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Survey Results 
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1.1 Background 
 

The SCONUL Top Concerns survey is an annual exercise to provide a snapshot the predominant strategic 
and policy issues of SCONUL directors and librarians. The survey is used by the SCONUL Executive Board 
to ensure that SCONUL strategies match the current concerns of all SCONUL members. 

Since 2007, the SCONUL Top Concerns survey has used the e-inform web survey platform developed by 
Priority Research Ltd. SCONUL is very grateful to Priority Research Ltd for their continued support in this 
area. 
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1.2 The survey 
 

The questions asked in the 2009 Top Concerns survey were very similar in content and format to those in 
previous surveys. To simplify responses, the previous question on top concerns over the last three months 
was omitted. Instead, just the question on top concerns over the coming twelve months was retained 
(Question 5). 

As in the previous year’s survey, there was an additional question (Question 6) which focussed on a key 
topic for SCONUL directors. This was on space and buildings, which had been the highest rated concern in 
the 2008 survey. 

The web survey form was available for completion from 26 March to 17 April 2009. SCONUL representatives 
were given a link to the survey form from an e-mail message to the SCONUL mailing list. To encourage a 
consistent response, the survey was meant to be completed by SCONUL Directors or Librarians. 

There were 105 responses to the survey, representing just under two-thirds of the SCONUL institutional 
membership. This was a slight reduction from the 115 responses received in 2008, but was higher than the 
96 responses received in 2007. There was reasonable representation of all of the varied sub-groups within 
the SCONUL membership (by country, type of institution, type of organisation and by size of institution).  

Care needs to be taken when considering percentage results, as the base figures are small in some cases. 
Also, due to rounding effects, some graphs may not exactly add up to 100%. Unless otherwise stated, all 
statistically significant differences are reported at a 95% confidence level. A difference between two groups is 
by convention considered statistically significant if chance could explain it only 5% of the time or less. 

The survey was designed and administered by Christopher West, Director of Library & Information Services 
at Swansea University. Richard Lindle at Priority Research Ltd did his usual invaluable and efficient analysis 
and presentation of the data 

The full text of the survey questionnaire is available in Appendix I. 
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1.3 Summary of results 
 

 There were 105 responses to the survey, reflecting the views of slightly under two-thirds of SCONUL 
institutional members. 

 
 Funding and financial management (covering topics like library budgets and the costs of resources) 

was the top concern of SCONUL directors and librarians for the coming year. This was a high or a 
very high concern of 97% of respondents, reflecting current uncertainties about HE and public sector 
funding. 

 
 The next two top concerns were the e-environment (91% rated as a high or a very high concern) and 

space and buildings (79%). 
 

 As in previous surveys, there was a striking unanimity in response across the various sub-groups 
within SCONUL, whether by country, type of institution, type of service or size of institution. 

 
 An additional question on space and buildings (the top concern in the 2008 survey) showed that the 

top concern within this area was re-focussing and diversifying learning spaces (76% of respondents). 
 

 Trends in top concerns over the last three years worth of similar surveys showed that most concerns 
had remained fairly constant. Funding issues and the e-environment had increased as issues; 
staffing, quality and compliance issues had decreased as major concerns over the same period. 
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Survey Results 
2.1 Demographic 

information 
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2.1.1 - Location - Where is your institution? 

Base: 105 

 

 

2.1.2 - Type of institution - Please select the broad group which best describes your library/institution: 

Base: 105 

 

 

2.1.3 - Size of your institution 

Base: 105 

 

 

 

 

 

70%

2%
8%

11%
8%

2%

England Northern Ireland Republic of Ireland Scotland Wales N/R

12%
28%

43%

10% 4% 2% 2%

RLUK member Other pre-1992 
university

Post-1992 
university

HE college Other (eg, National 
Library, Research 

Organisation)

Don't Know/Not 
applicable

N/R

23%
18% 19% 17% 19%

2%

20,000+ FTE students 15,000+ FTE students 10,000+ FTE students 5,000+ FTE students Less than 5,000 FTE 
students

Don’t Know/Not 
applicable

2.1 Demographic information 
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2.1.4 - Type of service - Which of the following best describes your organisational structure? 

Base: 105 

 

 

2.1.5 – Demographic Questions 

The first four questions in the survey were demographic, covering the broad groups of SCONUL 
membership: 

 By country 

 By type of institution (based on the broad categorisation in the SCONUL Statistical Return) 

 By size of institution (by FTE student totals) 

 By type of service (based on the broad categorisation in the SCONUL Statistical Return) 

 

The response rates broadly reflected the distribution of SCONUL members. Some analysis of the 
particular concerns of these demographic sub-groups is listed in Section 2.4. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

61%

12% 7% 2%

Merged library, computing 
and/or other service

Separate library service Academic computing 
service and library are 

merged, but the services 
are not functionally merged

Other N/R

2.1 Demographic information 
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2.2.1 - Perceived levels of concern in your day job during the next 12 months - summary 

 

 

Funding and financial management 
(e.g. library budgets, costs of resources)

 97 

E-environment, including e-resources and e-
learning (e.g. e-learning, e-resources, access 

management)
 91 

Space and buildings (e.g. building projects, 
space management, learning spaces)

 79 

Policy and strategy (e.g. library strategic 
planning, links to institutional changes)

 72 

Institutional issues (e.g. institutional 
strategies, NSS)

 70 

Management issues (e.g. change 
management, convergence, 

superconvergence)
 67 

Access to services (e.g. opening hours, self-
service, RFID, document delivery)

 63 

IT issues (e.g. library management systems, 
digitisation)

 59 

Staffing and HR management (e.g. staff 
structures, National Framework Agreements)

 56 

Quality issues (e.g. institutional audits, 
external validation, IIP, Charter Mark)

 39 

HE reconfiguration (e.g. mergers, 
collaboration, shared services)

 38 

Compliance (e.g. copyright, licensing, DDA)   28 

 

Key: Very low Fairly low In the middle Fairly high Very high

 
Notes on the presentation of data  
The chart above summarises the rating(s) respondents were asked to give. Respondents were asked to rate each aspect on a five-point scale. The 
bar chart shows the proportions of respondents who ticked each of the categories, omitting those who did not respond or give an opinion. The column 
of figures at the right of the chart shows the percentage of respondents who responded positively. 
  

2.2 Top Concerns 

Rating Statement 
% 

High 
concern
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2.2.2 – Top Concerns: next 12 months 

Respondents were asked to rate their top concerns over the coming year (Question 5). A similar question in 
previous surveys on top concerns over the previous three months was dropped to simplify the survey and as 
responses to both questions tended to be very similar. 

The top three concerns of SCONUL directors over the next twelve months are: 

 Funding and financial management (a high or a very high concern of 97% of respondents) 

 E-environment (91%) 

 Space and buildings (79%) 

These were also the top three concerns in 2008, but with space and buildings as the top concern, with the 
other two concerns joint second. Data on trends in top concerns since 2007 is available in Section 2.3. 

The 97% rating for funding and financial management in 2009 was the highest rating for any issue since the 
survey has been in its present format, reflecting SCONUL directors’ concerns over HE and public sector 
funding problems in the UK over the next few years. Paralleling this, the top concern in the recent UCISA Top 
Concerns Survey 2008-09 was “Funding and sustainable Resourcing of IT”. 

Additional free-text comments on Question 5 included: 

 Journal costs 

 Student behaviour 

 Ability to recruit quality staff 

 External consultancy on library services 

 

Further qualitative comments in response to Question 7 of the survey included: 

 The biggest single issue over the next year is likely to be dealing with the fall out from the pound's 
collapse and the subsequent rise in the cost of journals. 

 Survival! budgets will be cut, staffing will be cut. 

 Process review: trying to achieve greater efficiencies and effectiveness. 

 Affordability and the economic downturn are affecting priorities in the institution.  

 Super convergence issues ie broad range of student support services under one umbrella structure 
and the cultural and organisational issues this raises. 

 Developing innovative interfaces to online systems and resources. Encouraging librarians to takes 
risk, be energetic and aspirational. 

 

  

2.2 Top Concerns 
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2.2.3 – Space and Buildings: Perceived levels of concern during the next twelve months – summary 

 

Re-focussing and diversifying learning spaces  76 

Planning a refurbishment of a current 
library/information centre

 68 

Providing informal social learning and 
networking facilities (e.g., cafe, informal 

seating areas, &c)
 62 

Planning a new, separate library/information 
centre

 36 

Providing dedicated space for researchers  34 

Planning an extension to a current 
library/information centre

 32 

E-enabling library/information centre buildings 
(e.g. wireless networking)

 31 

 

Key: Very low Fairly low In the middle Fairly high Very high

 

Notes on the presentation of data 
The chart above summarises the rating(s) respondents were asked to give. Respondents were asked to rate each aspect on a five-point scale. The 
bar chart shows the proportions of respondents who ticked each of the categories, omitting those who did not respond or give an opinion. The column 
of figures at the right of the chart shows the percentage of respondents who responded positively. 

  

2.2 Top Concerns: Space and Buildings 

Rating Statement 
% 

High 
concern
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2.2.4 – Top Concerns – Space and Buildings 

Question 6 in the 2009 survey attempted to get more detail on the highest rated concern in the previous 
year’s survey: space and buildings. Within this area, the three highest rated concerns were: 

 Re-focussing and diversifying learning spaces (a high concern of 76% of respondents) 

 Planning a refurbishment of a current library/information centre (68%) 

 Providing informal social learning and networking facilities (62%) 

 

Free text comments included: 

 Adapting current library space to accommodate additional services 

 Making the case for an extension 

 Integration with other student services 

 Disposal of print based resources 

 

  

2.2 Top Concerns: Space and Buildings 
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Survey Results 
2.3 Top Concerns

Trends 



SCONUL TOP CONCERNS SURVEY - 2009 Page 20 of 33 

2.3.1. Trends in top concerns 2007-09 

 

 

2.3.2. Top Concerns: Trends over the last three years 

Now that the survey has been run in this format for the last three years, it may be possible to discern some 
longitudinal changes in the top concerns of SCONUL directors: 

 Most concerns have fairly constant ratings 

 Funding issues and the e-environment both appear to have increased as concerns over the last three 
years 

 Correspondingly, staff and HR management has decreased as a concern, possibly reflecting the 
gradual implementation of HERA. Similarly, quality and compliance issues have also decreased as 
concerns 

Given the relatively small sample sizes, some caution is needed in any trend analysis. 

 

0 20 40 60 80 100

Compliance

HE Reconfiguration

Quality Issues

Staffing & HR Management

IT Issues

Access to Services

Management Issues

Institutional Issues

Policy & Strategy

Space & Buildings

E-Environment

Funding & Financial Management
2007

2008

2009

2.3 Top Concerns Trends 2007-09 
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Survey Results 
2.4 Top Concerns
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2.4.1. Demographic Data 

The survey included demographic questions by country, type of institution, size of institution (by FTE student 
totals) and organisational structure. As with previous surveys, the responses were notable for their similarity 
of response rather than any major differences.  

As some of these sample sizes are small, then the interpretation of these results needs to be treated with 
some caution and they should be regarded as broadly indicative rather than definitive. 

 

 

  

2.4 Top Concerns of Sub-Groups 
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2.4.2 Top Concerns Over the Next Twelve Months: By Country 

 

 

As in previous years, there were broadly similar ratings for top concerns across the four countries.  

  

0 20 40 60 80 100

Compliance

HE Reconfiguration

Quality Issues

Staffing & HR Management

IT Issues

Access to Services

Management Issues

Institutional Issues

Policy & Strategy

Space & Buildings

E-Environment

Funding & Financial Management

England

Wales

Scotland

Republic of 
Ireland

2.4 Top Concerns of Sub-Groups 
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2.4.3 Top Concerns Over the Next Twelve Months: By Type of Institution 

 

 

As before, the categorisation is based on the broad groupings in the SCONUL Statistical Return.

0 20 40 60 80 100

Compliance

HE Reconfiguration

Quality Issues

Staffing & HR Management

IT Issues

Access to Services

Management Issues

Institutional Issues

Policy & Strategy

Space & Buildings

E-Environment

Funding & Financial Management

RLUK 
member

Pre-1992 
University

Post-1992 
University

HE 
College

2.4 Top Concerns of Sub-Groups 
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2.4.4 Top Concerns Over the Next Twelve Months: By Size of Institution 

 

 

Despite the varying sizes of institutions, the uniformity of responses is quite striking.  

0 20 40 60 80 100

Compliance

HE Reconfiguration

Quality Issues

Staffing & HR Management

IT Issues

Access to Services

Management Issues

Institutional Issues

Policy & Strategy

Space & Buildings

E-Environment

Funding & Financial Management

20,000+ FTE

15,000+ FTE

10,000+ FTE

5,000+ FTE

Under 5,000 FTE

2.4 Top Concerns of Sub-Groups 
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2.4.5. Top Concerns: By Type of Service 

 

The categorisation of the organisational model of service is based on the SCONUL Statistical Return. Once 
again, there are far more similarities than dissimilarities in prioritising concerns over the next twelve months. 

  

0 20 40 60 80 100

Compliance

HE Reconfiguration

Quality Issues

Staffing & HR Management

IT Issues

Access to Services

Management Issues

Institutional Issues

Policy & Strategy

Space & Buildings

E-Environment

Funding & Financial Management

Services Not 
Functionally Merged

Separate Library

Merged Service

2.4 Top Concerns of Sub-Groups 
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