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A Study of Readers’ Negative Emotions in University Libraries
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Abstract

Readers’ evaluation of library service depends much on their emotional feelings towards library
usage, in particular negative ones. The current study investigates the causes and categories of readers’
negative feelings in library usage. Thirty-two readers were interviewed for their experiences of
negative feelings in library, which were then categorized into the following seven types: anger, anxiety,
alarm, frustration, helplessness, sadness, and shame. In addition, readers’ negative feelings in library
were found to result from libraries’ regulations/management, other readers, facilities, environment/

space, library staff, collection, and information technology/software.
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Extented Abstract

1. Introduction

University libraries, like all business
organizations, must address the issues of
customer care and customer satisfaction
(Greenaway, 1997). The librarian-patron
interaction involves the exchange of emotions.
In recent years customer emotions have
attracted much research attention. Emotions
can be roughly categorized into positive and
negative emotions - e.g., love, happiness, and
excitedness for the former, and depression,
nervousness, and fear for the latter (Lazarus,
1991; Ortony & Turner, 1990; Plutchik,
1962/1991, as cited in TenHouten, 2007; Teigen
& Keren, 2002; TenHouten, 2007). Research
has shown that library users’ negative emotions
influence their evaluation of library service
quality. Library patrons’ negative emotions thus

deserve research attention.

The existing literature on library patrons’
negative emotions has focused mainly on
library anxiety. Other negative emotions such as
depression, anger, and fear have relatively been
neglected. As such, this study aims to explore
different types of library patron negative
emotions incurred in library usages. Using
qualitative in-depth interviewing, the researcher
analyzed the experienced negative emotions
of library patrons and the causes. The study
findings may shed lights on library management

and improvement of library-patron interactions.

2. Research Design

During January to February, 2007, the
researcher interviewed 32 academic library
users to understand their experiences of library-

related negative emotions. Each informant
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received an interview ranging from 1 to 1.5
hours. The study participants included 14
undergraduate students, 8 master’s students, 3
doctoral students, 3 university staffers, and 4
faculty members; all of them were located in
the Northern Taiwan. Using semi-structured
in-depth interviewing and an interview guide
based on Lazarus (1991), the researcher
inquired on the informants’ negative library
experiences including the incidents and the
contexts, the experienced negative emotions,
and their perceptions and perspectives on those
incidents. Informants’ demographic data were
also collected to assist analyses.

The interviews were transcribed verbatim,
and the open coding, axial coding, and selective
coding procedures recommended by Strauss and
Corbin (1998) were used to analyze the library
patrons’ narratives. Multiple coders participated
in the coding. Peer review among coders was
conducted to enhance the internal reliability of

data analysis.

3. Study Findings & Discussion

3.1 Types of Negative Emotions and the
Causes
Each incident described by the informants
may include more than one negative
emotion. This study first identified a variety

of keywords expressing negative emotions.
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As a result, the researcher identified 443
experienced negative emotions reported by the
participants and categorized them into seven
types of negative emotions. By the number
of occurrences, the seven emotion types were
anger (198 occurrences, 44.7%), anxiety (73
occurrences, 16.5%), alarm (50 occurrences,
11.3%), frustration (50 occurrences, 11.3%),
helplessness (42 occurrences, 9.5%), sadness
(20 occurrences, 4.5%), and shame (10
occurrences, 2.3%).
1. Anger

Situations described by participants
as disagreeable, distasteful, unpleasant,
uncomfortable, disgusting, despicable,
infuriating, or keywords as such were viewed
as expressions of anger. 198 incidents of anger
were identified.
2. Anxiety

Situations described as annoying,
irritating, bothersome, disturbing, oppressing,
or feelings of nervousness, anxiety, worries,
and pressures were viewed as expressions of
anxiety. 73 incidents were identified as such.
3. Alarm

Situations described as surprising,
unbelievable, odd, strange, or feelings of
unexpectedness, shock, fear, horror were
viewed as expressions of alarm. 50 incidents

were identified as such.
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Table 1. The Negative Emotion Types & Causes

Cause Libr.ary Other Library Library Library | Library Informatif)n

Type regulations & patrons | facilities space & staff | collections technologies | Total |~ %
management environment & software

Anger 48 59 27 28 18 14 4 198 447
Anxiety 21 13 13 12 4 5 5 73 16.5
Alarm 10 14 4 11 7 3 1 50 11.3
Frustration 20 9 1 3 6 9 2 50 11.3
Helplessness 10 8 8 2 7 6 1 42 9.5
Sadness 8 8 1 0 1 1 1 20 4.5
Shame 5 0 4 0 0 1 10 2.3
Total 122 111 58 56 43 38 15 443 |100.0
Percentage 27.5 25.1 13.1 12.6 9.7 8.6 34 100.0

Note. N=443 (the total number of keyword expressions of negative emotions reported by the study participants)

4. Frustration

Situations described as frustrating,
disappointing, depressing, or feelings of lost
were viewed as expressions of frustration. 50
incidents were identified as such.
5. Helplessness

Situations described as helpless, clueless,
directionless, or feelings of having a bad day
were viewed as expressions of helplessness. 42
incidents were identified as such.
6. Sadness

Situations described as saddening or
feelings of being hurt or miserable were viewed
as expressions of sadness. 20 incidents were
identified as such.
7. Shame

Situations described as face losing,
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embarrassing, or feelings of shame, stupidity,
and regret were viewed as expressions of
shame. 10 incidents were identified as such.

As to the causes of negative emotions, the
researcher analyzed the data and identified seven
types of causes that triggered negative emotions
of patrons, including library regulations and
management (122 occurrences, 27.5%), other
patrons (111 occurrences, 25.1%), library
facilities (58 occurrences, 13.1%), library space
and environment (56 occurrences, 12.6%),
library staff (43 occurrences, 9.7%), library
collections (38 occurrences, 8.6%), information
technologies and software (15, 3.4%). The first
two types of causes accounted more than 50%
of the negative emotion occurrences. Incidents

exemplifying the cause types are listed in Table 2.
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Table 2. Types of the Causes of the Negative Emotions

Cause

Exemplary Incidents

Library regulations
& management

Library regulations related triggers included circulation rules, overdue and
fines policies, interlibrary loan services policies, opening hours, etc. Library
management related triggers included the staffing of service desks, use policies
for patrons not affiliated with the university, etc.

Other patrons

Related triggers were mainly other patrons’ inappropriate behavior such as
interruptive volume of talking and cell phone usages, public intimacy of
couples, vandalism, etc.

Library facilities

Related triggers concerned mainly whether the libraries had sufficient facilities
as well as the maintenance conditions of the facilities, e.g., computers, reading
desks, bookshelves, restrooms, etc.

Library space &
environment

Related triggers concerned the library buildings as well as the atmospheres, e.g.,
lighting, air conditioning, interior design, space allocation, signage & directions,
etc.

Library staff

Related triggers concerned the service attitudes and professional competencies
of library workers including librarians, student assistants, janitors, etc.

Library collections

Related triggers concerned the insufficiency of books, periodicals, electronic
databases, or multimedia collections, etc.

Information
technologies &
software

Related triggers included whether the computer search interfaces were user-
friendly, whether information systems provided needed information, whether
the library’s wired or wireless networks were easy to set up for use, etc.

3.2 Discussion

charges and opening hours, and the barring

The research data showed that patrons did
suffered from negative emotions in academic
libraries. This section discusses negative
emotions and their causes.

1. Library regulations & management

In this study, the major cause of
negative emotions was library regulations and
management, which accounted for 122 reported
incidents (27.5%). Complaints were mainly
about the over severity or laxity of various use

policies, the perceived reasonableness of fee
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of guide dogs from entering the library, etc.
Such negative emotions may be soothed by
improvement of library management.
2. Other patrons

The second major cause of negative
emotions in this study was the interruptive
or inappropriate behavior of other patrons
(111 occurrences, 25.1%). To reduce negative
emotions incurred from such incidents, libraries
will need to strengthen the education of library

users and advocate for user self disciplines.
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3. Library facilities, space & environment

Library facilities and space/environment
issues were also important causes of patrons’
negative emotions, which respectively
accounted for 13.1% (58) and 12.6% (56)
of the reported incidents. Facilities related
deficiencies included insufficient numbers and
poor quality of library seats, photocopiers,
computers, Internet, book shelves, etc. Space
and environment issues included lighting, space
usages, and noises caused by machinery (e.g.,
photocopiers).
4. Library staff

Library staff induced negative emotions
were mentioned in 43 incidents (9.7%).
Incidents included library workers being
indifferent and distant, treating patrons
differentially, unwilling to help, lacking
professional skills, failing to maintain orders
in the library, etc. The findings were consistent
with prior research (e.g., Abusin & Zainab,
2010).
5. Library collections

Library collections induced negative
emotions were mentioned in 38 incidents
(8.6%), mostly having to do with insufficient
collections or lacking what patrons needed.
Similar resources anxiety was also reported as a
cause of negative emotions in previous research
(e.g., Onwuegbuzie, 1997; Onwuegbuzie, Jiao

& Bostick, 2004).
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6. Information technologies & software
Information technologies & software
related negative emotions were mentioned in
15 incidents (3.4%). As mentioned in Mark and
Jacobson (1995), technophobia, or the anxiety
when facing computer software, Internet,
and databases, may indeed induce negative

emotions.

4. Conclusion and Recommendations

The study findings show that, of the seven
types of negative emotions, anger was the
mostly mentioned emotion type (198 incidents,
44.7%), followed by anxiety (73 incidents,
16.5%). They together accounted for more than
60% of the incidents, which suggested that they
were the two most often experienced negative
emotions in academic libraries. As to the causes
of negative emotions, library regulations and
management appeared to be the major cause
(122 incidents, 27.5%), followed by other
patrons (111 incidents, 25.1%). They together
caused more than 50% of the reported incidents.

Based on the findings the researcher
made the following recommendations. Firstly,
academic libraries should evaluate their rules
and regulations especially policies related to
fee charging. Libraries should often carefully
maintain balanced and updated collections.
Secondly, libraries should carefully evaluate

their current usage of spaces and allocation
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of facilities and attend to the maintenance of
the environment and equipments. Thirdly, the
negative emotions of patrons may be mitigated
by professional and well trained library staff.
Especially, librarians’ skills in meeting patron
requests and dealing with difficult patrons
(Sheih, 2009) and capabilities in better emotion
management (Sheih, 2002a, 2002b, 2003,
2010). Finally, libraries may significantly reduce
the occurrences of patron negative emotions by
providing information literacy instructions and
improving the user friendliness of the library

interfaces.
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