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Are User Surveys Fit for Purpose?
A Case Study on the Use of a
Contingent Valuation Survey at

Middle Temple Library

Abstract: In this article, based on a presentation at the BIALL Annual Conference in

2019, Renae Satterley and Adam Woellhaf discuss the methodology and potential

effectiveness of using contingent valuation surveys in law libraries. Their approach is

based on the Middle Temple Library’s experience of running such a survey in 2018.
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INTRODUCTION

Middle Temple is one of the four Inns of Court, which

are responsible for calling men and women to the Bar in

England and Wales. The Library cooperates with the

other three Inn libraries to cover the full range of topics

in English law. The specialisms at Middle Temple include,

but are not limited to: arbitration, competition law,

employment law and maritime and shipping law. In add-

ition, we specialise in the European Union and law of the

EU member states, and the law of the United States.

This article discusses Middle Temple Library’s experi-

ence in running a contingent valuation survey for two

months in 2018 in order to assess how members valued

the library’s services. We had run traditional user surveys

in the past with limited success: response rates were low

and from direct interaction with our members we

already knew that they were satisfied with the services

we offered, and were aware of what additional services

they required. We did not have a sense, however, of how,

and to what extent they valued the library and its ser-

vices, and whether this value could be expressed in finan-

cial terms.

In this article the authors examine the usefulness of

running a contingent valuation survey, and whether it is a

better type of survey to use when evaluating the services

of law libraries than the traditional user experience

survey.

WHAT IS CONTINGENT VALUATION
METHODOLOGY?

Contingent valuation (CV) is a means of discovering the

economic value of non-market goods. It was originally

developed to assess the value of environmental protec-

tion services. The CV method asks respondents to

answer a survey about the valuation of a public good. A
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description of the service is presented and respondents

are asked to state how much that service is valued in a

hypothetical market. This is usually assessed in two ways

– how much the respondent is willing to pay (WTP) to

keep the service, and how much the respondent is willing

to accept in compensation (WTA) were the service to be

discontinued or negatively altered in some way (Ventura,

2005; Aabo, 2005; Chung, 2007).

CONTINGENT VALUATION AND
LIBRARIES

The CV method has a broad and fairly extensive history

in determining the economic value of libraries, a trad-

itionally free service. A number of studies have been pub-

lished which use this methodology. The CV method has

been used to justify and demonstrate the continued value

of public libraries especially in straightened economic

times. The cost-benefit features of this evaluation meth-

odology allow us to see how far the economic costs are

outweighed by the economic (and societal) benefits of

free library services.

Some examples of CVM in practice: in 1999, an exer-

cise was performed in the US at the James Cabell Library

at the Virginia Commonwealth University – it found that

the value of the current hours of the reference desk

exceeded the cost by a ratio of 3.5:1 (Harless and Allen,

1999); in 2001, a variation of the CV survey was used in

various libraries in New Zealand, including the parliamen-

tary library – it found that library services had a value of

between two and twenty times their annual budget

(MacEachern, 2001). In 2005, a contingent valuation

study was carried out for Norwegian public libraries.

This study was apparently the first in the world to assess

the value of a whole library system and survey designers

targeted a representative sample of the Norwegian popu-

lation of 2 million households; 999 persons were inter-

viewed in their homes by a professional opinion company

and questions were framed around preferences for the

municipal budget – for example would you be willing to

maintain the local library service if the alternative was to

close down the library and transfer any budget savings

to another local service. The results of the survey found

that the benefits of public libraries were four times their

costs (Aabo, 2005). In 2007, a survey to assess the eco-

nomic value of the KDI School library in Seoul, South

Korea, was carried out, evaluating various services

through the benefit-cost lens finding that the library’s
physical resources were 2.44 in terms of benefit-to-cost

ratio (Chung, 2007). In 2011/12, the British Library

undertook a major survey to evaluate its economic value,

using a benefits-cost analysis via contingent valuation. It

found that for every £1 invested in the library, it gener-

ated £4.90 in economic welfare (Tessler, 2013). Other

studies have looked at the value of national libraries in

Korea (Kwak and Yoo, 2012); assessing the economic

value of a regional public library in Australia (Hider,

2008); the value of hospital libraries to clinical and

research staff in China (Yao and Ren, 2016); measuring

the value of Iranian academic libraries (Seifouri, et. al.,

2018)

One of the key takeaways from these studies is to

provide survey questions which allow for a mix of WTP

and WTA answers – these can be averaged out to dis-

cover a more accurate economic value to even out any

inevitable biases.

Interestingly, there is very little in the literature that

uses CVM to assess the economic value of legal libraries or

information services in the corporate sector in the UK or

Ireland. In 2015, the American Association of Law Libraries

(AALL) published an informative and detailed ‘white paper’
on the economic value of law libraries which aimed to

provide best practice to library managers to determine the

standards of value that can be measured and reported;

something that would be useful in the UK and Ireland.

MIDDLE TEMPLE LIBRARY’S
CONTINGENT VALUATION SURVEY

The survey questions were formulated after a review of

the literature (detailed above), and consisted of 27 ques-

tions, including questions which asked how members

rated certain services as well as those questions which

directly asked how, in monetary terms, library services

are valued. Before it was disseminated to all members,

the survey was tested on three barristers at different

stages of their career, e.g. under five years’ call, post-five
years’ call, and a senior QC. The survey took on average

nine minutes to complete, but most respondents com-

pleted it within five minutes. The completion rate was

94%, but some respondents did skip questions. The

survey was posted on our website, and promoted

through social media and the Inn’s e-newsletters. Print

copies were available in the library to complete. Flyers

with a QR code linked to the survey were distributed to

the local sets of chambers. The survey ran for two

months, in September and October and we received 177

responses, which represents a low response rate.

The survey included background questions, such as

membership status, and how often respondents accessed

the library, and allowed for ‘other’ throughout. The

survey included a section for additional feedback, which

provided some useful insights into additional services that

we could provide to members. Many of the comments

from this section also focused on the library’s collection

of previous editions, which are retained for point-in-time

research and are a crucial resource at all four Inns of

Court libraries.

The overwhelming majority of respondents were bar-

risters in chambers, who made up 44% of respondents.

Students and employed barristers each represented 12%;

non-practicing barristers were 9%; pupils and judges were

each 7%; retired members were 6%; solo practitioners
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were 3%; 2% of respondents preferred not to give their

status.

We asked four direct questions which asked respon-

dents to provide a monetary value on having, or not

having, access to library services.

9. By using the Library to access the above services, how
much money do you estimate you save over the course of the
year – e.g. not having to buy books, subscribe to a specialist
database, etc.

£0 £200 £500 £700 £1000 £2000 £5000 £10,000
Other (please indicate) Don’t know
Data from this answer showed that respondents on

average saved £1279 per year.

We asked two questions to elicit an alternative cost

per respondent were they not to have access to the

library – the first of these asked how much they would

expect to pay to use alternatives to the library

10. How much do you think it would it cost on an annual
basis to use alternatives to the Library? For example, the
Institute of Advanced Legal Studies charges individual practi-
tioners £320 per annum, excluding access to most of its com-
mercial databases and the borrowing of books. Choose from
the following ranges.

£0 £100 £300 £500 £700 £1000 £2000 £5000

Other (please indicate) Don’t know
The average here was £1053.75. This question was

left open to interpretation – the alternative cost could

entail using another Inn library, and therefore fairly negli-

gible, but could encompass a time cost in travelling to

another library, paying for access to IALS, using a docu-

ment delivery service or paying for the resource them-

selves. The next alternative cost question asked

respondents how much they think they would personally

need to contribute to establish a comprehensive library

service in their own organisation.

11. How much do you think it would cost you to contribute
to the foundation of a comprehensive library and information
centre in your chambers or organization on a yearly basis?

£500 £1000 £2000 £3000 £5000 £10,000 £20,000

Other (please indicate): Don’t know Prefer not to answer
The average figure here was £3877.19. The question

elicited wide range of responses from the unrealistically

low to upwards of £20,000.

We also asked questions which aimed to elicit a willing-

ness to accept compensation (WTA) response by asking if

a value could be placed on not having access to the library

– in other words, how much they would expect to be

compensated in a scenario whereby the library no longer

existed. The figure calculated here was £2005.48. As can

been seen from these questions, we used a mix of the

WTP and WTA we already saw in CV surveys.

We had planned on attempting to place an economic

value on time saved by having access to the library, so we

included a question asking respondents to estimate how

much time they saved per visit to the library – this figure

was 2 hours and 12 minutes.

Some of what we were unable to do, at this stage at least:

• Extrapolate from these averages an overall economic

value. This was difficult to ascertain due to various

factors – a lack of useable usage data that reflected

statistics such as frequency of use per member; do we

use the numbers that reflect the overall membership

of the Inn or data regarding the Inn’s tenants who pay

rent towards their workplace accommodation.

• Unable to place a value on time because of the nature

of individual barrister’s hourly earnings; sensitive
commercial factors precluded us from retrieving

reliable data on this point.

• Other Inns of Court members who use the library

frequently, or who would place a value on library

services, were underrepresented in the survey.

SUGGESTIONS FOR ENHANCING
EVALUATION TOOLS

As a result of some of the weaknesses noted above, and

notwithstanding the fact that carrying out the survey was

both useful and intersting, we can reflect that this

method of evaluation might not be suitable for this type

of library, or that questions should have been framed in

other ways. Now that we have the data, we can adjust

the formulae in the future to better reflect the reality of

how the library is used. Linked to this, carrying out the

survey itself was a valuable learning exercise which will

aid us when we carry out future methods of evaluating

library services.

One of the main demerits of using CV in evaluating

library services is that respondents will not necessarily

tell the truth, or have the requisite knowledge to offer

accurate values (Lee, Chung and Jung, 2010). This can

work both ways – respondents can over-estimate how

much they think they should be compensated, and can

also over-value the amount they would contribute

because it is seen as morally and culturally worthwhile to

contribute to library and other similar services. Another

point to bear in mind is not all services can be monetised

(Tessler, 2013), and using this valuation tool can skew

what people expect from libraries and the services they

offer. To offset this, a multi-criteria analysis (MCA) can

be offered alongside CV. Tessler defines MCA as: “asses-
sing the attributes of a given scheme or initiative in terms

which are important to defined stakeholders.” (p.57).

This level of analysis was included in the survey, and can

be used in the future planning and assessment of library

services, as well as to communicate the worth of the

service to senior stakeholders.

A further method of evaluation, which can be used to

supplement the CV survey and MCA, would be to use

focus groups as a ‘streamlined and inexpensive way to

gather information about customers’ perceptions of

library services.’ (Hernon, Altman and Dugan, 2015,

p.117). Open-ended feedback would allow the library to

ascertain ideas which might hitherto have been neglected.

Pre-selection of participants allows for finding out how

24

Renae Satterley and Adam Woellhaf

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1472669620000055 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1472669620000055


different user-groups view the library, including non-

users. There are difficulties in interpreting this kind of

feedback though, but if it is used as a supplement to

more data-driven analysis a more well-rounded picture

can be achieved.

CONCLUSION

Is it worthwhile for law libraries to run contingent valu-

ation surveys? The short answer is: yes, but do not

underestimate its shortcomings and the difficulty in trans-

lating the data into monetary values. In addition, as this is

a different type of survey than respondents are used to

answering, ensure that it has a good response rate: we

did not run the survey for a long enough period of time-

four or even six months would have given us more data

to work with. Despite this, we have some enticing data

to share with stakeholders, who may place a higher value

on monetary data than experiential data (i.e. high satisfac-

tion rates and positive feedback), particularly when nego-

tiating budgets. We can show that members are able to

place a reasonably high monetary figure on how much

they value our services in addition to positive feedback/

comments and high satisfaction rates.
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