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Q-methodology was used to identify clusters of opinions about e-books at 

Miami University. The research identified four distinct opinion types among 

those investigated: Book Lovers, Technophiles, Pragmatists, and Printers. 

The initial Q-methodology study results were then used as a basis for a 

large-n survey of undergraduates, graduate students, and faculty so that 

we could have a more complete picture of the demographic and social 

makeup of the campus population. Results from that survey indicate 

that academic discipline is strongly associated with the respondents’ 

opinion types. Gender and educational status are also associated with 

respondents’ opinion types.

s academic libraries ramp up 
their investments in e-book 
collections and experiment 
with a growing range of pur-

chasing models, they need to know more 
about how their users view e-books and 
what expectations users bring to library 
collections. In 2007–2008, our research 
team conducted a study using Q-method-
ology to identify opinions about e-books 

among the population of library users 
at Miami University in Oxford, Ohio.1 
Q-methodology is a well-established re-
search method used to study people’s sub-
jectivity (or, put differently: how people 
think about a topic).2 Typically, a Q-study 
involves a few basic steps. After opinion 
statements are collected about a topic of 
interest, subjects are asked to rank them 
on a positive-to-negative scale, a process 
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known as a Q-sort. It is in the ranking of 
the statements that a person’s subjectivity 
is revealed. Finally, completed Q-sorts 
are analyzed using a statistical technique 
called factor analysis. Each factor that 
emerges from the analyzed Q-sorts indi-
cates shared viewpoints or segments of 
subjectivity. The e-book research identi-
fied four distinct opinion types among 
those surveyed, which we labeled Book 
Lovers, Technophiles, Pragmatists, and 
Printers.

 Book Lovers have an inherent affinity 
for the print form. They cherish books as 
physical objects. Leisure reading is a very 
important component of their opinion on 
e-books, and they cannot imagine read-
ing an e-book for pleasure. Finally, they 
strongly dislike reading longer texts off 
a screen and feel as if they don’t absorb 
information as well when they do. 

Technophiles are strongly interested 
in the possibilities of new technology 
as regards the book. They feel as if the 
advantages in searching and access out-
weigh any downsides to e-books. The idea 
of being able to conduct research without 
making a trip to the library excites them 
and they have no trouble reading text 
from a screen. 

Pragmatists are the most neutral of the 
four types isolated, as they are most inter-
ested in content and see pros and cons to 
both formats. They like the searchability 
of e-books and feel that this feature allows 
them to filter out unwanted content. On 
the downside, they feel that the loss of the 
ability to make margin notes interrupts 
their workflow. They would not like to 
read an entire book on the computer 
screen, but this feeling plays a lower role 
in their assessment of the medium be-
cause they rarely consume entire books. 

Printers prefer print books but are dis-
tinguished from Book Lovers in that they 
have specific difficulties with the usability 
of e-books. This group simply cannot read 
text on a screen and needs to print any 
online texts with which they work.3

Q-methodology lets us say with confi-
dence that these four distinct viewpoints 

exist on campus. As a research method, 
however, it is designed to expose opinion 
types but not what proportion of the cam-
pus falls into each viewpoint and their 
respective demographic makeup. In other 
words, we didn’t know what percentage 
of faculty was Book Lovers compared to 
Pragmatists, nor did we know whether 
or not more women than men were Tech-
nophiles. Issues of gender, departmental 
affiliation, and university status were of 
particular interest. To answer these and 
other related questions about the social 
and demographic structure of user at-
titudes toward e-books, we conducted a 
follow-up, large-n survey of the Miami 
University population in spring 2009. 
This paper presents the results of that 
research.

Literature Review

Several studies of e-book users’ attitudes 
and perceptions within higher education 
have been reported in recent years, with 
mixed findings. Recently, OnCampus Re-
search surveyed U.S. college students on 
their use and preferences for e-textbooks, 
finding a strong overall preference for 
print books and limited uptake of e-
books.4 The Joint Information Systems 
Committee (JISC) conducted one of the 
largest-scale studies of e-book use and us-
ers to date, with over 20,000 subjects at 120 
U.K. institutions. Their results indicated 
broad, growing use of e-books and gen-
eral acceptance of the format.5  Primary 
Research Group surveyed student views 
of e-books from approximately 250 U.S. 
higher education institutions, noting 
strong links between use of the format 
and socioeconomic status.6 Ebrary’s 2007 
and 2008 surveys of faculty and students 
worldwide, which included attitudinal 
questions, revealed overall poor aware-
ness and skepticism toward the format.7 
A number of smaller studies using survey 
or focus group methods at individual 
institutions have also been undertaken, 
again with varying results but often 
revealing considerable user skepticism 
about e-books.8
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Methods

During a presentation of the initial findings 
at ACRL 2009, many of the attendees’ ques-
tions focused on issues that our Q-meth-
odology research was unable to answer: 
namely, what percentage of the campus 
population fell into each of the four opinion 
types and the unifying characteristics of 
each of those viewpoints.9  To address these 
questions, the initial Q-methodology study 
results were used as a basis for a large-n 
online survey. The survey instrument was 
constructed using the opinion statements 
taken from the original Q-methodology 
study. As in that study, the term e-book 
was intentionally left undefined to allow 
respondents to reply using their own 
conceptions of the medium. Statements 
were chosen that most strongly defined 
each opinion type (see table 1). Survey 
participants responded to each of the state-
ments using a 5-point, “strongly agree/
strongly disagree” Likert scale. We also 
included an open-ended question to elicit 
qualitative data. This question asked, “If 
the library decided to start primarily pur-
chasing electronic books rather than print, 
how would you feel about this decision 
and why?” This question was designed 
to be deliberatively provocative to elicit 
definitive responses for use in mapping 
respondents to the four opinion types. To 
ascertain the demographic makeup of each 
opinion type, we asked the respondent’s 
age, gender, and departmental affiliation. 
We also queried respondents concerning 
their past exposure to e-books, positing that 
increased exposure might have an impact 
on their opinion of the medium. Finally, 
we asked questions about technology and 
Internet usage, including which technolo-
gies respondents used and the amounts of 
time they spent using them.

We distributed invitations to partici-
pate in the survey via a mass e-mailing 
to the campus community. All faculty, 
staff, and graduate students received 
invitations, as well as a random sam-
pling of the undergraduate population. 
In total, 15,241 invitations were sent and 
1,471 people participated in the survey, 

yielding a response rate of 9.65 percent. 
The survey was conducted using Miami 
University’s Prezza Checkbox license. As 
such, all responses were stored on secure 
university servers. Each respondent was 
offered the chance to enter a drawing for 
one of ten $100 gift cards as an incentive to 
complete the survey. To ensure confidenti-
ality, the contact information necessary to 
award the gift cards was collected using a 
separate database, eliminating any link of 
personal information to the correspond-
ing survey responses.

Data Analysis

Survey data were analyzed using SPSS. 
As a first step, the ten respondents who 
identified themselves as never having 
used an electronic book were excluded 
from further analysis. Next we looked at 
the open-ended question. Approximately 
16 percent left this question blank, and 
those respondents were also removed 
from the analysis. Those who did respond 
to the open-ended question (“If the library 
decided to start primarily purchasing 
electronic books rather than print, how 
would you feel about this decision and 
why?”) had their responses scored to one 
of the four opinion types (Book Lovers, 
Technophiles, Pragmatists, and Printers). 
While the scoring was necessarily subjec-
tive, due to the nature of the responses, 
all scoring was done by one researcher to 
foster consistency, and both content and 
context of the responses were considered. 
The open-ended question was separated 
from the other responses prior to scoring, 
so the scorer had no knowledge of the 
other responses. In cases where the scorer 
was uncertain, the entire team attempted 
to form a classification consensus. At the 
end, there were 90 open-ended question 
responses that were deemed unclassifi-
able by the team; those were also dropped 
from further analysis, leaving 1,135 re-
spondents. The results of the open-ended 
response categorizations were as follows: 
31 percent Book Lovers, 22 percent Tech-
nophiles, 19 percent Pragmatists, and 28 
percent Printers. 
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Many of the responses to the open-
ended question mirrored those found 
by previous researchers, particularly the 
U.K. research by the Joint Information 
Systems Committee.10 The similarities 
included a continued preference by many 

academic users in both the United States 
and the United Kingdom for access to 
both print and online versions, as well 
as similar statements both pro and con 
concerning e-book access and usage. 
To further examine the open-ended re-

Table 1

Survey Questions Used to Classify Respondents by Opinion Type

Number Question Text Used in Formula for 

Opinion(s)

Q1 There is just something about sitting down 

and actually reading a physical book.

Book  Lover  (+)

Q2 I personally think having e-books would de-

feat the purpose of having a physical library.

Technophile (–)

Q3 I do not really see a downside to e-books. Book  Lover  (–)

Q4 I love that about e-text, that I can do text 

search.

Technophile (+), Pragmatist (+)

Q5 There are times when it is beneficial to have 
a paper book, so that I can write on it, or 

view it anywhere.

Pragmatist (+)

Q6 It is hard when there is only one copy of a 

print book and someone else has it; if every-

thing was online then that would not be a 

problem and everyone could have access to it.

Technophile (+)

Q7 I do not like to just read stuff online; I have 

to print it. So e-books would be good if you 

could print the stuff out that you needed.

Printer (+)

Q8 Electronically, I can go back and forth a lot 

faster. My intellectual process flows more 
smoothly with the electronic copy.

Printer (–)

Q9 Reading off a monitor is just as easy as read-

ing off paper; it would be great for me.

Book  Lover  (–), Printer (–)

Q10 There are certain books that I have passed 

by, because there was not an electronic 

resource of it, because I did not want to tote 

another thing in my bag.

Pragmatist (–)

Q11 I find that when I am reading material on 
a computer, I absorb it less. I print it so I 

can absorb more info and refer to multiple 

articles at the same time.

Printer (+)

Q12 I am not comfortable reading e-books online. Technophile (–), Pragmatist (–)

Q13 When it comes to my leisure reading, I will 

probably want to have the actual book.

Book  Lover  (+)

– respondent must disagree or be neutral with statement to qualify  as opinion type

+ respondent must agree or be neutral with statement to qualify  as opinion type
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sponses, we analyzed the complete body 
of words used in response to the open-
ended question using a Visual Basic for 
Applications script in MS Excel. Unique 
words and their frequency were calcu-
lated. We removed common “stop” words 
and conducted a stemming procedure to 
combine words with the same root and 
sense. We used the resulting list of words 
and frequencies to generate a word cloud 
using the Web-based tool Wordle (http://
www.wordle.com/) (see figure 1). A total 
of 1,800 unique words were encountered; 
unsurprisingly, the word “books” was 
most frequent, with 1,593 instances. As 
one point of interest, we noted the high 
frequency of the words “both” (159 uses, 
20th highest incidence) and “also” (104 
uses, 41st highest incidence) in the word 
cloud. We speculated that these word fre-
quencies might indicate a common user 
desire for availability of print and e- for-
mats together; a review of the incidences 
of these terms in the original responses 
showed this was the case in 70 percent of 
responses using “both” or “also.”

Once the open-ended responses were 
coded, four formulae were created using 
the questions from the survey (see table 

1). Respondents were coded as Book Lov-
ers if they answered Questions #1 and #13 
as No Opinion, Agree, or Strongly Agree 
and they answered Questions #3 and #9 as 
Strongly Disagree, Disagree, or No Opin-
ion. (Respondents also had to be coded as 
Book Lovers on the open-ended question.) 
Respondents were coded as Technophiles 
if they answered Questions #4 and #6 as 
No Opinion, Agree, or Strongly Agree 
and they answered Questions #2 and #12 
as Strongly Disagree, Disagree, or No 
Opinion. (Respondents also had to be 
coded as Technophiles on the open-ended 
question.) Respondents were coded as 
Pragmatists if they answered Questions 
#4 and #5 as No Opinion, Agree, or 
Strongly Agree and they answered Ques-
tions #10 and #12 as Strongly Disagree, 
Disagree, or No Opinion. (Respondents 
also had to be coded as Pragmatists on 
the open-ended question.) Respondents 
were coded as Printers if they answered 
Questions #7 and #11 as No Opinion, 
Agree, or Strongly Agree and they an-
swered Questions #8 and #9 as Strongly 
Disagree, Disagree, or No Opinion. (Re-
spondents also had to be coded as Print-
ers on the open-ended question.) Of the 

FIGURe 1

Word Cloud of Text Used in Responses to the Open-ended Survey Question
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1,135 respondents in our data set, 1,025 
were included in the coding process. (A 
total of 110 respondents failed to answer 
one or more of the questions used in the 
four formulae and consequently could 
not be included in the analysis.) Of those 
1,025 responses, 735 (71%) met all the 
conditions of one of these four formulae 
and thus fit into one of the four opinion 
types. The remainder may represent one 
or more additional viewpoints not yet 
characterized, or respondents with less 
strongly held viewpoints, or spurious 
responses, or a mixture. 

Demographic Analysis

Overall, our initial analysis of the 
735 fully characterized respondents 
indicated that Book Lovers make 
up 34 percent (249), Technophiles 
23 percent (168), Pragmatists 17 
percent (126), and Printers 26 per-
cent (192) of the identified sample 
(see figure 2). Examination of the 
prevalence of these four identified 
opinion types within various de-
mographic groups showed several 
correlations. 

Looking at gender, 32 percent of 
women identified as Book Lovers 
and another 32 percent of women 
identified as Printers (see figure 
3). This compares to 37 percent of 
men identifying as Book Lovers, 
but just 16 percent identifying with 
the Printer opinion type. Pearson’s 
chi-square test of independence 
indicated a statistically significant 
difference between the two gender 

distributions (p = 0.000). One ex-
planation might be that men are 
more defined by the media type 
(37% preferring print books, 27% 
identifying as technophiles), 
whereas women appear to be 
more focused on print but are 
evenly split between prefer-
ring original print books versus 
those comfortable printing out 
electronic versions. Looking at 
it another way, only 35 percent 

of women (20% Technophiles, 15% Prag-
matists) indicated they were comfortable 
reading online, compared to a total of 47 
percent of the male population (27% Tech-
nophiles, 20% Pragmatists). This finding 
supports Rowlands et al’s conclusion that, 
among e-book users, men are more likely 
to read from a screen than women.11 Con-
sidering the skewed gender ratios at some 
institutions or in specific departments, 
this finding could have real significance 
for collection development.

This leads us to our next area of interest: 
university departmental affiliations. Here 
we see striking differences among the 
subgroups as well. In the Natural Sciences, 

FIGURe 2
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the four opinion types are nearly equally 
distributed (see figure 4). In the Social 
Sciences, Book Lovers and Printers are the 
most prevalent, a pattern seen even more 
strongly in Education. In the Humanities, 
as we might suspect, there is a substantial 
skew, with half of the respondents identi-
fying as Book Lovers and smaller numbers 
in the other three opinion categories; with 
a similar pattern (although not as strong) 
for those in Fine Arts. Not surprisingly 
though, in the fields of Business and En-
gineering, Technophiles were the largest 
group. However, in Engineering, all 
four categories were evenly distributed, 
whereas in Business there was a fairly 
even distribution between Technophiles, 
Printers, and Book Lovers, but only a 
very small population of Pragmatists 
(7%). Nonacademic department staff were 
primarily Book Lovers, with the rest of 
their numbers being evenly distributed 
across the remaining three opinion types. 
A chi-square test of independence con-
firmed that the differences between these 
distributions were statistically significant 
(p = 0.000). Hence it appears that distinct 
differences do exist between academic 
disciplines, with Humanities, Education, 

and Fine Arts in particular preferring 
print books while those in Engineering 
and Business appearing more interested 
in online materials.

We acknowledge that, given the dif-
ferences in gender described above, in 
some cases apparent preferences within 
a discipline may be attributable to gender 
prevalence within that discipline. For 
example, within the humanities, signifi-
cant differences exist between men’s and 
women’s opinion types (see figure 5). Since 
68 percent of the humanities’ respondents 
were women, the discipline reflects wom-
en’s opinions more strongly. However, 
when examined separately, the opinions 
of women and men in the humanities re-
mained statistically significantly different 
from those of women and men overall (p 
= 0.004 and 0.03, respectively), suggesting 
that, irrespective of gender, disciplinary 
status is a component of their attitudes.

In engineering, another case with a 
substantial gender predominance, no 
difference is apparent between the opin-
ion types of men and women (p > 0.999 
in Fisher’s exact test, used due to small 
sample size). Hence, gender prevalence 
does not appear to play a role in this 

FIGURe 4

Opinion Type by Departmental Affiliation
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group, despite the predominance of men 
(77%) in the sample.

Next, we examined differences between 
the academic statuses of respondents, 
where we see distinct patterns as well. A 
little over half (55%) of our respondents 
were undergraduates, 18 percent were 
graduate students, and the remaining 27 
percent were faculty and staff. Undergrad-
uates and graduate students shared quite 
similar distribution patterns, with Book 
Lovers and Printers accounting for ap-
proximately 60 percent of respondents in 
each group (see figure 6). Undergraduates 
had a greater percentage of Technophiles, 
compared to Pragmatists (24% vs. 16%), 
while graduate students were split evenly 
between the two (20% Technophiles, 18% 
Pragmatists). This could indicate the 
increased level of research done by most 
graduate students and their willingness to 
use materials in whatever format is avail-
able. It also reiterates Wendy Shelburne’s 
finding that graduate students tended 
to be the most open to both online and 
print materials.12 Faculty and staff were 
predominantly Book Lovers (43%), with 
an even distribution among the remain-
ing three opinion types. A chi-square test 

of independence con-
firmed that the differ-
ences between the three 
status distributions are 
statistically significant (p 
= 0.001). This indicates 
that undergraduates and 
graduates may be some-
what less devoted to the 
concept of the printed 
book than faculty, but 
are still likely to want in-
formation printed out for 
reading. All three status 
levels were similar in that 
approximately 60 percent 
of each group identified 
as either a Book Lover 
or Printer, the two most 
“print-friendly” opinions 
in our analysis.

Conclusions and Implications

Both the qualitative and quantitative data 
reflect the changing nature of book use. 
While only 23 percent of the participants 
at the time of the study fit into the Tech-
nophile opinion type, 17 percent were 
classified as Pragmatists and 26 percent 
were in the Printers group. Each of these 
groups, which altogether comprise 66 
percent of the campus population, has 
some level of comfort with or acceptance 
of electronic books. As this survey was 
undertaken in spring 2009 when many 
patrons were still unfamiliar with specific 
e-reader devices such as the Kindle, Nook, 
iPad (to name but a few), many of those 
who had originally expressed concern 
about reading lengthy passages of text on 
a screen might now have those concerns 
alleviated. Book Lovers did still remain 
the largest plurality (34%) of users, how-
ever. Many of the open-ended responses 
reiterated a preference for print by stating 
that they felt the library should purchase 
both print and e-books. Thus, while pa-
trons may support the idea of e-books, 
there is hesitance to make a complete 
commitment to the format and many still 
indicated they would also like the option 

FIGURe 5

Opinion Type by Sex within the Humanities 
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of print as well. With the extremely rapid 
changes in technology and an increasing 
number of e-books and platforms coming 
online and purchased in our system and 
broadly in society, we anticipate that a 
repeat of the survey would reveal changes 
in attitudes over time. 

These findings have particular implica-
tions for collection development. While 
subject specialists may have intuitive 
feelings concerning their patrons’ prefer-
ences of e-book versus print formats, this 
research provides quantitative data that 
may support or disprove those feelings 
or biases. Libraries may wish to engage 
in pilot projects or forays into e-books 
on a differential subject-specific level 
with these results in mind. With current 
interest in Patron-Driven Acquisition 
(PDA) models, librarians can receive 
immediate feedback of patron interest 
in specific titles. While these models are 
typically only available for e-books, they 
do provide a way to allow patrons to 

select only those titles they would like 
in electronic format, potentially saving 
both space and, most important, funds in 
these times of ever-increasing budget con-
straints. We are interested to see whether 
purchases of books in PDA programs 
follow a distribution of academic subjects 
that might be predicted from our data. 
Other possibilities include the addition 
of a print-on-demand system such as the 
Espresso Book Machines now in use at 
University of Michigan and University 
of Utah. While libraries may not be able 
to purchase materials in both online and 
print formats due to budget constraints, 
this technology could accommodate those 
who wish to have print copies of online 
materials. Electronic journal articles are 
often printed out as hard copies, and the 
same may become true for longer-format 
online materials. Just as we now accom-
modate different learning styles in the 
classroom, we can also accommodate the 
different e-book opinion types as well. 

FIGURe 6

Figure 6  Opinion Type by academic Status 
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