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INTRODUCTION

           Professional military education (PME) libraries serve the students, staff, and faculty of the nation’s post-graduate military colleges.  Six of these special libraries participated in the Spring 2003 LibQUAL+TM assessment survey sponsored by the Association of Research Libraries and Texas A&M University.  In every dimension of measured service quality the military school libraries met or exceeded users’ expectations.  This paper explores the military library environment to identify factors that may contribute to the positive perceptions of library service, and examines practical applications for other special libraries.

OVERVIEW OF THE PME ENVIRONMENT

           Selection to attend and successful completion of at least one PME college can play an important role in a military member’s career advancement. Today’s defense missions are accomplished through inter-service and multi-nation partnerships, thus the PME colleges solicit representative cross-service enrollment, students from allied militaries, and civilians employed in U.S. military services, defense and intelligence agencies. The curricula of PME institutions focus on effective leadership and decision-making skills, military strategy and doctrine, geopolitical dynamics, and the employment of national and allied forces.  
           Six of these special libraries participated in the Spring 2003 LibQUAL+TM survey, sponsored by the Association of Research Libraries and Texas A&M University.  LibQUAL+TM enables similar libraries to “solicit, track, understand, and act upon users’ opinions of service quality.” In this fourth administration of the LibQUAL+TM protocol 1,697 respondents were library users from these schools:  Army War College, Naval War College, Naval Postgraduate School, Air University, Joint Forces Staff College and National Defense University.  Although most of the schools offer the courses in various distance learning modes, the survey populations were all in residence. The PME libraries’ survey respondents can be categorized as primarily officers or civilians at mid-career point or higher; students with masters degrees or higher (62%); primarily male (85%); and age over 30 (94%).  Following are brief descriptions of these institutions and the populations surveyed.

Army War College—Located in Carlisle, Pennsylvania, the U.S. Army War College is the Army’s senior service school, engaged in education, research and publication, and communications at the strategic level.  The College awards a master’s degree in Strategic Studies.  Students are selected senior military, civilian, and international leaders.  The survey was administered to 100% of the 484 resident population of students and faculty.
Naval War College—Located in Newport, Rhode Island, the Naval War College is the Navy’s senior service school for lieutenant commanders and commanders.  NWC is comprised of the College of Naval Warfare, the College of Command and Staff, the College of Distance Education, the Naval Staff College and the Naval Command College. The NWC grants a master’s degree in National Security and Strategic Studies to graduates of the first two schools, and to graduates of the Fleet Seminar program of the College of Distance Education.  The survey was administered to 100% of the 1,063 resident population of students, faculty and staff.
Naval Postgraduate School—Located in Monterey, California, NPS provides graduate level education to officers from all five uniformed services and from allied countries.  The School awards masters and doctoral degrees in science and engineering, business and national security affairs.  The survey was administered to 100% of the 1700 resident students and faculty.
Air University—Located in Montgomery, Alabama, Air University is the center for Air Force professional military education.  Air University is comprised of many colleges and schools, but the survey was administered to 100% of the 1,064 resident faculty and students at the senior service school, Air War College; the intermediate school, Air Command and Staff College; and the highly selective School for Advanced Air and Space Studies. The University awards master’s degrees for all 3 schools.
Joint Forces Staff College—Located in Norfolk, Virginia, JFSC is a component of the National Defense University.  JFSC educates and acculturates joint and multinational warfighters to plan and lead at the operational level.  It is composed of the Joint and Combined Warfighting School - Senior; the Joint and Combined Warfighting School - Intermediate; and the Joint Command, Control and Information Warfare School.  The survey was administered to 100% of the 357 resident students and faculty of the senior and intermediate schools.
National Defense University— Located at Fort Lesley J. McNair, in Washington, D.C., NDU educates military and civilian leaders through teaching, research and outreach in national strategies, joint and multinational operations, information operations, resource management, acquisition, and regional defense studies. NDU is composed of National War College, Information Resources Management College, Industrial College of the Armed Forces, Joint Forces Staff College, and the School for National Security Executive Education, along with three regional centers. NDU awards master’s degrees to graduates of the National War College and ICAF. The survey was administered to 100% of the 3,882 resident students and faculty.  
           Although the culture, students and curricula of the PME institutions are quite different from those of civilian academic campuses, many elements are in similar.  Among those elements is the rigor of accreditation standards.  Master’s and doctoral degrees awarded by the PME institutions are recognized as meeting standards of the following regional accrediting bodies:  The National Defense University and U.S. Army War College are accredited by the Commission on Higher Education of the Middle States Association of Colleges and Schools; the U.S. Naval War College is accredited by the New England Association of Schools and Colleges; the Naval Postgraduate School is accredited by the Western Association of Colleges and Schools; the Air University is a candidate for accreditation from the Southern Association of Colleges and Schools. In addition, all of the institutions must meet accreditation standards that ensure the curricula incorporate specific instruction in “joint” (multi-service) aspects of the military environment and military operations.  Although many of the materials and resources are unique to the military setting, PME libraries utilize standard library tools and technologies, and extend standard library services to their students, faculties and staffs.
QUALITATIVE MEASURES OF LIBRARY EFFECTIVENESS

The LibQUAL+TM survey is one of the Association of Research Libraries’ (ARL) “New Measures” initiatives.  As implied in its name, LibQUAL+TM attempts to go beyond typical quantitative evaluations of library accomplishments to collect useful qualitative data about library services.  For decades, if not centuries, libraries have used fairly simple “counting” schemes to validate their effectiveness, justify their budgets, and demonstrate their unique role as vital partners in the educational system.  Statistics such as operating budget, number of books and journals acquired, reference questions answered, and interlibrary loans issued have been traditional elements of library reports.   These numbers generally fall into the category of input and output measures. 

Simply put, the effort of an organization or agency can be measured in various ways.  Easiest to obtain are input and output counts.  Inputs include such items as books, journals, databases, DVDs, or videotapes purchased or acquired during a particular time frame, such as an annual year.  Outputs include such things as items circulated, questions answered, or photocopies made, again during a specific time period.  

There are two types of measures beyond inputs and outputs that when identified and collected can add another dimension to library service evaluation tools.  One measure seeks to determine the outcome of an agency’s services; the other attempts to measure the impact of the agency’s efforts.  A few examples of inputs, outputs, outcomes, and impacts are listed in Figure 1, below.

Service Measures

Inputs                 
Outputs

Outcomes

Impacts3
# of librarians              Questions answered
Students graduated
Problems solved

# of technicians
Books checked out
Papers written

People cured

# of books

Databases used
Articles published
Afghanistan liberated

# of service hours
Items cataloged
New meds developed


Budget


URLs added

OPLANs written4
Figure 1

The LibQUAL+TM instrument was based on and has evolved from the SERVQUAL instrument.  SERVQUAL was originally developed in the 1980s to measure the quality of services delivered to customers in the profit-making sector.  A group of marketing researchers including L. Berry, A. Parasuraman, and V. Zeithaml developed SERVQUAL.   The original SERVQUAL instrument was designed to measure service quality across five dimensions:  Reliability, Assurance, Empathy, Responsiveness, and Tangibles.  The original SERVQUAL instrument contained 22 questions.5
Part of the process of moving from an input/output based measurement system to an outcome/impact-based system is the inclusion of qualitative measures.  Patton points out that outcome data are frequently determined by interviewing program participants.6  The LibQUAL+TM   initiative seeks to measure outcomes of library services, using a web-based instrument that can be effectively administered by academic libraries regardless of size or specialty.  This instrument can be remotely administered in a controlled setting, and can serve as a means to acquire and score qualitative data in a machine-readable environment.  The LibQUAL+TM instrument was developed to measure the perceived quality of academic library services. 7
MERLN LIBRARIES’ USE OF THE LIBQUAL+TM INSTRUMENT

The LibQUAL+TM instrument used by the MERLN libraries consisted of 25 core survey questions from four domains or dimensions.  The dimensions were Affect of Service, Access to Information, Personal Control, and Library as Place.  Within each dimension, questions were distributed as follows:

Affect of Service:  Nine questions

Access to Information:  Five questions

Personal Control:  Six questions

Library as Place:  Five questions

In addition, the MERLN libraries were allowed to add five questions of particular relevance to their special, graduate military library environment.  The instrument thus consisted of 30 qualitative questions, not including demographic questions.  

Participants answered each question by using a nine-point scale (lowest value of one to highest value of nine).  Within each question, participants scored three dimensions of service.  For example, a unique MERLN question was “When it comes to online course support (readings, links, references) my minimum level of service is 1 (lowest) to 9 (highest); my desired level of service is 1 (lowest) to 9 (highest); my perceived service performance is 1 (lowest) to 9 (highest). 

The three service measures, “minimum,” “desired,” and “perceived performance,” represented the attempt to obtain qualitative data in a quantitative framework.  In addition to these three values, measures of service adequacy and service superiority were also obtained.  “Service adequacy is calculated by subtracting the minimum score from the perceived score on any given question, for each user.” 8  This concept is described as an indicator of the extent to which the library is meeting its users’ minimum expectations.”9 

For example, student “A’s” minimum service level may be expressed as follows:  “I will settle for having access to the five most important journals in the field of military science.”  Or, faculty “B” might express her minimum service level as “I expect, at the minimum, to receive my interlibrary loan in two weeks.”  Her desired level of service might be an interlibrary loan turnaround time of seven days, from request to receipt. “Service superiority is calculated by subtracting the desired [service] score from the perceived [service] score on any given question, for each user.”10  In general, service superiority is an indicator of the extent to which the library is exceeding its users’ desired expectations. 11 That is, student “A’s” desired service level might be:  “I want access to all journals in the field of military science.”  In the Affect of Service dimension, one question concerns library employees’ readiness to respond to customer queries.  A  customer might conceptualize his expectations and perceptions in this manner:  (1) Minimally, I’d like to be recognized in a civil fashion.  (2) My desired level of service is to be greeted cordially and promptly, and have the complete attention of the library employee.  (3) My perception is that library staff members frequently appear to be engaged in conversations among themselves, and ignore me.

Simply stated, the measurement of service adequacy can be used to indicate areas where library services are below the level expected by users, whereas the measurement of service superiority can be used to identify areas where the library is performing better than users expect.  (Adequacy = “perceived” – “minimum.”  Superiority = “perceived” – desired”).  The MERLN institutions received survey data in several formats, one of which is illustrated below.

Sample Outcome Chart

	Dimension
	Minimum Mean
	Desired Mean
	Perceived Mean
	Adequacy Mean
	Superiority Mean

	Access to Information
	7.40
	8.60
	8.60
	1.20
	0.00

	Affect of Service
	7.40
	8.60
	8.80
	1.40
	0.20

	Library as Place
	6.60
	8.40
	9.00
	2.40
	0.60

	Personal Control
	7.20
	8.40
	8.40
	1.40
	0.00


Figure 2

As in most survey instruments, demographic information was collected to provide further differentiation of response data.  This information included age, sex, rank (officer rank or civilian grade), discipline, and “position.”  Position referred to one of four sub-categories:  undergraduate, graduate, faculty, or library staff.  Each of these sub-categories was further sub-divided.  For example, the category “faculty” was sub-divided as follows:  (1) Adjunct faculty; (2) Assistant Professor; (3) Associate Professor; (4) Lecturer or Instructor; (5) Professor; and (6) Other Academic Status.

SURVEY ADMINISTRATION

The Spring 2003 LibQUAL+TM survey was administered to more than 300 institutions.  Each MERLN school administered the survey during three weeks of its choosing.  Participants could open the survey as early as March 2003, but had to complete the survey by early May 2003.  All of the MERLN libraries chose to administer the survey to all resident students and faculty.  In addition, library staff members at each participating college were encouraged to complete the pre-test.

Most participating MERLN members chose to add LibQUAL+TM information to their homepages.  This information included a list of frequently asked questions, background information on SERVQUAL and the LibQUAL+TM Instrument, purpose of the initiative, information on the sponsoring organizations (ARL and Texas A&M), and funding sources (U.S. Department of Education’s Fund for the Improvement of Postsecondary Education – FIPSE; contributed funding from ARL and Texas A&M University, and fees charged to the participating schools).

The institutions pre-tested the instrument in February 2003 by administering it to library staff members.  Most of the MERLN libraries opened it to constituents by sending each person a personalized email invitation to participate, and followed up during weeks two and three with email reminder messages.  ARL staff recommended that the initial email invitation be sent to participants on a Monday or Tuesday morning, and that the reminder emails be sent at three to five day intervals after the initial invitation.  ARL encouraged the participating institutions to send from three to five reminder messages to improve response rates.

DATA AND FINDINGS

           The 2003 LibQUAL+TM protocol centered respondents’ perceptions and expectations around 4 dimensions—Affect of Service, Access to Information, Personal Control, and Library as Place.  Affect of Service embraces the frontline, people-centered aspects of the library.  Nine questions explore the staff’s “willingness to help users”, “consistent courtesy”, and “knowledge to answer questions”. Access to Information includes five questions on timely document delivery, access to print and electronic information resources, and convenient service hours.  Six questions address elements of Personal Control, such as easy-to-use access tools, a library website that facilitates independent research, and modern equipment.  Perceptions of Library as Place are revealed through five questions about quiet and comfortable individual space and community space for group learning.  Below is an example of the response format:

When it comes to employees who instill confidence in users…

My Minimum Service Level Is:  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

My Desired Service Level Is:      1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

My Perceived Service Level Is:   1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

Figure 3

           One of the benefits of LibQUAL+TM is the ability to compare data between institutions and between groups of institutions. Participating institutions were categorized into 4 groups in the 2003 iteration of LibQUAL+TM, providing data aggregated by group (colleges and universities, community colleges, academic health sciences, and military institutions).  Result data are presented  in Figure 4 in 3 ways: radar charts, zones of tolerance bar charts, and mean value tables.
LibQUAL+TM 2003 Survey Highlights

http://www.libqual.org/documents/admin/ExecSummary1.1_locked.pdf
Figure 4

           Military respondents did not perceive that service levels were less than minimally acceptable in any dimension. As illustrated in Figure 4 in the chart “Mean Values by Dimension and Institution Type”, Military Institution respondents scored Affect of Service with the highest desired service level (7.98), followed by Personal Control (7.95), Access to Information (7.92) and Library as a Place (7.50).  The other three institutional groups consistently scored Personal Control with the highest desired service levels over all dimensions. In most cases the Military Institution respondents scored neither the highest nor the lowest for the minimum and desired service quality in all dimensions.  One exception is that in the Personal Control dimension Military Institution respondents gave both the minimum and desired levels of service the lowest expectation scores of all respondent groups.  Military Institution respondents gave the highest scores for perceived levels of service in all four dimensions, resulting in the largest positive adequacy gap in all dimensions for all institutional groups.
           For all questions in the Affect of Service dimension Military Institution scores resulted in a superiority gap—meaning that service quality was perceived to be even higher than desired.  Across all institutional groups the smallest gaps between perceived and desired service levels (positive adequacy gap) was in the Affect of Service dimension.  The following areas most strongly reflected this:

· Employees who deal with users in a caring fashion
· Employees who are consistently courteous
· Giving users individual attention
           Respondents in all institutional groups indicated that the greatest gaps between desired and perceived service levels were in the Access to Information and Personal Control dimensions.  Specifically, scores in the following areas revealed the largest gaps between desired and perceived service levels among all institutional groups:
· Print and/or electronic journal collections I require for my work 
(Access to Information)
· Easy-to-use access tools that allow me to find things on my own
(Personal Control)
· Making electronic resources accessible from my home or office
(Personal Control)

These findings reflect the continued emphasis libraries place on the value of people-related services.  The respondents to this survey, from both the academic and the military environments, also recognize and value those services.  However, these same respondents reveal unmet desire for more services in the Personal Control dimension.  Perceptions and expectations support the findings in a 2004 Outsell briefing, “A theme running through all our research on users is that self-service and self-sufficiency are the new paradigms”.1   In addition, respondent groups shared a strong unmet desire for access to wider electronic journal content and greater freedom of access location. “According to Outsell’s data, corporate information centers are buying more electronic resources than their counterparts in government and education.  However, in all three segments, we see that the reality of moving toward increased electronic resources lags behind the expectation.”2
In the most perfect world a library’s LibQUAL+TM radar charts would be rings of only blue, the bar chart zones of tolerance would show red lines right up to the top of the blue boundaries, and positive adequacy gaps would be 1.00.  Study of the charts for the Military Institutions reveals that the group approaches that goal.  Comparison with the other three institutional groups precipitates a discussion of factors that may account for such different results.  

EXPLAINING THE RESULTS

Homogeneity of User Population

User populations within the six participating schools are more similar than they are dissimilar.  Of the 1600+ total respondents, more than 64% (1,051) held masters or doctoral degrees.   Within 16 broad academic disciplines, and the category “other,” 48% identified their subject discipline as military or naval science; 12% identified their discipline as engineering or computer science; 21% identified their disciplines as business, social sciences/psychology, or “other.”  Of the six age profiles (under 18, 18-22, 23-30, 31-45, 46-65, over 65) more than 62% were in the 31-45 category, and more than 31% in the 45-65 category.  The maturity of the respondent group may offer a degree of explanation of the generally positive results.  Participants in this age range usually have experienced the limitations that organizations face, and may adjust their expectations accordingly. The breakdown of respondents by sex revealed that slightly more than 90% of the population surveyed was male, slightly less than 10% female.  

Self-Identification with Library


It is possible that the MERLN customers feel a greater affiliation with their professional libraries than do customers at other academic libraries.  One faculty member at the Joint Forces Staff College expressed this as follows:  “There is more of a team approach in the military libraries that I’ve visited.  There is an obvious effort on the part of library staff members to build a relationship with the customer, to be readily available to and work with their customers.  For example, one of the MERLN libraries assigns a librarian as liaison to each student seminar (18-20 member class).  The librarian works with these students from their first week on campus until they complete their major research assignments.  An Air University librarian recently assisted a student researching time-critical targeting using unmanned aerial vehicles.  The librarian directed the student to relevant documents from the General Accounting Office, the Joint Chiefs of Staff, the Office of the Secretary of Defense, and the Center for Aerospace Doctrine, Research and Education.  As the academic year progressed, the librarian alerted the student to relevant new materials. Similar support is provided throughout the military education arena, effecting a teamwork link between the customer and the library staff.

This concept of self-identification has not been sufficiently tested.  Because there may be implications for other libraries and information centers, it should be the subject of a future study.

Small School Environment


The student body in most of the schools is small, for some as few as 300 students per term.  In most instances, students are competitively screened for selection by Service boards.  At the time this survey was administered, the entire faculty and student  population for all six schools numbered 3,882.  In most instances, the ratio of library staff member to student favors customized services. At Air University, the staff to student ratio is approximately 1:32.  At the U.S. Army War College, the ratio is students to faculty is 1:52, however, within the context of the LibQUALTM+ initiative, it is 1:22.  At both the Naval War College and the Joint Forces Staff College, the ratio is 1:25. 

Length of Course


The average course length at most of the schools is ten months.  Follow-on masters programs at the Air Command and Staff College and the Army’s Command and General Staff College add an additional one – two years to the course length.  Masters and doctoral degree granting programs at the Naval Postgraduate School range in length from 12 to 33 months or more.  At the Joint Forces Staff College, the courses are three months long, and each course is taught three times a year.

Curriculum


Although the specific curriculum varies from school to school, most of the schools focus on the following broad subject areas:  National strategy and policy, national security, leadership, deployment and employment of forces in a complex environment, international security strategy, public policy, resource management, civil-military relations, air, land, sea, and space power, and homeland security.  

All of the schools include courses on joint and coalition operations.  Joint operations are military actions conducted by more than one service (Army and Navy; Marine Corps, Army, and Air Force). Coalition operations are those conducted by US forces in conjunction with the forces of one or more international allies, as occurred during Operation DESERT STORM.  The Naval Postgraduate School has a slightly different emphasis than the other five MERLN participants, offering masters and doctoral degree programs in public policy and business, engineering and applied science, and information sciences.


Because the operational requirements and missions at each of the MERLN schools is very specialized, curriculum is school-specific, tailored by faculty members to the requirements specified, in most cases, by the Chairman of the Joints Chiefs of Staff and chiefs of the specific services, and is continuously evolving.  Change is the norm, rather than the exception, at these schools.  It is common practice for the research librarians at these schools to partner with faculty curriculum developers.  Librarians assist faculty by identifying suitable course materials, building bibliographies and webliographies to support a wide variety of instructional segments, preparing reference packets in advance of students’ arrival on campus, and issuing the course reference materials.  At the National Defense University, for example, librarians prepare Military Policy Awareness Links (MiPAL).  These resources “emphasize U.S. military policy but not to the exclusion of materials analyzing the issues, current news searches and policy-like documents from other governmental and non-governmental sources.” Current MiPALs on military transformation, national security strategy, weapons of mass destruction, and homeland security have been developed to augment and support the robust NDU curriculum.  In response to the tailored curriculum, and lack of indexing services specializing in military research, two of the MERLN schools have created customized military periodicals indexes.  At the Air University, AULIMP (Air University Library Index to Military Periodicals) serves as a comprehensive database of journal references.  The Joint Forces Staff College’s SCAMPI (Staff College Automated Military Periodicals Index) database complements AULIMP by expanding the range of journal and topical coverage.  Both indexes are available on the Defense Technical Information Center (DTIC) homepage, at http://www.dtic.mil/search97doc/aulimp/main.htm and 

http://www.dtic.mil/dtic/scampi/index.html
Institutional Emphasis


The MERLN libraries may be more fully integrated into the curriculum and activities of the schools than at  non-military institutions.  Because these professional military libraries were developed specifically to support the curriculum of the school, and because the curricula at these schools are narrowly defined, and in some cases mandated by law, library staff members must familiarize themselves with the various courses of instruction.  It is not unusual for librarians to work with faculty members to build new courses, and to work with students over the course of weeks, or even months, on research projects.

With the exception of the Naval Postgraduate School, each school undergoes a rigorous accreditation process under the aegis of the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff organization.  Beginning in 2003, during the course of the accreditation visit, a professional librarian member of the accreditation team visits the library and evaluates library services according to a prescribed standard.  

Resource Funding


With the exception of the Naval Postgraduate School, the MERLN library budgets do not bear the high costs of medical, scientific, and technical books and journals.  In addition, because of the narrow curricular focus at most of the schools, depth, rather than breadth, is a realistic collection development goal.

Workforce


Library staff members at the MERLN libraries are seasoned professionals.  The average length of service for librarians at some of the MERLN schools is shown in Figure 5.  Because most of the positions at the MERLN libraries are career Federal Civil Service, with excellent health, pay, and retirement benefits, staffs tend to be very stable, even within the technician ranks.

Staff Service Tenure

	Institution
	Average Librarian Length of Service (years)
	Average Technician Length of Service (years)

	Air University
	14.7
	11.1

	Joint Forces Staff College
	14.85
	11.22

	Naval War College
	20
	13

	U.S. Army War College
	20
	16


Figure 5

It is important to note that none of the above-mentioned factors has been empirically verified.  The authors offer them as possible explanations for the high scores for perceived levels of service in all four dimensions, and the positive superiority gaps in the Affect of Service dimension identified for the MERLN libraries.

IN HINDSIGHT


All 2003 LibQUAL+TM participants opened the survey to participants during the spring.  Some MERLN schools would have preferred to have more flexibility with choice of survey administration dates.  Although it may be logical to survey a typical academic population during late winter and early spring, there was some discussion among the MERLN participants that a later spring survey, or even a summer survey, in one case, would have been preferable.  


Although the MERLN libraries were allowed to add five customized questions to the survey, the value added by these five questions is debatable.  In hindsight, it is possible that incomplete understanding of the survey design and scoring led to customized questions of uneven relevance.  If and when the MERLN libraries participate in LibQUAL+TM again, it is quite probable that we will revise the five customized questions, concerning subject bibliographies, electronic content, research tools, library orientation and instruction, and online course support.  With a more complete understanding of the service adequacy and service superiority gap theory, we have learned the importance of precise, unambiguous survey language as pertains to our own questions.


LibQUAL+TM was marketed, in part, as a vehicle that could be used for benchmarking among like institutions.12  The MERLN schools have not yet realized this potential advantage.  Although all of the MERLN participants received copies of the combined results, and each school received a copy of its own data, these results have not yet been converted into benchmarking data.  Some members were disappointed that this feature has not yet been achieved.

CONCLUSION


MERLN member libraries conduct customer surveys on a regular basis, generally once per class.  With the data gained from LibQUAL+TM the libraries have begun to modify their “homegrown” survey instruments to probe the weaknesses identified in the Spring 2003 survey.  Several of the libraries are using focus groups to glean more in-depth information from customers, particularly in the dimensions of Personal Control and Access to Information.  Focus group interviews conducted by the Joint Forces Staff College during the July – September 2003 class resulted in detailed and specific suggestions for change and improvement of various library services and practices. 

Of eight graduate level, academic MERLN member libraries, six participated in the Spring LibQUAL+TM initiative.  Four undergraduate Service academies (Naval Academy, Military Academy, Air Force Academy, and the Coast Guard Academy) within the MERLN group also chose not to participate during the Spring 2003 administration.   Perhaps some will participate at a future date, and other MERLN members may choose to repeat the process.  Nonetheless, even at a level of 50% participation within the MERLN colleges, the results were far more positive than members expected.  The efforts of library staff members to deliver superior customer service were validated.  Although MERLN libraries appear to deliver greater than desired services in the Affect of Service and Library as Place dimensions, continuing to pay close attention to the Personal Control and Access to Information dimensions is needed to determine how best to address adequacy gaps in these two broad areas.

This study examined the experience of six military libraries using the LibQUAL+TM assessment tool.  The authors discussed possible explanations of the positive perceptions of library service within the MERLN institutions, including homogeneity of the user population, self-identification with the library, the small school environment, the course length, the narrow focus of the curriculum and cost level of materials, the integration of the library into curriculum development, and the experience of the library staff.  Incorporating many of these factors into other campus settings is unrealistic.  However, institutional administrations may wish to consider that an investment to achieve a relatively small librarian-to-student ratio, the integration of the library staff into curriculum and assignment development, and a closer interaction between librarians and students might contribute to more positive perceptions of library service.  The MERLN libraries look forward to partnering with the broader academic community in attempting to enhance the user’s library experience and to hone the tools of discovery. 13,14
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