
unUXpected and UXpected
feedback:

• Leanne Workman, Acting Head of Academic Liaison

• Emilia Brzozowska-Szczecina, Now Senior Information Advisor 
@ Kingston University

Uncovering what students think of the new 
library and library services at Royal Holloway



Overview

• What is UX?

• Background on our new library

• What UX research we’ve done

• Our findings – both the expected and 
unexpected!



What is UX?

“User Experience or UX, as it is defined in 
the library context, is a suite of techniques 
based around first understanding and 
then improving the experiences people 
have when using our library services. It 
utilises ethnography and design to 
achieve this.”
Ned Potter: https://www.ned-potter.com/ux-in-libraries-resource-list/

https://www.ned-potter.com/ux-in-libraries-resource-list/


A bit of background…
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What we have now…





New Library Feedback



Collecting the first impressions of 
the new building…

Was overwhelmingly positive! 





BUT…



BUT…



BUT…



Study Space and Behaviour 
Observation (Nov 2017)



So how did we go about mapping…

• 3 observations a day at 11am, 3pm and 7pm for 
7 days during the Autumn term

• Looked at which seats were occupied
• Monitored the noise
• Noted how people were working – was it 

collaboratively, individually, seated in groups 
but working quietly, etc…



What did the observations tell us?
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We learnt a lot about our students…
Noise levels are as predicted and 

prompted by the interior design
 Library zones were established by 

library users very quickly
 ‘Unwanted’ noise comes mostly 

from the foyer, not from the 
people

But if it comes from people -
library staff are still expected to 
intervene…

 80% occupied seats at our busiest 
times (we are not full)



Touchstone tours and cognitive 
maps (May 2018)



What did we hope to learn from this UX 
research?

• To understand how students view and use the library 
after a few months

• To learn about the different studying styles and 
preferences 

• To analyse the distinct topics that emerged from 
discussions about the maps or tours



Why did we choose touchstone tours and 
cognitive maps?

• Information provided by students is not 
prompted by questions, but rather comes out 
naturally through the process 

• Library users decide themselves what is 
important for them and worth mentioning 
about the library. 

• Therefore topics which arise during these 
conversations are more likely to be something 
significant to our library users, even if 
mentioned by ‘just’ five of 76 people. 



The facts:

• 22 touchstone tours (10-30 mins each)
• 54 cognitive maps (10 mins)
• Discussion after each map or tour
• Also included a checklist of facilities and 

services we offer to check to see if students 
were aware of them

• No such thing as a “bad answer”
• Offered Starbucks voucher for a tour and 

chocolate/sweet prize for a map







What did we learn?

 Still concerns about lack of space, 
particularly at busy times

 Confusion over High Use vs General 
Collection

 Lack of knowledge about the services 
we offered

 Navigation of the building is not 
intuitive and can feel overwhelming

 Students love the library, the furniture, 
the librarians and resources/services 
they did know about



Welcome Week 2018



Your Welcome Week Story

• 2 week long exercise
• 14 mini-tasks, which ranged from taking photos of their 

favourite study space to placing emojis on where they 
liked best on campus, or simply filling in a diary pre-loaded 
with questions about the experience

• 13 finished entries (of 28 handed out)
• Offered £20 Amazon voucher upon completion of all the 

tasks

Aim: for us to improve the welcome week experience for 
future years





Your Welcome Week Story – the 
findings

• A range of different students = a snapshot of different 
student experiences for Welcome Week

• Communication from across the College varied –
some found it useful and well timed, for others this 
was not the case.

• Some found the campus big and uninviting at first, 
but got settled and things like Welcome Fairs helped

• People were friendly and helpful – community 
atmosphere was felt early on 



Your Welcome Week Story – the 
Library

A masterpiece

Large and modern – so 
different from my high 

school library!

Great atmosphere, good for 
productive studying

Didn’t attend the library 
induction, but would have 

been useful





What was UXpected and unUXpected?



Just because the library has been 
built, it does not mean the work 
is over…



People really want clear directions…

So we had to improve our signage…



It is hard to get our messages 
“out” to users…



But we did expect that the library 
would be popular 



Conclusions
Our library spaces are being used as 
prompted by their design, but we need to 
show that & communicate it to users

UX research informs our response to 
students’ feedback and the decision making 
process (e.g. emphasising with signage the 
silent study spaces)

UX research helps Library staff to know how 
library spaces are being used

We got really good unprompted feedback 
about the helpfulness of library staff



Questions?



Leanne Workman: 

• Leanne.workman@rhul.ac.uk

• @NotSoSpotless

Emilia Brzozowska-Szczecina: 

• e.brzozowska-szczecina@kingston.ac.uk

• @GeekEmilia

Photos of Royal Holloway buildings are owned by the College. All 
other images were sourced & can be reused freely from Pixabay.
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