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Who here …

Has referenced a book quote with Google Book search?

Has read an eBook chapter (not journal) online?

Has read an entire eBook online?

Has an eReader – Sony or Kindle?
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In‐depth mixed‐method study to evaluate 

 uses & user understanding of eBooks.

 To better understand contexts of use for 

 students & scholars, & to identify innovations.

Study conducted during

 

period of change:
– Historical addition of new e‐content

– Conversion of UTL to 2 new platforms

– Changes to Scholars Portal, UTL websites

Purpose and Context
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Why this study?

As we started in 2008, only 29 relevant published studies in scholarly literature

Only 2 were user studies – and these were irrelevant to our study.

No other studies reporting on actual user behavior (survey + direct observation).

JISC/CIBER eBooks Observatory (2008) 

 
Large survey, log analysis, some interviews.  But only 3000 eBooks. 

UTL has added over 300K eBooks to the collection.  As of 2009, total > 500K.

We also have usage stats, logs, survey, and personal 

 insights.

But direct observation & interaction tells the user’s story.
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Do eBooks Follow the eStory?

What we have heard about scholarly eBook adoption:

If we build it, they (users) will come.

“They will follow the adoption of eJournals in 1997”

Full adoption of eBooks is inevitable.

And ‐

 
Younger students like to do everything online & 

 prefer to read from the screen (JISC/CIBER)
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Do eBooks Follow the eStory?

eBooks are
 

different.

Let’s start with some major points.
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As Books
 

are Different.

Not all media transform directly to e‐forms.

And, while journals are now typically

 

read online 

Print books are not going away –
‐

 

Ever more authors & publications

‐

 

Serious readers (still) love print.

We found ‐

 

Undergraduates, the current generation that grew 

 up with Google …

Prefer print textbooks

 

to eBooks, even at lower costs.

And still prefer to read books from a printed page.

Why is this?
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Students like books for …

Portability 
Accessibility
Ultimate usability
Easy to browse & scan
High quality artwork
Can bookmark, visually return
Personalizable
Mark-up, Inscribed
Durable & persistent
Can be loaned & returned
Meaningful identity on shelf
Social identity marker
Beauty of the package & cover
Feel of the book & paper
Sensual attributes –

 

smell & feel



And then there’s Google. 

 Students, grad students, 

 just about everyone …

Uses Google or Web search, 

 for anything that’s findable.

Students used Google to find UTL site!

How do we adapt to this?

Atlantic: “(UCL) found that people using the sites exhibited “a form of 
skimming activity,” hopping from one source to another and rarely 
returning to any source they’d already visited. They typically read no 
more than one or two pages of an article or book before they would 
“bounce” out to another site. Sometimes they’d save a long article, but 
there’s no evidence that they ever went back and actually read it.” 9Copyright © 2009 Redesign Research



Why is this?

Time dedicated to research is limited.
Few do exhaustive searches.

We can pre‐qualify a title before 

 acquiring.

Students are overwhelmed with class.
Cognitive & information overload.
And Web content.

In managing cognitive load, Google 

 permits natural selection.

Students are Foraging & Hunting.
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Is this a problem? 

Students & scholars have necessarily different information practices.

Aside from technology, what’s the difference?

Use of eBooks shows same split between book & journal users.

Use of eResources, eBooks, & starting point for research follow.

Science (2009) article shows faculty overwhelmingly rely on Google  

For teaching, their goal lecture notes or images (NSDL).

Research

 

destination is refereed article or book of interest.
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eResources Survey (2008)

301 Respondents:
244 Students

44   Faculty

13   Staff / Librarians

12

Students:
First Year 

 

1 %
Second Year 

 

10 %
Third Year 

 

10 %
Fourth Year 

 

43 % 
Master‘s 

 

27 %
Doctoral 

 

9 %

From
Arts and Sciences     55%
Information Studies  15 %
AS & Engineering         7 %
Business / Mgt

 

5.5 %
Education

 

4 %

Library savvy respondents 
Self‐selected based on interest & experience 

 
with eResources.

Positive selection bias.

Did NOT reveal focus on eBooks, but it 

 
would be inferred by last page.

1
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Students start research with…

13

Resource
Usually start 

 
research 

 
with

Often use to 

 
start

Often use 

 
throughout 

 
research

Use as 

 
supplemental

Rarely or 

 
never use

Web search 

 
engines 32.4%  29.7% 17.8%

Wikipedia 14.0% 23.3% 15.8% 

Google Scholar
11.5% 16.6% 17.5%

eBooks (Web) 6.0% 15.3% 31.0% 25.0% 22.7%

eBooks (UTL)
6.5% 9.8% 28.4% 30.7% 24.7%

Respondents were allowed to select > 

 
1 for each condition, reflecting actual 

 
use of multiple resources.

eBook responses show more start with Web 

 
eBooks than UTL. This reflects starting with 

 
Web searches in general (& awareness).
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Books used ~twice eBooks
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Journals used frequently
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eBooks a critical
 

resource?

16

Users rate 5 electronic resources as "critical 
 resource" or  "very important“

• A&I databases 
 

75%
• e‐journals 

 
93%

• eBooks 
 

58% 
 
(25% “Critical”)

• e‐reference 
 

58%   
 
(30% Critical)

• Subject area websites 54%
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Is usability a barrier?
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Interactive User Research
Purpose:      Understanding user behaviors, sensemaking, trends

Method:      Contextual interview, interactive observation

Resources:   Any. Followed user direction, inquiry on eBooks

Users:   

 

28 (11 Students, 8 Grad Students, 5  Professors, 4  Librarians)

Session guided by user:
‐

 

What are you working on?

‐

 

Show me searches

‐

 

Find useful materials

‐

 

Where do you find eBooks?

‐

 

Critical review while doing

18
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We observed students conduct actual research of interest, to 
observe their real world responses in real time.

Contrary to CIBER, students do not all start with Google. 
(1) Scholars Portal  (2) Web  (3) Catalogue (4) Library eResources

But years of interaction with Web have created “lazy” search habits.
Students enter the simplest (1 or 2) terms to display meaningful results.

Not a problem, as (Herbert) Simon says, people satisfice.  
For students, Google gets them “close enough” to their destination.

But with eBooks, it complicates findability, as books are not 
discoverable in collections today with subject terms.

New format (record type) + inconsistent publisher metadata

Research starting points

Copyright © 2009 Redesign Research



Looking for books, by subject

Or assigned …

Undergrads

Scholars

Using more journals, 
Fewer books overall 

Aggregators / Content delivery

MyiLibrary (B24x7, NetLibrary, etc.)

eJournals

Open web searches

Locating via Google

Differences between students (undergrads)   and scholars.

20Copyright © 2009 Redesign Research
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Students are following assignments, learning about 

 subjects.

“Rarely go into eBooks for research issues, not easy to find 
scholarly eBooks.  (Perhaps) if I wanted something specific on a 
subject.”

Students have positive expectations for eBooks.
"I hope there are eBooks so I don’t have to go to the stacks.”

Until they use an aggregator service.

“PDFs are much better - have ability to scroll down the pages.  
That's why I don't use  U of T for eBooks - I imagine the PDFs in 
are all single page files.” (MyiLibrary was primary platform until 2009) 

Few students start
 

by locating eBooks

Copyright © 2009 Redesign Research
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Students discovering eBooks are those looking for books, not journals.

Few Sciences

 

students using eBooks –

 

primarily Humanities, Arts.

Nearly all

 

students indicated a strong preference for the printed book, 

 most for the same reasons.

“I never  use eBooks – find it difficult to use them  – long and 
cumbersome.”

“Only times I see eBooks is if a copy is available online.  I 
don’t like reading things online – cannot highlight or annotate.”

"In a traditional book, you can tell what chapter you're in - not 
in eBooks like this.”

eBooks discovered
 
in Catalogue

Copyright © 2009 Redesign Research
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“I’m finding the UI very inconvenient. Some 
services will scan each page as a separate 
PDF file.”

“This is aesthetically bad, have to scroll in 
single page PDF.  Page does not fill the 
screen.”

Confusing variety of eBook formats, services, UIs

Copyright © 2009 Redesign Research
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Most think eBooks are scanned books or series of book chapters in PDF format.  

 
(But reports, whitepapers, “non‐journals”

 

are also thought of as eBooks).

Students tell us they expect (& hope) eBooks are in single files.  

 
Can download and use later.  Do this with music –

 

and textbooks.

Usability problems were inhibitors to consistent use –

 
Formatting of the book, Navigation within eBook, paging contributed:

“This is funny, I have to print each page separately!  I also find 
this with JSTOR text that’s online, have to print by page. I prefer 
a PDF for eBook layout.”

“If liked this eBook, I would get the printed book.”

Uncertainty about eBooks

Copyright © 2009 Redesign Research
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Science students found chapter sections a 

 
desirable format – portable & similar to familiar 

 
PDF articles.  

Users were unaware of publisher portals & did not 

 
search these sites directly.
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Findability in Collections

Students use most efficient path to a “good enough”

 
answer

Most searches composed of subject

 

terms

eBooks not indexed by subject metadata (yet)

Awareness limited, but unaware

 
of limits

Students don’t know where else to look.

And will just use Google – not all return .

Size

 
of eBook collection not

 
a major factor in Finding

Yes, easy to find books in large subject area

But too many irrelevant hits counterproductive

Metadata + Indexing needed to help locate relevant eBooks
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Disciplinary User Research3

Began exploring systematic differences / scholars

Humanities:  

 
Only regular book

 

readers/users among the 4 disciplines.

Use books as primary refs, Largest eBook user target?
Research needs drive specific authors, titles, refs to title 

Engineering

 
Need answers & references, agnostic to format or type.

Tend to use journals, tech resources, based on currency.

Sciences:  

 
Using journals, not books. Not finding eBooks in research.

 Problems with books in general, their currency

Social /Bus:  

 
Journal users, but show real needs for book content. 

 Are these emerging adopters? 
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Scholars also start with Google …

• Google or Scholar usually the starting point for research.
“We search knowing there are limitations, but it always provides 
answers.”

• For specific titles, Google Books

 
used to first find online.

Preview it to determine relevance & possible fit to their needs.

Able to qualify title, author, date, fit to problem.

• Search knowledge required to achieve good results. 
Graduate students are experts compared to undergrads.

Undergrads unsure how to qualify relevant books or journals. 
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Students have many other options for locating 

 
resources for a question. Consistent patterns:

Undergrads

 

have greater need for books, but have a harder 

 

time navigating services.

Grad students have greater need for journals, are not using 

 

books as much.

Regardless, a Google start often ends at UTL destination.
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Humanities graduate students

Finding Materials for Research:
Information Foraging vs. Targeting
• Foragers

 

use information scent & use any service to browse.

 
Book cover image helps locate the book in stacks.  

• Targeters:  May have narrow subject (e.g., 19th century art history) 

 
Know where to go. Direct searches in Catalogue & Scholars Portal.

• One targeter (prof) searched for eBook title directly: 

 
“New Hume Debate,”

 

in All eResources (not eBooks only).

• Both may use online services (WorldCat) to evaluate and qualify 

 
books for later dedicated reading.

• Humanities users were all regular users of Google Books.

30 Copyright © 2009 Redesign Research



Humanities eBook navigation

Reading, Searching, and Browsing Styles:
• Little reading

 

online, Humanities scholars prefer print

• Skim eBook to determine fit or value

• Skimming: Forager style, scanning several pages to gain context

• Searching: Targeter style, starting methodically with TOC or terms

Book navigation: Insufficient nav tools for cognitive tasks

• Searching – hit relevance, order, & nav confusing
• TOC & Indexes inconsistently linked, must be scrollable

Page navigation: All users dislike single‐page nav

And trying to print “page by page”

 

is frustrating, time‐wasting
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“Usually when searching, I test first by entering a term I see on the 
book page. It would be fantastic if I could link Google Books to books 
at U of T.”

32Copyright © 2009 Redesign Research



Humanities eBook reading

• Cannot read eBooks continuously, deep reading  not supported.

 Print preferred for reading.

• Online access is not enough, need persistent copy.
Portability‐

 

Needs to download eBook content to USB drive, send to email. 

Multiple formats: HTML  & PDF

• Scanned eBooks are often poor.  Need higher resolution (& separate 

 figures).

• (In arts) higher fidelity images are a must – image analysis.
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Engineering graduate students

Finding Materials for Research:            

 
Information Foragers

• Search Google for specific keywords

 Iterated searches & materials from the search results

• Engineering users land at UTL to access needed titles 

• Difficulty in linking to

 

electronic resources.  

 Users need to link to references as they come across them

• Google reliance limits awareness of UTL collection

• Engineering scholars adept at journal article searching.

 Google Scholar primarily, but keeping multiple browser tabs open
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Sciences graduate students

(Life) scientists exclusively searched Journals, not 
 Books

Use of Books / eBooks almost entirely for practical needs.
Limited to references & lookups for non‐research questions   

Disappointing initial experiences with UTL eBooks
Case example in session (Compared to Google search for “answer”)

Grad student tried UTL for a Photoshop reference book. Found several eBooks, but 

 
the book was “tremendously frustrating”

 

to read. MyiLibrary pages were too short 

 
in display (no scrolling). Many clicks & time involved just to find any content. They 

 
noted the scrolling and zooming required to read online.

eBook PDF‐style pages unsuitable for online reading
Need to scroll quickly, skim, & search via browser
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If UTL were searchable via Google
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Social sciences graduate students
Research‐based social sciences used traditional resources

• FIS scholars show sophisticated use of UTL & Scholars Portal
• Some use of Google Scholar, always for articles
“There are times I would use books, & eBooks, but not that 
often.”

(Somewhat) increasing use of UTL eBooks, as‐needed & as‐found
“I am using them more, but not because they are easier to find.“

Emphasis on journals

 

bypasses eBooks, unless exact title is needed (as ref).
Resort to Google Books for a known titles. 
But ‐

 

even expert searchers had difficulty finding a known eBook (Findability). 
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How scholars are reading
One commonality – Browser personalizes research experience 
Multiple tabs open showing full range of start & destination.
Not the best reading platform, but powerful for finding.

Browser mediates access, navigation, skimming, download, copying.
Humanities – Multiple libraries & services
Engineering – Multiple documents & articles 

38Copyright © 2009 Redesign Research



“What should the e-Be?”
Users are showing us their alternatives, now.  And Why.

Start & find via Google.

Must beat the Wikipedia 
baseline.

Must search full text & 
preview the content.
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“What should the e-Be?”

Scholars have need to skim 
& scan large volumes of info.

Download, save for later. 
And then read some.

Students are not reading from 
handhelds or Kindle. (Yet)
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Conclusions

Students & scholars will

 

increasingly adopt eBooks into their research.
Convenience & cost savings are huge factors:

• But must be right content,  & available when needed for research

 

tasks.

• Students will find alternatives, workarounds, will

 

bypass copyright restrictions.
Scholars will adopt new Web tools, but tend to remain with known valid resources.

• People prefer to start

 

with Google ‐

 

performance & usability.
Prefer quick access to “something”

 

over multiple steps to “nothing.”

 
But scholar destination is a valid article or book, perhaps retrieved via “back door.”

• As new UTL platforms come online, users will discover & use more

 

content. 

 
eBooks found must be more relevant to their precise subject & up‐to‐date.

 
Some may not continue eBook searching if relevant eBooks not found 2‐3 times. 
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Perspectives

• No, Google is Not Dumbing Us Down. 

 Increases access & overload, but no evidence scholars comprehend

 

less.

• Envision a surge of print book innovation. 
 Perfectly designed reading artifact – it can respond to challenges.

• eBooks are becoming “something else”
And they need to – must become more than scanned books.
eBooks (today) afford “information only”
Helpful if they were designed to match users’

 

behaviors 
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For report please contact:    

 
peter@redesignresearch.com

Redesign Research

 
redesignresearch.com

designdialogues.com
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