Student Stress and the Research Consultation:
The Effect of the Research Consultation on Project
Stress and Overall Stress and Applications for
Student Wellness

LuMarie Guth and Bradford Dennis

Academic libraries have conducted studies on the importance of the library research
consultation (LRC) regarding student learning and the impact on academic success.
While there is a robust literature examining library anxiety, no study has been de-
signed to measure the impact of the library research consultation on stress. Research-
ers at a mid-sized midwestern Carnegie Research 2 institution analyzed 108 surveys
administered before and after the consultation. Findings confirm the LRC improves
perceived stress levels at the project and overall level. The overall stress change and
project stress levels were lower during the COVID phase of the study.

Introduction

Faculty reported that—two years into the pandemic—students continued to face heightened
stress and burnout.! Gen Z (born 1997 and later)? students are present at all levels of the under-
graduate curriculum. According to the American Psychological Association (APA) 2018 Stress
in America survey —in its report introducing Gen Z—91 percent of Gen Z respondents claimed
to have experienced physical or emotional symptoms due to stress, compared to 74 percent of
adults overall. Gen Z adults were also more likely than other generations at similar life stages
to report that they have been diagnosed with an anxiety disorder (18 percent of Gen Z) and/or
depression (23 percent of Gen Z).? Several studies indicate that college student mental health is
a contributor to student retention and academic success.* Therefore it is in the best interest of
the student and the university to address mental wellness. Faculty knowledge of mental health
disorders,” along with direct expressions of concern and support,® can have a positive impact
on student mental health and academic success. Likewise, it has been the experience of this
study’s researchers that students express a sense of relief upon finishing a research consulta-
tion with academic librarians. However, is this just anecdotal? Is it possible to demonstrate
that librarians leading the research consultation can have a positive impact on student stress
reduction? In summer 2019 early results were being filtered out from a campus-wide survey
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and series of listening sessions indicating that students on campus wanted additional mental
wellness support. Early discussions centered around building a campus referral system to a
“wellness wheel” of services, such as tutoring, recreation, and counseling. The researchers saw
an opportunity to investigate their anecdotal experiences to see if the research consultation
could serve as an effective option, among others, for triaging academic stress. The library —as
an academic service on campus—has a mission to contribute to student success by provid-
ing the resources and services they need for their academic research. One such service is the
library research consultation, which students can schedule to get individual assistance for
their project(s). The consultation differs from the reference interview in that it is pre-scheduled
versus conducted at a drop-in point-of-service. Since there is dedicated time allotted for the
consultation, there is more flexibility to guide the patron through the research process and to
impart information literacy skills. In the consultation, the librarian typically works with the
student to develop their topic, determine the best research strategy, conduct initial searches
to find sources, and evaluate the sources found for relevancy.

The researchers began their investigation in the fall of 2019 and paused collecting data
when the university announced a move to fully remote instruction in March 2020. When it was
evident that the pandemic would be long term, the researchers recognized the opportunity
to include analysis of pre- and post-COVID data to measure its effect, if any. They conducted
a second round of data collection from October 2020 to March 2021 while most classes were
online and library research consultations were exclusively offered virtually.

Literature Review

Students and faculty believe the research consultation is helpful in learning library research
skills” and is an important factor in academic success.® However, research linking the consul-
tation with academic success metrics has been mixed. A University of Minnesota study on
library use and academic success did not find any significant differences in GPA or retention
between those who scheduled a peer research consultation and those who did not.” A similar
study at University of Wisconsin —Eau Claire found that students who used reference consul-
tations earned marginally higher grade point averages than non-library users.'’ Researchers
at the University of Northern Iowa examined the effect of the research consultation on course
performance and found that students who had research consultations had higher course
grades than those who had not. However, they also found that students seeking consulta-
tions were more likely to live on campus and be full-time students, introducing the prospect
of sampling bias in analysis of the effect of research consultations on academic success since
students who are already more likely to succeed academically may be more likely to seek out
a research consultation."

Kuhlthau’s ISP model offers an early examination of emotions experienced during the re-
search process. In the origin study at Rutgers, Kuhlthau surveyed and interviewed high school
seniors in AP English classes on their research process, and developed a new model for the infor-
mation search process (ISP) which mapped each stage to a series of emotions."> Kuhlthau’s ISP
model argues that feelings of uncertainty increase after the initial optimism of the topic selection
stage as students begin searching for sources. However, as the topic becomes more focused and
students gather more pertinent information —as typically happens during the research consulta-
tion—feelings of clarity and confidence emerge, followed by relief at the end of the information
gathering process, and then final satisfaction or dissatisfaction with the commencement of the
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writing of the paper. Further testing of this model on users from a range of libraries found that
academic participants showed the largest growth in confidence from the initiation to closure of
the search project.”” An advantage of the research consultation is that it expedites the informa-
tion gathering process to move students more quickly to clarity and confidence.

Mellon constructed a grounded theory of “library anxiety” drawing on data collected
from 6000 students over two years by 20 English professors. Three concepts emerged from
these descriptions: 1. students generally feel that their own library-use skills are inadequate
while the skills of other students are adequate; 2. the inadequacy is shameful and should be
hidden; and 3. the inadequacy would be revealed by asking questions.'* Bostick developed the
Library Anxiety Scale'® and researchers administered it to 493 students at two US universities;
they found that library-anxious students tend to experience negative emotions such as fear,
apprehension, and mental disorganization, therefore limiting their ability to use the library
effectively.'® Frustration associated with the search for information resources in libraries or
information systems is one of the most prevalent forms of academic anxiety because most
students are required to conduct research as a part of their academic program.'” Researchers
at Kent State found that 50 percent of respondents in first-year writing classes were, “mostly
sure about how to begin a general search for information,” but 48 percent agreed or strongly
agreed they were, “unsure about how to begin research;” 63 percent of respondents felt “un-
comfortable searching for information,” and 67 percent did “not want to learn how to do their
own research.”'® These numbers reflect a persistent need to work with students to make them
more comfortable and confident in their research. Library anxiety and research performance
are inversely related, and library anxiety represents a negative experience for the student."
Experiencing a successful search could lead to a reduction in search anxiety.?

Recent studies have shown that course instructors can play a role in recognizing and
supporting students with mental health disorders by referring them to resources on campus.
As instructors, librarians can help minimize the effect of research anxiety, or “library anxi-
ety.”? Kracker developed and administered a Research Process Survey based on Kuhlthau's
ISP model along with a standard anxiety test to a writing course at the University of Tennes-
see—Knoxville. The study found a significant decrease in anxiety about the research paper
assignment in the test group after a 30-minute presentation on the ISP model, compared to
the control. This finding indicates that instruction on the research process and on the expected
emotions of that process, can mitigate negative emotions.” Students are less anxious when
they know what they are experiencing is normal.

Student perceive the research consultation as a learning experience that extends be-
yond information literacy in the classroom.* Students undergoing the research consultation
view the librarian as a teacher, and agree that the consultation helps improve their skills
in conducting a literature search. A particular benefit of the consultation is modelling how
to address the natural challenges of the research process.” The research consultation is
an important service because it occurs at a point of need. Students often seek out the re-
search consultation after already attempting research and meeting with challenges,* and
frequently cite time savings as a benefit.”” Reinsfelder® describes the unique advantages of
the consultation: “the method of instruction can be quite effective and is used frequently
by on-campus tutors and writing centers because these personal meetings allow for greater
attention to detail and the ability to address unique concerns of each student in a way that
is not possible in larger groups.”
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Several studies have found that students report increased research confidence after the
consultation® and this confidence can have lasting effects beyond the project at hand.*® Fewer
studies investigate the effect of the research consultation on stress and anxiety and, when
they do, it is not the central focus of the study. In a small study at Colorado State Univer-
sity —Pueblo undergraduate participants exhibited mild decreases in library anxiety over the
course of one semester. However, the study included both instruction and consultation and
it was not determined which had a greater impact on anxiety, if any.* In a study conducted
at Utah State University, 80 percent of students who expressed library anxiety prior to the
consultation were comforted by the professional knowledge of the librarian.’> Although the
central focus of their research was not stress, Magi and Mardeusz®* —in their qualitative study
at the University of Vermont—found, after coding the open ended comments, that students
reported increased confidence and reduced stress after the consultation. Of the 52 students in
the study, more than one-third said they felt overwhelmed before the consultation and about
20 percent referenced a feeling of stress or anxiety in their comments. After the consultation
all but one remarked on a positive change. Responses in the appendix show 40 percent of
the students mentioned feelings of confidence/readiness/preparedness, and about 20 percent
mentioned feelings of relief or relaxation after the consultation.

The observation of heightened stress for Gen Z in the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic
is supported by the findings in the APA 2020 Stress and America report. Gen Z adults (aged 18-23
in 2020) reported high levels of stress with a 6.1 rating on a 10-point scale, compared to 5.0 for
all adults. Eighty-two percent of Gen Z adults in college said that the uncertainty going into the
2020-21 school year would likely result in stress.* However, in the 2021 study Gen Z stress levels
had lowered to 5.6, the second highest cohort after Millennials. Several studies have found that
COVID-19 directly affected student stress levels. Active Minds surveyed undergraduate students
in September 2020 and found that 89 percent reported that COVID-19 has had an impact on their
stress/anxiety levels. When asked what the most stressful factor was, college students ranked
having troubles focusing on studies and/or work as the third highest stress factor at 14 percent.”
In interviews of undergraduates at Texas A&M in April 2020, 71 percent of respondents reported
that their stress and anxiety had increased due to COVID-19, 89 percent of respondents reported
difficulty concentrating, and 82 percent were concerned about their academic performance.* In
contrast, a study comparing measurements before and after the University of Vermont moved all
instruction online due to COVID-19 did not find significant changes in stress levels in their study.
They hypothesized that the lack of stress changes could be attributed to moving back home, or
to the additional pandemic-related accommodations instructors provided.”

Methodology and Demographics

Students who scheduled a research consultation with four of the nine instruction liaison li-
brarians at Western Michigan University were invited to participate in the study, which was
reviewed and approved through the IRB process. These four librarians served the areas of fine
arts, business, health sciences, and education and were selected because of their breadth of
disciplines, as well as their history of having a high volume of research consultations. Study
participants were not asked why they sought the consultation, but there are a variety of incen-
tives at the university. In some classes it is required. In others the instructor recommends the
service, particularly when a student is struggling, or offers extra credit for using the service.
Students in the business college can use the research consultation as an option for obtaining
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a badge in a microlearning credentials program. Multiple librarians at the university have
reported that students seek consultations for individual assistance after an instruction session
was delivered to their class. There were 209 students eligible for participation and 108 opted
into the study resulting in a response rate of 52 percent. The pre- and post- questionnaires
were on the same Qualtrics web-based survey with a page in between asking students to
keep the tab open and pause to resume the session. Prior to the study students were asked
to self-report their feelings related to their project with the question: “How much stress do
you feel about this project?” (possible responses were: None at all (1), A little (2), A moderate
amount (3), A lot (4), A great deal (5)); and were asked about their overall stress via the ques-
tion: “How much overall stress do you feel this semester?” (possible responses were: None
at all (1), A little (2), A moderate amount (3), A lot (4), A great deal (5)). Definitions of project
and overall stress were not provided, leaving interpretation to the students. Immediately af-
ter the consultation students were asked to report how their project and overall stress levels
had changed with the questions: “How is your project stress after the research consultation?”
(possible responses were: Much better (5), Somewhat better (4), About the same (3), Somewhat
worse (2), Much worse (1)), and “How is your overall stress after the research consultation?”
(possible responses were: Much better (5), Somewhat better (4), About the same (3), Some-
what worse (2), Much worse (1)). The study launched in week six of the fall 2019 semester
and was suspended in week ten of the spring 2020 semester when it was announced that the
following week campus would move to virtual services because of the COVID-19 pandemic.
The study resumed in week six of the fall 2020 semester and ended in week ten of the spring
2021 semester to measure changes in reported project and overall stress before and during
the COVID-19 pandemic. The weeks correspond to late October and early March. During
the study period prior to the pandemic, the four librarians collecting responses for the study
conducted 92 percent of their consultations in-person and none via web conferencing; while
during the pandemic none of their consultations were in-person and 93 percent were via web
conference. Other mediums for consultations included IM/Chat and phone.

SPSS version 27 was used in analysis of the data. The researchers consulted with the As-
sociate Director of the Office of Institutional Research on the appropriate statistical tests, fol-
lowing up to verify the validity of the findings. Three of the factors were condensed in order
to increase within-group sample size. Class standing was reduced from five categories (first
year, sophomore, junior, senior, and graduate student) to three categories (first year/sopho-
more, junior/senior, and graduate student). Project stress and overall stress were reduced from
five categories to two categories: low (none at all/a little/a moderate amount) and high (a lot/a
great deal). Additionally, project stress change and overall stress change were transformed
from much worse, somewhat worse, about the same, somewhat better, and much better to -2,
-1, 0,1, and 2 respectively to quantify the magnitude and direction of change of respondents
from their previous state.

Of the 108 respondents, 43 percent (n=46) took the survey before the COVID-19 closures in
Michigan and 57 percent (n=62) of respondents took the survey during the COVID-19 pandemic
when library services and most courses were offered virtually. Eighty-five respondents gave
their age. The ages of respondents ranged from a minimum of 17 to a maximum of 50 with a
mean of 22.2 and standard deviation of 4.6. The ages and dates of participation were used to
sort students into generations. Seventy-nine percent (n=67) of respondents who gave their age
were from Gen Z, 19 percent (n=16) were Millennials, and 2 percent (n=2) were from Gen X.
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Class Standing
Twelve percent (n=13) of respondents were first years/sophomores, 76 percent (n=82) were
juniors/seniors, and 12 percent (n=13) were graduate students. This indicates that the pri-
mary audience for the research consultation service, at least among librarians in the study,
is juniors/seniors.

There was a significant association between COVID and class standing (x*(2)=10.306, p
=.006), as exhibited in table 1. More respondents than expected were graduate students be-
fore COVID (late October 2019 through early March 2020), and there were more first years/
sophomores than expected during the COVID phase of the study (late October 2020 through
early March 2021). Examining LibAnswers consultation reporting statistics of librarians in the
study, there were many more undergraduate consultations (178 versus 78) and slightly more
graduate consultations (18 versus 16) during the COVID phase. While the researchers do not
have an explanation for the change in graduate students, there was a first-year class that was
strongly encouraged to meet with one of the librarians in the study during the COVID phase.

Results
Stress Change

TABLE 1
Class Standing and COVID (n=108)
Class Standing
First Year / Junior / Senior Graduate
Sophomore (n=13) (n=82) Student (n=13)

CoviD Before (n=46) Count 1 36 9
Expected Count 55 349 55

During (n=62) | Count 12 46 4

Expected Count 7.5 47.1 7.5

The primary interest of the study was to observe whether or not students reported an im-
provement in perceived stress after the research consultation. Thirty-seven percent (n=40) of
respondents reported high levels of project stress and 64 percent (n=69) reported high levels of
overall stress before the consultation. Respondents reported an improvement in both project
stress and overall stress after the research consultation. Frequencies can be seen in figures 1
and 2. Respondents in the study experienced a mean positive change in project stress of 1.5
units and a mean positive change in overall stress of 1.2 units.

Chi-square Goodness of Fit Test Analysis
Using crosstabs, the researchers performed a chi-square goodness of fit test to explore associations
between the variables and found significant associations between: 1. Project Stress and Covid; 2.
Overall Stress Change and COVID; 3. Project Stress and Overall Stress; and 4. Project Stress Change
and Overall Stress Change. One area of interest was whether participants in the study demon-
strated higher levels of stress during the COVID phase of the study than in the pre-COVID phase.
There was a significant association between COVID and project stress before the consulta-
tion (x*(1)=10.297, p =.001), but the data showed there were more respondents than expected
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FIGURE 1
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reporting high project stress before COVID (late October 2019 through early March 2020).
Likewise, more respondents than expected reported low project stress during COVID (late
October 2020 through early March 2021) as shown in table 2. A similar analysis on overall
stress before the consultation did not show a significant association with COVID.

TABLE 2
Project Stress and COVID (n=108)

Project Stress
Low (1-3) (n=68) | High (4-5) (n=40)
CovID Before (n=46) Count 21 25
Expected Count 29 17
During (n=62) Count 47 15
Expected Count 39 23

There was a significant association between COVID and overall stress change (x*(2)=6.725,
p =.035). There were more respondents than expected reporting a positive overall stress change
by two units before COVID, and more than expected reporting no overall stress change, or a
positive stress change by one unit during COVID (see table 3). No students reported a negative
overall stress change. In general, improvements in overall stress were higher before COVID. A
similar analysis on project stress change did not show a significant association with COVID.

TABLE 3
Overall Stress Change and COVID (n=108)
Overall Stress Change
0 (n=17) 1 (n=54) 2 (n=37)

CovID Before (n=46) | Count 5 19 22
Expected Count 7.2 23 15.8

During (n=62) | Count 12 35 15
Expected Count 9.8 31 21.2

In addition to the difference between initial project stress and COVID, there was a sig-
nificant association between project stress and overall stress (x*(1)=5.101, p =.024). There were
more respondents than expected with both low project and overall stress, and likewise more
than expected with both high project and overall stress (see table 4). In general, students with
low project stress also had low overall stress and students with high project stress also had
high overall stress.

TABLE 4
Project Stress and Overall Stress (n=108)

Project Stress
Low (1-3) (n=68) | High (4-5) (n=40)

Overall Stress Low (1-3) (n=39) Count 30 9
Expected Count 24.6 14.4

High (4-5) (n=69) | Count 38 31
Expected Count 434 25.6
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There was also a significant association between project stress change and overall stress
change (x*(6)=35.181, p <.001). In general, students that showed large positive changes in
project stress were more likely to show large positive changes in overall stress (see table 5).

TABLE 5
Project Stress Change and Overall Stress Change (n=108)
Project Stress Change
-1(n=2) 0 (n=3) 1 (n=40) 2 (n=63)

Overall Stress | 0 (n=17) Count 2 1 12 2
Change Expected Count 3 5 6.3 9.9
1 (n=54) Count 0 2 23 29
Expected Count 1 1.5 20 31.5

2 (n=37) Count 0 0 5 32
Expected Count 7 13.7 21.6

Regression Analysis of Project and Overall Stress Change

An ordinal regression model using the Cauchit link function in SPSS was used to estimate the
relationships between changes in stress and possible explanatory variables including: COVID,
Millennial, Gen Z, class standing, and initial project/overall stress respectively. The use of this
model was affirmed by the model fitting, Pearson, and Deviance tests.

The ordinal regression model for project stress change found two explanatory variables
that were statistically significant (see table 6). Students in the pre-COVID portion of the study
reported stronger positive changes in project stress on average than students in the COVID
portion (beta =1.817, se = 0.885, p = 0.040). Students with low project stress prior to consulta-
tion reported stronger positive changes in project stress on average than students with high
initial project stress (beta = 1.986, se = 0.876, p = 0.023).

TABLE 6
Regression of Project Stress Change

Parameter Estimates

Estimate | Std. | Wald | df Sig. 95% Confidence
Error Interval

Lower | Upper
Bound | Bound

Threshold | [ProjectStressChange =-1.00] | -20.649 | 21.738 | 0.902 | 1 0.342 | -63.254 | 21.956
[ProjectStressChange =.00] -5.065 | 4333 | 1.367 | 1 0.242 | -13.556 | 3.427
[ProjectStressChange = 1.00] 2.664 1.615 | 2721 | 1 0.099 | -0.501 | 5.829

Location | [GenZ=0] 0.964 1.003 | 0.924 | 1 0.336 | -1.002 | 2.930
[GenZ=1] 0° 0
[COVID=0] 1.817 0.885 | 4.220 | 1 0.040 0.083 | 3.551
[COVID=1] 0° 0
[ClassStanding=1.00] 1.645 1.450 | 1.286 | 1 0.257 | -1.198 | 4.487
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TABLE 6
Regression of Project Stress Change

Parameter Estimates

Estimate | Std. | Wald | df | Sig. 95% Confidence

Error Interval

Lower | Upper

Bound | Bound

Location | [ClassStanding=2.00] 0.863 1.078 | 0.640 | 1 0424 | -1.251 | 2.977
[ClassStanding=3.00] 02 0

[ProjectStressHigh=.00] 1.986 0.876 | 5.146 | 1 | 0.023 0.270 | 3.702
[ProjectStressHigh=1.00] 02 0

[ProjectStressHigh=.00] -20.649 | 21.738 | 0902 | 1 | 0.342 | -63.254 | 21.956

[ProjectStressHigh=1.00] -5.065 | 4333 | 1.367 | 1 | 0.242 | -13.556 | 3.427

Link function: Cauchit.

aThis parameter is set to zero because it is redundant.

A cross tab analysis shows the responses to these questions and illustrates the difference
between the estimated and reported values (see table 7). Respondents before COVID reported
a higher-than-expected project stress change of two units and a lower than expected change
of one unit while those during COVID reported a lower than expected project stress change
of two units and higher than expected change of one unit. In general, respondents reported
lower levels of project stress change during COVID than they did before.

TABLE 7
Project Stress Change and COVID (n=108)
Project Stress Change
-1(n=2) 0 (n=3) 1 (n=40) 2 (n=63)
COVID | Before (n=46) Count 1 2 13 30
Expected Count 9 1.3 17 26.8
During (n=62) Count 1 1 27 33
Expected Count 1.1 1.7 23 36.2

Table 8 shows that respondents who reported high project stress (4-5) reported lower-
than-expected results for a positive project stress change factor of two and higher than ex-
pected results for zero project stress change and a positive project stress change factor of one.

TABLE 8
Project Stress Change and Project Stress (n=108)

Project Stress Change

-1(n=2) 0 (n=3) 1 (n=40) 2 (n=63)
Project | Low (1-3) (n=68) | Count 2 1 21 44
Stress Expected Count 13 1.9 25.2 39.7
High (4-5) (n=40) | Count 0 2 19 19
Expected Count 7 1.1 14.8 233
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In general, participants reported lower levels of project stress change when they had high
initial project stress than when they had low initial project stress.

Similarly, the overall stress change regression found overall stress and COVID to be the
two significant explanatory variables (see table 9). Students in the pre-COVID portion of the
study reported stronger positive changes in overall stress on average than students in the
COVID portion (beta = 2.252, se = 0.837, p = 0.007). Students with low overall stress prior to
consultation reported stronger positive changes in overall stress on average than students
with high initial overall stress (beta = 1.594, se = 0.646, p = 0.014).

TABLE 9
Regression Analysis of Overall Stress Change

Parameter Estimates

Estimate | Std. | Wald df Sig. 95% Confidence

Error Interval
Lower | Upper
Bound | Bound
Threshold | [OverallStressChange =.00] -0.759 | 1.044 | 0.528 1 0.468 | —2.805 | 1.288
[OverallStressChange = 1.00] 3.136 | 1.300 | 5.820 1 0.016 | 0.588 | 5.683
Location | [GenZ=0] -0.451 | 0.771 | 0.341 1 0.559 | -1.963 | 1.061
[GenZ=1] (0 0
[COVID=0] 2252 | 0.837 | 7.238 1 0.007 | 0.611 | 3.893
[COVID=1] 0° 0
[ClassStanding=1.00] 2.011 1.287 | 2.442 1 0.118 | -0.512 | 4.534
[ClassStanding=2.00] 0.400 | 0.894 | 0.200 1 0.655 | -1.353 | 2.153
[ClassStanding=3.00] 0° 0
[OverallStressHigh=.00] 1.594 | 0.646 | 6.086 1 0.014 | 0.328 | 2.860
[OverallStressHigh=1.00] 0? 0

Link function: Cauchit

2This parameter is set to zero because it is redundant.

Respondents before COVID had a higher-than-expected overall stress change for two units
and lower than expected change for zero and one units (see table 10). Respondents during CO-
VID had a lower-than-expected overall stress change of two units and a higher-than-expected
change for zero and one units. In general, respondents reported lower levels of overall stress
change during COVID than they did before and when they had high initial overall stress.

TABLE 10
Overall Stress Change and COVID (n=108)

Overall Stress Change

0 (n=17) 1 (n=54) 2 (n=37)
CovID Before (n=46) Count 5 19 22
Expected Count 7.2 23 15.8
During (n=62) Count 12 35 15
Expected Count 9.8 31 21.2




750 College & Research Libraries July 2024

Respondents who reported high overall stress (4-5) reported lower than expected results
for a positive overall stress change factor of two and higher than expected results for zero
overall stress change and a positive overall stress change factor of one (see table 11). In gen-
eral, respondents who reported higher overall stress had lower levels of stress change than
people with lower overall stress.

TABLE 11
Overall Stress Change and Overall Stress (n=108)

Overall Stress Change
2 (n=37) 1 (n=54) 0 (n=17)
Overall Stress | Low (1-3) (n=39) Count 5 18 16
Expected Count 6.1 19.5 134
High (4-5) (n=69) Count 12 36 21
Expected Count 10.9 34,5 23.6

Discussion

The most impactful finding of this study is the consistent positive change in reported student
stress after the research consultation. While the researchers were expecting to see a positive
change in project stress, the researchers were very encouraged to see a corresponding positive
change in overall stress. The overall stress change was lower in magnitude during the COVID
phase of the study. This study did not ask students to describe the factors contributing to their
overall stress and stress factors may have been more persistent during COVID times than prior.
In their study of 243,694 students seeking counseling support, the Center for Collegiate Mental
health found that levels of distress related to academics, eating, and family were heightened
in 2020.%® The finding that project stress levels were lower during the COVID period of our
study was surprising. Anderson, Fisher, and Walker® analyzed 3,331 reference encounters at
Georgia State University from the fall 2019 and spring 2020 semesters, coding them for level
of difficulty, and found that transactions during COVID were more difficult than those before
COVID. However, as the Vermont study speculated, accommodations from instructors during
the COVID period of change may explain reduced stress.* Western Michigan University faculty
may have improved communication and support—many faculty went through professional
development when transitioning their courses online in the spring and summer of 2020. Ad-
ditionally, the registrar offered students the opportunity to change their grading structure to
pass/fail during the COVID lockdown with no penalty. In Texas A&M'’s study students reported
increased stress due to COVID.* There was no significant difference in reported overall stress
before and during COVID in our study or Vermont’s,** but it’s possible that students saw the
project as a lower weighted stress factor in comparison to factors that arose from the context
of the pandemic. The regression analysis found that, similarly to overall stress change, project
stress change had a lower magnitude during the COVID phase of the study.

The findings in the regression analysis that respondents with lower initial project stress,
or lower initial overall stress, experienced greater change is unexpected because there was
less opportunity for change —if stress is already low, you wouldn’t expect it to have as much
room for improvement. However, it is easier to remove a small amount of stress than a large
amount, and students going from some stress to none could see this as a great improvement.
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Researchers at Rutgers University studied subjective factors—such as happiness and confi-
dence—before and after six web search tasks; they found that those who were happy before
the search, and who thought the search task would be easy, felt better after the search.” In
the same study, subjects who felt unhappy before the search did feel happier, as well as more
confident and satisfied with the results if the results found were complete and relevant. So,
it may be that patrons going into the consultation with low project stress are likely to report
improvement afterward regardless of the relevancy of the sources found, but patrons with
high initial project stress are more reliant on relevancy for perceived improvement. These
findings emphasize the importance of the librarian considering the research question fully
and making connections between the information found in the consultation and the research
question clear to the patron.

While the study gathered sufficient responses from Gen Z and Millennials to run a com-
parison, they were too close in age to represent the breadth of their generations. Additionally,
there were only two Gen Xers in the study. Over the span of the study from October 2019
through March 2021, the mean age was 22.2 and the standard deviation was 4.6. Sixty-seven
percent of respondents who gave their age were between 20 and 23 years old. Our finding of
no difference in stress levels by generation is also in line with the APA Stress in America 2021
study where Gen Z and Millennials report the most similar stress levels of any generation,
at 5.6 and 5.7 out of 10 respectively. The researchers theorized there would be a stress differ-
ence by class standing—that as students gained experience in their programs, they would
gain research and coping skills. However, this may be offset by the increased difficulty of the
assignments in the upper levels.

The research coincided with a movement toward personal wellness at the Western
Michigan University campus due to groundswell support from students during a series of
educational innovation town halls held in 2018 and 2019. In pursuing this goal, the campus
adopted the Wellness Wheel model derived from Hettler's Dimensions of Wellness.* The wheel
adopted included eight dimensions: social, emotional, physical, environmental, financial,
purpose/spiritual, occupational, and intellectual. Selected campus services were assigned a
dimension and provided to students seeking education on campus wellness options. Through
this study the researchers were able to get the research consultation service included on the
menu of services for the dimension of intellectual wellness in spring 2020, joining others such
as the tutoring and the writing center. Additionally, the library sought out mental health first
aid professional development opportunities offered to all employees and invited the Assistant
Director of Mental Health Outreach to present at a library all staff meeting.

Limitations and Opportunities for Future Research
The study gathered a sample of 108 completed responses which may limit generalizability to
the larger student population at the university. The study did not collect demographic factors
beyond class standing and age. Additionally, responses were self-selected and reported on
perceived stress, which increases subjectivity. The mode of delivery of the consultation (vir-
tual meeting vs in-person) may have influenced stress levels; this was not explored because
the shift in delivery due to COVID was unexpected at the initiation of the study and thus was
not included on the survey instrument.

Future opportunities for research include analyzing changes and perceived stress by
comparing students who sought the research consultation intervention to a control of stu-
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dents who did not seek a consultation. This would likely have the additional advantage of
gathering a larger sample size. While the study focused on having a short survey in order
to increase responses and to decrease consultation time dedicated to the survey, additional
demographic questions could be included to analyze differences by gender, race, ethnicity,
GPA, and first-generation status, among others. The post-test was administered immediately
following the consultation. Future studies could investigate persistence of the effects further
into the semester. One of the librarians in the study does collect Project Outcome data on the
research consultation at the end of the semester and received 26 responses during the period
of the study. Ninety-six percent reported using the resources for their assignment and 81
percent reported they applied what they learned to another research task; however, these
responses do not touch on stress. Overall and Project Stress also could be further segmented.
Future studies could include the incorporation of assessment metrics, such as the Perceived
Stress Scale (PSS) or Bostick’s Library Anxiety Scale. Another opportunity would be to conduct
a study incorporating factors of confidence, happiness, stress, and library anxiety, which are
frequently studied separately.

Conclusion

Findings of the study confirm the researchers” hypothesis that the library research consultation
improves perceived stress levels at the project and overall level in the population surveyed.
While the researchers want to affirm their belief that the consultation is not in any way a re-
placement for professional counseling services, the results show that it is a wellness-focused
student service that can help students to reduce academic stress. Therefore, they argue it
could be included with other campus services promoted to students seeking wellness triage,
particularly for students who seek intellectual wellness. The researchers hope this is just the
beginning of librarianship interest in utilizing the research consultation to its fullest poten-
tial not only in student learning but also as one of several academic services contributing to
student wellness.
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