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Abstract
The paper presents the theory underlying the new LibQUAL+® Triads
protocol. LibQUAL+?® Triads is the third protocol option within the
LibQUAL+® guite (i.e., LibQUAL+® Long, LibQUAL+® Lite, and
LibQUAL+® Triads). In addition to providing an inherently more
granular examination of performance with respect to primary user
service quality desires, LibQUAL+® Triads also builds in an
innovative procedure for computing intraindividual score
reliability coefficients (McCollum & Thompson, 1980) to aid in
gscreening out user responses that are not trustworthy. The present
paper also explains the manner in which these intraindividual
score reliability coefficients are derived within the LibQUAL+®
Triads protocol, so that Ilibrary service gquality improvement

decisions will be based only on meaningful scores.
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Thompson (2007) described the origins of the LibQUAL+®
protocol. The development of the protoceol, and evidence for the
integrity of LibQUAL+® sgcores, have both been quite extensively
documented in the refereed journal literature (cf. Cook, Heath &
B. Thompson, 2001, 2002; Coock & Thompson, 2001; Heath, Cook,
Kyrillidou & Thompson, 2002; Thompson & Cook, 2002; Thompson, Cook
& Heath, 2001, 2003; Thompson, Cook & Kyrillidou, 2005; Thompsorn,
Cook & R.L. Thompson, 2002) and elsewhere (Cook, 2002). The
development of the LibQUAL+® Lite protocol is also well documented
(Cook, Thompson & Kyrillidou, 2010; Kyrillidou, Cock & Thompson,
2010; Thompson, Kyrillidou & Cook, 200%a, 2009, 2010a, 2010b),
and especially is one dissertation {(Kyrillidou, 2009}.

Ags noted in these publications, an important consideration in
selecting the final 22 LibQUAL+® core items from the much larger
initial item pool was whether or nor the items were very highly
rated as "desgired" by the vast preponderance of library users.
After all, why wcould librarians care how well they were doing at
providing services in areas not highiy valued by their users?

However, librariang tend to be aware of the general needs of
their customers, and do tend to focus their energies on highly
valued outcomes. This means that as an empirical matter, as
reflected in a dozen of so years of LibQUAL+® data from around the
world, libraries often perform very well across the service
criteria that are the most highly valued by library users.

The key paradox of library service quality

assessment is that we want to focus our assessment
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efforts on the service quality criteria that are
most highly desired by users, and yet the process
of measuring primarily highly-desired behaviors 1in
and of itself inherently creates challenges to
differentiating user perceptions of what libraries
are most and least successfully doing.

Purpose of the Present Paper

The purpose of this paper is to present the theory underlying
the new LibQUAL+® Triads protocol. LibQUAL+® Triads is the third
protocol option within the LibQUAL+® suite (i.e., LibQUAL+® Long,
LibQUAL+® Lite, and LibQUAL+® Triads) .

In addition to providing an inherently morxe Jgranular
examination of performance with respect to primary user service
quality desires, LibQUAL+® Triads also builds in an innovative
procedure for computing intraindividual ggore reliability
coefficients to aid in screening out user responses that are not
trustworthy. The present paper also explains the manner in which
these intraindividual score reliability coefficients are derived
within the LibQUAL+® Triads protocol.

LibQUAL+® Long and LibQUAL+® Lite do incorporate some methods
for excluding untrustworthy data from users. First, in Long and
Lite users' data are excluded if users rate higher an item on
minimally-acceptable service quality level than they rate the same
item on desired service quality level. Such inherently illogical
"inversions® reflect casual or careless, and thus untrustworthy,

regsponding. Second, data from given users are excluded when users
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gselect an unacceptable number of "not applicable" responses,
because such users apparently have insufficient knowledge about
library services to be able to offer informed opinions. The
LibQUAL+® Triads protocol offers yet another way to evaluate the
trustworthiness of a given library's service gquality aata, so that
service quality improvement decisions will be based only on
meaningful scores.

"Ipsative" or Forced-Choice Response Formats

Cattell {1944) presented a measurement paradigm that
distinguishes between what he called "normative" and "ipsative™
meagures. Normative measurement collects data in such a way that

responses to one item do not mechanically constrain responses to

the remaining items. For example, an item that is normative in its
measurement features might ask,
Please rate on a 1 (worst) to 9 (best) scale how well
library employees instill confidence in users.
Another normative item might ask,
Please rate on a 1 (worst} to 9 (best) scale how well
the library provides space that Iinspires study and
learning.
The response to the first item does not in any way mechanically
constrain the response to the second item. LibQUAL+® Long and
LibQUAL+® Lite are both normative measgures.
As Thompson (2008) explained, "Ipsative measurement collects
data such that responses to a given item constrain choices on

other items. Items of thig sort have forced-choice features, such



LibQUAL+® Triads -6-

as requirementg to rank order choices or to allocate a fixed

number of points across a set of items" (p. 21). An example of

ipsative measurement might be:
Please allocate exactly 10 points across the following
three items that reflect how important these three
elements of library sexvice quality ("0" = not
important at all) are to you: (a) employees who deal
with users in a caring fashion; (b) a library web site
enabling me to locate information on my own; (c)
community space for group learning and group study.

Some potential disadvantages to ipsative measurement seem
obvious. Two potential disadvantages of ipsative measurement are
that {(a) "[ilpsative data collection tends to make responding more
complex, because specific response rules must be followed exactly"
and (b) "[rlespondents may resent restrictions that have no
obvious basis" (Thompson, 2008, p. 23).

However, ipsative wmeagurement may be very appealing in
measurement contexts in which forced-choices wmost accurately
reflect the real-world ecology. For example, Milton Rokeach (1973}
studied human values (e.g., beauty, wisdom, justice), and asking
respondents to normatively rate values on a 1-to-5 scale would
doubtless result in virtually all respondents rating virtually all
choiceg *5." Furthermore, in the zreal world people must
selectively make difficult choices about which values to pursue,
because pursuit of all values equally is simply not realistic.

We prefer measurement methods to honor the ecology
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in the real-world where the measured decisions are
made. Forced-cholice measurement has appeal when the
real-world ecology is itself a forced-choice world.
Thus, Rokeach (1973) employed ipsative measurement in his studies
of people's values.

LibQUAL+® Triads

The LibQUAL+® Triads protocol can be implemented to obtain
library users' granular ratings of criteria for either desired or
perceived library service quality. The protocel yields data on six
LibQUAL+® core items, here labelled "A" through "Fr. The six core
items are presented in all possible combinations of item triads
{(i.e., three items at a time).

On the Triads perception protocol survey respondents are
asked for each of the triads,

At which one of the following 3 things is your library doing

BEST? And at which one of the following 3 things is vyour

library doing WORST?

Table 1 presents the 20 possible item triads for six items.

INSERT TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE

The item triads were randomized in such a manner that
apparent redundancy in the triads was obscured. Furthermore, item
locations within triads were randomized such that (a) a given item
appeared in a given triad location (i.e., first, second, or third)

approximately an equal number of times, and (b) a given item did
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not appear third in one triad and then first in the immediate
subsequent triad. Table 2 presents the final orders of the triads

and the items within triads.

INSERT TABLE 2 ABOUT HERE

For each of the 6 items, for each person how many first,
second, and third place votes each item received i1s computed. Also
computed for each person are the mean rankings of each item.

Intraindividual Reliability Computations

Within this system of 20 triads each one of the six items "A"
through "F" is compared to each other item exactly four times. For

example, "A" is compared to "B" in triads 19, 17, 10, and 20:

19 1 A,B,C B,A,C 11,3 2,4 AB
i7 2 A,B,D A,D,B 2 1,6 5,7 AC
10 3 A,B,E B,A,E 32,8 5,9 AD
20 4 A,B,F A,B,F 4 3,8 6,10 AE

This makes it possible for each of the 15 item pairs (e.g., AB,
AC, AD, ...EF) to compute two scores for each person {(e.g., two AB
scores, two AC scores, two AD scores, ...two EF scores).

Each of the two scores in the 15 item pairs will be a 0, a 1,
or a 2. For example, if in both triad #1929 A>B {i.e., "A" is best
while "B" is worst, or "A" is best while "B" is middle, oxr "A" is
middle while "B" is worst) and in triad #10 also A>B, the leftmost
AB score would be a 2. But if in triad #17 A>B, but not in triad

#20, the rightmost AB score would be a 1.
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If the respondent behaves with perfect consistency, the two
scores for a given item pair (e.g., AB, AC, AD, ...EF) would both
be a 2, both be a 1, or both be a 0. Furthermore,'the two scoreg
would match acrogs all 15 item pairs, even though some score pairs
might be 2,2, while others would be 1,1 or 0,0.

Then the Pearson correlation coefficient (see Thompson, 2008)
between the 2 pairs of 15 scores can be computed for each
respondent as a measure of consistency or intraindividual
reliability (see McCollum & Thompson, 1980; Thompson, 2003). Table
3 presents the item pairs used to compute the two pailr scores for

each of the 15 item pairs.

INSERT TABLE 3 ABOUT HERE

Finally, persons whose intraindividual reliability
coefficients indicate that their scores are mnot trustworthy
(perhaps < 0.6 or 0.7} can be omitted from the data. In this
manner librarians will base decisions about improving library

service quality only on trustworthy responses!
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Table 1
20 Triads for the Six Items "A" Through "F"

Score Pairs for

Intraindividual
6 items Reliability
AB AC AD AE AF BC BD BE BF CD CE CF DE DF EF Coefficients
1 4A,B,C 1 1 1 3 11,3 2,4 AB
2 A,B,D 1 1 1 3 21,6 5,7 AC
3 A,B,E 1 1 1 3 32,8 5,9 AD
4 AB,F 1 1 1 3 4 3,8 6,10 AE
5 A,C,D 1 1 1 3 5 4,9 7,10 AF
6 A,C,E 1 1 1 3 61,12 11,13 BC
7 A,C,F 1 i 1 3 7 2,14 11,15 BD
8 A,D,E 1 1 1 3 8 3,14 12,16 BE
9 A,D,F 1 1 1 3 9 4,15 13,16 BF
10 A,E,F 1 1 1 3 10 5,17 11,18 CD
11 B,C,D 1 1 1 3 11 6,17 12,19 CE
12 B,C,E 1 1 i 3 12 7,18 13,19 CF
13 B,C,F 1 1 1 3 13 8,17 14,20 DE
14 B,D,E i1 1 3 14 9,18 15,20 DF
15 B,D,F 1 1 1 3 15 10,19 16,20 EF
16 B,E,F 1 1 1 23 186
17 C,D,E 101 1 3 17
18 C¢,D,F 1 1 1 3 18
19 C,E,F 1 1 1 3 19
20 D,E,F 1 1 1 3 20
Sum 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4
AB AC AD AE AF BC BD BE BF CD CE CF DE DF EF



LibQUAL+® Triads -15-

Table 2
Triad and Item-Within-Triad QOrders

in the Final LibQUAL+® Triads Protocol
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Table 3
15 Pairs of Scores Used to Compute
Intraindividual Reliability Coefficients for the Triad Data

Triad 15 Pairs of Scores
192 1 A,B,C B,A,C 11,3 2,4 AB
17 2 A,B,D A,D,B 2 1,6 5,7 AC
10 3 A,B,E B,AE 3 2,8 5,9 AD
20 4 A,B,F A,B,F 4 3,8 6,10 AE
15 5 A,C,D C,D,A 5 4,9 7,10 AF
13 6 A,C,E C,A,E 6 1,12 11,13 BC
4 7 A,C,F A,F,C 7 2,14 1i,15 BD
2 8 A,D,E E,D,A 8 3,14 12,16 BE
i1 9 A,D,F F,A,D 9 4,15 13,16 BF
18 10 A,E,F F,BE,A 10 5,17 11,18 CD
1 il B,C,D C,D,B 11 6,17 12,18 CE
6 12 B,C,E C,E,B 12 7,18 13,19 CF
¢ 13 B,C,F F,.B,C 13 8,17 14,20 DE
8 14 B,D,E E,B,D 14 9,18 15,20 DF
3 15 B,D, ¥ D,F,B 15 10,19 16,20 EF
14 16 B,E,F B,E,F
5 17 C,D,E D,C,E
7 18 C,D,F D,C,F
12z 18 C,E,F E,C,F
i 20 D,E,F E,F,D



