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Abstract Subjects — 493 students from those two
universities.

Objective — To identify the characteristics of

college students that are related to their
experiences of library anxiety.

Design — Survey, analyzed with multiple
regression.

Setting — Two universities, one in the mid-south
and one in the northeastern United States.

Methods — The students responded to two
questionnaires: the Library Anxiety Scale
developed by Bostick (1992), and a
Demographic Information Form that included
questions about students” gender, age, native
language, academic standing and study habits,
library instruction received, and library use.
Spearman’s rank correlation was used to
identify those demographic characteristics that
were correlated with library anxiety. Multiple
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regression analysis was used to develop a model
for predicting library anxiety.

Main Results — The study found that age, sex,
native language, grade point average,
employment status, frequency of library visits,
and reasons for using the library contributed
significantly to predicting library anxiety.
Library anxiety was highest among young male
students who did not speak English as their
native language, had high levels of academic
achievement, were employed while in school,
and infrequently visited the library. While the
overall regression model was statistically
significant and explained 21% of the variability
in library anxiety, the individual correlations
with library anxiety were generally weak (the
strongest was a -0.21 correlation with frequency
of library visits).

Conclusion — The authors conclude that many
students experience library anxiety, and
recommend that libraries make every effort to
be welcoming. In addition, they recommend that
library instruction should be introduced at the
high school level and, in college, incorporated
into the classes that require library research. In
this setting, library anxiety should be addressed
during the instruction, and classroom teachers
should plan to assist students in the early stages
of their research.

Commentary

While the results from this study continue to be
both interesting and useful to practitioners, its
primary contribution was to further develop the
concept of library anxiety. Work on defining and
measuring library anxiety began with Mellon’s
(1986/2015) grounded theory study of it. EBLIP
published a Classic review of this work in 2008
(Bailey, 2008). Jiao and Onwuegbuzie began
publishing a number of studies on library
anxiety in 1996, with this article; published their
book with Sharon Bostick in 2004; and continued
to publish on library anxiety through 2008 (Jiao,
Onwuegbuzie, & Waytowich, 2008). Key
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reviews on library anxiety include those by
Cleveland (2004) and Carlile (2007).

In the article reviewed here, Jiao, Onwuegbuzie,
and Lichtenstein (1996) define library anxiety as
“an uncomfortable feeling or emotional
disposition, experienced in a library setting,
which has cognitive, affective, physiological,
and behavioral ramifications. It is characterized
by ruminations, tension, fear, feelings of
uncertainty and helplessness, negative self-
defeating thoughts, and mental disorganization”
(p-152). In Onwuegbuzie and Jiao’s later (2004)
book, co-authored with Bostick, they clarify
further, noting that library anxiety is not an
enduring personal trait, but is a state
experienced in particular situations.

In their work on library anxiety, Jiao and
Onwuegbuzie have consistently used Bostick’s
(1992) Library Anxiety Scale, which consists of
43 Likert-scale items (rated on a 5-point scale
from strongly agree to strongly disagree). The
items are organized into five factors: Barriers
with staff, Affective barriers, Comfort with the
library, Knowledge of the library, and
Mechanical barriers. This scale continues to be
the basis for most studies of library anxiety. For
example, it was used in McPherson’s (2015)
study of library anxiety among college students
in the West Indies.

As noted above, Jiao and Onwuegbuzie
conducted a number of studies after publishing
this initial study; these are reviewed by
Cleveland (2004). These studies considered the
relationship between level of library anxiety and
students” demographic characteristics, such as
race (Jiao, Onwuegbuzie & Bostick, 2004); the
causes or antecedents of library anxiety,
including students’ computer attitudes, their
reading ability, and their learning environment
preferences, among others (e.g., Jiao &
Onwuegbuzie, 2004); the relationship between
library anxiety and other psychological
characteristics, such as social interdependence
(Jiao & Onwuegbuzie, 2002), academic
procrastination (Onwuegbuzie & Jiao, 2000), and
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perfectionism (Jiao & Onwuegbuzie, 1998); and
the effects of library anxiety on study habits
(Jiao & Onwuegbuzie, 2001) and citation errors
(Jiao, Onwuegbuzie, & Waytowich, 2008). While
many of the student characteristics that have
been associated with library anxiety are not
amenable to change (such as race or social
interdependence), some of them may be targets
for intervention by librarians or college
instructors. For example, an instructor’s
structuring of a library research assignment or a
librarian’s discussion of a research plan,
including a schedule with intermediate
deadlines, may address the role of
procrastination in library anxiety. Thus far, few
intervention studies building directly on these
findings have included an evaluation of the
success of the intervention.

Studies by other researchers have paralleled the
work of Jiao and Onwuegbuzie. They have
studied the prevalence of library anxiety among
students in particular countries including
Pakistan (Naveed, 2016) or specific disciplines
such as nursing (Still, 2015); possible causes or
antecedents of library anxiety (Karim & Ansari,
2013); the relationship between library anxiety
and other psychological characteristics, such as
foreign language anxiety (Sinnasamy & Karim,
2014); and the effects of library anxiety, such as
the adoption of online library resources (Booker,
Detlor, & Serenko, 2012). These studies augment
the research program of Jiao and Onwuegbuzie,
in terms of adding more depth to our
understanding of these aspects of library
anxiety.

In addition, several researchers have taken the
next step, to develop approaches to alleviating
library anxiety and evaluating the effectiveness
of those approaches. Several of these focused on
new approaches to bibliographic instruction. For
example, Fleming-May, Mays, and Radom
(2015) developed a three-workshop model
specifically targeting at-risk students; Bell (2011)
developed a one-credit information literacy
course; and Van Scoyoc (2003) compared a
computer-assisted instruction approach with
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face-to-face instruction led by a librarian. These
and other studies have taken to heart some of
the recommendations made by Jiao and
Onwuegbuzie, to develop bibliographic
instruction programs that are intended to
alleviate library anxiety, then went on to
evaluate the effectiveness of those programs. In
addition, a few studies have taken a broader
look at improvement of library services. For
example, Ott and Chhiu (2007) evaluated the
effectiveness of providing “deskless” services,
and Dugdale (2000) evaluated the impact of
electronic reserves. These studies serve as
models for the ways in which findings about
library anxiety can be used to improve the
practice of reference services generally, and
bibliographic instruction specifically. Even now,
over twenty years after Jiao and Onwuegbuzie
published their first study of library anxiety,
their results can be mined for additional ways in
which library services might be improved.

In addition, more research in this area should be
conducted, particularly because the
technological infrastructure of academic
libraries has evolved since 1996. College
students now routinely use hybrid collections: a
physical collection in the library itself, as well as
the online resources provided through the
library. Two examples will illustrate some of the
possibilities for future research. First, the role of
technology might be considered in relation to
library use. As Kohrman (2003) points out, “the
library’s old wooden card catalog is now a
computerized online catalog greeting students”
(p.-1), so computer anxiety must be considered in
combination with library anxiety. While still
widely used, Bostick’s Library Anxiety Scale
would be more valuable for current research if it
were updated to take this change into account.
Second, the situation in which students
experience anxiety might be broadened slightly,
to consider information seeking more broadly,
rather than focusing on library use. As our field
has made the turn to user-centered studies of
information behaviors and practices, we might
also make this turn in the measures we use. For
example, Naveed (2016) has recently taken the
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first steps toward developing a measure of
information seeking anxiety. Such a
measurement instrument may also lead to
studies of the anxiety of information seekers
outside the academic library setting.

It is true that the number of studies on library
anxiety, particularly those conducted in North
America and Europe, has decreased quite a bit
since the publication of the Onwuegbuzie, Jiao,
and Bostick (2004) book. It's not as clear that
there is less library anxiety being experienced by
college students or other library users. Thus, this
continues to be an area in which important
research — both applied and basic — can be
fruitfully conducted.
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