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This article presents a qualitative evaluation methodology of academic 
departments for library organizational learning and library enhancement 
planning. This evaluation used campus units’ academic program review 
reports as a data source and employed collaborative content analysis by 
library liaisons to extract departmental strengths, weaknesses, oppor-
tunities, threats, and priorities. We illustrate how a systematic review of 
internal planning documents facilitates the understanding of programmatic 
goals, identification of cross-unit synergies, and prioritization of library 
services. Our evaluation used a mix of technological, methodological, 
and analytical activities suitable for implementation in other academic 
library settings.

cademic environments are seeing rapid change in their intellectual, techno-
logical, and economic directions. Consequently, libraries must keep abreast 
of emerging issues and evolving demands, engage with their changing 
communities, innovate in the face of resource constraints, and communicate 

their actions and intentions clearly. 
Such challenges drive the need for academic libraries to assess programs and plan 

for change in a comprehensive and strategic fashion to align with the mission of their 
institution. In the late 1990s and early 2000s, university libraries at the University of 
Pittsburgh and the University of Arizona engaged in comprehensive strategic plan-
ning to adapt to the rapid change in their academic environments.1 Near the start of 
this decade, many university libraries undertook major initiatives to consider their 
mission, priorities, services, and organizational structures.2 Cornell University Library 
undertook a process to re-envision their library system, stating that the Library will 
be “constantly re-inventing itself” as it embraces new models for facilities, organiza-
tion, and collections development and access.3 Similarly, a Task Force on University 
Libraries was charged to study and make clear recommendations for the Harvard 
Library system of the 21st century.4 After consulting with many library stakeholders, 
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analyzing library data and policies, and holding meetings and deliberations, they ar-
rived at recommendations for a shared administrative infrastructure, rationalized and 
enhanced information technology systems, a revamped financial model, a rationalized 
collection development and access approach, and collaboration with peer institutions.

Several elements underpin each of these initiatives: data sources collected through 
consultation with many stakeholders, formalized assessment, and research techniques; 
an evaluation of the library’s role and impact in academic programs; final recommenda-
tions that involve different operational levels and divisions both inside and outside the 
library; and the adoption of new organizational models for agility and responsiveness 
to future change. 

In line with these efforts at other academic libraries, the UC Berkeley Library has 
developed an exercise to comprehensively assess academic departments for organi-
zational learning and for identifying library service enhancements. We describe an 
approach that is grounded in data collected from the collaborative and qualitative 
content analysis of self-study reports that Berkeley academic departments prepare for 
their Academic Program Review (APR). An overview of the structure and workflow 
of our exercise is provided in figure 1. While strategic planning activities are common, 
it is difficult to ground them with research methods that align well with campuswide 
notions of change, leadership, and assessment. Our model may serve as a first step for 
libraries seeking such an approach. 

Re-envisioning at the UC Berkeley Library 
For a sense of the challenges and the context that drove our pursuit of organizational 
learning and enhancement, we review our library’s recent efforts to re-envision services 
toward a new and sustainable model. In September 2007, the University of California, 
Berkeley Library launched a New Directions Initiative to engage all library staff in ex-
ploring, understanding, and adapting to the evolving needs of our faculty and students. 

FIGURE 1
Workflow and Analytic Process for Reviewing Academic Program Review 

Documentation 
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In April 2008, the Library Administration selected 26 strategic starting points related 
to new services, key areas of expertise, infrastructure investments, and organizational 
changes that we felt would strategically position the library to best meet contemporary 
and future demands. These starting points covered areas such as assessment, copyright, 
digital programs, discovery, e-research and data support, scholarly communications, 
and transitioning to new roles for library professionals. While many related projects 
launched immediately, the national economic crisis soon followed. 

Like many academic libraries, the UC Berkeley Library shifted to focus on how to 
sustain core services in the context of budget reductions, retirements, and a hiring 
freeze. The Library Administration and staff recognized our need to create a new vision, 
better aligning library expertise and resources with faculty and students’ contemporary 
research, teaching, and learning needs. Retaining the imperative of addressing strategic 
issues identified in the New Directions Initiative, but coupled with the acknowledge-
ment of more limited funding, in December 2011, the UC Berkeley Library embarked 
on a process to re-envision library roles and services.5 

As a first step, it was critical to develop a shared understanding within the library of 
our organization’s current state and future goals to ensure that our resulting directions 
were visionary, feasible, and broadly embraced. To build this shared understanding, 
two self-study teams were formed: one team examined services to propose new models 
and configurations with staffing and cost evaluations, and a second team examined 
the role of the librarian to recommend approaches for service excellence as a premier 
academic research center with consideration of organizational structures, equitable 
workload, and emerging areas of expertise. Both teams gathered and analyzed data that 
informed a broad self-study conducted by the library. This process was guided by the 
Library’s Statement of Purpose, Statement of Values, and Re-envisioning Principles.6 

The self-studies were released for review and comment by the full range of our 
community—faculty, graduate students, undergraduates, library staff, and the campus 
academic administration. Additionally, an online survey for the campus was conducted 
to gain feedback on our recommendations.7 The process led to the formation of a Com-
mission on the Future of the UC Berkeley Library to inform the library’s re-envisioning 
and implementation planning. While this planning process yielded productive rec-
ommendations, it was difficult to point to evidence drawn from particular academic 
departments, programs, and campus communities. Consequently, the library embarked 
on a project to gather more insight. When identifying available data sources, the key 
challenge was obtaining departmental input without deploying another survey. 

At Berkeley, the Office of the Vice Provost for Teaching, Learning, Academic 
Planning & Facilities coordinates the Academic Program Review (APR) exercise as 
an opportunity for academic departments to take a comprehensive look at their op-
portunities and challenges, assess their future, and pursue new paths of inquiry and 
discovery.8 In the 1970s, academic institutions in the United States began employing 
academic program reviews for quality assurance exercises, and over time they have 
been adopted to demonstrate institutional effectiveness and accountability, to serve as 
a pathway for the continuous enhancement of program quality and currency, and to 
guide resource allocations and other institutional decision-making.9 There are a vari-
ety of models and structures for conducting program reviews.10 The general process 
includes the “self-study inquiry and report, followed by the external review, then a 
formal findings and recommendations report, and culminating with a memorandum 
of understanding that may involve commitments from senior administrators regarding 
resources.”11 University accrediting agencies have recognized the potential of the aca-
demic program review for fostering continuous improvements for retention, curricular 
development, resource allocation, decision-making, strategic planning, and more.12 
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The library literature has explored academic program reviews in terms of academic 
libraries playing a meaningful, proactive role in the review process and contributing 
to campus governance.13 However, there has been little exploration of how libraries 
may use the resulting self-study reports for their own strategic advancement.

Each Berkeley academic department is scheduled for a program review every eight 
years. The resulting APR self-study reports serve as a snapshot of academic depart-
ments and provide valuable insight into the strategic plans, experiences, and needs of 
academic departments. These details can help the library enhance its services, programs, 
and resources with a greater sense of focus and impact. The Vice Provost approved 
the library’s request to receive copies of all past and future APR reports prepared by 
academic departments. 

With this data source in hand, our library then designed the methodology for sub-
ject liaisons to review the APR self-study reports of the academic departments they 
serve. Following the individual reviews, liaisons would be equipped to hold self-led 
focus-group–style meetings to identify common threads across our university, distinct 
user needs, and potential library enhancements to inform our re-envisioning process.

Literature Review
A number of catalysts are challenging the academic status quo, and management of the 
resulting change is critical for libraries. In recent years, financial constraints have taken 
center stage. Technological innovations, particularly digital and integrated services, have 
been a driving force for development as well as a challenge to library budgets.14 User be-
havioral shifts are reshaping expectations to align with new research, learning, pedagogy, 
space, and service paradigms.15 Organizational accountability also drives the need to as-
sess our contributions, outcomes, and impact to demonstrate organizational relevance.16 

Organization development is an established practice for managing these types of 
changes. It is a systemic approach to reshaping processes, structures, and attitudes to 
address challenges.17 French and Bell define organization development as the effort 
to “[…] improve an organization’s visioning, empowerment, learning, and problem-
solving processes, through an ongoing, collaborative management of organization 
culture […].”18 The core elements include customer satisfaction, human capital devel-
opment, continuous improvement, involvement and participation, common vision, 
entrepreneurial spirit, organizational culture, and empowerment.19

Organization development is not foreign to academic libraries. In a 2004 issue of 
Library Trends devoted to organization development and leadership, researchers noted 
a natural resonance between this paradigm and library cultures.20 Additionally, a 2010 
survey of ARL institutions found that many academic libraries are using organization 
development practices informally and in formal programs.21 For example, 37 library 
deans out of the 38 institutions surveyed indicated some level of engagement with 
activities like strategic planning, training and development, working groups, assess-
ment, and the learning organization. 

The learning organization is an important concept to organization development. 
Oakleaf provides an overview of organizational learning and justifies its relevance to 
academic library operations.22 She cites Garvin’s succinct characterization: learning 
organizations are “skilled at creating, acquiring, and transferring knowledge and at 
modifying [their] behavior to reflect new knowledge and insights” and they rely on 
systematic problem-solving strategies, data for decision-making, and experimenta-
tion.23 Additionally, when Peter Senge coined the concept of the learning organization, 
he outlined five underlying disciplines that enable it. They include personal mastery 
(that is, elements of vision, focus, patience, and so on), mental models (in other words, 
how we understand and interpret the organization), a shared vision, team learning, 
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and systems thinking.24 The latter is about a shift “from seeing the individual parts 
of a system to understanding that the system is an interaction of these parts.”25 Taken 
altogether, organizational learning is about action: to broadly gather information 
about an organization, to create knowledge from it, and then to use this knowledge 
to improve the organization.26 

There are many strategies to organizational learning, and they center on connecting 
learning with organizational operations, committing to its continuous process, devel-
oping a shared vision through team learning, and capturing and sharing the resulting 
knowledge for implementation and application to practice.27 These characteristics 
and activities of organizational learning are relevant to libraries because they foster a 
process with elements of awareness, focus, adaptability, and innovation that may help 
librarians address the rapid changes in academic and information environments.28 As 
Fowler succinctly notes, “learning and innovation in an academic library may fuel 
each other” for meeting the challenges faced.29

We saw that a number of libraries have had success with organization development 
for managing library change, particularly through organizational learning activities.30 
Subsequently, we reviewed the literature to identify the core values and activities that 
underlie the effective approaches taken. This led to our compilation of best practices 
for guiding our library’s organizational learning exercise (see table 1). 

TABLE 1
Best Practices for Organization Development and Organizational Learning 

in Academic Libraries
Values and Activities Best Practices
Receptivity to Change • Commit to becoming an agile and flexible organization 

that fosters learning, experimentation, open exploration, 
and risk-taking31 

• Embrace a drive for improving library services and 
resources32 

• Operate in a manner that is “embedding and 
perpetuating change in academic libraries”33 

Alignment with Institutional 
Goals and Outcomes

• Demonstrate library support of and impact on university 
learning and research goals and outcomes34

• Participate in institutionwide planning exercises to set 
new pathways and partnerships with the university35

Systems Thinking • Engage in systems thinking and take a holistic 
perspective to facilitate collaborative action36

• Conduct an environmental analysis that explores 
trends and shifts in the political, economic, social, and 
technological environment37

Collaborative Efforts • Cultivate teams as a fundamental unit for learning, 
dialogue, awareness, and problem solving38

Assessment • Use evidence collected from assessment and 
stakeholder analysis to inform complex organizational 
decision-making and foster data-based decisions39 

• Develop a culture of assessment to continuously 
evaluate and demonstrate the value of the library’s 
contributions to wider institutional goals40

• Examine the library from the different perspectives of 
stakeholders41
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These best practices resonated with the needs of our organization. The UC Berkeley 
Library is a large academic library system serving a research-intensive university com-
munity of approximately 25,500 undergraduate students, 10,000 graduate students, 
and 1,500 faculty across 130 academic departments and more than 80 interdisciplinary 
research units. The library serves this diverse population across 20 geographically 
diverse campus library locations with a collection of more than 11 million volumes. 
Providing responsive and customized services to such large and diverse groups across 
a distributed library system is challenging. It is difficult to see big picture campus needs 
and to collaborate on initiatives and programs across the different subject-specific 
libraries. A broader organizational perspective might help our liaison librarians col-
laborate on more unified and comprehensive programming that addresses wider cam-
pus needs. Therefore, the holistic perspective of systems thinking as well as the need 
for collaborative efforts were best practices that resonated with our library. They may 
help individual liaison librarians to share best practices and to receive peer support 
for tackling difficult library needs. Because of the intensive research environment of 
our university, we also saw the importance of understanding emergent institutional 
goals and outcomes. This ensures that we allot our limited resources for greatest im-
pact and align with campus advancement goals in a flexible and responsive manner. 
With the rapid pace of change in academic environments, we also saw the value of 
continuous and cyclical assessment to check in periodically with how we are meeting 
academic needs and to refresh our awareness of new research directions. Together, 
these best practices justified the relevance of organizational learning to our library’s 
re-envisioning and strategic planning.

Methodology
Research-driven Design
Our study employed a research-driven approach to gather evidence that will deepen 
our understanding of academic departments, inform future decision-making about 
library service, and facilitate replicable and longitudinal analysis. These goals require 
in-depth data on the behavior of academic departments that may be complex and hard 
to quantify, requiring internal knowledge of the departments for context. 

For this type of multifaceted data collection, qualitative research methods are 
well suited. Whereas quantitative social research “[counts] incidents related to hu-
man behavior,” qualitative research is a suite of activities that describes little-known 

TABLE 1
Best Practices for Organization Development and Organizational Learning 

in Academic Libraries
Values and Activities Best Practices
Learning • Support the “ability [of the organization] to learn and 

create innovative and timely solutions”42

• Connect organizational learning with action by 
developing the skills, capacity, and activities to improve 
the organization’s work processes43

Communication • Capture and share the learning gained from assessment 
and planning in order to demonstrate commitment and 
to motivate library personnel44

Continuous and Cyclical 
Activities

• Embed strategic planning into regular library operations 
and employ training, assessment, problem-solving, and 
planning when changes arise45
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phenomena, captures meaning (such as thoughts, feelings, or behaviors) rather than 
numbers, and describes “processes rather than outcomes.”46 Qualitative research 
advocates a “human-centered approach” that resonates with the customer service 
ethic of libraries. 47 Qualitative findings can also complement the quantitative surveys 
of our community by collecting unique cases and stories about user experiences. The 
suitability of qualitative research in library and information science is also evident 
from a review by Given.48

Specifically, our study employed qualitative content analysis. This is “a research 
technique for making replicable and valid inferences from texts (or other meaningful 
matter) to the contexts of their use.”49 In our case, we reviewed departmental APR self-
study reports to identify academic departments’ needs and experiences with library 
services. By Robson’s evaluation, a content analysis is advantageous by permitting 
an intensive understanding of subjects without obtrusive observation, time-intensive 
discussion, or extended fieldwork for ethnographies.50 To conduct a qualitative content 
analysis, White and Marsh provide a comprehensive overview of the methodology.51 
There are four general procedures that may run serially, concurrently, or cyclically 
and may evolve with the knowledge developed during the course of study.52 First, 
determine the research questions for the problem and then select relevant texts for 
data. Afterward, identify representative or critical units of the text (such as key quotes 
or examples) that correspond to the research questions. Next, code the identified units 
of text (that is to say, apply labels/tags that identify the concept, pattern, theme, or 
meaning that underlies or is reflected in the text). Coding permits the categorization 
of quotes and examples for comparison and analysis of themes. Finally, engage in 
memoing, which is the reflective review of themes, meanings, concepts, contexts, and 
examples to formulate conclusions, answers, and ideas.

Our research objective was to identify library enhancements that align with aca-
demic departments’ needs, experiences, and advancement goals. We had three research 
questions:

1. What are the key changes, priorities, activities, goals, and developments within 
Berkeley academic departments?

2. How would these issues impact our libraries? 
3. What enhancements would align the library with academic departmental 

advancement and activities?
In exploring these questions, we focused on four principles for organizational 

learning identified in our literature review. First is an open and qualitative explora-
tion to identify new, emerging, or overlooked ideas and issues. Second, we fostered an 
inclusive and participatory process that relied on internal peer support to determine 
diverse academic needs, identify transdisciplinary trends, and share learning. Third, a 
methodical approach—with standard evaluative frameworks and instructional manu-
als and training sessions on the research methodology for library liaisons—ensured 
a consistent and replicable analysis. Finally, with evidence-based procedures, we 
grounded our library enhancement designs in organizational learning findings that 
have been validated and prioritized by our library personnel.

For our data source, copies of the APR reports were acquired from the Office of the 
Vice Provost of Teaching, Learning, Academic Planning & Facilities at the University 
of California, Berkeley. The process of securing and securely distributing these reports 
to liaisons was made easier by showing exactly how these reports will be analyzed and 
discussed and what outcomes will be made public. In exchange for unprecedented ac-
cess to these files, the library ensured that these reports would remain confidential and 
be used solely for informing the library’s ability to better serve our faculty, students, 
and staff. The library developed a secure digital repository where PDF copies of the 
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reports are uploaded, stored, and distributed via password-protected login. Because 
of organizational assurances and technical security, library liaisons were granted ac-
cess only to reports for the departments with which they had primary subject liaison 
responsibilities, and they affirmed their understanding of the confidentiality along with 
their login to the site. These processes were modeled on techniques recommended in 
the Institutional Review Board literature.

Analytical Frameworks
We developed three frameworks to structure the APR report analysis process to help 
liaisons understand these reports, read them quickly, analyze the issues, and then 
collect data and ideas for library enhancements. These frameworks were beneficial in 
reducing the barriers to participation for the exercise and created a common language 
for our library system to discuss our learning on academic departments’ needs. 

Because the reports can be hundreds of pages long, our first framework, APR 
Themes Relevant to Libraries (see figure 2), helps library liaisons focus their analyses 
on those themes and issues in APR reports that are most relevant to library resources, 
services, and operations. Developed from a content analysis of the guidelines for APR 
self-study preparation, the framework illustrates how an academic unit consists of 
people in academic relationships together in a space; the academic unit moves along a 
path toward quality scholarly activities and makes advancements along the way; the 
academic unit receives support in this endeavor. Not all details in the APR reports 
relate to libraries. For instance, it can be difficult to determine the library’s influence 
on a department’s financial resources or its internal human resources and recruitment 
procedures. 

The framework of themes directs library liaisons to the APR report content for 
understanding the scholarly enterprise of an academic department. The people theme 
spans issues like diversity, demographics, and recruitment goals—all of which enable 
the library to identify target audiences and underserved populations. Relationships cover 
the partnerships, collaborations, mentorships, interactions, and scholarly discourse of 

FIGURE 2
Common Themes in Academic Program Review Reports Relevant to 

Academic Libraries
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the academic department. Exploration of these issues may help libraries understand 
how partnerships with the department may be forged. Space has physical and online 
dimensions, and their details can inform how libraries may embed into classrooms, 
laboratories, and online learning management systems. The path covers the academic 
goals, activities, and barriers that form the scholarly enterprise, and together they help 
the library understand what departmental ventures to support. Quality can be defined 
as positive experiences, achievements, strengths, measures of success, and attainment, 
which shed light on a department’s competitive advantage. Details on advancement 
include the new directions and innovations of the department, which reveals to librar-
ies the emerging issues for pursuit and alignment. A department’s support includes 
funding resources and administrative operations—knowledge of which may uncover 
the decision-making culture of the department. 

After identifying relevant issues from the APR reports, our second framework helps 
liaisons make sense of them by categorizing them along the dimensions of helpful 
versus harmful elements and internal versus external contexts. These dimensions sug-
gest responsive actions that libraries could take. Helpful elements to academic depart-
ments should be supported and enhanced, while harmful elements need mitigation. 
The internal versus external contexts point to the direction of library support, either 
working within internal department environments or addressing wider and external 
academic trends. The intersection of these categories can be succinctly expressed as 
strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, threats, and priorities (SWOT+P). Table 2 sum-
marizes this SWOT+P framework, which is an extension of the established SWOT 
analysis for strategic planning.53 

Our third framework, the Library Enhancement Design Process, helps library 
liaisons document their learning from the SWOT+P analysis and then move to-
ward proposals for tangible actions and applications to practice. In this guided 
process, we asked liaisons to record notes on their learning of departmental issues 
and then to document their reflections on the impact these issues may have on 

TABLE 2
SWOT+P Elements and Their Role in Library Planning (Definitions Based 

on Brennan)54

Helpful Things Harmful Things
Internal 
Origin

Strengths are activities that the 
department does well. Priorities are 
activities that are highly valued by the 
department.

Libraries can interpret these elements 
as core areas for library support and 
enhancement.

Weaknesses are those activities that 
are done poorly or not at all by the 
academic department.

Libraries can support a department’s 
advancement goals in order to 
mitigate these weaknesses.

External 
Origin

Opportunities are external factors the 
department may be able to harness to 
its advantage.

Opportunities may point to emerging 
issues and future scenarios that help 
libraries stay in line with developments 
in academic departments.

Threats are external factors that can 
negatively affect the department.

With this knowledge, libraries can 
anticipate departmental problems 
and strategize services that 
ameliorate their challenges.
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the library. In light of this impact, liaisons then brainstorm and propose library 
enhancements in the domain where libraries may participate or contribute. In an 
example of this design process, a library liaison identified a growing partnership 
and alignment between two separate disciplinary groups on campus. She noted 
the potential impact of increased demand from these departments for collection 
resources and library instruction in this interdisciplinary space. Consequently, 
the liaison proposed as a library enhancement an increased collaboration with 
the relevant subject-specific liaisons for interdisciplinary collection development 
and instructional programming. A worksheet guided library liaisons through this 
process of learning documentation, determination of the connection to the library, 
and brainstorming for solutions or enhancements. This worksheet was distributed 
as a word processing document with three columns that correspond to the issue, 
impact, and enhancement proposal elements of the design process. Recording in 
this tabular format helped with compiling notes for analysis across our different 
subject liaisons. 

To review our three analytical frameworks, the APR Themes Relevant to Libraries 
helps liaisons filter through lengthy APR reports for relevant issues to library opera-
tions and resources. Afterwards, the SWOT+P framework helps liaisons categorize the 
identified issues as strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, threats, or priorities to suggest 
how library liaisons could act upon their learning: support a department’s strengths, 
provide support that mitigates weaknesses, align with departments’ pursuit of new 
opportunities, recognize threats to avoid, and focus on a department’s priorities. Finally, 
the Library Enhancement Design Process framework translates this learning into action 
by encouraging reflection upon the library impact of an issue to brainstorm proposals 
for library enhancements. Together, these three frameworks made it easier to conduct 
the collaborative research process among liaisons across our diverse libraries. They 
guided liaisons through the completion of the exercise, provided explicit instructions 
for the replicability of the exercise, and encouraged consistent language and standard 
data collection practices for a reliable analysis.

Collective Data Analysis, Learning, and Planning
To prepare library liaisons for the collective analysis of APR reports, we offered several 
pathways to support their participation. We developed a guidebook for self-instruction 
on our review exercise, with all procedures and evaluative frameworks explicitly 
outlined. Additionally, we conducted in-person training classes where we explained 
the motivation and procedures for the exercise and walked through a hypothetical 
example of an APR report review. Also, there was peer support, where liaisons were 
encouraged to discuss their findings and experiences internally with fellow liaisons 
in related subject areas.

After the training, our library liaisons reviewed the APR self-study reports of 18 
academic departments over a two-month period. Their notes were pooled together 
into a spreadsheet with individual columns for departmental issues, their potential 
library impact, and library enhancement ideas. Each row in the spreadsheet represented 
a single departmental issue or a closely related set. The collected data included 236 
sets of issues with their associated notes on library impact and proposals for library 
enhancements.

To analyze this collective data set, first we qualitatively coded the notes for common 
themes and findings that threaded across various academic departments. To facilitate 
reliability in our analysis, we had a single research analyst conduct the coding. He 
reviewed all of the notes for themes that appeared frequently, and this led to a set of 
emergent themes for us to code the findings (see table 3).
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Reviewing the emergent themes, we saw that library liaisons are attuned to the 
change within our academic departments—particularly with interdisciplinary activi-
ties—and see specific needs arising in instruction, learning, research, and scholarly com-
munications. In approaching these needs, the library could develop its resources along 
dimensions of collections strategy, physical library space, technology, and computing 
resources, while tailoring services to growing patron groups. And throughout these 
enhancements, we have the opportunity to demonstrate and promote the library’s value 
to the university. Openly reviewing the data for common themes and frequent findings 
helped us see what our collective library organization is facing. It offered a general and 
unified perspective in contrast to the usual subject- or function-specific viewpoints.

After the review for emergent themes, we conducted a coding analysis for pre-
defined themes on librarian roles and library services and functions (see table 3). These 
themes were identified previously during the Library’s Re-envisioning Initiative self-
study and capture the core actions and activities that define our library. Coding along 
these elements helped us connect academic departments’ changes, experiences, and 
needs with library operations.

Rather than employ specialized qualitative analysis software, the coding process 
used Microsoft Excel. The decision to use Excel was made to facilitate later data analysis 
by our library liaisons, who widely have access to this software. Coding was accom-
plished by creating columns in the Excel spreadsheet with a corresponding column 
for each theme. If a row of notes (that is, an issue, its impact, an associated library 
enhancement idea) expressed a particular theme or concept, we marked an X in the 
corresponding column cell for that code. In this fashion, we could query the spreadsheet 
of notes by filtering for a code or a Boolean combination of codes. 

While our analyses were qualitative, there were a few opportunities for quantitative 
evaluation. For instance, we calculated the frequency of the themes identified from 
liaisons’ review notes (see figure 3). Ranking the themes allowed us to detect those 
issues of greatest shared interest across the academic departments reviewed. This 
revealed the priorities for library enhancements as perceived by our library liaisons.

TABLE 3
Themes from the Qualitative Content Analysis of APR Reports

Emergent Themes Pre-Defined Themes on Librarian Roles 
and Library Functions and Services

Change in academic departments Access to collections
Collections strategy Acquisitions 
Instructional needs Administration 
Interdisciplinary activities Archiving 
Learning needs Cataloging 
Patron groups Circulation and stack management services 
Physical library space Instruction 
Research needs Liaison/Outreach 
Scholarly communications needs Management (unit/department)
Technologies and computing Professional responsibilities
Value of academic libraries Reference 

Selection 
Web services
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In another quantitative analysis, we counted the co-occurrence of themes (see figure 
4). If one theme typically co-occurred with another theme in our liaisons’ findings, 
this might reveal relationships among the priorities. The co-occurrences point to the 
intersections of issues as well as potential collaborations between working groups. For 
instance, we observed a high level of co-occurrence between the two themes of Col-
lections Strategy and Change in Academic Departments and between the themes of 
Collections Strategy and Interdisciplinary Activities. Upon closer review, this indicated 
a need for collections development that addressed the increasingly interdisciplinary 
activities that academic departments are engaging in. Additionally, we learned that 
change in academic departments is primarily understood by liaisons in terms of 
interdisciplinary activities, patron groupings, and evolving strategies for collection 
development, where there are the most thematic co-occurrences. These quantitative 
analyses reveal patterns in the themes and offer a sense of their priority.

We prepared a final report to highlight librarywide patterns and relationships and 
to identify collaborative opportunities across liaison subject areas. For each theme, our 
report outlined the issues identified, their potential library impact, and the proposed 
ideas for enhancing library services. The academic departments associated with each 
theme were also listed. This report provided a quick overview of the issues that de-
partments are facing; showed the connections between issues, impact, and proposed 
library action; and highlighted the libraries and subject specialty liaisons who are 
sharing similar experiences.

FIGURE 3
Common Themes in Academic Program Review Reports Relevant to 

Academic Libraries
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Internal data sharing was another element of our reporting. To help library liaisons 
develop a granular view of the issues and ideas proposed by their colleagues, we shared 
the original spreadsheet of collected notes. This enables individual librarians to query 
our collective notes for questions specific to academic departments or library locations. 
These notes were shared via our reports repository system, with password-protected 
access under our internal terms of use. 

With the evaluation frameworks, coding models, data sharing agreements, and 
communication methods in place, the UC Berkeley Library is now positioned to use 
our APR reports review exercise for continuous assessment and strategic planning. 
We have a “turnkey” approach to replicating this exercise at different levels—both as 
a collective exercise and as an individual self-directed activity. Our three frameworks 
provide standardized constructs and variables for libraries to use in evaluating de-
partmental review documents. Furthermore, these frameworks might also be used in 
other areas including impact assessment, marketing, and professional development 
by mapping library resources and services to the advancement activities of academic 
departments. While the method described in this paper is based on Academic Program 
Review reports that may not always be available, other documentation could be used 
as a data source including annual reports, organizational profiles, as well as depart-
mental websites. Any artifact that documents the goals, programming, and priorities 
of a department could be a valuable source.

FIGURE 4
Frequency of Co-Occurrences Between Emergent Themes in Liaisons’ APR 
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Exchange, Feedback, and Action
After distributing the final report, we held an open meeting for all library personnel 
to discuss the issues and ideas from our APR exercise. This 90-minute meeting had a 
range of high-level outcomes that contributed to organizational learning and to the 
open discussion of strategic actions and collective priorities for the library’s future. An 
opportunity for wide participation and discussion of hard and soft issues is a unique 
experience.

An important factor to the open meeting’s success is framing the discussion to topics 
that all library personnel had a stake in or some experience. The first discussion topic 
was a reflection upon the APR review exercise. By discussing the value of the APR 
reports and the value of our review exercise, we engaged in a collective performance 
evaluation, which also cultivated a sense of camaraderie and accomplishment. Next, we 
prioritized and refined the library enhancement ideas from three selected themes in our 
final report: change in academic departments, interdisciplinary activities, and value of 
academic libraries. These discussions were held in small teams of approximately five 
members each and helped confirm our findings for validity. Finally, we discussed the 
future of the APR exercise by asking how the library could support academic depart-
ments to prepare and carry out APR plans.

In their feedback on the value of the APR reports, many librarians noted their 
impact on facilitating liaison work, particularly by informing directions for collection 
development and outreach activities. They found that the narrative sections of APR 
reports give a valuable summary of a department, which is especially helpful for 
liaisons beginning to work with a new academic department. Liaisons also reported 
developing a stronger understanding of a department’s tone, climate, and folklore; 
what the departments value; where the departments sit politically in the campus; and 
what they define as their priorities and directions. Additionally, the statistics given in 
the APR reports help quantify a department’s priorities and provide greater certainty 
and confirmation to liaisons’ anecdotal understanding of departments.

Feedback on the value of the collective review exercise centered on the rare op-
portunity it presented to collectively vocalize challenges and to begin discussions on 
potential resolutions. Library personnel appreciated a forum to communicate new ideas 
and synergies across the normal subject, function, and administrative divisions of our 
library. They acknowledged how the discussion on a wide range of issues and ideas 
that altogether were practical, philosophical, and strategic shed light on the diversity 
of perspectives and interests within our organization. 

In the discussion of next steps for our organizational learning, there were three calls 
for action. First, library liaisons were enthusiastic for future collective review exercises. 
They found the group effort to be a motivating force for peer learning and the exchange 
of ideas. Specifically, there was interest for library administrative direction to sustain 
this momentum by repeating the exercise. In response, a scheduled review cycle will 
regularly study academic departments’ needs. This ensures that we will examine new 
departmental self-study reports as they are shared with the library. 

Next, there was an action call for an administrative structure that will facilitate the 
implementation of the proposed library enhancements. Consequently, library adminis-
tration has incorporated the learning from this exercise into our library’s re-envisioning 
initiative. And to support the implementation of proposed library enhancements, three 
pathways were developed. At the individual level, library personnel are encouraged 
to pursue enhancement ideas they feel are important and then share their success 
with peers. For issues and enhancements that require a supportive network, liaisons 
could work collaboratively within their library subject or function councils on ideas 
that might be easier to pursue as a group. Finally, library personnel are encouraged 
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to begin a dialogue that vets those library enhancement ideas that need librarywide 
support and then direct them to the attention of library administration—particularly 
for issues such as organizational structures, professional development needs, and 
funding requirements.

In the final call for action, library liaisons sought access to more Academic Program 
Review details, particularly the outcome letters that academic departments receive at 
the end of their review. These letters are particularly valuable since they offer a sense of 
where central campus administration is hoping to direct the priorities of the academic 
departments. Library administration subsequently contacted the Vice Provost’s office 
and was able to secure agreement to receive copies of the outcome letters, which we 
now share with liaisons via our online repository together with the APR reports and 
our collective review data.

Discussion
The collaborative and research-driven analysis of departments’ program review materi-
als by library liaisons was beneficial to our organization in several ways. The reports 
added a new dimension to our understanding of academic departments’ needs and 
experiences, and helped the library collect ideas for improving, adding, or evolving 
services and resources in ways that connect directly with departmental goals. Hav-
ing a grounded plan that is based on best-practice recommendations in libraries and 
seeded with academic departments’ documented needs provides the library with a 
strong foundation to demonstrate good faith when proposing service changes and to 
advocate for new services and resources.

Through this organizational learning exercise, a unique opportunity was granted 
to examine information services from academic departments’ perspectives and to 
engage in deep learning and strategic planning about library services and programs. 
We developed new perspectives on library services “from the outside looking in,” and 
our analysis revealed themes that we did not expect to see. For example, it was clear 
that the methods of resource access (such as print, electronic, interlibrary loan, and 
cross-institutional patron privileges) needed to be studied in light of departmental ef-
forts in online learning. And by seeing how the library and its role were discussed in 
the APR reports, we also developed a deeper awareness of how the library relates to 
the university and individual departments, spotlighting opportunities for alignment 
with wider organizational initiatives. These perspectives are key to raising the library’s 
visibility and cultivating campus awareness of the library’s value.

It is important to note that we do not extensively detail specific findings from our 
study or our resulting strategic plans. This is primarily because our findings are based 
on academic departments’ candid observations and self-studies, which are restricted 
to internal discussion. More important, our findings and conclusions might not be 
generalizable across external institutions since our understanding of academic de-
partments is Berkeley specific, framed by the contexts of our institution. For instance, 
we identified a need by academic departments for more language learning materials, 
more instructional spaces and meeting rooms, and greater technology support. Find-
ings and recommendations like these may not be relevant to other institutions facing 
different constraints. 

Overall, our collaborative and research-driven approach to reviewing APR reports 
suggests an effective option for libraries engaging in strategic planning because of three 
defining elements. First, the collaborative content analysis approach is a novel research 
model with a unique compatibility to library liaisons. It leverages the unique relation-
ship of library liaisons to their academic departments. In serving as research analysts, 
our liaisons are uniquely qualified because they are grounded by their professional 
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objective to resolve information needs and they possess the subject expertise, research 
expertise, and institutional familiarity to interpret and identify information needs. These 
abilities enable liaisons to articulate unspoken departmental needs and interpret them 
in our library services context. Subsequently, liaisons may design solutions from this 
learning and then deliver them as practitioners. This researcher-practitioner position 
is unique and enables research findings to be put into practice. Having library liaisons 
conduct the analysis ensures that those with the greatest ability to effect change in 
departmental relationships will have the knowledge to act. 

Second, a content analysis approach lowers the organizational cost of research for 
an efficient and intensive understanding of academic departments. It also provides a 
unique lens into departments that may not be possible through direct contact methods 
and surveys. For instance, analyzing candid and aspirational review documents could 
afford the library a behind-the-scenes look into a department’s strategic advancement. 
This insider’s perspective might otherwise take years to build from meetings and col-
laborations with department members. Additionally, short surveys and focus groups 
may not offer the reflective setting to capture the deep insights or long-term aspira-
tional goals documented in a department’s academic review. There are nuanced, rich 
constructs and community-articulated visions that may be very difficult to measure 
through individual interactions. However, as a caveat, the APR self-study reports are 
written for review purposes and not research purposes, so biases as well as incomplete 
information may inhibit the objective understanding of academic units. 

Finally, our approach to APR reports review is a pathway for continuous assessment 
and strategic planning in the library. The replicability of this evaluation methodology 
with its research questions, conceptual and evaluative frameworks, documented pro-
cedures, and guided activities means we can repeat the exercise as new APR reports 
are generated. It provides subject liaisons with a recurring data source to complement 
their departmental outreach efforts. Regular assessment may also serve as a barometer 
of trends to shape long-term library programming and strategic directions. This exercise 
uniquely provides the organizational learning opportunities for liaisons to share and 
find mutual support for academic challenges.

Conclusion
This paper documents an approach to gathering ideas and fostering discussion 
among library liaisons to inform organizational learning and strategic planning. Us-
ing frameworks that helped liaisons to analyze academic departments’ self-studies, 
library personnel collectively became more familiar with academic needs, expecta-
tions, and priorities. With this knowledge, our libraries can plan enhancements that 
are of intrinsic value to the institution and are responsive to changes in academia. 
Although there are limitations to sharing our data and findings due to the internal 
nature of the APR reports, academic libraries may draw upon our work to conduct a 
similar analysis customized to their environment. Our methodology, exercises, and 
frameworks espoused a systematic and research-based approach that is replicable 
for longitudinal assessment and encourages evidence-based decision-making for 
organization development. While not all institutions have access to in-depth reports 
and evaluations of academic departments, this exercise could be conducted with other 
artifacts and documents developed by academic departments and campus units. The 
important focus is to identify library enhancements that respond to academic changes 
in a manner that is open, inclusive, collaborative, and research-driven.
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