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Executive Summary 

The European Studies Section (ESS) of ACRL was formed in 2017 by a merger of the 
Western European Studies Section (WESS) and the Section for Eastern European 
Studies (SEES). In fall 2018, the ESS Research and Planning Committee was charged 
with conducting a membership survey with the goal of learning more about who 
the members of the new section are and what they would like to get out of their ESS 
membership. 
 
A survey was distributed to ESS members in late fall 2018 and responses were 
analyzed by committee members. Survey responses confirmed some general 
expectations regarding the composition of the section based on its history, such as 
a high rate of affiliation with academic institutions, but also unearthed areas for 
growth and development, such as virtual communication platforms and 
programming to supplement conference events. Member responses also indicated 
interest in emergent areas of librarianship and a wide range of geographic areas 
and languages within and beyond Europe. 
 
In 2011, WESS members were surveyed about section programs and resources. 
Committee members are not aware of any recent survey of SEES members prior to 
the merger. In the 2011 WESS survey, significant portions of members reported that 
they were not planning to attend either ALA Midwinter or Annual, and 
recommendations from the WESS survey committee included exploring options for 
virtual member engagement and networking and for the development of virtual 
programming. Results from the current survey show that these continue to be 
areas of opportunity for the merged section. 
 
Key Findings 

● Demographics: The survey confirmed the supposition that the majority of 
ESS members work at research-oriented academic institutions. However, it 
also confirmed that not all members fit this profile and that ESS members 
work in a variety of settings, including non-academic research libraries (larger 
public libraries, and special libraries including government libraries and 
museum libraries). 

● Roles and Responsibilities: ESS members are engaged primarily in 
established roles within librarianship as subject specialists working in public 
services roles, with most engaged in collection development activities. It is 
worth noting that a small but significant number of ESS members are 
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engaged in roles outside these areas, including special collections and 
archives, and emergent areas such as digital humanities and scholarly 
publishing. ESS members are more often expected to participate in service 
activities than research as part of their positions. Membership is tilted 
somewhat more toward an interest in Western Europe than Eastern Europe, 
as would be expected given that pre-merger membership of WESS was larger 
than that of SEES. ESS members are not responsible for only European 
collections, but also for adjacent collections with European language 
inflections, such as Portuguese-speaking Africa and Latin America, 
French-speaking parts of Asia, and so on. 

● Needs and Interests: ESS membership is largely motivated by a desire for 
networking, skill development, and programming.  

● Communication: ESS members appreciate opportunities for in-person 
communication and connection, but they utilize the full range of digital 
means of communication in order to stay up-to-date with the section, with 
the email discussion list being by far the most-utilized and Facebook being 
the least-utilized method. While respondents are for the most part satisfied 
with the frequency of communications they receive from ESS, the 
overwhelming dominance of the email list as members’ chosen (or perhaps 
default) means of connecting with ESS may indicate that the question 
regarding “frequency of communication” should be interpreted as indicating 
members’ satisfaction with the amount of email coming to their inboxes 
from the discussion list. Finally, networking is very important to the section’s 
members, and by extension it can be inferred that communication across the 
full breadth of the ESS member body is of significant value to members. 

● Partnerships: Only around a quarter of survey participants offered specific 
suggestions of groups for ESS to partner with, but within these responses, 
the Association for Slavic, East European & Eurasian Studies; the German 
Studies Association; the Modern Language Association; the Seminar on the 
Acquisition of Latin American Library Materials; and the American Historical 
Association emerged as potential ESS collaborators of primary interest to our 
members. Respondents also indicated the value of renewing or forging 
partnerships with other sections of ACRL and ALA, and with 
language-teaching associations. 
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Survey Methodology  

The survey consisted of 20 questions: 16 multiple choice or quantitative questions 
and 4 open-ended questions. Several of the multiple choice questions included an 
option to add comments which was heavily utilized by respondents. The questions 
were written by committee members and reviewed by the ESS executive board. An 
invitation to complete the survey was sent to the ESS discussion list 
(ess-l@lists.ala.org) and was also emailed directly to ESS members in order to reach 
members who are not subscribed to the list or do not monitor it regularly. A follow 
up invitation was sent to the discussion list a week later. The survey was open for 2 
work weeks (Dec. 3-14, 2018). Of the approximately 540 potential respondents, 188 
completed the survey, a response rate of 35%. Because subscriptions to the 
discussion list are not limited to members, a few individuals who are not currently 
ESS members completed the survey. The response rate for a survey of WESS 
members conducted in 2011 was 43.5%. Responses to free text questions were 
categorized by committee members for analysis. The survey instrument and 
Qualtrics data report are included in the appendix to this report. 

 
Survey Results 
Demographics 

Employment 
The overwhelming majority of respondents are employed full-time (89%). Fewer 
than 5% each indicated that they were retired, employed part-time, students, or 
unemployed. Of those employed (n=174), the majority work at an institution of 
higher education (78%), and the majority of those at a graduate degree-granting 
college or university (68% of employed respondents). Other types of employers 
include special libraries, public libraries, library service vendors, scholarly societies, 
publishers, software companies, consortia, and self-employed. 15 respondents (1% 
of employed respondents) work at a non-academic library (larger public libraries, 
and special libraries including government libraries and museum libraries). 
 
To determine how representative of overall section membership the respondents 
are, the survey data can be compared with data from the ESS membership roster. 
Of those members who reported being employed and selected a type of employer 
in their membership application, 85% worked at an academic institution. This 
compares favorably with the survey data; however, 61% of ESS members are listed 
with an employment category of “other,” despite many other options including 
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government, school, and special libraries and other types of organizations, 
suggesting that the membership data from ACRL is incomplete. 
 
Engagement 
Of the 160 members who answered the survey question about their length of 
membership in ESS, WESS, or SEES, the greatest number (44%) reported between 1 
and 5 years of membership. The remainder were nearly evenly split between 6-10, 
11-15, 16-20, and 20+ years, indicating that the survey represents a range of new 
and long-term members. 
 
The number of years of total ACRL membership from ESS member data reveals a 
similar spread, with 43% belonging 5 or fewer years. The survey sample appears to 
be representative of section membership in this respect. 
 
More than one-third of survey respondents (36%, n=67) reported having served on 
a committee or as a board member for ESS, WESS, or SEES. Although we do not 
have data from ACRL to compare, we suspect that members who have been more 
engaged were more likely to complete the survey. The majority of service, 
unsurprisingly, was on section committees. 
 
Roles and Responsibilities 

Roles 
The majority of respondents serve as subject specialists (n=100, 62%) and, as 
expected, have a significant roles in collection development (n=94, 58%) and 
research/reference services (n=86, 52%). Instruction (n=72, 45%) and 
cataloging/technical services (n=35, 22%) responsibilities are also notable, 
illustrating the varied and coupled areas of expertise of the ESS membership body. 
While most ESS members have these traditional library roles nearly 9% of 
respondents indicated they serve as functional specialists, which suggests members 
may have hybrid roles supporting digital humanities and/or scholarly 
communication, or they are involved in ESS due to previous or potential roles with 
European subject or language responsibilities. Free-text responses demonstrate 
several members come from archival and special collections roles, and a few work 
in access services such as interlibrary loan.  
 
Collection Development Responsibilities 
Participants were asked about format types for collection development 
responsibilities, and 31 members responded. Print resources were the most 
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collected (n=30, 97%), followed by electronic (n=26, 84%) and audio/video (n=19, 
61%). The least collected formats are microformats (n=11, 35%) and special 
collections (n=10, 32%).  
 
Survey participants were then asked to share their geographic areas of expertise 
and interest related to their positions, and 170 answered via free-text response. 
While the question asked about geographic areas, many respondents indicated 
specific languages or related answers (“Slavic,” “German-speaking countries,” 
“Romance Languages”). In order to normalize and quantify responses, free-text 
answers were aggregated into UN regional codes. As expected, most ESS 
respondents indicated interest or expertise in Western Europe (56%) and Eastern 
Europe (41%), followed by Southern Europe (39%) and Northern Europe (29%). It is 
worth noting that many members are responsible for geographic areas outside of 
Europe, including several regions in Africa, Latin America, and Asia, where European 
languages may be spoken. 
 
Research & Service Requirements  
The survey asked participants about research and service requirements for their 
positions, and 39 participants responded. In terms of research, 59% (n=23) are not 
expected and 41% (n=16) are expected to participate in research activities. 
Regarding service expectations, 72% (n=28) are required to participate and 28% 
(n=11) are not.  
 
Needs and Interests 

In terms of their motivations to belong to ESS, the greatest number of respondents 
(n=117, 72%) were interested in networking. Skill building (48%), in-person 
programming (41%), and virtual programming (35%), were indicated as other areas 
of sizeable interest. Leadership development was the motivation with the least 
amount of interest (19%). Of those respondents who indicated “other” motivations 
(30%), the majority could be classified as professional development (52%). 
 
A few additional needs and concerns were raised in a general feedback question at 
the end of the survey. One respondent indicated that ALA membership is too 
expensive and that more benefit is derived from ACRL membership. Another 
respondent suggested that ESS needs to develop a hybrid approach in order to 
attract new members and remain viable. While ESS membership does not require 
additional dues like some other ACRL sections, the ability to afford ALA 
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membership and conference attendance may present a barrier to membership and 
involvement. 
 
Communication 

The survey included three questions addressing the issue of “communication” 
directly, along with several others with potential implications for ESS’s 
communications practices. The core communication questions asked members 
about their preferences regarding the means, frequency, and content of general 
ESS communications. These questions all garnered a high rate of response from 
survey-takers (approximately 86%). 
  
The ESS email discussion list, the newsletters, and the still-active SEES and WESS 
websites are all used in significant numbers (above 20%) by respondents for the 
purpose of staying up-to-date with the section. The email list is by far the 
most-utilized method for keeping up with ESS (used by 96% of respondents), and 
Facebook the least-utilized method (at 10%). Nearly three-quarters of respondents 
feel that the frequency with which they hear from ESS is “just right”; around 23% 
consider the frequency of communication from ESS insufficient; and a statistically 
insignificant number (only two respondents) feel that they hear from ESS “too 
often.”  
 
With respect to the topical nature of the content which members would like to hear 
from ESS about, “professional development opportunities,” “conferences,” and 
“collection development” topped the list of subjects. All of the suggested topics 
received over 40% of the vote, however, indicating moderately high levels of 
interest in a variety of issues, including calls for papers and presentations, funding 
opportunities, job postings, and book fairs. In the free text responses, the 
additional suggestions for topics clustered around two general categories: 1) 
“implementable” information relevant to European Studies librarianship (such as 
tips from colleagues, favorite resources pertaining to ES, new ideas for handling 
shared challenges); and 2) ESS organizational/ESS member/peer institution news 
(such as ESS member activities; information on the current activities of the ESS 
Executive Committee; and news from libraries in Europe and from U.S. libraries 
with European collections). 
  
A few other survey results have implications for ESS’s communications practices. In 
response to the question “What motivates you to belong to this section?” 
approximately 72% of respondents selected “networking,” indicating the primary 
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importance of professional communication and connection to their ESS 
membership. Additionally, 73% of respondents prefer that ESS programming be 
offered in a mixture of in-person and virtual formats, with many fewer members 
expressing a preference for either purely in-person or purely virtual programming 
(15% and 12%, respectively). 
  
Partnerships 

The question “What other professional associations or groups should ESS partner 
with?” received 43 free-text responses, an approximately 23% response rate. These 
responses were diverse, and reflect the range of geographic, linguistic, historical, 
and other specialization also demonstrated by the results for the previous question 
(“What other professional associations or groups do you belong to?”). Specific 
associations that were suggested in the highest numbers include the Association 
for Slavic, East European & Eurasian Studies (~19% of respondents); the German 
Studies Association (~14%); the Modern Language Association (also ~14%); the 
Seminar on the Acquisition of Latin American Library Materials (~12%), and the 
American Historical Association (~12%). A few different “European Studies” or 
“European Union Studies” organizations also collectively received around 10% of 
the vote. Multiple respondents also suggested that ESS partner with language 
teaching associations. Additionally, multiple respondents suggested enhancing or 
initiating ESS collaborations with fellow ACRL and ALA sections (for the latter, RBMS 
and the History Section were specifically mentioned, and for the former, 
suggestions included DSS, RUSA, EMIERT, and MAGIRT). 
  

Recommendations 

While members did not express a desire for more overall communication ‘from’ 
ESS, avenues of member-initiated connection are likely desirable, given that 
“networking” ranks as the top interest motivating members to be a part of the 
section. Considering, as well, the general preference for a mixture of virtual and 
in-person program formats, and the financial burdens mentioned by some 
members in the survey results, ESS should continue to develop its digital member 
resources and means of communication. The creation of a fully featured, up-to-date 
website, with online forums and tools for direct experience-, news-, and 
resource-sharing among members, can be an effective means to complement 
in-person networking and communication, as these are capable of fostering a sense 
of professional community and connection when in-person communication is not 
feasible. 
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After networking, the most desired membership benefits are skill development and 
programming. In addition to developing programs for an audience of academic 
subject specialists interested in European languages, culture, and history, the core 
of ESS membership, the section should look to the emergent areas of librarianship 
such as digital humanities and scholarly publishing. Outside of the core 
membership, there is substantial diversity in ESS membership. Functional 
specialists, special collections librarians, librarians working in non-academic 
institutions, and non-librarians may bring unique expertise and knowledge that 
could be leveraged to develop programs. The mix of new and long-time members in 
the section indicates that there are experts among the membership who could be 
called upon to present and teach. In addition, members have suggested several 
related organizations that could be approached as partners to expand 
programming, especially virtual programming.  
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Appendices 

A. Data Gathering Instrument 
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B. Survey Data Report
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C. Additional Data Reports 

These graphs were created from free-text responses, which the committee 

members normalized and aggregated. 

Q5: What are your geographic areas of expertise or interest? (enter n/a if none) 
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Q8: How long have you been a member of ESS, WESS, or SEES? Indicate the 

approximate number of years. - Number of years 
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Q9: Have you been a member of a committee for ESS, WESS, or SEES? 
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Q12: What other professional associations or groups do you belong to? ESS is a 

section of the Association of College & Research Libraries (ACRL), which is a division 

of the American Library Association (ALA). - Other (please list) - Text 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

[End of Report] 
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