particularly for social systems of

which the library is one. There is a great di-

versity of approaches, methods and tech-

niques that present a bewildering and
confusing picture, all because ‘as yet, there

are no universally accepted measures, meas-

uring units, or methods for the study of library

effectiveness. In part, this is because there is
little agreement as to what is to be measured’4.

It is even doubtful if consensus would be

reached about measures which have the most

utility and internal validity.
According to Orr, quality and value are

measurable both directly and indirectly:

‘Measures of quality and value may

be characterised as direct when they

are based on these ultimate criteria,
and indirect when some presumably

related criterion is substituted as the

basis for judgement.’10

In fact, the ideal situation, as explained

by Stecher7, would be one in which measures
are used for measuring these ultimate crite-

ria. In practice, however, it has proved diffi-

cult if not impossible. Invariably, this implies

that one would have to find things, processes,
and phenomena, which are measurable, and

where the measures derived would be valid

indicators of effectiveness and benefits.

Concepts in library evaluation
In broad terms, the following approaches may
be used for library evaluation.

1. Library input
The level of library input in terms of facilities,

organised services, buildings and other re-

sources is taken as a measure of performance.

The input data is used as the principal means
of comparing the services with those rendered

by other libraries and seeking more money.

The assumption is that the effectiveness of a

library is directly proportional to the resources
utilised. Library standards and statistics are

taken to indicate the effectiveness and effi-

ciency of the library.

2. The relationship between the pursuit of

organisational goals and the required tasks

of individuals

This approach assumes that the efficient use
of a library’s personnel resources results in

maximising of library performance. Motiva-

tional forces, managerial style and other be-

havioural approaches are considered to

maximise the efficiency of staff.

3. Library’s interaction with users

The sum of all encounters the user has with

the library, including what is and what is not
done for the user, is taken as effectiveness of

a library (user studies).

4. Impact on society as a whole and its
relation to the outcome of library service

Successful interaction between the library and

its environment indicates the measure of ef-

fectiveness.

Criteria for evaluation
From what has been reviewed so far, it may be

summarised that the performance of a library
is evaluated primarily in terms of effectiveness

and efficiency. Evaluation is also thought of, as

weighing the goodness of results of a library

service against the resources required.
As a summary, therefore, the criteria for

library evaluation may be broken down into

the following.

1. Effectiveness

This is a measure of how well the service sat-

isfies the demands placed upon it by its us-
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ers. It can be subjective (based on opinions

of users), objective (success measured in
quantitative terms) or a combination of the

two.

2. Efficiency

This is a measure of cost minimisation in at-

taining objectives, which is determined as a

ratio of output to input.

3. Cost
This is the monetary value of the resources

expended to provide a service or a product.

4. Cost-effectiveness

This is a measure of how efficiently the sys-

tem satisfies its objectives in terms of cost.

5. Benefit

This is the gain accruing to the individual or

the organisation or the society at large from
the use of the library.

6. Time saved

This refers to the time that the user of a library

service saves.

7. Satisfaction

User satisfaction and dissatisfaction with a li-

brary service are related to the attitude and
behaviour of the user toward the library serv-

ices and collection.

8. Cost-benefit evaluation

This involves determining how far the value/

worth of a library service is justified in terms

of the cost.

Problems in library evaluation
The following are some of the problems to be

expected in library evaluation.

1. Lack of a generally acceptable definition

of performance evaluation and criteria of
evaluation. Libraries being non-profit or-

ganisations, monetary yardsticks do not

hold good.

2. The effects of library services are often not

visible. They are indirect and subjective.

The beneficiary of the service is the sole
judge of its utility and effectiveness.

3. The difficulties in developing reliable, ob-

jective, and empirical tools and methods
of measuring performance.

4. The problems involved in translating the

desired goals into utilities and perceptional

differences among the patrons, staff and
promoters as to the quality, depth and rel-

evance of services to be provided.

Conclusion
It may be pertinent to state that in spite of the

importance of evaluation for funding agencies

and the managers of libraries, accounts of ac-

tual evaluations made of libraries or informa-
tion services are very few, despite the

theoretical expositions. Whatever the method

of evaluation adopted it is likely be influenced

by the type of library and the area of service
required for evaluation.
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