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This present study was an informal but very practical attempt to analyze
SOme of the factors involved in users’ satisfaction with DIALOG and MEDLINE
Searches and thereby highlight ways to improve this service in an academic
lbrary unit. In the small but growing body of user studies on satisfaction with
COmputerized literature searches, one tendency has been reported consis-
ently, Users in most, if not all, surveys taken via printed questionnaires have
eclared their over-all satisfaction. Among the published results is Howard
Osdick’s report of a “strong positive patron evaluation.”? Ryan Hoover also
;eported that most users of the service thought it “worthwhile.”2 Gerald Jahoda
Ound that users were “generally pleased.”

Implications of Previous Studies

The universally cheering results cited above may mean that computer
Searches are indeed gratifying to a majority of the users, but librarians should
ih consider that the results may indicate that patrons choosing to respond to
€ questionnaire are self-selected samples of users. Those who are satisfied
{“av be likely to complete the questionnaires, while dissatisfied patrons may be
©Ss willing to take a few minutes to respond. And the literature has provided a
fr“m for discussing additional cautions arising from focusing on users’
XPressed satisfaction as a measure of retrieval effectiveness. William S.
OOper stressed the necessity of accepting the admittedly subjective
Sessment by the user that a search was satisfactory.t He called this a “user-
iented performance rating” when quantifieds But Dagobert Soergel
€Sponded that the precision of recall of a search was a more valid measure of its
nucr.ess. The number of retrieved citations must be judged against the absolute
Umber of relevant citations that could have been retrieved.6 In his article “Is
at:er Satisfaction a Hobgoblin?”, Soergel wrote, “For too long an uncritical
inf:mpt ‘to mal_&e the user happy’ hlas been Preuale::tt in the library and
the Tmation services profession. What is needed instead is an atteml?t to rnak_e
vt User successful.”’ In other words, the patron may be satisfied with what is

Tleved, but perhaps we must question whether he should be.
Ber, -1_'0 this philosophical standoff later was added a thoughtful and
Ceptive article by Tessier, Crouch, and Atherton, which focused on user
i‘_:“’*fi‘.lt:tion as the most important measure for librarians to use, but empha-
ed that we should consider the nature of this satisfaction. User satisfaction,
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they wrote, is a state of mind; the user should “go away content.” But to serve
this goal the librarian needs more information about just what is important to
the user and is most apt to satisfy him.8 Concurringin these ideas was an article
by Renata Tagliacozzo who found that indication of over-all satisfaction with
searches may actually contradict more specific responses provided by the
patron such as assessment of usefulness and helpfulness of the retrieved
material. Tagliacozzo concluded that more attention should be given to specific
user needs and their satisfaction.®

The Survey

The members of the Reference Department at the University of North
Carolina at Greensboro decided to evaluate their computer searching service
by gathering data about the degrees of general patron satisfaction with searches
and of specific need fulfilment through these searches. Patrons of computerized
literature searches performed on MEDLINE (through the National Library of
Medicine) and DIALOG data bases were surveyed by questionnaire. All
searches were performed at a CRT with an attached high-speed printer.

Approximately 100 questionnaires were distributed, attached to search
results over an eight month period. Though about 250 searches were actually
run during this time, more of an attempt was made to obtain an equal number of
completed questionnaires for each of the five participating searchers than to
seek evaluations of all searches done. When a librarian had met his “quota” of
completed evaluation forms, no further questionnaires were distributed with
that searcher’s printouts. Forty-five completed forms were returned.

The Questionnaire

Efforts were made to ensure an adequate return rate and minimize the
complexity of interpreting practical implications of results by using a short;
simple questionnaire. The form was kept as basic as possible, with the
expectation that, the shorter the questionnaire, the higher the likelihood of both
satisfied and dissatisfied patrons completing it.!? There was no need to ask fof
demographic data on the questionnaire, since this information is recorded
during the pre-search interview and was not pertinent to this study. Also, theré
was no need to ask the almost-obligatory “How did you find out about this
service?” since patrons have frequently given verbal indications that recom-
mendations from teachers and colleagues are the most effective sources of
publicity for this department’s searching service.

In addition, questions were worded for patron’s’ understanding rather
than for precision of library terminology, e.g., “What index or indexes . . . wer®
searched for you?” rather than “What data bases?. ..” Finally, on the question
most directly related to success of the search (number 5), we limited the
question to success in finding most of the relevant items in the indexes, the
objective which seems to be most within the power of the librarian, the data
bases, and the computer. (This would presumably prevent patrons from deter
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Mining success on the basis of occurrences such as finding that a proposed
ISsertation topic was effectively preempted by a previous researcher, or, con-

Versely, that sparseness of citations indicated the researcher might be on the
reshold of academic preeminence in his field!)

Rl‘!sults

As expected, responses initially seemed overwhelmingly favorable.
Essentially 93% of the searches were perceived as successful—33% “Definitely
Successful” and 60% “Moderately Successful.” (Only three respondents, or
fewer than 7% indicated that their searches were “definitely Not Successful,”
and one of those may have marked that category in error since all other
Questions on the form were answered in the affirmative.

On closer examination of the 31 moderately-and-not-successful search
®Valuations, it was in time savings for the patron that there was the greatest
Tequency of evident disappointment. Fifteen, or 48% of that combined group

'ad saved a “Great Deal” of time, but the same number had saved just “Some”
time, Opy other questions, however, satisfaction was much more obvious: 92%
of the entire group of 45 said that their searches had led to citations that would
Otherwise not have been discovered. Finally, on the questions about the
'Ndexes/data bases that had been searched, a surprising 78% gave the correct
Name, or close approximation, of at least one of the bases searched.

Coﬂclusions

rath The important feedback for the s_taff was the frequency of saving “Some”
er than a considerable amount of time for patrons. While this time savings
epends, of course, on the nature and amount of available literature, on the
@Mount of time possibly spent already by the patronin doing manual searching,
“:1: on other factors outside the librarian’s control, it is an aspect of the service
an(; May need attention. The reference librarians have subsequently discussed
B, t}1ed to identify points at which the user may feel more time could be saved
O him. Since turnaround time for most searches is no greater than 24 hours,
a?e Spgnt waiting for results is not a major factor. However, being in an
eademlc setting, it is this reference department’s policy to familiarize a search
.Questor with any corresponding printed indexes during the presearch
Oterffiew. Despite the educational intentions behind the policy, this orientation
X Printed sources may sometimes be perceived by the patron as his time being
Pent unnecessarily.
A further consideration is the possibility that some patrons had
c;:':l’-;ﬁstically high expectations about the amount of time computer searches
save for them. The user satisfaction “hobgoblin” described by Soergel
re:t’llhave a role here: just as users may sometimes be satisfied with search
Ults when they should not be, perhaps some users not fully aware of the limi-
Ons of computerized searches are not satisfied with the amount of time

fﬁ:ﬁ? even when the most effective searches possible have been provided for
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Another factor to consider was the large number of respondents who
knew what data bases or indexes had been searched. Towards the over-all goal
of helping researchers review the literature, it is gratifying to see that many
patrons had some sense of the portion of the universe of available information
that had been covered. This seems to indicate that the presearch discussion of
indexes and data bases is effective even though it involves the search service
user in a longer interview than would otherwise be required.

The searchers at the University of North Carolina at Greensboro have
found that the expressed desire of patrons to save additional time through
computer searches has heightened the staff's awareness of this need. In
practice this means that the librarians plan to limit the length of the pre-search
interview to the extent possible without jeopardizing the librarian’s
understanding of the search strategy or the patron’s understanding of the
availability of printed indexes and their relationship to his computerized search
results. In addition the staff members will attempt to explain the realistic
objectives that a computer search can be expected to fulfill.

Since there may indeed be a trade-off between the patron’s desire to
save time in the shortrun and the librarian’s desire to educate the patron about
the extent and limitations of the printed indexes, further study on the points at
which users see their time being saved and the points at which it could be better
saved would be valuable for the future adaptation of this service.

Marcia Kingsley is reference librarian, Jackson Library, The University of North Carolin2
at Greensboro.
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1o, Though the first questionnaires distributed were kept to eleven questions, this number was

pared further after initial results trickled in. The final form contained six questions, one with
two parts, which, of course, had also appeared on the longer forms. Only responses to these
Six questions were analzyed,

Addendum: Sample Questionnaire

WALTER CLINTON JACKSON LIBRARY
UNIVERSITY OF NORTH CAROLINA AT GREENSBORO

COMPUTER SEARCH EVALUATION

How much time do you think this search has saved you?
none some a great deal

About how many references or articles did you receive on your printout?

Do you think this computerized literature search has led you to library
Materijals you would not otherwise have discovered?
—_— RS no

What index or indexes (such as Psychological Abstracts, Medline, ERIC,

Dissertation Abstracts) were searched for you?
iy 2.
Don’t know

Do you think the search was successful in finding most of the relevant items
n the indexes?

definitely successful moderately successful
definitely not successful

If not successful, have the reasons for the results been adequately
explained?

—_yes

no

Do you think the results were worth the cost?
no

Y
OUr name (optional)
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