Factors Affecting University
Library Website Design
Existing studies have extensively explored factors that affect
users’ intentions to use university library website resources
(ULWR); yet little attention has been given to factors affecting university library website design. This paper investigates factors that affect university library website design and
assesses the success of the university library website from
both designers’ and users’ perspectives.
The findings show that when planning a website, university web designers consider university guidelines, review
other websites, and consult with experts and other divisions within the library; however, resources and training
for the design process are lacking. While website designers
assess their websites as highly successful, user evaluations
are somewhat lower. Accordingly, use is low, and users rely
heavily on commercial websites. Suggestions for enhancing
the usage of ULWR are provided.

F

rom a utilitarian perspective, a website evaluation is
based on users’ assessments of the website’s instrumental benefits.1 If a website helps users complete
their tasks, they are likely to use the website. Following
this line of reasoning, dominant research has reported
that users are most likely to use university library website
resources (ULWR) when they can help with user tasks.2
Although we know now that the utilitarian perspective
should be applied to web design, not clear is the extent to
which web designers consider users’ needs and, likewise,
the extent to which users consider ULWR to be successful in terms of meeting their needs. Also not clear are
what factors other than user needs influence university
library website design. This is not a trivial issue because
university libraries have invested a massive number of
resources into providing web services and need to justify
their investments to stakeholders (such as the university)
by demonstrating their ability to meet users’ needs.3 Also
important is the identification of these factors because
web design and website performance are closely correlated.4 As a consequence, investigating factors that
influence successful university library website design and
providing managerial guidance is a timely pursuit. Later,
the objectives of this paper are twofold:
1. What factors influence university library website
design?
2. To what extent do website designers and users consider the university library website to be successful?
To explore these research questions, this study identifies factors influencing university library website design
that have been reported in existing literature. These

Yong-Mi Kim
factors include usability testing and institutional forces.5
Because website design studies are sparse, this study
examines the success of technology utilization studies
to further identify factors that are pertinent to website
design in order to provide a comprehensive view of web
design success factors.
A review of literature related to university library
website design will be offered in the next section. The
research methods, which discuss the data collection strategies and the measurements used in the current study,
will be followed by the literature review. The findings of
the study will later be reported and discussed after the
research methods section. The paper will then conclude
with an overview of the implications the findings have for
academia and managers.

■■ Literature Review
This section offers an overview of the existing website
design literature and relevant success factors. These factors include institutional forces, supervisors’ technical
knowledge and support, input from secondary sources,
and input from users. Because the aforementioned elements are identified as independent variables, this study
also adopts them as such. Following existing studies,
website success factors are identified from the utilitarian
perspective.6 The dependent variables are (1) the extent to
which website designers meet users’ needs, (2) the extent
to which users perceive ULWR to be useful, and (3) their
actual usage. In this manner, the evaluation of success is
measured from different perspectives. This discussion of
the independent and the dependent variables appears in
the conceptual model, figure 1.

Institutional Forces
Institutional forces refer to as organizations following other
organizations practices to secure efficiency and legitimacy.
Existing studies have identified three institutional forces:
coercive, mimetic, and normative.7 Coercive force takes
place when an organization pressures others to adopt a certain practice. It is higher when an organization is a subset
of another organization. In this research context, the university could be an agent of coercive force. Mimetic force
refers to organizations following other organizations’ practices, and it is especially common for organizations within
the same industry group.8 Because organizations within
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Although it is a critical factor for website success, there
is little evidence that website designers receive strong
support from their supervisors. Research shows that
supervisors’ lack of knowledge about websites inhibits
user-centered website design.17 A respondent from Chen
et al.’s study reports, “It’s really a pain trying to connect
with our administration on the topic of Web design and
usability, because even definitions are completely out
the window” and “the dean and the associate directors
know little about the need for usability and view it as a
last minute check-off, so they can say that the Web site is
tested and usable.”18 Lack of supervisor support inhibits
website usability.19

Input from Secondary Sources

Figure 1. Conceptual Model for Website Design Success

the same industry face similar problems or issues, mimetic
decisions can reduce uncertainty and secure legitimacy.9 In
this context, website designers may analyze and emulate
other universities’ websites to claim that their websites are
congruent with successful websites, thereby justifying their
managerial practices. Normative force is associated with
professionalism.10 Normative force occurs when the norms
(e.g., equity, democracy, etc.) of the professional community are integrated into organizational decision-making.
In a library setting, website designers may follow a set of
value systems or go to conferences to discover ways to better deliver services.
There is evidence that website designers follow other
organizations.11 This phenomenon is known as isomorphism. The appearance and the structure of websites
show isomorphic patterns when an organization follows
examples of other organizations’ websites or conforms to
institutional pressures.12 Another study reports coercive
forces in the design of university library websites; the
parent institution exercises power over library website
design by providing guidelines, and later, the design is
not independent.13

Supervisors’ Technical Knowledge and Support
Literature on supervisors’ knowledge of and support
for technology has long been recognized as one of the
most important technology success factors.14 If supervisors are knowledgeable about technology, they are
likely to support and provide resources for training.15
Supervisors’ technical knowledge also serves as a signal
for the importance of the utilization of technology within
the organization; consequently, employees actively look
for ways to utilize technology and vigorously adopt
technology.16

Website designers typically aggregate information from
secondary sources rather than from users. Identified
secondary sources are consultations with experts, other
divisions within the library, webmasters, web committees, and focus groups.20 The most widely used method
is consultation with experts.21 Experts uncover technical flaws and any obvious usability problems with a
design,22 facilitate focus groups,23 and create new information architecture.24 Because they are experts, however,
their ways of thinking may not be the same as users.’25
Research shows that 43 percent of the problems found by
expert evaluators were actually false alarms and that 21
percent of users’ problems were missed by those evaluators. If this analysis is true, expert evaluators tend to
miss and incorrectly identify more problems than they
correctly identify;26 consequently, expert testing should
not substitute for user testing.27 Another problem with
secondary sources is that web committees “are ignorant
about integrating design with usability and focus on their
own agenda.”28 Nonetheless, because of the lack of available resources to conduct more rigorous usability tests
and the difficulty of collecting information directly from
users, secondary sources such as expert evaluations are
commonly used.29

Input from Users
User input provides a great advantage for directly finding out users’ needs and integrating a user-centered
design during the development stage.30 Often, information from secondary sources makes assumptions about
users’ needs.31 To discover users’ genuine needs, designers can conduct a regular user survey and/or seek out
users’ input.32 By surveying users’ needs, one can overcome criticism such as, “most websites are created with
assumptions of more expert knowledge than the users
may actually possess,” and can address users’ needs
more effectively.33 Discovering users’ needs goes beyond
usability testing because information obtained directly
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from users will reveal what users want and what should
be done to meet their needs, thereby enhancing ULWR
usage. However, research shows that this aspect is not
actively integrated into web design due to the lack of support from supervisors.34

Website Success
Success can be measured according to the website’s
purpose: to what extent does the website meet users’
needs? In the university library website context, following a utilitarian perspective, researchers measured the
success by the degree of ULWR integrated into users’
tasks and users’ frequent visits to the website.35 These
two measurements, when combined with the designers’
perceptions of success, will allow one to measure the
users’ and designers’ perspectives of website success.
By measuring from these two sides, if there is a discrepancy between the two success outcomes, it will prompt
designers to adjust their viewpoints to align their success measures with users.

■■ Research Methods
This section discusses the sampling strategies and the
measurements for the independent and the dependent
variables. Because one of the contributions of this
study is to compare users’ and designers’ perceptions
of website success, the samples are drawn from two
groups: one is from university library website designers
and the other one is from university library users. For
the designer side, it is directly collected from university library website designers; later, libraries without
website designers within the library are excluded. The
designer sample is identified from the publicly available Yahoo academic library list (http://dir.yahoo.com/
reference/libraries). The list contains 448 academic
libraries, including those outside the United States. The
research assistant made a phone call to the libraries that
reside in the United States and verified the existence of
website designers within the library, which included 86
academic libraries. If a library had a website designer,
the research assistant contacted the person and invited
him or her to participate in the study. Because of difficulties contacting website designers, the research assistant
was able to collect 16 responses between May 2009 and
February 2010. Once the graduate assistant identified
the unreachable designers, the researcher e-mailed those
designers between January and April of 2010 and added
30 more responses to the dataset, which resulted in a
total of 46 responses (a 54 percent response rate). For
the user side, a survey questionnaire was sent to faculty,
doctoral, master’s, and undergraduate students between

March and May 2009. A total of 315 responses were collected (139 males and 176 female; 148 undergraduates,
101 master’s, and 66 doctoral/faculty; Business 152,
Human relations 51, Psychology 43, Engineering 41,
Education 20, Other 8). Because detailed discussion of
the user side of this sample appears elsewhere,36 it will
not be repeated here to avoid redundancy.
Because sparse research has been done in this area, the
questionnaire and its measurements were created based
on literature relating to the successful deployment of
technology, but they were modified to fit into the website
design context. Because of this modification, the finalized
instrument was pretested and pilot tested before use in
this study.37
The institutional forces are measured in three categories: coercive isomorphism (i.e., following the university
guidelines regarding website creation), mimetic isomorphism (i.e., investigating other university websites
and investigating commercial websites), and normative
isomorphism (i.e., attending conferences). Following
existing studies, supervisors’ knowledge and support
are assessed by the web designer in two areas: the extent
to which a supervisor is knowledgeable about technology and aware of the importance of technology. The
supervisor’s support for the website is measured by
asking web designers about the extent to which their
supervisors allocated resources and offered training.
Input from secondary sources is measured by asking the
extent to which website designers consult sources such
as experts, other divisions, webmasters, and web committees. Input from users is measured by the extent to
which web designers collect information from website
users. Finally website successes are measured by two
categories: assessments made by the web designers and
the website users themselves. The finalized measurements and the sources appear in table 1.

■■ Report of Findings
This section reports the empirical findings of each category discussed in the previous section. Figure 2 shows
institutional forces that influence university library website design. The first category is coercive force, the second
category is mimetic forces, and the third category is
normative force. It is clear that the majority of university library web designers (75 percent) comply with the
guidelines given by the university, which is a measurement of coercive force; and also designers investigate
other universities’ websites (75 percent) and commercial
websites (59 percent), which is a measurement of mimetic
forces; however, designers don’t appear to actively attend
conferences that influence website design, which is a measurement of normative force.
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Table 1. Instrument

Construct

Operationalization

Source

Institutional forces

Following university guidelines regarding website creations
Investigating other university websites
Investigating commercial websites
Attending conferences

11, 12, 15

Supervisor’s
technical knowledge
and support

Supervisor’s knowledge about technology
Supervisor’s evaluation of the importance of technology
Supervisor’s evaluation of the importance of website utilization
Availability of website tools
Availability of budgeting
Availability of technical training
Availability of website creation training

17, 22

Input from secondary Consulting with
sources
Consulting with
Consulting with
Consulting with
Consulting with

experts
other divisions within the library
webmasters
website committee
focus group

10, 25–26

Input from users

Conducting user survey
Utilizing users’ inputs

10

Website success
measures from web
designer

We meet users’ needs
We provide better services via the website
We satisfy users’ needs
We provide quality services
Our library is overall successful

1, 2

Website success
measures from
website users

It lets me finish my project more quickly
It helps improve my productivity
It helps enhance the quality of my project
The extent to which users integrate website library resources into users’ tasks*
Frequency of users’ visits to university library website**

3, 41, 43

All items are measured with a Likert scale: 1 not really; 2: somewhat; and 3: greatly.
* measured by percentage
**measured by frequency

The second group of factors that affects website design
is supervisors’ knowledge about technology and support for the utilization of technology (see figure 3). Web
designers have a somewhat mixed perception about their
supervisors’ technical knowledge. More specifically, 37
percent of respondents responded that their supervisors
do not have good knowledge about technology; 23 percent
responded that their supervisors were somewhat knowledgeable about technology; and 40 percent responded that
their supervisors have good knowledge about technology; thus, web designers have mixed evaluations about
supervisors’ technical knowledge. Web designers reported
that their supervisors’ perceptions of the importance of
technology and websites are higher than their technical knowledge. Approximately 60 percent of designers
responded that their supervisors emphasize the importance of technology and websites, and the remaining
respondents answered that their supervisors are somewhat
aware of the importance or do not value it at all.

Figure 2. Institutional Forces
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Figure 3. Supervisor’s Knowledge about Technology

Figure 5. Input from Secondary Sources

Figure 4. Supervisor’s Support

Figure 6. Input from Users

Figure 4 shows the extent to which supervisors support web designers. Fifty-five percent of respondents
reported that they have good web creation tools; 44 percent responded that they have enough budget for website
creation, and almost a similar rate of respondents (39 percent) reported that they do not have adequate budgets for
website creation. The last two questions concerning training show somewhat different results from the findings
of the first two questions. The majority of web designers
do not get technology-related or website creation-related
training. Less than one-third of respondents reported that
they receive enough technology-related and web creationrelated training.
The findings of the use of secondary sources show
in figure 5 that web designers actively leverage such
information sources for web design. By category, over 80

percent of respondents reported that they consult with
web experts; over 70 percent responded that they integrate input from other divisions; and around 70 percent
consult with webmasters. The utilization of secondary
information sources for website creation is very high
except for focus groups. The most widely used technique
in this category is expert consultations followed by consultations with other divisions within the library. Web
designers also consider input from webmasters and web
committees.
Figure 6 shows the extent to which website designers apply input directly derived from web users. Around
half of respondents reported that they obtain information
from user surveys, and around 70 percent responded that
they consider users’ input collected via comments, feedback, and complaints.
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Figure 7. Website Success Evaluated by Design

■■ Website Success
Website success is evaluated from two sides: designer
opinion and user opinion. Overall, designers evaluated
their websites to be highly successful. They believe that
they meet users’ needs, provide better services via the
web, satisfy users’ needs, and provide quality services.
Later, their evaluation of their website is extremely positive, as reported in figure 7.
Figure 8 shows users’ perceptions of the usefulness of
ULWR. Users generally agree that ULWR are useful for their
academic projects. More specifically, 55 percent responded
that they are able to finish their tasks quickly because of
the resources; 65 percent reported that they could increase
their productivity; and 67 percent responded that they
enhanced project quality thanks to the resources. On the
other hand, a significant portion of respondents (more than
30 percent) do not think or have no opinions that ULWR
are useful for their academic tasks.
Figure 9 investigates how often users visit university
library websites. Approximately 30 percent reported
that they never visited or rarely visited the university
library website. Thirty-two percent made a visit to the
website a couple of times a month, and approximately
40 percent visited the library website a couple of times
a week or daily.
Figure 10 examines the users’ utilization of ULWR
versus commercial website resources. The responses from
315 users show that they utilize commercial websites
more than ULWR. Specifically, 46 percent of respondents
reported that they use less than 20 percent of ULWR and
only 8 percent utilize ULWR more than 80 percent. In
contrast, 14 percent utilize less than 20 percent of commercial website resources, and 22 percent utilize more
than 80 percent of commercial website resources. The

Figure 8. Users’ Perceptions of Website Usefulness

majority of users rely on commercial web resources for
their academic tasks.

■■ Discussion
Based on the study’s findings, this discussion will first
cover the most influential factors first followed by the
least influential elements in designing a university library
website. First, the most influential factors for website
designers are expert opinions and consultations with other
divisions within the library. These may be the most important factors because relying on experts allows designers to
discover users’ needs while saving costs. Web designers
also consider input from webmasters and web committees.
Coercive and mimetic forces are also highly significant
factors affecting web designers. The university library is
a subset of the university, and thus, designers may need
to align themselves with university policy. Also, designers
can claim legitimacy by imitating other successful university websites, thereby securing necessary resources and
support for website creation; however, web designers are
much less likely to imitate commercial websites. This finding is consistent with existing reports that organizations
imitate other successful organizations’ managerial practices that are within the same industry category.38
The least influential website creation factors are supervisors’ knowledge, which in turn impacts low budget
allocations, and web designers’ technical training. This finding is consistent with successful technology deployment
literature that shows supervisors’ technical knowledge is
highly correlated with budget allocations.39 The lack of
training for web designers does not appear to be improved
since the last study, which was conducted in 2001;40 library
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Figure 9. Frequency of Visits to University Library Websites

Figure 10. University Library vs. Commercial Website

web designers are usually self-taught rather than formally
trained.41 One promising finding, though, is that despite
the relatively low technical knowledge held by supervisors, the respondents tend to rank highly when it comes to
their perceptions of the importance of technology.
Compared with other institutional forces, normative
force is relatively low. This kind of institutional force is
higher at the early stage of technology adoption. In other
words, the majority of universities have already launched
their websites and have established rules and policies, so
libraries are already past this stage. Also, input from user
surveys is relatively low. This may be because it is very
costly, and they have other sources to turn to such as other
universities’ successful websites.
Website success evaluations by web designers and
users show discrepancies. Overall, web designers evaluate their websites to be highly successful, while user
ratings offer a different picture. This incongruity is a red
flag in terms of ULWR usage. The majority of users report
that they turn to commercial websites more than ULWR,
and one-third never or rarely visit the university website.
The disparity of the success between web designers and
users may be attributed to the sources of information
that website designers rely on. More specifically, existing
studies report that input from experts and website committees is incongruent with what users really want, while
feedback from focus groups can assist in understanding
users’ needs.42

From a utilitarian perspective, web designers primarily
need to consider the ability of the website to meet users’
needs. Usefulness again needs to be evaluated by users.
According to user assessments ULWR are somewhat
satisfactory but not strong enough to rely heavily on
for academic projects. It is an alarming fact that users
use commercial website resources at a much higher rate
than ULWR. This is somewhat disturbing given that web
designers strive to provide good services to users, and
libraries have invested massive resources into providing
online services.
This study has implications for academia and practitioners. For academia, there has been sparse research on
web design studies from a designer standpoint. It may
be because of difficulties in collecting data directly from
website designers. From this line of research, this study
enhances the understanding of what factors influence
university web design. Although university websites
may be deemed successful, information managers should
discover why the majority of users turn to commercial
websites for their academic projects. Without addressing
this problem, the existence of library websites may be
compromised. Although there is evidence that libraries
consider user input, it may not accurately represent all
user populations because only extremely satisfied or
extremely dissatisfied users tend to provide feedback;43
consequently, a regular survey may facilitate the utilization of ULWR. Finally, supervisors’ technical knowledge
is found to be low. This problem may be alleviated as
time goes on because new generations are more aware
of the importance of technology. In the meantime, web
designers are encouraged to actively communicate with
supervisors about the value of the utilization of technology and seek more financial support.
This study’s data have some limitations. Although the

■■ Conclusions
This study investigates the factors that website designers consider when designing university library websites.
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author tried to increase responses using various means,
the number of responses does not allow one to use a
sophisticated analytical technique such as regression. This
study includes academic libraries with a web designer
within the library; as a consequence, libraries without
a web designer are not included. It is recommended to
collect data from both groups and compare those with a
designer (resource rich) and without a designer (resource
poor), and discover underlying patterns of the factors
impacting website designs and offer implications for academia and managers.
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