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A Conceptual Basis for 

Library Effectiveness 

The CQncept of library effectiveness finds its roots in systems theory. This 
approach explicitly recognizes the existence of multiple criteria by which the 
effectiveness of a given library may be judged and the need for a new kind 
of model to conceptualize the components of the effective library better. 
One solution that minimizes the many difficulties to viewing effectiveness 
criteria simultaneously is to view effectiveness as a process of converting 
input to output rather than some end result. 

MosT LIBRARY ANALYSTS agree that achiev
ing effectiveness is a basic responsibility of 
library management. However, there is a 
notable lack of agreement on what the con
cept of effectiveness means. 

One major group sees library effective
ness as the achievement of goals. 1 A second 
major group measures effectiveness by the 
efficient use of resources in optimizing per
formance. 2 A third major group de'fines ef
fectiveness in terms of the personnel within 
the library and the satisfaction that they ob
tain from their jobs. 3 A fourth major group 
equates effectiveness with user satisfaction. 4 

In short, while there is general consent 
that all libraries should attempt to be effec
tive, the criteria for appraisement remain 
unclear. 

In light of the variety of ways in which 
administrators and researchers perceive li
brary effectiveness, it should also be noted 
that there is equal disagreement over the 
best strategy for becoming effective. 

One significant reason for this lack of 
agreement stems from the narrow focus that 
many people apply to the effectiveness con
struct. As already noted, many define effec
tiveness in terms of a single criterion (user 
satisfaction or optimal efficiency, for exam
ple). But it is difficult to conceive of a li-
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brary that would survive for long if it pur
sued user satisfaction to the exclusion of 
employee needs or if it concentrated on 
efficiency to the exclusion of user satisfac
tion. Libraries as organizations typically 
pursue multiple (and often conflicting) ob
jectives; and these objectives tend to differ 
from library to library according to the na
ture of the community within which the li
brary operates and the nature of the ser
vices it is supposed to offer. 

A second reason for the absence of con
currence on the nature of effectiveness 
arises from the vagueness of the concept. 
One might assume that it is relatively easy 
to identify the various criteria for judging ef
fectiveness. As a matter of fact, such criteria 
tend to be difficult to establish; in reality 
they depend largely on who is formulating 

' the criteria, for what reason, and within 
what specific frame of reference. 

In a recent paper, Du Mont and Du 
Mont categorized relevant facets of effec
tiveness identified by researchers that could 
serve as useful evaluating criteria. 5 They 
synthesized four major approaches to assess
ing library effectiveness. (Figure 1 sum
marizes these approaches.) 

As figure 1 reveals, most major criteria of 
library effectiveness considered by re
searchers are related to library input, e.g., 
staff, money, materials, or services. There is 
only limited consideration of output, i.e., 
the effect of library service on its public. 
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MAJOR APPROACHES TO VIEWING LIBRARY EFFECTIVENESS 

1. Primary emphasis on physical input (number of staff, amount of money, etc.) 
As perceived by agents in the environment (accrediting agencies, funding agencies, etc.) who de
termine how much financial support the library does need to be viable 
As perceived by agents in the environment (professional library associations) who are interested 
both in what the library does need as stated in established standards, and what it could use as 
stated in established goals 

2. Primary emphasis on the organizational dynamics of the library (the relationship between the library 
staff and the formal library organization) 
As perceived by individual staff, including subjective characterizations of needed library input for 
staff development 
As p.erceived by the library, including subjective characterizations of needed staff input for library 
deveiopment 

3. Primary emphasis on library inputs (materials and services) as they are perceived by patrons 
Including characterizations made by patrons of how well the library is equipped to serve them 
Including characterizations made by the library describing how well the user is being supplied with 
materials and services -

4. Primary emphasis on library input (materials and services}'-as they affect elements within the society 
as a whole 
As perceived by the library as an organization which wishes to serve that society 

Source: Rosemary Ruhig Du Mont and Paul F . Du Mont, . "Measuring Library Effectiveness: A Review and an Assessment, " in 
Michael Harris, ed. , Adcances in Librarianship 9:129 (New York: Academic Press, 1979). 

Fig. 1 
Major Approaches to Viewing Library Effectiveness 

PROBLEMS IN ASSESSMENT 

_ The lack of agreement on the significance 
of various techniques poses a serious prob
lem both for library administrators and for 
analysts of the library as an organization; it 
makes it difficult, if not impossible, to eval
uate a library's success or failure ade
quately. Thjs inability to concur on mean
ingful criteria to be used across the library 
spectrum results, in part, from ignoring a 
number of problems that must be solved be
fore one can arrive at more meaningful ap
proaches to assessing library effectiveness. 
These problems are delineated in the fol
lowing questions. 6 

1. Is there any such thing as library ef
fectiveness? The very abstractness of much 
of the discussion that goes on in · the name 
of library effectiveness can lead one to the 
conclusion that the concept of effectiveness 
has little applicability to the actual working 
library. Those who believe that effectiveness 
is a viable concept need an explicit defini
tion of the effective library. 

2. How stable-consistently valid-are 
the assessment criteria? The Du Mont and 
Du Mont study pointed out that a time horizon 

is a significant component in assessment. 7 

Perceptions of library effectiveness will vary 
over time. For example, in the short run 
the effective library may be one that is able 
to supply the current library patron with 
the materials he or she demands. Over 
time, however, if the library continues to 
fulfill only the demands of library patrons · 
and makes no attempt to also fulfill ·unver
balized needs, the library may be consid
ered to be ineffective. 

Clearly, most criteria of library effective
ness do not represent permanent indications 
of library success. In fact, it is the changing 
nature of many effectiveness criteria that 
has led some library investigators to suggest 
that adaptability or flexibility represents a 
key variable in any model of effectiveness. 8 

3. Which time perspective is most appro
priate in assessment? A major problem for a 
library administrator is to · decide how best 
to allocate available resources between 
short-range and long-term purposes so that 
both receive sufficient support. In terms of 
assessment of resource allocation, the ques
tion becomes one of determining which 
time perspective to take in judging effec
tiveness. 



It must be noted that what is effective in 
the short run may not be appropriate over 
the long term. For example, if day-to-day 
activities (a short-range approach) consume 
so much of a library's resources that little is 
left over for planning for the future, the li
brary's outmoded services and materials 
may threaten its very survival. 

4. Are the assessment criteria related 
positively to each other? Most approaches to 
assessing library effectiveness rely on a se
ries of relatively discrete criteria (for exam
ple, workload indicators, physical standards, 
job satisfaction, etc.). However, it is difficult 
to judge the effectiveness of libraries using a 
number of these criteria simultaneously, be
cause many of the criteria compete with one 
another. 

Consider, for instance, a lib{ary that uses 
efficiency and user satisfaction as two of its 
criteria for effectiveness. The standard of 
efficiency can cause the library to purchase 
only high-demand materials and to rely on a 
centralized purchasing and storage facility 
for the remaining items. Such an effort can 
lead to reduced user satisfaction, as many 
items demanded will not be available on the 
library shelves when the user wants them. 

On the other hand, it is possible to in
crease user satisfaction by yielding to every 
user demand for increased library materials 
in the local library, but at the price of 
greatly reduced efficiency. Thus while the 
use of multiple evaluation criteria adds 
breadth to any assessment attempt, it also 
adds complexity to the assessment process. 

5. How useful are the assessment 
criteria? This question relates to the mea
surement of library effectiveness. Do the 
various criteria used to measure the effec
tiveness of library performance actually do 
so? 

In point of fact, libraries tend to measure 
performance in terms of "proxy measures" 
easily quantifiable outputs such as circula
tion, that are assumed to say something 
about the effecti,veness of library operations. 
Such measures obviously have their limita
tions, the most basic one being the lack of 
relevance between the "proxy" and the ef
fectiveness of the program or process the 
"proxy" supposedly represents. 

6. How do effectiveness criteria help us 
understand library dy'!_amics? How useful is 
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the effectiveness construct? What purposes 
are served by the process of evaluating ef
fectiveness? Does it provide insight into the 
dynamics of library operations? Does it help 
in the making of predictions for the future 
of the library? Unless a model oflibrary ef
fectiveness facilitates a better understanding 
of library structure, processes, and be
havior, it has little value for library analysts. 

7. At which level should effectiveness be 
assessed? Library administrators face the 
problem of the level at which to assess ef
fectiveness. Logic might suggest evaluating 
effectiveness on a library-wide basis. Such 
an approach may seem overwhelming, how
ever, due to the complexity of the library as 
an organization. 

. For example, an examination of various 
processes within the library are likely to 
show that certain units are more successful 
or effective than others. The existence of 
such differences complicates any attempts to 
draw firm conclusions of the effectiveness of 
a given library. Yet, if understanding of the 
library as an organization is to be increased, 
models of effectiveness must be developed 
that enable library practitioners, to the 
greatest extent possible, to identify the na
ture of the relationships between the indi
vidual processes and the behavior of the li
brary as a whole. 

Even a cursory examination of the prob
lems posed by these questions reveals the 
complexity of the subject. If library adminis
trators are to be able to reduce their de
pendence on simplistic measuring tech
niques for evaluating effectiveness, a 
framework must be provided for analysis 
that integrates the various elements within 
and without the library, allowing the library 
to be viewed as the sum of its parts. 

WHAT Is LIBRARY EFFECI1VENESS? 

If the notion is accepted that libraries are 
unique and pursue divergent goals reflective 
of their own unique environment, then one 
must move away from a general conceptual 
definition of library effectiveness toward a 
more operational one. Thus it appears to be 
useful to develop a contingency approach 
and to define library effectiveness in terms 
of each library's level of ability in respond
ing to its own unique situational and en
vironmental constraints. Viewed from this 
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perspective, effectiveness is perceived 
through the examination of process rather 
than the end result. 

Such a view requires elaboration. In es
sence, the contingency approach stresses 
that contingent factors such as type of clien
tele or size of book stock have some direct 
influences on levels of success. 

There may be, for example, economies 
available to those purchasing multiple 
copies for a large library system that are not 
available to its smaller counterpart. "It is as
sumed that a set of structured administra
tive arrangements consciously adapted to 
the tasks that are to be done, to the scale of 
the total operation, to its overall complexity, 
and to the pressures of change being en
countered will themselves act to promote a 
higher level of effectiveness than will a 
structure ill:suited to those contingencies."9 

The important point is that there are usu
ally conflicting demands inherent in 
attempts to secure an effective match 
between a library's internal contingencies 
and the contingencies it faces in the envi
ronment, and each demand has its own po
tential measures of effectiveness. The 
c ntingency approach makes it possible to 
identify simultaneously many managerial 
and organizational factors that are related to 
library effectiveness. 10 

Inherent in such a view is the notion that 
effectiveness can best be perceived by view
ing the library as a system. Systems theory 
suggests that understanding the library can 

Inputs 

Library 

come only through integrating knowledge 
about it from a variety of sources; i.e. struc
ture, knowledge, techniques, equipment, 
facilities, users, personnel, etc., are all inex
tricably linked and to consider one means to 
consider them all. Additionally, any library, 
in judging its effectiveness, must consider 
the library/environment interface. Finally, a 
time horizon must be considered in examin
ing the effectiveness of any given library. 

A MODEL AND SUPPORTING 
PROPOSITIONS FOR CONCEPfUAUZING 

LIBRARY EFFECTIVENESS 

The systems model that is proposed in 
figure 2 emphasizes three major aspects: 

1. the notion that achieving library effec
tiveness is a dynamic ongoing process; 

2. the perception that inputs and outputs 
are likely to change over time; 

3. the outlook that individual human be
havior (both within and out of the library) 
affects perception of library success or fail
ure. · 

These aspects are different in each library 
and reflect the notion that it is unlikely that 
any single definition of effectiveness will be 
applicable to more than one individual li
brary. Comparisons across libraries could be 
made with respect to one contingent factor 
(clientele, collection, etc.). ·However, it is 
unlikely that the systems models of libraries 
developed through use of the model pre
sented here will be comparable. 

How then does the use of this model aid 

Outputs 

.. Processes/ .. 
Activities 

1. Staff 1. Efficient 
2. Physical and Service 

Material 2. Fulfilled 
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over 3. Environment Needs of over 

time (technology, Users time 
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etc.) Staff 
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Fig. 2 
A Systems Model of Library Effectiveness 



in the investigating of effectiveness? The 
model provides a practical (but complicated) 
set of guideposts for assessing various ele
ments of an individual library's effective
ness. 

Ways of viewing individual elements 
within the model and propositions support
ing these views follow: 

The first element is the individual library 
employee. 

Proposition 1: Libraries that adopt forms 
of administrative structure consistent with 
the expectation and perceived needs of their 
personnel will tend to achieve higher levels 
of performance and be judged by their per
sonnel as more effective. 

This proposition is a cornerstone of the 
behavioral study of organizations. 11 Library 
researchers in this area argue for structures 
and styles of management that secure a 
higher degree of commitment to the library 
from employees by more adequately meet
ing their expectations and needs. 12 

However, some qualification is in order. 
Not only do these perceived needs change 
over time, but it is also clear that different 
types of people do not have the same needs 
on their jobs. Thus one might look to re
search on the differing psychological needs 
of professional librarians and paraprofession
als, or the changing needs of new profes
sionals who remain long on the job as ways 
of dealing with this element. 

The second element is the library itself. 
Proposition 2. Libraries' ability to adapt 

to, buffer, or level environmental change is 
inversely related to their dependence upon 
instinct, habit, or tradition. Libraries able to 
learn and to perform according to changing 
contingencies in the environment will tend 
to achieve higher levels of performance, 
i.e., be more effective. 

The influence of the environment on or
ganizations has been considered by a 
number of writers. 13 Library/environment 
interface has been mentioned in this 
paper. 14 

This proposition expresses the fundamen
tal argument for proving utility that has be
come a dominant · cry among librarians. In 
order to do so, obtaining adequate resources 
(financial support as well as the more intan
gible emotional support) from the environ-
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ment becomes the logical short-term goal. 
Libraries that obtain such support are more 
likely to grow and adapt over the inter
mediate range of time and survive over the 
long haul. Detailed research on the survival 
instincts of libraries is yet forthcoming. 
What does happen to libraries over time? 
How do they change and respond to diver
sity? What does being a more successful li
brary mean over the short range as well as 
the long term? 

The third element is the individual li
brary user. 

Proposition 3. Libraries able to supply 
timely, relevant, and accessible service to 
all users will be considered more effective 
than those that do not. 

Effort must be made to match concep
tions of service to the needs and tastes of 
the particular user in question. Most liJ:>rar
ians, when dealing with service to patrons, 
consider only the demands made by 
present-day users of libraries. Unverbalized 
needs of those users and the whole range of 
needs and demands of nonusers are gener
ally not considered. Great' care must be 
taken to consider all these categories of de
mands and needs in dealing with th,e con
cept of the effective library, not only as they 
relate to general concepts of library perfor
mance, but also as they relate to specific re
sponses to individual users and potential 
users over time. 

The fourth element is the society at large. 
Proposition 4. In order to adapt to the 

changing external environment, one strategy 
for the library is to develop a systematic 
mechanism by which to measure the prefer
ences of various groups for library services 
and the relative strengths of these groups to 
affect library welfare. This information can 
be incorporated into its decision-maKing 
strategies in such a manner that it 
maximizes social satisfaction ·against social 
expectations, sustains incentives for its fund
ing agency to continue its support, and 
mobilizes its resources efficiently so that its 
traditional constituent groups, for example, 
employees and present patrons, are satisfied 
with its performance. 

In supporting this proposition over a pe
riod of time, the library can actively seek to 
measure different groups' support for its ac-
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tions and also the behaviors of those groups 
as they affect the library. Such behaviors 
may range from no action, verbal support, 
letter writing to potential funding agencies, 
and the like, to actual library use. The li
brary may seek to investigate the relations 
between a group's appraisals of the library's 
behavior and the group's actual use of the 
library. Perhaps, also, some measure of a 
group's attitude toward the library can be 
related to its evaluation of the library's ac
tions. 

The study of attitudes is useful because of 
its relevance to creating within the library 
an improved understanding of the ways in 
which the library's behavior affects reactions 
within the environment. 

To date, there have not been many seri
ous attempts to study group attitudes 
to__ward library use. 15 The problems inherent 
in conducting such studies are great. That 
does not mean that an approach that is ca
pable of analyzing the priorities of individu
als, groups, or larger collections of groups 
should not be attempted. There is such a 
need to rank competing action alternatives 
of libraries; and to do so, the consideration 
of different group preferences over time is a 
necessity. 

IMPLICATIONS FOR LIBRARY MANAGEMENT 

Four propositions have been discussed, 
reflecting some of the components that 
make up the dimensions of library effective
ness. Although most library researchers at 
present select only one of the components 
in an examination of effectiveness, it is con
cluded that consideration of the process by 
which these components interrelate is 
needed to create an overall framework for 
the judging of library effectiveness. 

The idea of a model of library effective
ness, emphasizing some kind of specific end 
results, is rejected. The question posed may · 
be: "What results should we look for in as
sessing the effectiveness of any given li
brary?" The answer is that the question it
self is inappropriate. There is no general 
model of library effectiveness categorizing 
specific outcomes appropriate to all librar
ies. To study the effectiveness of a given li
brary, one needs to establish a unique 
model reflecting the uniqueness of that li
brary. This can be done by using the 

framework illustrated in figure 2. 
Let us assume we want to assess the ef

fectiveness of a university library empiri
cally. First, the identification of relevant in
puts takes place. For example, the relevant 
user needs being served by the library have 
to be recognized. Recognition can be based 
on such criteria as (1) suitability of the user 
need, (2) the criticalness of serving that 
need, and (3) the degree to which -a user 
group has formally organized to have its 
needs served. 

We also need to identify the appropriate 
level of analysis of library processes. Let's 
assume, for example, that the distribution of 
new information to the users identified is a 
relevant process for the effective library. Do 
we measure the library's ability to distrib
ute information, or do we examine the pro
cess in individual units of the library? 

The resolution of the question comes 
from examining the activities of a number of 
public service departments in the library 
over time. The conclusion is reached that 
information distribution in various depart
ments is different over time; thus the study 
of the effectiveness of this process can be 
made only on the department level. Output 
is also measured on a department level, not 
on a library-wide basis. The effectiveness of 
information distribution by the library as a 
whole is judged through the integrating of 
results from these individual levels. 

The above illustration of the use of the 
systems model is brief because of space 
limitations. The basic point is that the 
model is not a picture of the effective li
brary. Rather, it is a kind of outline for the 
administrator to complete. The appropriate 
inputs need to be identified, the significant 
processes and the levels at which they 
aggregate must be determined, and the ap
propriate outputs for these levels must be 
established. 

The propositions stated in support of the 
model can aid in filling in this outline. The 
first draws attention to the desirability of a 
committed staff that participates in the set
ting of library goals. It supports the general 
position of research on motivation and re
ward by indicating that the performance of 
libraries is enhanced when personnel are 
granted a sizable personal stake in its de
velopment. 



The thrust of the second proposition is 
that the structure of the library is likely to 
influence its performance. Problems have to 
be worked out in the context of each li
brary's own circumstances. Much examina
tion needs to be done before deciding on 
the form of the library that is most appro
priate. 

First, the nature of present and future 
contingencies must be assessed. In other 
words, just what kind of institution is the li
brary, what does it want to be in terms of 
scope of clientele, size, type of service, and 
so on? 

Second, what are the organizational re
quirements imposed by relevant contingen
cies? For example, a large library will have 
particular problems of communication and 
coordination. What alternative organiza
tional designs might satisfy these require
ments? 

Third, if different contingencies pose the 
dilemma of conflicting requirements, what 
policies could be formulated to modify the 
contingencies themselves? Some libraries, 
for example, that seek to broaden their 
scope of services or that seek to combine a 
successful new service with economies of a 
large scale, such as centralized technical 
processing, are finding that they can cir
cumvent the size contingency by setting up 
small, internally flexible experimental ser
vice units or similar libraries within a li
br~ry. 

The important point is that there are usu~ 
ally several ways of securing an effective 
match between a library's internal organiza
tion and the contingencies it faces. This fact 
tends to be overlooked by those who share 
the present-day concern about the bureau
cratization of libraries. A bureaucracy can 
be operated in different ways, depending 
upon its own unique circumstances. There 
are in most library situations various pos
sibilities for increasing effectiveness, no 
matter what kind of contingencies are faced. 

The third proposition emphasizes the fact 
that much more knowledge is needed on 
the nature of individmil patron needs so that 
adequate systems can be designed that will 
satisfy those needs. 

The fourth proposition points out the 
need for more political acumen on the part 
of librarians, an attribute necessary in the 
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identification of the groups most likely to 
support various kinds of library service, so 
that libraries can survive over the long 
term. 

Most libraries exist in a constantly fluc
tuating environment in which threats to 
survival and growth are relatively com
monplace. Within such environments, li
brary administrators must try to identify and 
use the various inputs at their disposal con
structively in an effort to achieve outputs 
that meet up to the expectations of all those 
concerned with library performance. The 
process by which they do so, or fail to do 
so, is at the heart of the concept of library 
effectiveness. 

CONCLUSION 

In the previous discussion, a review of 
various approaches to perceiving library ef
fectiveness has been made. Little 
homogeneity exists among the various ap
proaches. This lack of consensus, in turn, 
results from the existence of at least seven 
problems inherent in the consideration of 
the concept of library effectiveness. In an 
effort to overcome these problems, a sys
tems model of library effectiveness has been 
proposed. 

The model described differs from previ
ous models. Instead of specifying the 
criteria for effectiveness (for example, under 
what conditions is a library effective?), this 
model focuses on the process of being effec
tive (for example, how are expectations 
satisfied at a given time for a given person 
to judge the library as effective?) It is ar
gued that the actual criteria for evaluation 
vary depending on the particular expecta
tions of the particular person (or group) in 
question. 

It is stressed that the use of a systems 
model allows for the explicit recognition of 
the ways in which various organizational fac
tors blend together to facilitate or inhibit ac
tivities concerned with library effectiveness. 
This perspective forces library adminis
trators to use a more comprehensive ap
proach in an examination of library perfor
mance, facilitating a broader vision of the 
nature of the effectiveness problem and on 
its possible solutions. 

A general conclusion to be drawn from 
this discussion relates to _the concept of ef~ 
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fectiveness as a continuous process rather 
than an end result. Library responsiveness 
to expectations is an unceasing task. In view 
of the changing nature of inputs, adminis
trators have a continuing responsibility to 
recognize changes in the environment, to 

restructure available resources, to modify 
technologies, to develop employees, and so 
forth, in order to best employ the resources 
of the library to fulfill expectations that are 
themselves constantly changing. 
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