
Opportunities for students to shape their 
library experience at Birkbeck 

• UX project
• Student-Library partnership
• Reading for pleasure



User experience (UX) research at Birkbeck 
Library 



Motivations for doing the project

• Growing body of 
evidence in LIS of the 
effectiveness of using 
these methods.

• To involve our users to 
help in develop space 
and services.

• To avoid survey fatigue 
by using different 
methods.



Alumni fund bid success



UX defined…

Originally ‘UX’ focused on design and usability testing of a 
website or software. 

This  has now broadened out and can be applied to space and 
services as well. 



Ethnography defined…

Ethnography is simply a way of studying cultures through 
observation, participation and other qualitative techniques 
with a view to better understanding the subject’s point of 
view and experience of the world.



Activities 

Observation

Cognitive 
mapping

Touchstone 
tours

Focus group



Training student facilitators

https://moodle.bbk.ac.uk/course/view.php?id=20218
https://moodle.bbk.ac.uk/course/view.php?id=20218


Observation



Cognitive mapping



Touchstone tours



Focus group



Engaging participants 



Engaging participants 



Completed Activities

Activity Week 1
Sat 04/03 –
Thurs 09/03

Week 2
Sat 11/03 – Fri 
17/03

Week 3
Sat 18/03 –
Thurs 23/03

Total 

Cognitive maps 20 16 15 51

Touchstone tours 14 15 13 42

Observations 9 hours 5 hours 4 hours 18 hours

Focus groups 4 Circa 8 
hours



Data Analysis



The database



Research outcomes

• Temperature

• The Lift

• Availability of study spaces 
during ‘rush hour’ 
4-6pm

• Demarcation of space, clarity of 
behaviour expectations

• The Collection

• Availability of staff

• Information

• Facilities

Recommendations



Student-Library Partnership at Birkbeck



How the partnership started 

•Working more closely  with our users (Library 
Strategy)

•Idea included in 2016-17 operational plan

•Used momentum created by UX project

•Contacted student representatives

•Library staff involved to define project
A group with terms of reference, not a drop-in

Publicised on website

Themed discussions and training

Library will provide sandwiches and drinks



Principles of partnership

Terms of Reference 
• Purpose and aims of the 

group
• Scope
• Communication 
• Organisation of meetings

‘Partnership is based upon the principles of respect, 
reciprocity and shared responsibility’.
Alison Cook-Sather



Format of meetings

• Updates from Library staff

• Discussion on a theme initiated by staff

• Student updates and questions

• Training/awareness on one aspect of the service

 Box of Broadcasts (June 2017 meeting)

 Open Access and interlibrary loans (November 2017)

 Exam papers (April 2018)



Benefits

•Genuine links between students and library staff

•Insights into experiences and perspectives of 

students/staff

•Qualitative data on how students use the library

•The library has easy ‘access’ to a group of students

•Reputation value – ‘we are listening’

•Fosters links between students from different 

departments



Feedback

The fact that we get free 
sandwiches and drinks is 
great – you should 
promote this more!

I really enjoyed the 
partnership meeting last 
week. I’m impressed that 
the Library is having 
these kind of 
conversations with 
students.

Now that you told us about 
the stapling function on the 
new photocopiers, I have 
been telling everyone how 
great it is!



Limitations

• Is the group representative?

• Attendance levels

• Shared responsibilities

• Volunteering

Review, next steps…



Reading for Pleasure



Fun in an academic library?!

• Studies (e.g. University of Liverpool, 2016) have shown 
the positive benefits of reading for pleasure.

• UX data showed students’ interest in a leisure collection: 
improve the student experience.



Student recruitment

It’s their collection, so we let them choose it! 

11 students paid for 3 hours
 Student Library partnership
 Team Birkbeck

Paid for with Alumni Innovation Fund grant



Selection Criteria

• £300 each to spend
• Bookshops in the Bloomsbury area
• 1 book per author
• Not already on our catalogue
• Borrowable 
• Fun! (subjective, of course)



Considerations

Will the collection be catalogued and displayed 
differently to our main collection? (probably)

Options for further student involvement
• blog posts
• reader reviews (like in Waterstones)
• future development of the collection?...



Questions & Discussion

Can we expect 
students to volunteer 
or do we need to 
offer paid student 
roles?

How does this kind of 
feedback fits in with 
other feedback 
activities?

What are the benefits 
of working with 
students for your 
library service?



Contact us

Emma Illingworth
Subject Librarian (School of Science)
e.Illingworth@bbk.ac.uk

Melissa Steiner
Assistant Librarian(Disability & Dyslexia Support)
m.steiner@bbk.ac.uk

mailto:e.Illingworth@bbk.ac.uk
mailto:m.steiner@bbk.ac.uk


Images

Images came 
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Sonya Hurtado 
for Birkbeck 
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UX reading suggestions
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https://www.m25lib.ac.uk/2018/05/02/presentations-from-2018-annual-conference/


Can we expect students to volunteer 
or do we need to offer paid student 
roles?



How does this kind of feedback fits 
in with other feedback activities?



What are the benefits of working 
with students for your library 
service? 


