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"North Campus Research Community Study: An Assessment of Needs and Practices" 
 
 

Research Need and Purpose: 

To better understand our users in order to focus UCLA Library outreach efforts to North 
Campus (humanities and social sciences) researchers more effectively. Other universities across 
the country are grappling with similar issues in regards to support of graduate students and 
changing research needs.  We intend to share our findings broadly and engage in discussions to 
shape the role of librarians and libraries in the research landscape. 
 
Desired Outcomes:  
A. Expand and strengthen our scholarly user community 
B. Identify opportunities for improvement of Research Library spaces and services 
C. Contribute to the national discussion of the evolution of research and the library’s place 
within it.  
 
What We Need to Know: 
1. How does research get done by various constituents on North Campus? 
2. Who uses the Research Library, when and why do they visit, and/how do they make use of 
the resources that the Library currently provides? 
3. Who doesn't use the Research Library but would benefit from our spaces/services? Why 
don't they use the Research Library? How else are they getting their research needs met? 
4. What needs are not being met?   

Study Team Members: 
Allison Benedetti, Librarian for Advanced Research and Engagement (bargaining unit) 
Zoe Borovsky, Librarian for Digital Research and Scholarship (bargaining unit) 
Marta Brunner, Head, Collections, Research and Instructional Services (not in bargaining unit) 
Jennifer Osorio, Humanities and Social Sciences Team Leader (bargaining unit) 

Background: 

The UCLA Charles E. Young Research Library recently underwent a multi-million dollar 

renovation introducing radically new spaces – such as a digital research commons, dedicated 

reading room, state-of-the-art conference center, and café.  This renovation project drove 

systemic change throughout the library organization, necessitating new staffing patterns and 

services. Whole departments were physically relocated to repurpose spaces within the library, 

new positions were created to address emerging needs, and services were reworked to 

accommodate new library users and their needs. The new spaces opened to the public at the 

beginning of the Fall Quarter in late September 2011. 
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Throughout the 2011-2012 academic year the new spaces and services were put to the test. 

Predictably, some major challenges emerged, including significant divergence between 

intended use and actual use of spaces, slow uptake on the part of target users, staffing 

challenges, and so on. We have heard anecdotal reports that many North Campus graduate 

students feel overwhelmed and displaced by undergraduates using the Research Library since 

the renovations. Confronted with these issues, we began to ask questions related to user needs 

and realized that we did not have the appropriate information needed to answer. Rather than 

trying to solve each of these problems separately and reactively, we conceived of the North 

Campus Research Community Study to assess the strengths and weakness of the newly 

configured spaces holistically in light of demonstrated and anticipated advanced research needs 

for the humanities and social sciences. Through this study we intend to shape our services and 

the building’s environment to accommodate and encourage this population to use and share 

ownership of the Research Library.  

Given the increasing challenges of libraries to remain relevant as digital resources expand, 

budgets shrink, and research habits change, information about behaviors and differences 

between disciplines and user communities is extremely valuable. With a more nuanced and 

comprehensive understanding of the Library’s users and their specific research needs, we will 

be able to better tailor services and programs to support their research. We will also be able to 

better identify strategic partners for collaborations. 

Furthermore, the methodologies used in this analysis and funded by this award will 

demonstrate textual analysis tools and statistical software that may be unfamiliar to many 

librarians, but will likely become increasingly relevant to their work. The librarians with this 

project will become advocates and resources for others interested in similar efforts, and will 

help teach colleagues and set an example for new working methods.  

A literature review has revealed few published studies examining the research needs and 

behaviors of graduate students in the humanities and social sciences specifically, although 

there are several about information-seeking behaviors. Additionally, we have learned through 

informal conversations that other institutions are embarking on or are in the middle of related 

projects, but have not yet published the results. In general, the focus of these projects differs 

slightly from what we are proposing (either the subject scope is broader or there is greater 

emphasis on undergraduates.) Our study would both add to the local knowledge at UCLA as we 

plan for a changing and complex future, and also provide information for other university and 

research libraries with similar user populations.  
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Literature Review:  

The available literature on the subject of graduate student research behaviors clearly shows 

how a one-size fits all approach does not work. Different disciplines have different needs and 

practices. And indeed institutional culture may also play a role in behaviors and methods.  

In a recent white paper, a team of researchers at Columbia University and Cornell University 

(part of 2CUL) discussed their findings related to support humanities doctoral students at both 

institutions. Their study aim was to identify areas where the library might support these 

students and potentially shorten the time to completion for their degrees. Through focus 

groups and interviews with students, the team identified several areas where the library could 

play a role: provide space; foster community; provide access to research collections; provide 

expertise in research skills, information management, and teaching; develop their scholarly 

identity. Their study also acknowledged that there were diverse needs and preferences in 

different disciplines. 

A 2005 article by Andy Barrett in the Journal of Academic Librarianship discussed about the 

information seeking habits of graduate students in the humanities. Through interviews with 10 

students, the author learned that most rely heavily on their research supervisors to develop 

their projects and that the time pressure for program completion for these disciplines was quite 

acute.  

A 2006 article by George, Bright, Hulbert, et.al. in Information Research also identified similar 

patterns in the information-seeking behavior of graduate students, that they start with their 

professors, then move to colleagues/other students, and after that consult library professionals. 

This is relevant to our questions; however the focus of this article is more about looking for 

information than about research environment and support needs.  

Also from 2006, an article by Jankowska, Hertel, and Young in Libraries and the Academy 

discusses how in many cases graduate students do not spend much time in the physical library, 

so electronic access becomes critically important, as well as alternative methods for getting 

assistance. They also note that many graduate students prefer quiet study spaces and carrels, 

though some do want to work in groups.  

In a survey at the University of Notre Dame, conducted in 2008, librarians sought to assess how 

the library was meeting graduate students research needs, focusing on information seeking 

behaviors and their satisfaction with the resources available. Respondents were primarily from 

the sciences and humanities. (Kayongo and Helm, Reference and User Services Quarterly, 2010) 

Similar to the other articles, this offers information about how students are finding information, 

but not about their methodologies and approaches to research outputs and products, or what 

resources are needed to support those.  
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The report “Researchers of Tomorrow” released in June 2012 by the British Library and the 

Joint Information Systems Committee presented the results of a 3-year study of the 

information-seeking practices and behaviors 17,000 UK doctoral students at 70 different 

institutions. Their results indicate heavy reliance on secondary sources, confusion about Open 

Access, and difficulty finding relevant resources. They conclude that these students are not fully 

embracing the opportunities offered by digital resources and tools and that this raises 

questions about current research training methods and support.  

Methodology: 

We intend to conduct this study in two phases, and are only seeking LAUC funding for the 

second phase. The first phase, which began in October 2012, involves three types of 

assessment: interviews, observations, and a questionnaire.  We have begun conducting 

interviews with North Campus faculty members who advise and train graduate students to do 

research. These interviews will help to provide information to about the types and manner of 

support being provided in departments and show where librarians might be of assistance or 

develop complementary services or programs. At the same time, the research team is 

conducting passive observation of public behavior in library spaces to document the types of 

activities occurring and at what times. Finally, the study will also utilize a questionnaire aimed 

at users of the Charles E. Young Research Library, but also potential users in the North Campus 

disciplines who may not come to the library building.  

The study team seeks LAUC funding for the second phase beginning in August 2013.  Having 

presented our findings at ACRL in April, we plan to incorporate feedback from our colleagues 

and expand our study to conduct interviews or focus groups with graduate students to learn 

more about their habits and needs.   

Timeline for Completion: 

Phase I (not funded by LAUC):  

 Observation, questionnaire, faculty interviews: October 2012 – February 2013  

 Results presented at ACRL conference April 2013 

Phase II:  

 Graduate student focus group and interviews: August 2013 – December 2013 

 Additional faculty interviews: August 2013 – December 2013 

 Transcription: October 2013 – January 2014 

 Analysis and report writing: February – June 2014 
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Phase I:  

Faculty video interviews: Begin November 2012 

For the first phase of this study, we are recruiting 10 UCLA faculty members from departments 

in the humanities and social sciences to interview. We utilized publicly available information 

about their areas of responsibility to identify potential candidates who train and advise 

graduate students in the research process. We sent the potential subjects email messages 

outlining our research study and asking for their participation. We hope to find willing faculty 

who will see the benefit of participation without requiring the use of incentives.  

Pairs of research team members conduct individual interviews with the faculty members. The 

interviews are video recorded and held in a location that is private and comfortable for the 

subject (their office, an office in the library, or a closed conference room). The faculty members 

are asked to talk about how they train and advise graduate students to do research. Research 

team members explain and emphasize that they are not there to critique research methods or 

processes, but to gain a better understanding of the type of training and practices being utilized. 

The interviews are single sessions and approximately 30-45 minutes in length. The recordings 

will be transcribed to allow for textual and other types of analysis using a variety of digital and 

statistical tools. We hope to identify themes and patterns, as well as have the opportunity to 

become more versed in the tools themselves, thus placing ourselves in a better position to 

collaborate with researchers in the future.  

Questionnaire: open November-December 2012 

Libraries frequently have difficulty achieving high response rates to surveys, sometimes causing 

criticism of the accuracy and utility of the data. In an effort to minimize this problem, the 

research team distributed the questionnaire in a variety of settings and through multiple 

methods. We utilized email distribution lists through academic departments and their librarian 

subject liaisons as well as other campus centers’ email lists. In addition, because our focus is 

primarily graduate students, we sought locations where these students spend time in order to 

distribute the questionnaire there, such as cafes, departmental reading rooms, and other 

lounges. As an incentive, participants will be entered in a drawing to win a gift card; entry will 

be separate from the questionnaire response system to maintain confidentiality. 

Subjects complete an online questionnaire with a variety of question types, including multiple 

choice, rating, and short answer. The online questionnaire is anonymous, but asks for some 

demographic data to categorize and give context to responses (subject area and enrollment 

level/user category). The questionnaire was administered once and takes approximately 15-20 

minutes to complete. (Note: The questionnaire was open for six weeks in November and 

December 2012.)  
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Observation: beginning October 2012 

Library staff and project interns observe subjects utilizing different library spaces and document 

the types of activities occurring, the times of day, number of patrons, etc. This observation and 

documentation has taken place over an extended period – during the fall and winter quarters, 

when library usage is traditionally at its peak. Researchers utilize floor plans to note locations of 

behaviors as well as write narrative observations. Subjects are not informed of the research so 

as not to bias their behaviors. Personal information is not recorded and as this is a public 

setting, the types of behavior recorded do not adversely affect privacy.  

 

Phase II: 

Graduate student interviews and/or focus groups: 

Phase II would commence during the 2013-2014 academic year. Based on the findings from 

Phase I (observation, faculty interviews, and questionnaire), the research team will utilize 

different types of supplementary assessment methods, such as interviews or focus groups to 

further explore the needs of graduate student library patrons. We aim to interview 

approximately 30-40 students in small groups or individually, up to 15 hours of recording. We 

will ask how they learned to do research, where they work/study, how they interact with fellow 

students and faculty, and where they need support. Transcripts will serve as a more secure 

means of data storage and will allow personal, identifying information to be removed. Having 

transcripts will also enable us to code the interviews and to run textual analysis to find trends 

and associated themes, as well as locate and accurately cite examples for use in reports and 

other documentation.  

Graduate student subjects for interviews will be recruited via similar means to the 

questionnaire distribution (emails, signs and tables in departments, lounges, reading rooms, 

etc.). There will also be an option to sign up or be contacted for future studies at the end of the 

questionnaire itself – through a separate form, such that the data remains separated from the 

name of the participant indicating interest in further participation. Small incentives (gift cards 

with a value of $20) will be offered to those who participate in the interviews or focus groups, 

but they would be nothing substantial enough to bias responses.   

Other budget items include funding for a student assistant to operate the video camera during 

the focus groups so that the research team can concentrate on group dynamics and questions. 

We also have included 10-12 hours per week for an Information Studies graduate student to 
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cover reference hours during 1 quarter, which will enable the research team members to have 

time to complete this project.  

Additional faculty interviews: 

In Phase I, we only interviewed 10 faculty members, in part because of limited capacity and in 

part due to limited resources to pay for transcription. We recognize that this does not give a 

complete picture of research training and support needs for the diversity within the humanities 

and social sciences.  Additional funding through a LAUC grant could allow us to add to the body 

of knowledge with further faculty interviews to supplement Phase I data. Depending on 

resources awarded and staff commitments, additional faculty interviews would be in the range 

of 10-20 subjects, again for 30-45 minutes.  

Observation: 

We may continue to do observation in Phase II, especially if we test out new programs or 

services in the coming months.  

Analysis: 

In order to do more advanced data analysis of the survey results than Survey Monkey is capable 

of, we are seeking funding to work with a consultant at the UCLA Statistical Consulting Group to 

format the data for import into SPSS or STATA. At least one member of the research team will 

be taking training in SPSS in order to work with the data after import and getting support and 

guidance from the statistical consultant, as well as the Social Science Data Archives librarian.  

The research data that we are collecting is a unique opportunity to apply advanced data 

analysis methods to real data. While we are able to create simple charts and graphs with the 

data and our current set of skills, Excel and Survey Monkey do not allow for multi-variable 

connections and correlations and the data as directly exported from Survey Monkey will need 

some programming to enable the type of analysis we are interested in. The expertise of 

statistician/data programmer will save us valuable time and help to identify areas of 

improvement for future studies.  

The skills that we acquire and solidify through this process will enable the members of the 

research team to demonstrate the skills and tools to colleagues, to present our data in a more 

sophisticated manner, and to serve as advocates for continued investment and usage of these 

research methods. Staff with this knowledge will be positioned to be more involved with 

campus research as library roles and responsibilities evolve.  
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Budget: 

Execution of Phase I without additional funding or support highlighted the challenges 

associated with this type of research. We negotiated for a limited amount of discretionary 

money to pay for survey advertising and the $50 prize and so far we have asked LAUC-LA for 

start-up money to begin transcription, as well as assist with travel to ACRL for the presentation.  

However, all four team members have full workloads and finding adequate time to devote to 

this project became increasingly difficult. It is for this reason that we are requesting funding for 

a student to cover reference hours, in an effort to free some additional time. We also ran into 

technical challenges because we were unfamiliar with the recording equipment, thus the 

request to fund a student for that purpose. Unfortunately, the UCLA Library budget does not 

include available funds to support this project.  The renovation funding was for building only 

and while the administration does support assessment, the scope of this project exceeds 

normal tools and methods. Additionally, line items like incentives and transcription are not part 

of the Library’s operating budget allocations. If this pilot and the methods utilized are 

demonstrated to be successful, it is our hope that we can make a case to administration for 

future funding, but on a more limited scale.  

Item Projected Cost 

Transcription services (~$150/hour – 35 hours)* $5,250  

Recruitment advertising (bookmarks, flyers, etc.) $350 

Focus group incentives ($20 gift cards) $1,000 

Supplies, refreshments, etc. for focus groups  $400 

Student assistant to operate video camera (40 hours) $398.80 

Graduate student assistant to cover reference hours (10-
12 hours/week for 1 quarter) 

$1,610 

Statistical data processing $700 

TOTAL  $9,708.80 

* This estimate was based on information from the Oral History department at the UCLA Library 

where staff regularly contract outside transcription services. Their vendors range from $100 

(lower quality) to $175 (highest quality). Total hours (35) are 15 for graduate students (focus 

groups and/or interviews) and 20 for faculty interviews. 

Dissemination of results: 

We have already been in contact with colleagues at other institutions who are interested in the 

project. We will present preliminary findings at the 2013 ACRL conference in Indianapolis, for 

which our paper session proposal has already been accepted. At the conference we plan to 

meet with others working in this area and strategize about future directions. After completion 

of Phase II of the project, including analysis, we will write an expanded article for submission to 

a relevant library journal. We will also pursue additional presentations, possibly at the Library 
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Assessment Conference, which occurs every two years, or again at ACRL in 2015. We would also 

communicate our findings with colleagues at UCLA so that they can use the information to 

shape their own initiatives and priorities. In addition, because the renovation only 

encompassed two floors of the building, our findings may also inform decisions when the other 

floors are addressed in the future. We have already held one informal, brown bag session to 

talk about the beginning of this project and we will continue to use this method to share not 

just our results, but also to discuss changes we decide to implement based on those findings. 

Our goal is to foster a research environment in the research library, one in which librarians are 

active partners acting as advocates and partners for UCLA researchers, as well as participating 

in the national discussion of the future of libraries.  
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