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a culture of experimentation

UX Research & Design

UX Research pp40-41.indd   2 11/09/2019   21:51



INFORMATION PROFESSIONAL    41September 2019

LTHOUGH UX 
research methods 
are now commonly 
employed in many 
libraries, the UX 

design process that should 
naturally follow, which translates 
research data into new services 
that are prototyped and 
tested with users is much less 
embedded. I recently explored 
why I think this might be, as part 
of my opening address at the 
2019 UX in Libraries conference, 
and thought it would also be 
useful to offer a brief summary of 
some key barriers as part of my 
regular column here. 

Take action
Firstly, I see that libraries everywhere 
regularly and incorrectly consider 
research to be the finish line. Far too 
often, all that happens in response to 
user research is that committees are 
formed or reports are written. Neither 
improve or enhance the experience 
of your users. UX is about taking real 
action, a starting point from which you 
begin to test and develop new services. 

Secondly, library staff are far too 
concerned about pursuing perfection, 
living for those “ta-da!” moments 
when shiny new and complete services, 
that have been developed separately 
from the user, are unveiled. Instead 
we should be working to develop new 
services which start as incomplete 
ideas and are evolved collaboratively 
with users over time: this is known 
as co-design. Library staff perfection 
takes too long, is too detailed, and 
crucially bears little resemblance to 
what users actually need. 

Thirdly, unnecessary caution and 
a lack of risk-taking often halts 
UX design. Library staff are rarely 
empowered to freely test new 
prototype services. This is because 
prototypes and pilots are routinely 
seen as threats rather than as 

opportunities to learn. The risks of 
failure are hugely exaggerated and, 
consciously or not, bureaucratic 
structures are put in place to stifle 
such innovation. Senior library staff 
need to accept that there is no value in 
everything being taken to committees 
for approval. What library staff think 
and feel about a prototype is quite 
honestly irrelevant, it is the user 
experience of such innovations that 
is important. There is a culture in 
libraries, that desperately needs to be 
challenged, of staff thinking that every 
new thing needs to be put by them, 
that they always need to be consulted. 
Users meanwhile are rarely consulted, 
regarded as sleeping partners who just 
have to blindly accept whatever we 
decide to do next. A crucial paradigm 
shift is needed. 

Finally, the fact that UX usually 
sits awkwardly in most organisations 
– neither owned nor actively 
approved – is frequently problematic. 
Time and energy is rarely taken to 
consider, or understand, how UX 
might flourish and succeed. In my 
experience those libraries which offer 
the most successful and innovative 
library services are those which 
have embraced UX as a strategic 
priority. They have achieved this 
by openly declaring that users are 
their first priority and proving this 
by empowering their staff to conduct 
ad hoc research and design as part 
of their jobs (by writing it into job 
descriptions and giving them the 
time to do it) thereby ensuring user-
centred services are constantly being 
developed and delivered. 

Overcoming barriers
For many libraries worldwide the 
overcoming of the barriers I have 
detailed will require a brave shift in 
emphasis and organisation. Practically 
it requires a move away from needless 
bureaucracy, hierarchy and lengthy 
expensive projects, towards more 

free, agile and inexpensive testing. 
This can only happen if permission 
is actively given for the sustenance 
of an ongoing and vibrant culture 
of experimentation. It requires 
an acceptance that staff should 
be encouraged and given time to 
research and design with users and an 
understanding that we should never 
be done developing and improving 
services. What higher priority can 
a library have than ensuring an 
excellent experience for its users? IP
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In my experience those libraries which offer the most 
successful and innovative library services are those 
which have embraced UX as a strategic priority.‘‘
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