The Current State of Public Library Researc|

in Select Peer-Reviewed Journals:

he purpose of this article is to

examine the current state of re-

search regarding public libraries

in the library and information

studies (LIS) literature over the past

five years of publication. Four char-

acteristics were examined: (1) fre-

quency of publication; (2) author pro-
files; (3) subject; and (4) methodology.

Previous researchers have studied
various aspects of public library issues.
Several articles comment on the lack of
motivation for public library practitio-
ners to publish. Chapman and Pike!
note three such barriers to practitioners
publishing: (1) publications are not con-
sidered as part of the librarian’s perfor-
mance evaluation, (2) publishing can be
considered as an inappropriate use of
professional time, and (3) practitioners
do not have the same access to research
materials that LIS faculty do (although
this has changed somewhat since this
article was published due to access to
electronic databases such as NC LIVE).
Woodrum acknowledges that “Few
public librarians receive any monetary
gain from writing, and there is no re-
quirement forcing us to publish to
keep our jobs or further our careers.”
Still she urges practitioners to conduct
and publish research as a professional
obligation.?

Other authors note a gap between
the research conducted by LIS educators
and what is useful to library practitio-
ners. Van Fleet and Durrance surveyed
23 public library leaders and found that
these practitioners viewed research as
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needed, but that existing research was
“not relevant” and that “library schools
don’t understand what we need.”? Prac-
titioners need more of the practical, ap-
plied or action type of research, i.e. the
“how we done it good” type of article
which presents a problem and how the
local library solved it. Library educators,
on the other hand, are not rewarded for
doing this type of research in the ten-
ure process. Perspectives and standards
of researchers often result in the percep-
tion that such localized, single shot case
studies are lesser in quality due to less
rigorous research standards. Greiner
notes that while basic, theoretical re-
search has its place in the public library
area, “applied research as a problem-
solving tool in public libraries is often
overlooked.”* The question then be-
comes how to bridge this gap. Van Fleet
and Durrance® recommend the re-pack-
aging of basic research articles for the
professional literature, in such publica-
tions as American Libraries and Library
Journal.

Other researchers of public library
research focused on either LIS faculty
or practitioners and their characteristics
and publishing habits. Tjoumas® stud-
ied the productivity of LIS professors
who appeared to specialize in public li-
brary research and found that they pub-
lished in journals they considered pres-
tigious, but that they produced less than
one article per year.

Chapman and Pike’ produced an
excellent literature review of research
on author characteristics (position, in-

stitution type, gender, geograjj, |
tion, collaboration, and levelof
ity), and the reader is directej
article for further informatiomn
Another Van Fleet articl, ,
that there is evidence that ILj (;l
tors and public library pracitj,,
share an informal communicaig,
tem utilizing research and taty
share elements of a “commauyj,
and intellectual culture.”® Thiep,,
line would appear to be that a. 14,
gap between the needs and mwyy 4.
of LIS educators and public ljry;
who publish exists, there are
improve the situation. ’

Methodology

Our approach to the study ca ne
described as quasi-scientific. Tk cq,
for considering that which com sty
research article was generouslys P
rather than rigidly considered. o
pose of the article is to illustratee, ¢
rent status of public library rese=
mainly practitioner readershiyp ¢,
strategy was to be more incluss i.
exclusive in order to get a sen:s
big picture.

The researchers used a puwig,
sampling approach. We first limrr
study to articles on public libra:. 1,
in the LIS literature. Although i@
be very interesting to examine f1ro,
brary research outside the mairm
library literature, time constraui;
not allow for this. The strategr=j
oped was to begin with the Liboy,
erature database’s peer-reviewed | j ;
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of Jackson Library at the Uni-
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Trends is not part of the sample

even though articles are peer

, they are more likely to be re-

of research in a synthesized form
the research report itself.

e a list had been made of the

research journals in LIS (see

A) a quick review of the table

s from 1996-2000 identified

‘which public library research

ed (see also Appendix A).

gy identified 11 journals con-

ne form of public library ar-

d two specialized public library

blic Libraries and Public Li-
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Xamining the public library
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't those that were research-
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is authorship—
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—and the num-

€Xamined utiliz-
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research methods. The study does not
attempt to evaluate the quality of the
research nor does the analysis differen-
tiate between public library-based re-
search or research which was simply
applied to public libraries.

Both authors analyzed each article,
which would imply some measure of
inter-coder reliability. A rigorous process
was not applied, with several iterations
of analysis being developed, nor were
outside coders used to enhance the
trustworthiness of results; thus the
“quasi-scientific” label has been applied
to this project.

Data analysis produced some ex-
pected research findings as to frequency,
authorship, subjects, and methods. In-
teresting issues and trends emerged
from the data which should be of inter-
est to public librarians and perhaps oth-
ers as well.

Findings

The original research design proposed
examining the articles to determine
where they fell on the basic — ap-
plied — action continuum. This strategy
was abandoned due to the difficulties
in operationalizing the terms. Still, the
impression left to the researchers is that
the vast majority of the articles either
applied theories to a large pool of pub-
lic libraries, using national surveys or
statewide surveys, or looked at a couple
of cases or even single-shot case stud-
ies. This would seem to support the call
for research that is more readable and
useful to public library practitioners. We
note, however, that public librarians
also read research on topics not solely
focused on public librarianship. Other
studies in the general research literature,
for example, generic studies of refer-
ence, collection management, technol-
ogy use, etc. may not be as practitioner-
friendly. Additionally, research con-
ducted on reference work in academic
libraries could have applicability in the
public library setting, so it would be
short-sighted to limit the range of top-
ics read by public library practitioners
to such a narrow, single focus.

Frequency

Readers will probably not be surprised
to learn that public library research con-
stitutes a small percentage of the total
number of research articles published in
all thirteen journals over the past five
years. Out of an estimated 1,707 articles
total, 121 or 7%, are public library ori-
ented. Also not surprisingly, the two
public library based journals, Public Li-
braries and Public Library Quarterly, pub-

lished public library research with the
most frequency. When these two jour-
nal totals are removed from the 13 jour-
nal sample, the percentage of public li-
brary to all research articles published in
the remaining 11 journals (1,547 total
articles to 57 public library articles) is
4%. Although we did not gather data to
analyze the distribution of research ar-
ticles by type of library subject, the
overall impression is that academic li-
brarians wrote the vast majority of ar-
ticles about academic libraries. Many
others are simply non-specific in na-
ture. The difference in numbers may be
generated by the requirement for aca-
demic librarians in tenure track posi-
tions to publish on a regular basis. Spe-
cific frequencies can be seen in Table 1.

Table 1. Publication Frequency

Journal [ Tow= [ PLN [ % |

7

PLQ

Total**
* See Appendix A for abbreviations.
** Total minus PL and PLQ totals.

Conclusions as to whether public
library research is sufficiently meeting
the needs of consumers cannot be dis-
cerned from the frequency chart. Li-
brary educators, public library practitio-
ners and other interested parties should
conduct more research as information
needs arise.

Conclusions as to whether public
library research is sufficiently meeting
the needs of consumers cannot be dis-
cerned from the frequency chart. Li-
brary educators, public library practitio-
ners and other interested parties should
conduct more research as information
needs arise.

Authorship

Article authorship was analyzed in re-
gard to the number of collaborative ef-
fort and as to the gender of the authors.
LIS educators appear to collaborate more
often than did public library practitio-
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ners. Some of the articles seem to have
evolved from class projects or research
conducted by faculty with multiple stu-
dents or graduate assistants. Other ar-
ticles appear to be the written reports
of master’s thesis work. There were sev-
eral interesting collaborative efforts be-
tween LIS educators and practitioners,
and between practitioners and vendors
or consultants. Such innovative collabo-
rations would seem to heed the recom-
mendation of Van Fleet and Durrance'?
for more cooperative efforts between all
stakeholders in the interest of public li-
braries. Table 2. displays the distribution
of collaborative efforts:

Table 2: Collaborative Efforts

| 1 Author |2 Authors |3 Authors |3+ Authors |

77 35 6 3

Due to the cross-collaboration between
LIS educators, public library practitio-
ners, and other interested parties, we
decided not to try to document the
number of occurrences since the results
were more confusing than edifying.

Authorship was further analyzed by
gender and career position with the re-
sults shown in Table 3.

Table 3: Authorship by Gender and
Career Position

area that could benefit from more
encouragement either as single au-
thors or in collaboration with LIS
educators and/or public librarians.

Some authors published several
articles in the five-year period exam-
ined, but most contributed only one.

Subject

While there exists some evidence of
patterns of subject preference by cer-
tain authors, a closer examination of
the research topics of the 121 articles
revealed some interesting trends and
issues.

Subject categories emerged from
the data in an iterative process. For
some articles the journals provided
keyword terms which were used for
the analysis. For the rest of the ar-
ticles, subjects were derived from ab-
stracts, where provided, or from a scan
of the entire article. The range of sub-
jects addressed in the research articles
is displayed in Table 4.

The fact that management studies
constitute the majority of research stud-
ied is not surprising. Much of the ac-
tion research represented was aimed at
gathering data to resolve specific prob-
lems or to make better man-
agement decisions. Also not
surprising is the fact that

LIS Educators {106 Total | 46 male

LIS Practitioners | 52 Total | 24 male
Other 20 Tcitgl_ 12 male |
Total 178 Total | 82 male

60 female
28 female

technology studies comprise
the second most frequent
subject researched. The in-

8 female |  flux of new technologies into
96 female public libraries should lead to

Results show that there are more
female than male authors both in the
educator and practitioner categories, but
marginally more males than females in
the “other” category. Some names were
difficult to distinguish as to gender, such
as Pat, Lee, Alex, Leslie, etc., so where
clues were not available, a “best guess”
was made. Comparisons to the distri-
bution of gender, for example the ratio
of male to female LIS educators nation-
ally, and the public library practitioner
population would be interesting to
make if this information is readily avail-
able in a usable form. We were not able
to quickly locate such information for
this article.

Twenty of 178 total authors (11%)
were not currently employed in LIS
educational programs or as public li-
brarians. This “other” category con-
sisted of an interesting mix of library
consultants, vendors, library users,
and even the Librarian of Congress.
The issue of “others” conducting pub-
lic library research is an interesting
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studies evaluating the infor-
mation technology needs of library us-
ers, how they are using these technolo-
gies and the information gathered, and
how satisfied users are with this infor-
mation technology. We predict many
more research projects concerning in-
formation technology in the next five
years.

Management studies, reference
studies, and collection management
studies comprise three of the four core
class areas we typically require of all stu-
dents in an LIS curriculum. Interest-
ingly, there is a dearth of technical ser-
vices, or cataloging, research repre-
sented in the sample. A quick review of
technical services-specific journals re-
vealed that most of these studies are ei-
ther generic in terms of type of library
or aimed at academic libraries.

We could conflate the two catego-
ries of children and YA services with the
more generic user studies, which would
then represent 23 of 133 total subjects
studied, or 17%. From this result, it is
difficult to report whether this repre-
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Table 4. Subject Areas ‘T
Subject Number* |
|Management Studies 30|
| Technology Studies 17 }

I

13
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sents a significant percentage, and thus
we cannot tell, without comparison fig-
ures, if there is a trend towards more
user-centered research or not.

The five studies included in the
“other” category include one article on
a 1951 reading conference, one article
on McCarthyism and film, one article
on library development, one examining
library standards, and one gauging pub-
lic opinion.

More studies need to be conducted
in all of these categories, and more, in-
novative topics, will most likely appear
in future work.

Methods

Methods used in the research articles
were analyzed utilizing the framework
Powell developed in his research.!! The
distribution of methods used is shown
in Figure 1.

Results show the three main re-
search methods used were case studies,
content analyses, and surveys, which
fits with the subjects being studied as
noted previously. Management studies
were generally case studies, often used
in combination with other methods
such as interviews and surveys. Content
analysis studies were used to examine
library collections, library policies, and
library documents.

It is interesting to note the 11 his-
torical studies. Understanding public li-
brary history is an important part of
understanding the present and predict-
ing the future, so we hope more such
studies will be conducted in the future.

The term “operations research” was
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Number

the total research published in the 13
journals sampled. Single authors wrote
the majority of these articles, but inter-
esting collaborative efforts were noted
between educators, practitioners and
other interested parties. Women authors
dominated in the educator and practi-
tioner categories, but more men than
women were represented in the “other”
category (60% men and 40% women).
None of the disparities were great. The
main subjects studied in these articles
were the core areas of librarianship com-
prising management, reference, and col-
lection management. Case studies, con-
tent analyses, and survey research meth-
ods were the most commonly used ap-
proaches in the majority of the studies.

We conclude by analyzing the re-
sults of our study in the context of the
five recommendations for improving
the utility of public library research of-
fered by Van Fleet and Durrance:!?

1. Make the research literature more
available to librarians.
Publishing in popular journals, pub-
lishing review articles on specific top-
ics and developing a “research digest”
are specific recommendations made
by Van Fleet and Durrance. Re-
packaging basic research for publica-
tion in professional journals may
need to be encouraged more. Just as
Woodrum!3 urges practitioners to
publish as a professional obligation,
library educators may need to realize
that publishing for practitioners may
be their professional obligation, even
if academic administrators do not re-

ward them for such publications. Li-
brary Trends seems to be publishing
review articles, though not specifi-
cally for public library research. A
public library research digest could
be published as a service by a particu-
lar library school or might be ex-
tracted from a database and docu-
ment delivery service such as CARL
UnCover.

. Enhance public librarian/

researcher opportunities for inter-
action in library settings.

Specific recommendations made by
Van Fleet and Durrance' mention in-
volving more public libraries in the
research process, developing funding
for innovative collaborative efforts,
and encouraging practitioners to de-
velop research positions or agendas.
We would advocate further efforts as
simple as encouraging LIS educators
to frequent their local public library,
use local practitioners as guest speak-
ers in classes, and to serve, when re-
quested by public library directors, as
consultants. This general interaction
could lead to cooperative efforts and
research collaborations. Funding for
research is always an issue, but it
would seem intuitive that the wider
the range of researchers on a project,
the wider the funding pools.
Woodrum'’s article! is a good ex-
ample of library administration en-
couraging staff development of re-
search positions and supporting these
research projects.

. Develop a framework for interac-

tion through association activities.

More specific recommendations from
Van Fleet and Durrance!® involve en-
couraging more activities between
the research sections of library pro-
fessional organizations, encouraging
research as part of the PLA action
agenda, including both educators
and librarians on committees, devot-
ing more attention to collaborative
continuing education efforts, and to
include library administrators in the
Association of Library and Informa-
tion Science Education (ALISE) re-
search activities.

We would like to see more inter-
action between educators and prac-
titioners at the state level as well, per-
haps at the North Carolina Library
Association (NCLA) biennial meet-
ings. According to their Web site,!”
NCLA does not have a research sec-
tion, and this may be an area of in-
terest to pursue in the future where
public, academic, and special librar-
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ians share their research efforts. Pub-
lic Library Association (PLA) confer-
ence programming is another area
where improvements could be made
to include more public library re-
search sessions. Based on the confer-
ence program, few sessions at the
2000 Public Library Association meet-
ing held in Charlotte'8 were research-
based, most being single-shot case
studies.

. Emphasize state library and other
cooperative research ventures.

Recommendations include the sup-
port of cooperative research efforts
by the state library and the support
of state library research efforts
through consultation. Van Fleet and
Durrance! go on to note that many
M.L.LS. students and librarians are
unaware of the role that state librar-
ies play in the research process. The
State Library of North Carolina?
takes a supportive role in the dissemi-
nation of some research. Several
studies conducted by the N.C. State
Library Commission, such as one on
“Children, Teens, and Libraries” and
another on the impact of school me-
dia centers, is available on their Web
site. Better communication between
the State Library, library schools in
the state, and the public library prac-
titioners, is desirable. From the Web
site it appears that while funding for
public library research is not readily
available from the State Library, it
can facilitate research efforts through
the excellent statistics accessible via
their Web site.

. Develop a research perspective at
the M.L.LS. level.

Van Fleet and Durrance’s?! recom-
mendations include integrating re-
search literature and methodology
into appropriate courses in the
M.L.LS. curriculum, encouraging in-
dependent study and research for
credit, involving students at the
M.L.1S. level in faculty research, and
establishing extracurricular activities
such as forums and presentations
with a research emphasis. All of these
are very important recommenda-
tions, and some have already been in-
tegrated into the University of North
Carolina at Greensboro (UNCG)
M.L.LS. curriculum. We would fur-
ther like to note that this article is
the collaboration of an LIS faculty
member and a graduate student.
Throughout the process of conduct-
ing the research, time and effort was
spent in the educational process of
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learning how to do a solid piece of
research.

In conclusion, the current state of
public library research would appear to
be fairly healthy. But as the focus of
many library schools evolves from em-
phasizing the study of types of libraries
toward a more general orientation, or
towards the even more general informa-
tion science track, it is possible that pub-
lic library research will appear with even
less frequency in the future. Practitio-
ners will need to publish more, heed-
ing Woodrum'’s call to this professional
obligation, and the public library com-
munity will need to actively lobby LIS
educators to conduct more public li-
brary research. As has been noted by
almost all the researchers who have ad-
dressed the “gap” between what re-
search is published and what practitio-
ners need to know, more and better
communication is the resolution to the
problem. The five recommendations
made by Van Fleet and Durrance need
to be revisited and actively advanced by
both LIS educators and public librarians.
The public library world is an exciting
one of excellent services and programs.
This excellence needs to be documented
and disseminated through more, not
less research.

Appendix A

Peer reviewed journals that did not
contain public library research, 1996-
2000
Behavioral and Social Sciences Librarian
Cataloging and Classification Quarterly
Catholic Library World
Collection Building
Collection Management
Current Studies in Librarianship
Government Information Quarterly
Information Processing and Management
Journal of Education for Librarianship
Library Acquisitions
Library Hi-Tech
Library Resources and Technical Services
Online and CD Rom Review
References Services Review
Serials Librarian
Serials Review
Technical Services Quarterly

Peer Reviewed Journals Containing
Public Library Research, 1996-2000
and Abbreviations Used

Information Technology and Libraries
(ITL)

Journal of the Association of Information
Science (JASIS)

Journal of Education in Library and In-
formation Science (JELIS)

Journal of Library Administration (JLA)

e ————mee

Journal of Youth Services in Libraries
(JYSL)

Libraries and Culture (L&C)

Library Quarterly (LQ)

Library and Information Science Research
(LISR)

North Carolina Libraries (NCLibs)

Public Libraries (PL)

Public Library Quarterly (PLQ)

Reference Librarian (RF)

RQ or Reference and User Services Quuar-
terly (RQ)
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Previous researchers have studied
various aspects of public library issues.
Several articles comment on the lack of
motivation for public library practitio-
ners to publish. Chapman and Pike!
note three such barriers to practitioners
publishing: (1) publications are not con-
sidered as part of the librarian’s perfor-
mance evaluation, (2) publishing can be
considered as an inappropriate use of
professional time, and (3) practitioners
do not have the same access to research
materials that LIS faculty do (although
this has changed somewhat since this
article was published due to access to
electronic databases such as NC LIVE).
Woodrum acknowledges that “Few
public librarians receive any monetary
gain from writing, and there is no re-
quirement forcing us to publish to
keep our jobs or further our careers.”
Still she urges practitioners to conduct
and publish research as a professional
obligation.?

Other authors note a gap between
the research conducted by LIS educators
and what is useful to library practitio-
ners. Van Fleet and Durrance surveyed
23 public library leaders and found that
these practitioners viewed research as
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needed, but that existing research was
“not relevant” and that “library schools
don’t understand what we need.”3 Prac-
titioners need more of the practical, ap-
plied or action type of research, i.e. the
“how we done it good” type of article
which presents a problem and how the
local library solved it. Library educators,
on the other hand, are not rewarded for
doing this type of research in the ten-
ure process. Perspectives and standards
of researchers often result in the percep-
tion that such localized, single shot case
studies are lesser in quality due to less
rigorous research standards. Greiner
notes that while basic, theoretical re-
search has its place in the public library
area, “applied research as a problem-
solving tool in public libraries is often
overlooked.”* The question then be-
comes how to bridge this gap. Van Fleet
and Durrance’ recommend the re-pack-
aging of basic research articles for the
professional literature, in such publica-
tions as American Libraries and Library
Journal.

Other researchers of public library
research focused on either LIS faculty
or practitioners and their characteristics
and publishing habits. Tjoumas® stud-
ied the productivity of LIS professors
who appeared to specialize in public li-
brary research and found that they pub-
lished in journals they considered pres-
tigious, but that they produced less than
one article per year.

Chapman and Pike’ produced an
excellent literature review of research
on author characteristics (position, in-

stitution type, gender, geographic loca-
tion, collaboration, and level of activ-
ity), and the reader is directed to this
article for further information.

Another Van Fleet article asserts
that there is evidence that LIS educa-
tors and public library practitioners
share an informal communication sys-
temn utilizing research and that they
share elements of a “communicative
and intellectual culture.”® The bottom
line would appear to be that although a
gap between the needs and motivations
of LIS educators and public librarians
who publish exists, there are ways to
improve the situation.

Methodology

Our approach to the study can best be
described as quasi-scientific. The criteria
for considering that which constitutes a
research article was generously applied,
rather than rigidly considered. The pur-
pose of the article is to illustrate the cur-
rent status of public library research to a
mainly practitioner readership, so the
strategy was to be more inclusive than
exclusive in order to get a sense of the
big picture.

The researchers used a purposeful
sampling approach. We first limited the
study to articles on public librarianship
in the LIS literature. Although it would
be very interesting to examine public li-
brary research outside the main field of
library literature, time constraints did
not allow for this. The strategy devel-
oped was to begin with the Library Lit-
erature database’s peer-reviewed journals
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