ASSINGMENT 1

Detroit Public Library

In order to improve the effectiveness of library services in its 31-branch system and their relevance to community needs, the Detroit Public Library initiated a market-oriented community study.  The mission of the study was:

To identify and analyze informational and cultural needs, patterns of present library use and nonuse, sociological obstacles to effective library use, and other factors basic to the development of a comprehensive plan of library services to a modern urban community.

In a departure from the traditional community survey, which focuses on the composition of the population and projected population trends, the study designed for the Detroit Public Library was to emphasize the identification of library users and nonusers as market segments and to analyze those differences between segments which might be useful in expanding the service base of the branch library system.  Further evaluations of the attitudes of both current users and branch library personnel were to provide a review of the effectiveness of existing programming.  A proposal submitted by a marketing research supplier follows.

Proposal for Research

Phase 1-Exploratory Research

Two focus group interview sessions will be conducted to identify important attributes that should be examined and included in the conclusive phases outlined in the following two sections.  Two separate groups of 7 to 10 library users and two similar-sized groups of nonusers will be selected to participate.  Individuals for the user sessions will be solicited at several branch locations.  The nonuser groups will be screened prior to the focus group sessions.  Each participant will be remunerated for cooperating and completing sessions lasting 1 to 2 hours.

Phase 2-Study of Branch Personnel

This portion of the research project will examine factors common to one or both of two important library groups:  the general public and the branch personnel who interact directly with the using public.  Since the primary emphasis will be directed toward examining individual factors relating to use and nonuse of the library and its branches, it makes sense to consider first the opinions and observations of personnel concerning these factors prior to asking respondents from  the general Detroit population to report their “true” attitudes and behaviour regarding library-related factors.  Selected branch personnel will be asked questions concerning what they feel are the attitudinal and behavioral characteristics of users nonusers, and fellow personnel.  Furthermore, these employees will be asked  to speculate about the attitudes of library users concerning such factors as the library personnel, the branch environment, and the services provided.  Crucial to understanding if individual employee characteristics may be affecting responses or possibly even library usage, questions will be addressed which concern employee perceptions of their roles and the overall image of the library and of the branch, as well as characteristics and level of satisfaction with the work environment in general and the job in particular.

The survey instrument will be distributed by designated library or research administrators to all branch personnel meeting the criterion of direct daily interaction with the public.  Only anonymous responses will be solicited and this will be achieved by having respondents mail the completed questionnaire to the research firm.  No attempt will be made to draw a sample from this population since the incremental costs of taking a census are minimal and the impact on the employees of participating in a study of this nature should  be positive.  Finally, samples can be drawn from the final set of returned questionnaires in order to compute estimates of sampling error and therefore allow comparisons between employees and the general public and its subgroups to be made.

Study of the General Public

Following the pattern of the branch personnel study, the survey instrument administered to respondents from the general population will contain similar attribute dimensions for examination, except that questions will be framed from the perspectives of users and nonusers.  For example, these respondents will be asked to state their attitudes towards factors that relate to the library environment such as the personnel, other users, and the level of service.  In addition, questions will be asked to determine what library users and nonusers think that other groups (such as library personnel, users, and nonusers) perceive as being characteristic of each of the remaining groups.  As one example, we would like to understand the dynamics of why users visit a particular branch.    Is it done because the branch  personnel are perceived as being similar to the user in certain respects, because some branches have more friendly or less intimidating atmospheres that others, strictly because of location factors, or some combination of the aforementioned?  Furthermore, we will also examine factors which may be contribution to nonuse of library facilities and services such as perceptual distortions, unfamiliarity, and rear.  Finally, the nature and extent of library participation and usage will be examined, with provisions made for delineating  unbiased self-reports of behavior from their biased counterparts.

Several different sample designs must be used in order to achieve an adequate representation of the entire Detroit library market (including Highland Park and Hamtramck).  A multistage area sampling procedure will be employed for selecting probabilistically a sample of respondents from two of the following three segments of the general population.  One segment will consist of those residences that have a listed phone number;  another segment comprises those residences that have a phone, but the number is unlisted.  Within each of these segments, the list of applicable phone numbers will be divided into areas and potential respondents will be selected from these area lists using a systematic random sampling procedure.  Respondents selected at the second stage will become part of the final sample if the quota based on reported usage has bot been satisfied at the time of selection.  These phone interviews should require no more that 30 minutes of each respondent’s time and, like the study of branch personnel (and the portion of this study requiring personal interviews), data submitted for analysis will not reveal identifying characteristics of the individual respondent.

Personal interviews will be used to obtain information from the segment of residences lacking telephone service.  Rather than attempting to select no-phone residences on a strict probability basis, we will concentrate instead on those areas in which the telephone coverage is much lower than the average for the city.  Within these areas, however, blocks and ultimately residences will be selected probabilistically.

In all segments, a fixed ratio of reported users to nonusers will be used as quotas and will be coupled with a fixed sample size of 1000 for the phone segments and 50 for the non-phone segment.

The proposal also contained a detailed timetable, a reporting plan, and a budget estimate of $50,000 broken down as follows as:  personnel costs, $24,000;  field cost of interviewing, $19,000;  data processing and analysis, $3000;  and travel and overhead, $4000.

QUESTIONS

1. Evaluate the statement of research mission. How well does it guide the research process?

2. Evaluate each phase of the research proposal in terms of content and presentation.

3. How could the research design be improved?

4. What is the value of this research to the Detroit Public Library?  

5. What potential sources of errors should be of concern to the researchers in this study?

How does the proposal attempt to control these errors?

