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�$�E�V�W�U�D�F�W 
User behaviour in  academic library spaces is an under researched topic in the UK, and that 
research which has been undertaken is predominantly based on quantitative research. 
There is still little understanding of use or behaviours that manifest within Higher Education 
(HE) library spaces, or of the way staff interpret use and behaviours. There is also little 
discussion of how much the design of the library influences use and behaviour, thus 
whether or not the library spaces are inclusive of a broad range of users. This the sis 
represents qualitative research addressing this gap.  
 
Using a critical ethnographic based approach influenced by Feminist Standpoint Theory, 
observations and semi -structured interviews were carried out at two HE institutions across a 
period of two acad emic years over 2013 -14 and 2014 -15. The overarching research aim 
was to discover whether academic libraries provide  a supportive and inclusive learning 
environment . This led to the following research questions :  

�x How do students behave in and use academic l ibraries?  
o What do students do when they visit the library?  
o How do students interact with each other when they are in the library? Do 

�W�K�H�\���V�X�S�S�R�U�W���R�U���G�L�V�U�X�S�W���H�D�F�K���R�W�K�H�U�¶�V�¶���D�F�W�L�Y�L�W�L�H�V�" 
o How do students interact with staff in the library? When in a study spac e, do 

students interact with staff to gain support/guidance in their library use, or 
are staff members seen primarily as rule enforcers?  

�x What impact does design have on use and perceptions of use?  
o When students use academic library spaces, does the design  of the space 

help or hinder their chosen use?  
�ƒ Do students conform to the intended purpose of a space? If not, is the 

non -conformity of benefit or problematic to other users?  
�x How do staff understand and interpret the way students use the spaces in the 

libr ary, and do they try to modify student behaviour as a result of that interpretation 
of use? Does modification of behaviour impact on:  

o The student -staff relationship (will students refer to staff for help or feel 
discouraged from doing so?)  

o The ways student s use or situate themselves in spaces (is their use modified 
to match staff requirements or does it differ from staff expectations? Does 
�P�R�G�L�I�L�F�D�W�L�R�Q���R�I���E�H�K�D�Y�L�R�X�U���E�\���V�W�D�I�I���L�P�S�H�G�H���W�K�H���O�H�Y�H�O�V���R�I���V�W�X�G�H�Q�W�V�¶���S�U�R�G�X�F�W�L�Y�L�W�\��
and learning?)  

�x Do differing perceptions of appropriate use create inequalities between students, and 
between students and staff?  

 
Addressing the research aim  and these questions  offers a better understanding of how  
academic libraries can be used  and , in some cases , manipulated to the benefit and  
detriment of different library users. Thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006)  was used to 
draw out themes of patterns of use (groups and individual) and how they could be gendered 
in representation of power over other users and the space itself.  Themes also indicated 
discrimination.  
 
There are a number of key findings from the research.  There  are several groups of people 
for  whom the library is important or  essential: in particular, people who attend university 
under the Widening Participation br acket , including mature students (usually female) 
returning to studying,  need library space and technology because of lack of resources at 
home. The spaces studied are designed to be supportive of a number of study activities, but 
often also encouraged or allowed exclusive disruptive behaviours to manifest. There are 
incidents of some staff racializing behaviour at one institute in the study, whether 
consciously/intentionally or not, primarily influenced by problematic behaviours regularly 
requiring policin g. Staff interpretations of larger group use (i.e. more than six to seven 
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group members) in the library were also racialized. I conclude that the library is both 
inclusive and exclusive via behaviours of its users, through space design, and through staff 
interpretations of use.  
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�/�L�V�W���R�I���D�E�E�U�H�Y�L�D�W�L�R�Q�V�� 
 

BA: British Asian i.e. Asians with a South Asian heritage of Bangladesh, India and Pakistan 

 

FST: Feminist Standpoint Theory 

 

HE: Higher education 

 

NSS: National Student Survey 

 

PGR: postgraduate researcher i.e. those who are attending university as an untaught research student, 
usually at PhD level. 

 

TEF: Teaching Excellence Framework 

 

WP: Widening Participation
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�&�K�D�S�W�H�U���������,�Q�W�U�R�G�X�F�W�L�R�Q 
 

When  I first began my career in libraries, I developed an  interest  in how people use 

library spaces, what they actually  do when they visit them. As my career has 

progressed, and as the design of library buildings has developed  to create statement 

higher education (HE) libraries �����,�¶�Y�H���V�H�H�Q���S�D�W�W�H�U�Q�V���H�P�H�U�J�H���L�Q���W�K�H���N�L�Q�G���R�I���V�X�S�S�R�U�W���,���Z�D�V��

�S�U�R�Y�L�G�L�Q�J���L�Q���W�K�H���Y�D�U�L�R�X�V���U�R�O�H�V���,�¶�Y�H���K�H�O�G. Students would ask for help u sing computers and 

printers, and  were usually female. Passing observations would suggest students were 

manipulating spaces to suit their needs rather than seeking out space designed to 

support them. When a chance came up to s tudy use of the library I worked at as a 

library assistant, which had just been refurbished, I applied and was appointed research 

assistant. The rese arch was short term, and developed  in to  primarily quantitative data 

collection, but I saw that new research  was being published in the US using ethnographic 

methods to collect data in college libraries and reporting intriguing results. On 

completion of the research, I was eager to learn more about UK usage patterns, about 

what kind of people use HE library spac e, and whether library space design was 

inadvertently creating problems for specific groups.  

 

1.1 Format of the thesis  

This section of the thesis introduces various concepts relating to recent developments in 

and changes to HE throughout the last few years , and the impact this may have had on 

academic library de sign and use. The following chapter discuss es research on library 

usage, particularly in an HE context and using  my chosen method of critical 

ethnographic -based methods  for data collection. I then  mo ve on to  discuss my  

theoretical  approach to the methodology  in chapters 3 and 4 , specifically a feminist  

standpoint -based  approach, and the research questions, moving  on to look at using 

ethnographic based methods  for da ta collection and thematic analysis for interrogating 

the data. The settings for the data collection are described, with information on the 

nature of the furniture and layouts of the spaces, as well as the nature of the data 

collected in each setting. I th en move on to the three analysis chapters, discussing the 

nature of power, the need for appropriate space for specific groups, and patterns that 

arise in usage.  Chapter 5 presents the patterns of use that appear in the settings, 

primarily group and individ ual use, and how both user types engage in representations 

of their own power. I a lso discuss whether  library design has any influence over use and 

power dynamics, and deal with the concept of ownership of library space and where it 

can develop from. In ch apter 6 I focus specifically on people who need the library space 

because of lack of resources and facilities ava ilable to them elsewhere. I also discuss 
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how the marketisation of Higher Education has potentially influenc ed student perceptions 

of ownership,  power , and what constitutes appropriate use of library space . Chapter 7 

addresses user behaviours at Institute 1 that staff have racialized , and the issues arising 

from the racializing process, as well as one usage pattern that data from Institute 2 

indic ates is not necessarily on e linked to race.  Finally , in the conclusion  (chapter 8) , I 

discuss what implications the data may have in terms of design provision and ensuring 

library visitors are sufficiently catered for in a fair and supportive manner, with 

statements on the limitations of the research, and possible routes for further research.  

 

1.2 The changing world of Higher Education  

When I submitted my research proposal in the summer of 2010, HE was in a very 

different position, undergoing rapid changes,  and has continued to change throughout 

this research . I registered for my PhD at the same time that the  results of the  Browne 

Review  (Browne, 2010)  were  published, and given my  professional  experience and 

research I had been involved in (Ramsden, 2011) , I had already seen that student 

behaviours and perceptions of HE were changing. The Browne Review aided 

development of further monetisation and marketisation of the HE system, concluding on 

the basis of intervie wing a small percentage of various stakeholders that potential 

applicants to university would not be put off by higher fees should the loan and grant 

system prove fair. However, prior to the publication of the Browne Review, the NUS 

expressed concerns that  �S�H�R�S�O�H���I�U�R�P���S�R�R�U�H�U���R�U���K�D�U�G�H�U���W�R���U�H�D�F�K���J�U�R�X�S�V���Z�R�X�O�G���E�H���³�S�U�L�F�H�G��

�R�X�W�´���R�I���D�W�W�H�Q�G�L�Q�J���X�Q�L�Y�H�U�V�L�W�\��(National Union of Students, 2009) . The unive rsities I have 

collected data from have both long engaged with widening participation practices, and 

are known for encouraging applications and attendance from disadvantaged groups and 

those who would find it more difficult to access university, such as ma ture women with 

families. It was the mature women who were particularly noticeable in my professional 

role, who asked for the most support and struggled the most with using library 

resources, including technology provisions. In 2013 the announcement of a r emoval of 

student number caps in 2015 , and  an emphasis on funding for science and engineering 

courses rai sed  further concerns on whether the funding of HE was biased against the 

arts and humanities; coupled with the drop of grade requirements for entry, un iversities 

were seen in competition with each other (Ramesh, 2013) . The changes saw an increase 

in 18 year olds applying for full time courses, and from Widening Participation applicants, 

but a drop in part - time applications was seen partially attributable to concerns mature 

stud ents have over funding, debt and support from their employers (Lowe, 2016) . The 

drop of bursaries for  courses like nursing has had a similar impact on student 

applications , although rates of acceptance are relatively unchanged  (Royal College of 

Nursing, 2018) . 
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The newest concern amongst current and potential students is over the Teaching 

Excellence Framework (TEF) and the Higher Education and Research Act  2017 . The Act 

was passed in April 2017, pushed through parliament prior to a snap general election in 

June of the same year  after a tumultuous political period, where the UK voted to leave 

the European Union leading to concerns about European and international students 

applying for studying in the UK. The House of Lords attempted to revoke a section on 

students counting towards net migration figures but failed to do so, leading to the fears 

that  students outside the UK originally hoping to apply to study in the UK will reject that 

option  (although there has been an increase in applications in 2018 compared to a drop 

for each of the preceding two years (Adams, 2018) ) , and that international/EU staff will 

leave the country ���%�X�F�K�D�Q�����������������:�H�D�O�H���	���2�¶�&�D�U�U�R�O�O��������������. The TEF draws its core data 

from Teaching Quality (TQ), Learning Environment (LE), and Student Outcomes and 

Learn ing Gain (SO) (Higher Education Funding Council for England, 2016, p. 23) . 

However, some of this data utilises scores from the National Student Survey (NSS), a 

tool already disclaimed as potentially unreliable and problematic in itself (Grove, 2017; 

National Union of Students, 2017) . It is hoped that the whole set of metrics will create a 

wider, more nuanced demonstration of the quality of an institution (Grove, 2017) , but 

th e TEF links in to a more economic  perspective of measuring quality. As Busch 

�V�X�J�J�H�V�W�V�����³�L�W���L�V���H�D�V�\���W�R���P�H�D�V�X�U�H���W�K�H���S�H�U�F�H�Q�W�D�J�H���R�I���V�W�X�G�H�Q�W�V���Z�K�R���J�U�D�G�X�D�W�H���Z�L�W�K�L�Q���I�L�Y�H��

years but much more difficult to measure �Z�K�D�W���W�K�H�\���K�D�Y�H���O�H�D�U�Q�H�G���´��(Busch, 2017, p. 

46) . The TEF is designed to allow applicants to choose which university best suits their 

needs, and this in itself is a problematic decision to make: students may not know what  

course or teaching style suits their own requirements until they attend, and the TEF 

metrics will not contain any amount of data that would inform them of that. Students will 

only discover whether the teaching and course is entirely appropriate to them wh en they 

attend university, and are still at risk of dropping out in the early stages of the course . 

Nevertheless, t he TEF, linked with the proviso that universities will be able to justify fee 

charges according to their ranking, has scope to lead to a chan ge in what applicants 

wan t to achieve from their degree.  

 

The implementation of higher tuition fees and the reduction of financial support for 

anyone who may have not been able to study without bursaries or similar funding means 

that the student body is ch anging. Busch (2017)  points out the Browne Review (Browne, 

2010)  was a clear signifier of HE moving from education for furthering society to 

�H�G�X�F�D�W�L�R�Q���W�R���I�X�U�W�K�H�U���H�F�R�Q�R�P�L�F���J�D�L�Q�����³�������V�H�H�N�L�Q�J���D���P�R�Q�H�W�D�U�\���U�H�W�X�U�Q���L�Q���W�K�H���I�R�U�P���R�I���K�L�J�K�H�U��

salaries. The more debt they incur, the more obsesse d with monetary rewards of a 

�X�Q�L�Y�H�U�V�L�W�\���G�H�J�U�H�H���W�K�H�\���Z�L�O�O���E�H���´��(Busch, 2017, p. 53) . Since I enrolled, the NUS ha s 
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�U�D�L�V�H�G���F�R�Q�F�H�U�Q�V���R�Y�H�U���µ�O�D�G�G�L�V�P�¶�����G�H�I�L�Q�H�G���L�Q���R�Q�H���I�R�U�P���D�V���E�H�K�D�Y�L�R�X�U���E�\���\�R�X�Q�J���P�D�O�H��

students embracing a cult �X�U�H���R�I���D�O�F�R�K�R�O���D�Q�G���P�L�V�R�J�\�Q�L�V�W�L�F���µ�E�D�Q�W�H�U�¶��(Phipps, 2013, p. 6) ), 

sexism and personal safety at university (National Uni on of Students, 2015; Phipps, 

2013) �����D�Q�G���D�F�D�G�H�P�L�F���V�W�D�I�I���K�D�Y�H���H�[�S�H�U�L�H�Q�F�H�G���S�U�R�E�O�H�P�V���G�H�D�O�L�Q�J���Z�L�W�K���µ�O�D�G���F�X�O�W�X�U�H�¶���L�Q��

teaching (C. Jackson, Dempster, & Pollard, 2015) 1. Much of this change in behaviour has 

been attributed to the mone tisation and marketisation of HE  (Phipps, 2013; Phipps & 

Young, 2015) . The changes in the funding of HE have suppo rted a feeling amongst 

successful applicants that they are entitled to certain provisions and rights, and in many 

cases this feeling is appropriate: fees are costly, s o services and support should  meet 

expectations. However, a consumer - led marketised educa tion  encourages and increases 

certain inappropriate and undesirable behaviours related to that sense of entitlement, 

including the culture of laddism, and behaviours that manifest in abusing and taking 

�µ�U�L�J�K�W�V�¶���W�R���W�K�H���H�[�W�U�H�P�H�����µ�,���D�P���S�D�\�L�Q�J���…�������������D���\�H�D�U���W�R have access to this service, this 

�E�X�L�O�G�L�Q�J�����W�K�L�V���U�H�V�R�X�U�F�H�����:�K�\���V�K�R�X�O�G�Q�¶�W���,���E�H���D�E�O�H���W�R���E�H�K�D�Y�H���K�R�Z���,���Z�D�Q�W�����W�D�N�H���Z�K�D�W���,���Z�D�Q�W�"��

�:�K�\���V�K�R�X�O�G���,���K�D�Y�H���W�R���S�D�\���O�L�E�U�D�U�\���I�L�Q�H�V���Z�K�H�Q���,���D�O�U�H�D�G�\���S�D�\���V�R���P�X�F�K�"�¶��(Temple, Callender, 

Grove, & Kersh, 2014) �����+�(���L�V���Q�R�Z���D�Q���L�Q�Y�H�V�W�P�H�Q�W���Z�K�H�U�H���H�G�X�F�D�W�L�R�Q���S�U�H�S�D�U�H�V���V�W�X�G�H�Q�W�V���³�W�R��

�E�H���F�R�P�S�H�W�L�W�L�Y�H���L�Q���W�K�H���J�O�R�E�D�O���P�D�U�N�H�W�S�O�D�F�H�´��(Giroux, 2014, p. 17) , where spending money 

on fees is akin investing on the stock market, expecting returns (Busch, 2017, p. 49) .  

 

In short, HE has changed significantly since I began my research, and my data and 

analysis have mirrored that change. The thesis and research have been evolving 

creatures, as the language and behaviours manifest in the data demonstrate the 

continuing evolution of the university environment. What began as curiosity regarding 

behaviours a nd the influence of design on those behaviours has morphed into concerns 

as to whether some students are behaving in ways that exclude others because of that 

�Q�H�R�O�L�E�H�U�D�O���µ�H�P�S�R�Z�H�U�P�H�Q�W�¶���D�Q�G���H�Q�W�L�W�O�H�P�H�Q�W�����D�Q�G���Z�K�H�W�K�H�U���W�K�H���H�Q�Y�L�U�R�Q�P�H�Q�W���F�D�Q���L�Q�I�O�X�H�Q�F�H��

that behaviour . The research has developed into a measure of how students , in a 

changing HE environment, use and ideally benefit from library provisions , and that t he 

changing attitudes towards HE  as a purchased commodity are not problematic or to the 

detriment of stude nts using library spaces . Library space should be inclusive and 

supportive of a variety of student needs, varied as they might be , and the research 

presented here addresses whether the libraries studied are indeed inclusive  and 

supportive of their users . 

 

                                                           
1 Laddism and similar issues are discussed in more detail in chapter 6 
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1.3 Academic library design and the changing face of HE  

Library design has always been an important consideration for unive rsities, and more 

recently, libraries  have become part of the statement architecture that helps generate 

interest in choosing to stud y at a university. Boone (2003)  suggests that as courses are 

modif ied and marketed to reflect changing requirements of the eco nomy and thus 

students, so too are  university libraries. The goal is to achieve something visually 

stimulating while supporting a wide variety of study needs, and libraries can be different 

but sh are a great deal of similar features in their choice of soft furnishings, rows of 

computers, consistent colour themes. Problems arise when architects and interior 

designers are not familiar with what usage patterns are undertaken and thus how 

(un)successfu l what they include in their designs actually is in practice. When I was 

working on a piece of  post -occupancy 2 research  before I began this PhD (Ramsden, 

2011) , a colleague reported an  interior designer who had contributed to the design of 

�R�Q�H���R�I���W�K�H���Q�H�Z���V�S�D�F�H�V���P�R�Y�L�Q�J���D���Z�K�H�H�O�H�G���F�K�D�L�U���D�V���L�W���Z�D�V���µ�L�Q���W�K�H���Z�U�R�Q�J���S�O�D�F�H�¶�����W�K�H��

designer had envisaged it remaining in one spot in spite of its moveable adaptable 

nature, the student had simply taken  advantage of being able to move it. As my 

colleague suggested, why include moveable furniture in a design and expect it to remain 

static? Another design feature frequently found in library space (and HE building 

generally), but almost as frequently lament ed by its visitors, is the atrium. They are 

utilised to attempt to create light, and function as visually engaging  (Joint Information 

Services Committee, 2006) , but create problems with sound and te mperature in 

particular: noise and heat carry easily through to the top of the atrium creating 

disruption and discomfort  (Lanclos, 2014) . Accordingly, as will be  seen in  chapter 2 , 

research has attempted to assess the quality of these (re)designs from the perspective 

of various stakeholders, looking for appropriate working space for both library staff and 

visitors, for where problems may arise such as with staff o pinions of purpose or 

appropriate usage patterns clashing with students using the space as suits their needs.  

 

Historically, libraries have portrayed a range of messages. They communicate a church -

like/monastic sanctuary of learning aided by rules of silen t use (Boone, 2003; 

Eigenbrodt, 2013) . Sometimes they simultaneously provide meeting or group use 

spaces, indicating a social learning perspective of libraries that many are tryin g to move 

towards (Childs, Matthews, & Walton, 2013; Eigenbrodt, 2013; Hunley & Schaller, 2009; 

Montgomery, 2014) . In the process of attempt ing  to c ommunicate varying messages in 

one place, libraries are trying to bring in and cater to a wide variety of student needs 

                                                           
2 Post-occupancy research refers to a building being redesigned/redecorated and then researched for success 
of the changes. 
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and uses, which may or may not create conflicting messages if designers and library 

staff providing the briefing do not carefully consid er the impact of these combinations 

(Joint Information Services Committee, 2006) �����$�V���%�R�R�Q�H���V�X�J�J�H�V�W�V�����³�7�K�H���H�P�H�U�J�L�Q�J���O�L�E�U�D�U�\��

is no longer simply a monastery full of books and journals for scholars but  marketplaces 

�F�R�P�S�H�W�L�Q�J���I�R�U���F�O�L�H�Q�W�V���E�\���R�I�I�H�U�L�Q�J���G�L�I�I�H�U�H�Q�W���D�U�U�D�\�V���R�I���V�H�U�Y�L�F�H�V���´ (Boone, 2003, p. 358) .  

 

Library design trends have shifted aiming to represent the change in HE teaching styles, 

most recently incorporating social learning spaces such as general social areas, group 

spaces and more shared space overall (Childs et al., 2013) . The most recent concept has 

been the learning (or sometimes known as information) commons, the development of 

what is essentially a space where it primarily hosts a variety of spaces with technology 

to allow it s visitors to learn and study, usually with reduced or no physical texts, splitting 

views of whether the importance of physical or virtual space in libra ries should take 

priority (Childs et al., 2013; Lippincott, 2006) . To help inform the increase in developing 

new HE spaces to reflect teaching changes, Jisc produced guidance on how to ensure 

learning space is designed to be flexible, creative and supportive amongst their 

promot �H�G���G�H�V�L�J�Q���H�W�K�R�V�����U�H�I�H�U�U�L�Q�J���W�R���V�H�Y�H�U�D�O���³�O�H�D�U�Q�L�Q�J���F�H�Q�W�U�H�V�´���D�V���F�D�V�H���V�W�X�G�\���H�[�D�P�S�O�H�V���R�I��

good practice (Joint Information Services Committee, 2006) .  

 

The library (no matter its name or design) as a buildi ng has reconfigured its message 

and ethos, has developed into a space with the intention of being associated by its users 

with studying: even if they are not used for resources, they are associated with learning 

(Childs et al., 2013) . Architects and designers have embraced the process of creating 

new modern spaces away from the traditional to communicate concepts of comfort, of 

stimulation, using furniture that would b e more often seen in a café or Apple store. 

Indeed, students have reported they receive better service from retailers than from their 

academic library, unfavourably comparing the ease and speed of service in Starbucks 

with that of their library desk (Delcore et al., 2009) . Moving in the direction of providing 

services in the same way as a stylised retailer encourages further perceptions of libraries 

as commercial, but it also creates a library that functions as a home from home, as 

comfort is catered for: the library is trying to answer what coffee shops appear to have 

provided students for some time in their provision of free Wi-Fi, refreshments and sofas. 

HE libraries are attempting to cater for students as consumers . Because HE requires 

funding outs ide of the government support, they have had to embrace a commercial 

perspective to answer the needs and requirements of a marketised culture. They are 

endeavouring to discard the perception that a library  communicates a s church - like, 

which can easily dete r some visitors with its reverential and potentially oppressive 

atmosphere, to wards a space that is  welcoming and  inviting, somewhere that is easy to 
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use for prolonged periods. Discarding an atmosphere that might frighten some students 

away from using it i s a positive action to take, but the risk is that HE libraries can deter 

�V�W�X�G�H�Q�W�V���Z�K�R���Q�H�H�G���W�K�H���W�U�D�G�L�W�L�R�Q�D�O���µ�O�L�E�U�D�U�\���D�V���F�K�X�U�F�K�¶���W�R���K�H�O�S���W�K�H�P���H�Q�J�D�J�H���L�Q���V�W�X�G�\�L�Q�J����

The answer many HE libraries are taking is to try and create a design that caters for a 

large va riety of needs, relying on designers and student feedback to lead changes in 

facilities and services.  

 

Research  into HE libraries has usually involved  collect ing  a mixture of qualitative and 

quantitative data, but where it often falls short is an understan ding of actual usage 

patterns: usage data stem from interviews or focus groups rather than examining what 

is actually happening in the spaces. This is where ethnographic techniques have become 

popular, utilising observations and interview techniques that a re very open in order to 

collect data that would otherwise be missed, forgotten, assumed by the interviewee to 

be boring or not of relevance and so missed out of conversations with researchers.  

 

1.4 Thesis  purpose and  contribution  

This research examines us er behaviour in two HE libraries at two separate universities, 

utilising ethnographic -based  techniques to study behaviours within the space. Multiple, 

unaffiliated universities have not  yet  been s tudied in combination in the UK. Additionally, 

a critical pe rspective is used with the  application of a n approach influenced by  Feminist  

Standpoint Theory (FST). A FST -based approach is used to examine power relations 

between inhabitants, between staff and students, and to consider key groups of students 

using the library space who are insufficiently catered for . T he marketisation of HE  

discussed above can change perceptions of �K�R�Z���V�W�X�G�H�Q�W�V�����L�Q���W�K�H���S�D�\�P�H�Q�W���R�I���I�H�H�V�����µ�R�Z�Q�¶��

what they pay for, including study spaces and services provided by the library , which ca n 

play into power dynamics between library users, potentially excluding others from using 

facilities . Library space design and its influence over its inhabitants is also considered.  

 

The thesis contributes the following:  

�x Ethnographic data on patterns of be haviour, of group users, of individual users, 

and a representation of gendered patterns of power and (dis) empowerment  

thro ughout the analysis chapters (5 to 7) ;  

�x That library space can sometimes influence behaviour both in inclusive and 

exclusive ways (i.e.  that support multiple separate library users , or prevent them 

from successfully using the library), but in the context of negative user 

behaviours, has little to no influence over inhabitants . Library users will use the 

space as they feel best to complete  their tasks whether their purpose matches 
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the design  intentions  or not . These findings are discussed throughout the thesis 

(chapters 5 to 7) ;  

�x That some staff perceptions of use at Institute 1 are racialized. Some of these 

perceptions are based on specific  incidents where students behaved in a manner 

that potent ially endangered  other library users  or made them  feel  intimated.  Data 

from Institute 2 implies the racialization of some behaviours (specifically related 

to the creation and membership  of large grou ps) is unfounded. This issue is 

addressed in chapter 7.  

 

In this chapter  I have introduced how I became interested in library space use, and how 

the changing nature of HE has seen a shift in student behaviour and perceptions of their 

university  provisions.  I will now mov e on to detail  the current literature on HE libraries , 

and to what extent  and depth it examines library use and design considerations.  The 

literature review will identify gaps that the research presented in this thesis addresses.  
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�&�K�D�S�W�H�U���� �����/�L�W�H�U�D�W�X�U�H���5�H�Y�L�H�Z 
Here I will detail the current research based in and on HE libraries, with a focus on the 

increase in library space evaluation and the methods utilised. I will discuss the literature 

in the context of the current competitive nature of H E institutions and design features in 

library spaces, and the link between design intention and usage. I will then shift focus to 

the nature of methods used to evaluate HE library spaces, narrowing down the scope to 

qualitative research. I will examine the  relatively recent interest in utilising 

ethnographic/anthropological approaches to study usage patterns and to better 

understand student study practices in the context of their day.  I describe how library 

research is starting to take a critical approach i n the US , specifically focussing on race 

and  mirroring research in a broader HE context . I identify how critical approaches to 

studying HE library space and use, which can offer insights into specific user needs and 

the (un)successful provision of  library services and spaces, are uncommon, and how my 

own research fills this gap in knowledge.  

 

Research into formal learning spaces is common, with post -occupancy evaluation of 

newly designed classrooms and lecture theatres featuring heavily in the lite rature. 

Hunley and Schaller (2009)  attribute the increase in this type of evaluation to a change 

in the approach to designing learning spaces and pedagogical approaches, with grand 

architectural statement campus developments, and moves towards more utilisation of 

technology within formal learning space. Naturally there is a need to ensure money is 

well spent when inv esting in new builds and refurbishments (as well as teaching and 

course content), but in the UK the need has become more pressing, with changes to 

student evaluation of HE provisions when the National Student Survey (NSS) was 

introduced in 2005 and the fir st introduction of tuition fees in the late 1990s. HE has 

moved towards improvements intended to impact on student evaluations as well as 

teaching quality (G. D. A. Brown, Wood, Ogden, & Mal tby, 2015; Havergal, 2015; Sabri, 

2013; Temple et al., 2014) . 

 

The Joint Information Systems Council ( JISC) 3 and the UK Higher Education Space 

Management G roup  (SMG) 4 have both produced recommendations for design of library 

and HE learning spaces, primari ly providing case studies as examples  (Joint Information 

                                                           
3 As they were on the publication of guidance on learning space design. They have since changed to Jisc (with 
no acronym) 
4 SMG was formed in 2002 specifically to support and advise UK HE institutions on managing their space, and 
were later involved in a project supported by the Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE) (who 
also funded it), Scottish Funding Council (SFC), Higher Education Funding Council for Wales (HEFCW) and the 
Department for Employment and Learning (in Northern Ireland) (DELNI)(UK Higher Education Space 
Management Group, 2006b) 
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Services Committee, 2006; UK Higher Educatio n Space Management Group, 2006a) . 

�-�,�6�&���W�D�O�N���D�E�R�X�W���K�R�Z���³�O�H�D�U�Q�L�Q�J���V�S�D�F�H�V���V�K�R�X�O�G���E�H�F�R�P�H���D���S�K�\�V�L�F�D�O���U�H�S�U�H�V�H�Q�W�D�W�L�R�Q���R�I���W�K�H��

institution's vision and strategy for learning �± responsive, inclusive,  and supportive of 

atta �L�Q�P�H�Q�W���E�\���D�O�O���´��(Joint Information Services Committee, 2006, p. 2) . They discuss the 

rise of the learning centre, a new breed of library integrating a variety of support 

services, learning and social spaces, c afes and computer areas, silent study and 

collaborative areas, using zoning and furniture design to define what kind of area usage 

is expected. However, they warn against creating spaces that cannot be self - regulated: if 

the design purpose is not clear and  provides too many messages about intended use, 

users cannot be expected to comply to and respect the overarching design ethos and 

thus the design has failed.  Self - regulating spaces are created from designs that influence 

behaviour to match the purpose of the space e.g. silent spaces will be used as such 

because the influence of design matches the intended purpose and the rules designated 

to the space. Where multipurpose designs (as discussed by JISC (2006)  above) may 

become problematic is when the space layout encourages too many purposes th at clash, 

causing disruption and discomfort for visitors, rather than guiding usage to particular 

patterns that allow varying concurrent uses . This clash is well demonstrated by Bedwell 

and Banks (2013)  who reported observational data that showed group s tudy tables could 

encourage collaboration between students, but also lead to aggressive behaviour from 

other occupants when the tables were located in quiet study areas but used for 

discussion . During development of spaces, emphasis is placed on involving all 

stakeholders in the design process to ensure not just requirements of a variety of users 

are met, but expectations of the  intended space use  are made clear to those operating in 

or overseeing them  (Hunter, 2006; Joint Information Services Committee, 2006;  

Oblinger, 2006) . Users of HE libraries are diverse; they repre sent different genders, 

races, ethnicities, and attendance modes, and have a broad mix of home responsibilities. 

A diverse population will likely have diverse, complex requirements, and to understand 

these requirements brings about a need to use approaches  that are inclusive, that help 

develop an understanding of a population �¶s needs.  

 

2.1 The changing nature of academic libraries  

To help develop a context as to why there is a need for more research into library space 

use, a discussion of the progression of  how academic libraries have changed over the 

last few years is useful. Libraries have been reimagined as several varieties over the last 

decade or so. The re - �Q�D�P�L�Q�J���R�I���O�L�E�U�D�U�L�H�V���D�V���µ�Oearning centres �¶ is a way of rebranding 

libraries directly linked to the ir changing provisions, shifting away from a focus on books 

on the shelves to online resources and a variety of uses beyond reading (Daniels, Darch, 

& Jager, 2010) . Rebranding has also led to  the new generation of library spaces and 
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other informal  learning environments linked to libraries in the form of information or 

learning commons (IC/LC).  Commons design places an emphasis  on technology rich 

spaces, o ften with no physical study or reference materials such as books or journals 

(but as a result,  commons  are usually contained within or near library/learning centre 

facilities ) . Commons spaces vary greatly in the provisions they offer, ranging from small, 

self - contained computer areas with additional software, printing and technical support 

available, to varieties of non - library, non - teaching spaces designed to provide a mixture 

of high technology in conjunction with individual or collaborative learning  (alt hough some 

research suggests students prefer solo working away from Commons spaces (Catalano, 

Paretta, McGivney, & King, 2014) ) , to those connected with library materials in high 

demand incorporating furnitur e that encourages the use of both physical and electronic 

resources.  Often, if contained within new builds, they will incorporate statement 

architecture and furniture, such as an atrium spanning the full height of the building, 

easily (re)movable options f or creating spaces (inflatable group study pods and movable 

walls have featu red in some designs: see JISC (2006) ), and multi -purpose desks (such 

as desks that flip open to provide access to a computer).  

 

It is important to ensure new design ideas are formulated to create an atmosphere that 

students can study successfully within, and thus feel connected to and engaged with 

their university library. However,  as we shall see below, until comparatively recently 

assessment of academic library design (be the design  new or not) primarily depended on  

quantitative research, without consideration of how to learn about student behaviours or 

interpretation of the spaces. I shall demonstrate that qualitative data is the key to 

learning about library use and while quantitative data can be useful, it does no t provide 

a sufficiently comprehensive view of what kind of practices (and why) are undertaken 

within library spaces.  

 

2.2 Evaluating learning spaces and design impact  

Assessment of a space to measure its success and influence on its users is important in 

order to gain an understanding of how a space works and how it can be improved, and 

assessment of educational spaces is key for HE institutions to ensure they provide 

spaces fit for purpose. Evaluation of formal learning spaces has for some time regularly 

featured in discussing whether the space design influences directed learning behaviour, 

but discussion is limited in terms of how much detail it examines the design in , in 

tandem  �Z�L�W�K���L�Q�K�D�E�L�W�D�Q�W�V�¶���X�V�H�����7�K�H�U�H���L�V���V�R�P�H���G�L�V�F�U�H�S�D�Q�F�\���L�Q���W�K�H���O�L�W�H�U�D�W�X�U�H���D�V���W�R���Z�K�H�Wher 

academic libraries can be considered formal or informal learning spaces with definitions 

varying. Those who include libraries in the informal definition are in the majority: 

Montgomery refers to formal learning spaces as classrooms, placing libraries f irmly in 
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the informal bracket (2014, p. 70) , while Hunter  and Cox refer to libraries as a formal 

learning environment in contrast to cafes and other social environments (2014, p. 34) . 

�+�D�U�U�R�S���D�Q�G���7�X�U�S�L�Q���G�H�I�L�Q�H���L�Q�I�R�U�P�D�O���O�H�D�U�Q�L�Q�J���V�S�D�F�H�V���D�V���³�Q�R�Q-discipline specific spaces 

frequented by both staff and students for self -directed lear �Q�L�Q�J���D�F�W�L�Y�L�W�L�H�V�´��(2013, p. 59) , 

which implies that spaces can be flexible and switch between becoming a formal and 

infor mal space: should a classroom for  non -discipline specific  use  be booked by students 

for a st udy group, does that make it an informal learning space for that period of time? 

For the purposes of this research and literature review, I define formal learning spaces 

as classrooms and lecture theatres when learning is being directed by a qualified 

indi vidual such as a teacher, tutor or lecturer. This definition still leaves the space open 

to fluidity of meaning: libraries can contain rooms used for teaching purposes where 

formal learning is undertaken, while classrooms in teaching departments can still be 

utilised for informal learning practices, but this definition is accepting of that fluidity of 

space meaning, and library spaces will be predominantly informal, while classrooms 

remain predominantly formal in nature. This definition also accepts that pr actice and use 

of a space can define it at that point of practice/use.  

 

The success of a formal space can depend as much on the tutor as on the space design 

itself. McArthur (2015)  �O�R�R�N�H�G���D�W���I�R�U�P�D�O���µ�L�Q�V�W�U�X�F�W�L�R�Q�D�O�¶���O�H�D�U�Q�L�Q�J���H�Q�Y�L�U�R�Q�P�H�Q�W�V���X�V�H�G���I�R�U��

teaching purposes in HE, considering gender of students, learning environments and the 

instructor themselves as analysis  factors in a survey given to students at the end of a 

semester of a public speaking class. Students were within one of three specific 

classrooms of different types, with each classroom split into sections: a traditional 

lecture style classroom, a room set  up as lecture style but with movable desks that could 

be reconfigured into different arrangements, and a classroom with round tables and 

wheeled chairs. The rooms had varying types of lighting. McArthur found that students 

perceived their learning as more  �F�R�Q�V�L�V�W�H�Q�W�O�\���³�O�H�D�U�Q�L�Q�J���L�Q���V�X�E�V�W�D�Q�W�L�D�O���D�Q�G���P�H�D�Q�L�Q�J�I�X�O��

�Z�D�\�V�´��(2015, p. 14)  when they studied with tutors within the formal lecture style 

classroom than in other spaces with tutors attempting to experiment with teaching 

approaches or using traditional methods in less traditional spaces (where the space and 

teaching styles were in �F�R�Q�J�U�X�H�Q�W�������0�F�$�U�W�K�X�U���D�W�W�U�L�E�X�W�H�V���W�K�H���V�W�X�G�H�Q�W�V�¶���S�H�U�F�H�S�W�L�R�Q���R�I��

consistency to the possibility of one of, or a combination of, three traits demonstrated by 

instructors. First, the tutors were forced into a consistent level of teaching practice and 

thus learnin g outcomes because of the forced restrictive nature of the space. Second, 

the tutors were highly experienced in teaching in the traditional environment. Third, the 

tutors were comfortable in/familiar with the traditional space. With increased flexibility i n 

the environment came an increase in inconsistency of learning outcome success which 

was attributed to an increased emphasis on the capacity of the tutor to use and design 
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classes that suit the space: staff who were able to adapt to the change in space sa w 

better learning outcomes, while those who had difficulty with using the non - traditional 

rooms were at risk of seeing lower outcomes.  

 

Assessment of school classrooms has resulted in similar findings: classrooms and school 

buildings overall can influence  learning success and behaviours if they are sufficiently 

utilised by the teachers, but poor facilities and upkeep will impact on comfort levels and 

thus on learning capacity (Könings, Brand -Gruwel, & van Merr iënboer, 2005; Sztejnberg 

& Finch, 2006; Uline, Tschannen -Moran, & Wolsey, 2009; Zhang & Barrett, 2010) . 

Formal learning spaces are thus well - researched in terms of the interplay between 

design intentions, learning outcomes and user behaviour/experiences,  but what of 

academic libraries? An overview of HE library space assessment now follows, 

demonstrating how prevalent the use of quantitative techniques are in library space 

research.  

 

2.3 Evaluating academic libraries   

Having discussed the context of forma l space assessment, I now move on to focussing 

on research on HE library space and services. Most research in this field utilises 

quantitative methods, but do they produce sufficient data to gain an understanding of 

user needs and opinions? Assessment of p rovisions in HE libraries is common, with 

survey focus often placed on elements such as student research processes, librarian 

support, frequency and purpose of visit, and preference for space (Beckers, van der 

Voordt, & Dewulf, 2016a; Cha & Kim, 2015; K. Hall & Kapa, 2015; Haug, 2008; Head & 

Eisenberg, 2011; Hults, 1992; Kayongo & Helm, 2010; L ee & Schottenfeld, 2014; Wong, 

2009) . Data from survey tools can be used to gather information that leads to 

improvements such as increasing staffing numbers at key times, or assessing how 

popular computer labs are in comparison to reading areas. Surveys provide the 

opportunity to gather data in a simple, quick way for participants, meaning that libraries 

can minimise costs to data collection and staff time but also have usable data. Some 

universities use the US -based LibQUAL+ survey tool to collect data (Association of 

Research Libraries, n.d.) , a web based survey specifically designed for libraries which 

uses scaled numbered ratings to gauge opinions on the library. Responses are analysed 

by a data centre in  the US  ���³�:�K�D�W���L�V���/�L�E�4�X�D�O���"���´������������, meaning that library staff can 

obtain data and info rmation from the survey (potentially with very high numbers of 

respondents) without needing to process it themselves. A section within the survey 
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�U�H�I�H�U�V���W�R���µ�/�L�E�U�D�U�\���D�V���S�O�D�F�H�¶5 while other sections provide options for short comments 

(Stuart & A ssociation of Research Libraries, 2008, p. 7) . However, LibQUAL+ does not 

collect any demographic data in any detail (Elteto, Jackson, &  Lim, 2008, p. 329)  

meaning the data cannot be attributed to any specific user groups: if data cannot be 

linked to a specific user group, their needs cannot be sufficiently understood and gaps in 

service/space provision may not be successfully filled.  

 

The survey costs money for the library/university, and while it is perceived by some as a 

high quality analytical tool for understanding both library use and non -use (Asemi, 

Kazempour, & Ashrafi Rizi, 2010; McCaffr ey, 2013) , it is focussed on quantitative data 

with few opportunities for students to submit qualitative responses. Heath (2007)  used 

LibQUAL+ in tandem with other surveys designed by their university library to learn 

more about usage practices and student perceptions of what their library was for, 

discovering the library was used more for a meeting place and study location than for 

access to resources. The combination of th e established survey tool in LibQUAL+ and 

additional surveys can be a good way of personalising and expanding on what data is 

retrieved, and as a starting point for evidence based practice in the evaluation and 

(re)design of library space. Heath used the d ata to modify library facilities to reflect the 

emphasis on the library as an environment, installing a coffee shop while ensuring quiet 

�D�Q�G���V�L�O�H�Q�W���V�S�D�F�H�V���Z�H�U�H���P�D�L�Q�W�D�L�Q�H�G�����+�H�D�W�K���U�H�S�R�U�W�H�G���³�X�Q�D�Q�L�P�R�X�V���V�W�X�G�H�Q�W���V�X�S�S�R�U�W�´���D�Q�G��

�³�Q�R���F�R�P�S�O�D�L�Q�W�V���I�U�R�P���X�Q�G�H�U�J�U�D�G�X�D�W�H�V�´���Dbout the modifications to services (Heath, 2007, 

p. 15) �����+�R�Z�H�Y�H�U�����+�H�D�W�K�¶�V���X�V�H���R�I���V�X�U�Y�H�\�V���O�D�F�N�V���G�H�W�D�L�O�H�G���G�D�W�D���R�Q���Z�K�D�W���N�L�Q�G���R�I���X�V�D�J�H��

patte rns manifested prior to and after changes were made, thus missing the 

understanding of what behaviours were supported prior to and after the changes were 

�P�D�G�H�����'�L�I�I�H�U�H�Q�W���J�U�R�X�S�V���R�I���V�W�X�G�H�Q�W�V���P�D�\���X�V�H���W�K�H���Q�H�Z���V�S�D�F�H���L�Q���G�L�I�I�H�U�H�Q�W���Z�D�\�V�����D�Q�G���D���µ�Q�R��

�F�R�P�S�O�D�L�Q�W�V�¶���D�S�S�Uoach does not necessarily mean students were happy with the 

modifications, or indeed felt comfortable and happy in the new environment. The data 

�F�R�O�O�H�F�W�L�R�Q���D�S�S�U�R�D�F�K���D�O�V�R���U�L�V�N�V���V�W�X�G�H�Q�W�V���H�[�S�H�U�L�H�Q�F�L�Q�J���µ�V�X�U�Y�H�\���I�D�W�L�J�X�H�¶���L���H�����I�L�O�O�L�Q�J���V�X�U�Y�H�\�V��

with minimal respons e or with speed to counteract becoming overloaded with requests 

for feedback. Relying purely on surveys to understand student use of libraries can 

answer some simple questions , such as providing information on frequency of use, 

favourite spaces, and genera l satisfaction levels , but will not deal sufficiently with details 

or the nuances of behavioural patterns that qualitative data can provide , of what 

happens in library spaces when they are used . 

 

                                                           
5 Library as place is a concept that modifies the idea of a library from a space housing resources to one where 
people interact with each other and the space around them, giving meaning to the environment. 
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Surveys, even when allowing for open questions, can be probl ematic in a number of 

ways. If compensation for completion is involved (such as prizes or coffee vouchers) 

participants may complete them quickly without contemplating their answers. Similarly, 

�F�R�P�S�O�H�W�L�R�Q���P�D�\���E�H���U�X�V�K�H�G���E�H�F�D�X�V�H���R�I���W�K�H���S�D�U�W�L�F�L�S�D�Q�W�V�¶���V�F�K�H�G�X�O�Lng commitments. 

�$�Q�V�Z�H�U�V���F�D�Q���E�H���V�N�H�Z�H�G���D�F�F�R�U�G�L�Q�J���W�R���W�K�H���S�D�U�W�L�F�L�S�D�Q�W�V�¶���F�X�U�U�H�Q�W���V�L�W�X�D�W�L�R�Q���D�Q�G���U�H�F�H�Q�W��

experiences: if they have just been asked to be quiet while using the library and resent 

being policed, they may respond more negatively. Open questions may o nly be 

answered as briefly as possible, if at all. Closed questions have little flexibility and 

require careful construction to ensure they are easy to understand without limiting 

responses too much or creating such a lengthy survey that participants are d eterred 

from responding. Additionally, surveys can only reach the people willing to respond to 

them: while this can be said of many research tools and methods relying on volunteers, 

qualitative based research methods allow more scope for learning about peo ple who may 

not participate in research otherwise.  

 

Other quantitative based library assessment often utilises seat counts to study how 

successful a space may or may not be. Seat counts can be useful to assess how 

furnishings may or may not be used: at Hud dersfield, use of soft furnishings was low, 

with armchairs only at 4 -31% capacity at any one time (Ramsden, 2011) . As a result, 

some chairs were moved ( as they were or iginally placed i n silent areas)  with many 

removed.  The research was primarily designed to assess the appropriateness of the 

methods employed, but provided some insight into how students perceived the Library 

�D�V���µ�W�K�H���S�O�D�F�H���W�R���J�R�¶���W�R���D�F�K�L�H�Y�H���V�W�X�G�\���J�R�D�O�V�� Unfortunately count s like this do little to 

create understanding of why these usage preferences exist without supporting data 

obtained using other methods. Seat counts can tell you that the space is occupied, which 

may lead to changes in the library layout to increase that k ind of space/resource 

combination availability, such as modify a library to include more silent computer labs if 

they are in high demand. Where data like seat counts fall short is when it cannot tell you 

that a space is occupied because there is no room el sewhere, or because the computer 

�U�R�R�P�V���L�Q���D���G�H�S�D�U�W�P�H�Q�W���D�U�H���F�O�R�V�H�G���W�K�D�W���G�D�\�����R�U���E�H�F�D�X�V�H���D���V�W�X�G�H�Q�W���F�D�Q�¶�W���D�I�I�R�U�G���W�K�H�L�U���R�Z�Q��

computer/laptop and need to use the library to be able to complete their assignment. 

Seat counts have, however, been used as a prelimina ry tool or component of multi -

method research to aid further more in -depth studies of what kind of study behaviour is 

undertaken in what kind of space. Given and Leckie (2003)  found that public library 

patrons primarily used tables, most frequently for reading but sometimes writing. They 

also observed what they considered low usage of computers (13 -15%), low because of 

the emphasis on public libraries and their role in providing access to IT resources for 

those with no computer at home. May and Swabe y (2015)  found that  using seat counts  
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in tandem with a q uestionnaire meant they could develop a better understanding of their 

�D�F�D�G�H�P�L�F���O�L�E�U�D�U�\�¶�V���X�V�H�U���S�U�H�I�H�U�H�Q�F�H�V�����7�K�H�\���G�L�V�F�R�Y�H�U�H�G���W�K�H���O�L�E�U�D�U�\���Z�D�V���K�H�D�Y�L�O�\���X�V�H�G���I�R�U��

desktop computers and laptops to undertake academic work, and that student demand 

for some spaces wa s sometimes high enough to create a perception that the entire 

library was full (rather than it just being that particular space they were visiting). 

However the researchers admit that the method of monitoring seat occupancy and 

occupant activity was limit �H�G���D�Q�G���³�V�X�S�H�U�I�L�F�L�D�O�´���D�Q�G���P�H�D�Q�W���W�K�H�\���F�R�X�O�G���Q�R�W���G�H�Y�H�O�R�S���D���I�X�O�O��

understanding of student perceptions of and attitudes to the library, and that 

ethnographic methods would have provided more information (2015, pp. 774 �±775) .  

This method of research, unless use d alongside other more qualitative methods, still 

produces large quantities of quantitative data, and has limitations on the amount of 

�X�Q�G�H�U�V�W�D�Q�G�L�Q�J���R�I���W�K�H���µ�Z�K�\�¶���R�I���W�K�D�W���X�V�D�J�H���E�H�K�D�Y�L�R�X�U���D�Q�G���V�S�D�F�H���V�H�D�W���V�H�O�H�F�W�L�R�Q�����+�R�Z�H�Y�H�U�����L�W��

can be considerably more informa tive than other quantitative data collection methods 

purely because of the consideration of activities undertaken with a library space. My own 

research addresses the need to assess what actually occurs within library space over a 

prolonged period, rather t han brief snapshots of data.  

 

If quantitative methods are considered necessary for certain data elements (for example 

by management who might need quantitative information for reports to other 

departments or for funding), then to use them alongside qualita tive methods can provide 

more revealing results. To compare and assess consistency and quality of data from 

qualitative and quantitative data collection methods, Montgomery (2011)  developed a 

mixed method approach derived from ethnographic methods to investigate space use 

and  preference in HE libraries. They  approached observations as a quantitative 

technique, using the method to count the number of occurrences of activ ities (such as 

what equipment they were using to what purpose) and where students were , collecting 

data within one particular floor of the building, as it was the busiest of their floors and 

could potentially house a wide variety of uses (including a cafe,  reference desk, 

computers and a mix of solo and group work facilities). For qualitative data they utilised 

design charettes 6 with students who were asked to design a floor of the library as their 

ideal space design within 10 minutes, with a discussion car ried out after the design was 

completed. Data collected from observations demonstrated nearly half of students 

worked alone (48%), most students working in the library overall were engaged in 

academic activity (64%), and some students (no numbers detailed)  were observed using 

a laptop while also using a PC and other devices. However, as the quantitative data did 

not provide details of why these activities and usage patterns (i.e. working solo vs in 

                                                           
6 A meeting where participants focus specifically on planning and designing something or solving a specific 
problem through a design process. 
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groups)  manifest , the charettes helped supplement the obser vation data, and led to 

feedback on the importance of privacy and space around individuals to help them have 

�U�R�R�P���W�R���Z�R�U�N�����D�V���Z�H�O�O���D�V���F�R�Q�I�L�U�P�L�Q�J���V�W�X�G�H�Q�W�V�¶���Q�H�H�G���W�R���Z�R�U�N���Z�L�W�K���P�Xltiple devices/tools, 

and their preference for solo, silent/quiet working. Groups  of two or more people in the 

observations were seen to be more frequent at certain times of the day, and interest in 

group areas for some participants in the charettes mirrored that preference, with 

complaints about the group areas becoming claimed quickl y. Students also commented 

during design discussions that support services were difficult to locate, data that would 

not have been possible to derive from the observation counts. Montgomery c oncluded 

that the methods comple mented each other successfully, w ith each method providing 

unique data as well as confirming results from the alternative method, but was overt in 

representing this research as an intended prequel to more extensive ethnographic 

research: where there were gaps in the data on understanding student space 

preferences and study practices, further research was planned to gain more insight, 

particularly in non -users of the library.  

 

�:�K�L�O�H���0�R�Q�W�J�R�P�H�U�\�¶�V��(2011)  research does demonstrate a successful use of a mixed 

method approach, the fact that both methods are derived from ethnography, and the 

quantitative data collection stems from a method that can also be used for qualitative 

data collection implies that the  observations can be adopted for deeper and more 

revealing data collection. Using observations for numbers is useful, but without the 

supporting data from qualitative techniques, does not help gain insight and 

understanding of the data, or knowledge of how  behaviours manifest and interact or 

conflict with other behaviours in the same or different spaces. Additionally, 

�0�R�Q�W�J�R�P�H�U�\�¶�V���U�H�V�H�D�U�F�K���G�R�H�V���Q�R�W���F�R�Q�V�L�G�H�U���W�K�H���G�H�P�R�J�U�D�S�K�L�F�V���R�I���S�H�R�S�O�H���X�V�L�Q�J���R�U���Q�R�W���X�V�L�Q�J��

the library, whether or not there are patterns amongst specific user groups , where my 

own research does . However, the use of ethnographic methods here is an example of 

how the method(s) have become increasingly of interest amongst some library 

researchers in recent years, as I shall now demonstrate.  

 

2.4 Quali tative research in academic libraries  

Here I will detail how ethnographic methods in particular have been utilised within library 

research to draw out data that would have otherwise been difficult to obtain, as well as 

where the gaps in existing research a re.  Ethnography is the study of cultures and/or 

people, incorporating a cluster of methods primarily providing in -depth qualitative data, 

including observation and interviewing techniques that produce detailed descriptions of 

behaviour and actions (Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007) . Ethnography is still 

comparatively underus ed in academic library research, which may be linked to lack of 



28  

 

time or funding for staff to conduct research: should a library carry out its own 

ethnographic research the method often involves investment in both. Should a library 

choose to hire someone to carry out rese arch for them, there are costs involved. There 

is also the possibility of lack of experience in using the methods being a deterrent: if the 

person collecting data is not a practised researcher, there may be concerns raised by 

management or even the researc her themselves as to whether they can successfully 

collect and analyse data to a level library management find useful. As my research 

progressed, interest in using ethnography in library research has increased on a 

practitioner level as part of the UX (Use r eXperience) approach, with conferences aiding 

librarians in discovering and experimenting in using the method in smaller scale 

research 7. However, published research is still predominantly outside the UK, and often 

based in public libraries (Aabø & Audunson, 2012; Aabø, Audunson, & Vårheim, 2010; 

Applegate, 2008; Becker, 2011; Carlsson, 2011; Given & Leckie, 2003; Huvila, 2013; 

Mand el, 2010; McKechnie, 2000; McKechnie, Dixon, Fear, & Pollak, 2006; Mcquaid, Goel, 

& Mcmanus, 2003) .  

 

Interestingly, in spite of its recent rediscovery ethnography  is not a new method to be 

employed in library research. Indeed , in one of the earliest piece s of ethnographic library 

research , Bourdieu 8 and de Saint Martin (1994)  in the 1960s investigated the attitudes of 

visitors to th �H���8�Q�L�Y�H�U�V�L�W�\���R�I���/�L�O�O�H�¶�V���O�L�E�U�D�U�\ and how t hey perceived its services. The 

researchers  saw the Library as somewhere that could provide materials unavailable 

elsewhere as well as a place fo r the varying study activities of its student body. Utilising 

survey data  of 880 students (with a second shorter survey to validate responses later in 

the year of 255 students)  they noted that most students would visit the Library to study , 

whether they us ed library -provided resources  or not , or to borrow books to read in -

house or at home . The survey was constructed to collect data in a manner mirrored in 

many more recent library ethnographies, such as using images to reflect how students 

perc eived the libr ary atmosphere, for example of a church or a  bee hive . However, 

observational data prompted them to  conclude that many student activities:  

 

suggested distraction or relaxation, with some students endlessly checking 

their watches as if they were about to le ave, others chatting continually with 

their neighbours or getting more involved in what their friends were doing 

than in their own work. (1994, p. 123)  

                                                           
7 The first User Experience in Libraries conference was in 2015 �~�^�W���^�d�����K�E�&���Z���E�����^���t �h�y�>�]���•�U�_���î�ì�í�ó�• 
8 Bourdieu was a renowned sociologist and anthropologist (Grenfell, 2012) 
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Bourdieu and d e Saint Martin felt dismay at the  visitor  perception of the Library as a 

meeting place, and that while studen ts saw the Library as a place to achieve their study 

goals, observations were interpreted as infrequently demonstrating any study 

achievements. The authors lamented that students would complain about the library not 

having the resources they needed while l acking the  skills needed to locate those 

resources. The authors also felt students failed to use the Library in what the authors  

saw as the correct way, or else would study in environments the researchers  considered 

inappropriate: cafés, at home on their b �H�G�����D�W���D���I�U�L�H�Q�G�¶�V���K�R�X�V�H�����)�H�P�D�O�H���V�W�X�G�H�Q�W�V���Z�H�U�H���L�Q��

the majority of library users (70%  of 880 respondents , in comparison to consisting of  

60% of the student body), and reported wanting to go there to study because of the 

atmosphere  and to feel less isolated. Bourdieu and De Saint Martin  labelled  female 

students  as want ing to study somewhere noisy  thus being able to blame their 

environment for preventing them a chieving as much as they should: w omen preferred 

company so that they could socialise as well  as study , so that they would not  get bored. 

The authors blamed societal pressures creating confusion in women because of the 

dichotomy of traditional female roles in the family and the role of student at university, 

leading to their desire to both conform to acade mic requirements (they were more likely 

to read recommended texts than men) and to seek out a more social usage pattern. 

Bourdieu and de Saint Martin also considered  class differences in usage, stating working 

class students used the Library less than othe r classes, but had a �³�J�U�H�D�W�H�U���V�H�U�L�R�X�V�Q�H�V�V���R�I��

�S�X�U�S�R�V�H�´��(Bourdieu & de Saint Martin, 1994, p. 127) . The researchers attribute the 

�Z�R�U�N�L�Q�J���F�O�D�V�V���V�W�X�G�H�Q�W�V�¶ comparatively low use  of the library  to the  �V�W�X�G�H�Q�W�V�¶ percep tion 

that the Library was where you went to look  like you were working rather than actually 

doing so �����L�I���Z�R�U�N�L�Q�J���F�O�D�V�V���V�W�X�G�H�Q�W�V���X�V�H�G���W�K�H���/�L�E�U�D�U�\�����W�K�H�\���Z�R�X�O�G�Q�¶�W���V�X�F�F�H�V�V�I�X�O�O�\���V�W�X�G�\. 

 

Bourdieu and de Saint Martin  (1994)  may seem dated in their pe rceptions of students 

using the L ibrary �µincorrectly �¶���D�Q�G���D�O�O�R�Z�H�G���W�K�H�L�U���Rwn preconceptions to influence how 

they represented library users/practices: however,  �,�¶�Y�H���I�R�X�Q�G��on presenting their 

research at conferences that the broader findings and behaviours are recognised by 

many librarians , who are surprised  when they hear the da te the research was co nducted. 

The research presents many familiar usage patterns to any member of staff who may 

spend some time in their library spaces. The main difference is that social use of a 

library has started to become more acceptable as it has be en attributed to supporting 

learning processes in some circumstances (although in some cases social use of the 

library is inevitably just that), that using the library as a meeting space as well as a 

study space is now expected and often welcomed (Harrop & Turpin, 2013; Regalado & 

Smale, 2015) . Bourdieu and de Saint Ma rtin linked specific usage patterns to gender 
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and/or  class , and did  not  consider whether the environment may play a part in 

sup porting or influenci ng that behaviour. In spite of this gap in considering space 

influence, Bourdieu and de Saint Martin and their consideration of demographics is in 

contrast to much recent library research, which, as we will see, more frequently focuses 

on design and provisions over social/demographic considerations.  

 

More recently, amongst the most seminal pieces of research is that by Foster and 

Gibbons (2007) , who conducted multipurpose ethnographic research at the University of 

Rochester across its multiple campus libraries. The student u ndergraduate population 

was approximately 4,500, largely white (almost two thirds) with most (80%) living on 

campus. The researchers sought to learn about students and their study patterns on and 

off campus when they tried to complete assignments, asking 1 4 academic staff for their 

expectations of how the students would find appropriate information, the support the 

library provided via reference desks and the library website, space design, and the 

personal lives of students that might impact on their academ ic life and requirements. 

Students were interviewed and asked to complete a task according to the research 

purpose at that time: interviews with students at the reference desk and in informal 

learning spaces (15 students for each set of interviews); websit e design workshops 

(through two phases of recruitment, the first with t wo groups of three students who  had 

previously been involved with the research overall, the second with seven students 

recruited via advertising at the reference desk); library design w orkshops (19 and 21 

students across two different recruitment drives); diaries mapping their daily lives across 

the campus (14 students); guided photo diaries with specifications for what to provide 

photos of (eight students), including their favourite sea �W���W�R���Z�R�U�N���L�Q���D�Q�G���L�P�D�J�H�V���R�I���³�D��

�S�H�U�V�R�Q�����D�Q�\���S�H�U�V�R�Q�´���D�Q�G���³�V�R�P�H�W�K�L�Q�J���U�H�D�O�O�\���Z�H�L�U�G�´��(Foster & Gibbons, 2007, p. 41) . The 

research was conducted initially over the period of 2004 -5 utilising the support of an 

anthropologist to help  develop the methodology and interpret the data collected. The 

project was then followed up in 2011 -12 replicating the original methods while adding 

new projects to develop further understanding and service provisions for a changing 

student population (Foster, 2013) . Initial findings from the first project produced some 

surprises for the researchers. The process of completing papers included some expected 

processes such as planning and scheduling research time , but also surprises regarding 

liaising with family members to discuss academic requirements of the assignment, and 

some students struggling with breaking away from the distractions of social media. 

Library space design workshops helped provide a set of ov erall requirements from 

students including comfort, variety of space types and staff support services. Website 

design workshops demonstrated students wanted availability of much of what was 

already present on the library website (such as links to search op tions and support), but 
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also wanted a level of personalisation so that they could find details of their own 

courses, tutors and assignment details. Data from the photo and diary mapping surveys 

demonstrated that students lived busy complex lives, with thei r days split across 

academia, working, social lives and volunteering opportunities. Particularly surprising 

from the mapping and photo data was the finding that while students owned laptops 

they would rarely carry them because they already had so much sche duled into their day 

that they had too many other things to carry as they went about their lives: laptops 

were only used outside the dorms when students could plan separate specific study 

activities in a pre -selected space. The findings from the two projec ts provided supporting 

data for informing the redesign of library spaces and modifying services to reflect the 

usage patterns and needs of students, including extending opening hours on the 

reference desk to suit the night studying patterns of some student s. The work conducted 

by Foster and Gibbons has had a huge influence on qualitative library research, and has 

served as an introduction to and trigger for other academic libraries to carry out their 

own ethnographic research. The nature of their longitudin al and ethnographic 

approaches applied to learning about such a broad range of off and on campus behaviour 

was new to academic library staff, who had long focussed on quantitative and minor 

qualitative data. However, the research still falls short on consi deration of the direct 

influence of space design when in situ, and does not examine specific demographic 

groups in detail. My own research answers this issue by ensuring details of the space 

itself are analysed from observations and discussed in interviews . 

 

Following from the work at Rochester several other projects were developed along 

similar lines. Delcore collaborated with several other anthropologists to develop an 

insight into student study practices at California State University, Fresno (Fresno Sta te), 

with the work at Rochester serving as primary inspiration (Delcore et al., 2009) . Fresno 

State had a very different student population to that at Rochester with over 19,000 

undergraduates: Fresno had a student body more than twice as large with a third of 

students identifying as white, and another third Hispanic. Fresno also had a large 

percentage of first generation students attending, with a higher percentage (95%) of 

attendees living off campus compared to Rochester. The researchers were thus asked to 

�J�H�Q�H�U�D�W�H���D���F�R�P�S�U�H�K�H�Q�V�L�Y�H���S�R�U�W�U�D�L�W���R�I���V�W�X�G�H�Q�W�V�¶���Q�H�H�G�V���Z�L�W�K���W�K�L�V���S�R�S�X�O�D�W�L�R�Q���G�L�I�I�H�U�H�Q�F�H���L�Q��

�P�L�Q�G�����S�U�R�Y�L�G�L�Q�J���U�H�F�R�P�P�H�Q�G�D�W�L�R�Q�V���I�R�U���L�P�S�U�R�Y�H�P�H�Q�W�V���D�Q�G���P�R�G�L�I�L�F�D�W�L�R�Q�V���W�R���W�K�H���O�L�E�U�D�U�\�¶�V��

services and provisions. Delcore at al chose to approach the research from a design 

anthropology perspective (a field very similar to UX work but with deeper, more 

sociological and cultural emphasis) and used several data collection methods: taking an 

easel into a busy area and asking students to write/draw their responses to que stions on 

study practices over a period of four days (in September 2008); a workshop with 50 
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library staff to find out more about what they wanted to learn; photographs of students 

engaging in studying/research; mapping diaries completed by students (ten i n the 

Autumn term 2008, five in Spring 2009) who were also supplied with disposable 

�F�D�P�H�U�D�V�����µ�P�L�Q�L- �H�W�K�Q�R�J�U�D�S�K�L�H�V�¶���Z�L�W�K���I�L�Y�H���V�W�X�G�H�Q�W�V���H�D�F�K���V�H�P�H�V�W�H�U���R�Y�H�U���R�Q�H���D�F�D�G�H�P�L�F���\�H�D�U����

where the student took photos based on a list of prompts and researchers visited at t heir 

�K�R�P�H���W�R���G�L�V�F�X�V�V���W�K�H���S�K�R�W�R���F�R�Q�W�H�Q�W�����D���µ�U�H�I�H�U�H�Q�F�H���G�H�V�N�¶���Z�K�H�U�H���V�W�X�G�H�Q�W�V���F�R�X�O�G���D�F�W���R�X�W��

�I�L�F�W�L�R�Q�D�O���O�L�E�U�D�U�\���U�H�I�H�U�H�Q�F�H���T�X�H�U�L�H�V�����µ�E�R�R�W�O�H�J�J�L�Q�J�¶���Z�R�U�N�V�K�R�S�V���Z�K�H�U�H���S�D�U�W�L�F�L�S�D�Q�W�V���Z�H�U�H���J�L�Y�H�Q��

tasks such as listing all the possible users of a library and any technology they might 

need, and then asked to act out a scenario in groups of 4 - �����µ�D�F�W�R�U�V�¶���X�V�L�Q�J���D���U�D�Q�G�R�P��

selection of items from their lists; students were asked to create a piece of theatre based 

on a specific library scenario in three separate workshops; three eac h of physical and 

virtual design workshops for library space (three groups split into two, creating six 

designs in total) and the library website (12 students in total); observations of actions 

and interactions within the library. The participants for boot legging, theatre and the 

space and web design workshops were described as averaging 10 per workshop, but 

ranging between 6 and 15 attendees.  

 

The research Delcore et al (2009)  conducted produced extensive data: that many of the 

students observed and involved in the research had  an extensive social network of 

support for academic practice, including the more obvious classmates, but also their 

�I�D�P�L�O�\�����7�K�H���Q�D�W�X�U�H���R�I���W�K�H���8�Q�L�Y�H�U�V�L�W�\�¶�V���F�R�P�P�X�W�H�U���S�R�S�X�O�D�W�L�R�Q���P�H�D�Q�W���X�V�H���R�I���W�K�H���O�L�E�U�D�U�\��

could sometime be problematic: data from the day mappin g demonstrated that many 

commuter students had family commitments, thus they sometime s felt lack of available 

time and limited familiarity of the library spaces excluded them from successfully 

studying within the library. Indeed,  one participant in her lat e forties with a learning 

disability felt excluded because she felt too old to use the library with the often younger 

student groups, but felt happier working in an office for disability support as it meant she 

could share the space with other students wit h disabilities, increasing her personal 

comfort levels. One participant was even so in need of quiet spaces to study on 

occasions that he felt he could only work from his parked car. A skit develo ped in the 

theatre workshops le d to the researchers concludi ng students were looking for a library 

environment that matched the ease and speed of access to services and resources that 

they experienced in using Google and fast food chains/coffee shops. This in part was due 

to the need to be able to fit studying in a nd around the rest of their lives: Fresno 

students often had to work, care for their family, commute to and from campus as well 

as attend classes and complete their assignments. The researchers developed a list of 

recommendations for changes to be made to the library facilities and services, including 

improved access to social and quiet spaces, allowing food and  drink into the library, 
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creating  a portable enquiries desk to help improve access to and knowledge of library 

support, and developing a library web site that allows some level of customisation for 

students to help them access their course information more easily. Delcore et al shifted 

emphasis in US research to demonstrate the importance of considering specific 

demographic groups and needs within libr ary research, although at this stage critiquing 

focussed more on the broader group of commuter students than specific demographics. 

The nature of the research (of demographic groups, and of commuter students) at 

Fresno has not yet been considered in the UK  in terms of library research, indicating a 

need to examine what specific demographic groups in the UK may require from library 

services for their own educational support.  

 

The research discussed so far has specifically focussed on individual 

colleges/univ ersities, albeit with multiple campuses. Duke and Asher investigated usage 

patterns across multiple institutions, instigating the Ethnographic Research in Illinois 

Academic Libraries (ERIAL) Project (Duke & Asher, 2012; Green, Asher, & Miller, 2014a) . 

The project was led by two resident anthropologists and the Associate University 

Librarian under the consultancy of Nancy Foster of the Rochester project detailed above, 

and investigated student research habits over a period of two years. The ERIAL Project 

car ried out research across five different universities in Illinois (two of which were 

branches of the University of Illinois in different cities, Chicago and Springfield), each 

providing a different student base with a variety of university population size, attendance 

methods (commuter or residential), and broad demographic ranges of age, race and 

ethnicity. The researchers utilised the same methods as those used at Rochester with 

the addition of cognitive mapping of library spaces (where participants are giv en a fixed 

period of time to draw a map reflecting their perception of the library space they visited) 

and research diaries with students logging information on what research activities they 

carried out where and for how long. The research involved a total  of 719 participants 

across all institutions and methods, with most data stemming from ethnographic 

interviews (156 participants) and cognitive mapping (137 participants), but some 

institutions chose not to use all methods to collect data to reflect their personal research 

requirements 9.  

 

One of the more unusual approaches to library research in the project was that of one of 

the participating universities choosing to examine library use amongst male Hispanic 

students. A quarter of Northeastern University �,�O�O�L�Q�R�L�V�¶�V���V�W�X�G�H�Q�W�V���D�W���W�K�H���W�L�P�H���R�I���U�H�V�H�D�U�F�K��

were Hispanic, but male completion of their first year of study on a six year full time 

                                                           
9 For a full tabulated summary of the data collected via each method at each institution, refer to Green, Asher 
and Miller (2014a) 
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course was 13% (compared to 19.2% female Hispanics  and  20% of attendees overall in 

the same pattern of studying) (Green, 2012, p. 90) . As many Hispanic students were 

first or second generation  immigrants  at the time of research, the researchers wanted to 

learn more about their lives and how their personal life might impact on their study 

practices. After interviewing 27 students and analysing the data, the researchers focused 

specifically on the Hispanic participants, and found that they would only ask people for 

help if they had a personal (as opposed to academic) relationship with them, referring to 

people based on previous interactions rather than their professional status. However, 

many students also r eported needing and wanting but not asking for help, with the 

researchers concluding that the students had throughout their education developed an 

independent mind - �V�H�W�����S�D�U�W�L�F�X�O�D�U�O�\���J�L�Y�H�Q���W�K�H�L�U���S�D�U�H�Q�W�V�¶���H�G�X�F�D�W�L�R�Q���Z�D�V���O�L�N�H�O�\���W�R���E�H���W�R���D��

lower level than thei r own, which could mean less academic support in the home). 

Additionally,  many Hispanic students had family obligations and struggled to both study 

and work lengthy hours to support their families.  

 

The project findings overall showed that students lacked skills in searching and using 

library resources, evaluating quality, and lacked awareness of library support available 

(a key problem given library support led to improvement in student skills). Research on 

library space led to conclusions that the library  was a confusing space, and confirmed 

that students were not aware of librarian support available as they did not know where 

librarian offices were. The combined data suggested that, irrespective of age or place of 

residence (on or off campus) students wan ted quiet and group space, and plenty of room 

to spread their work out. As a result of the data, new furniture and lighting was installed, 

signage improved and access to computers extended to 24 hours a day, with plans to 

collect more data on specific grou ps of students (such as Hispanic) to further understand 

their needs. The researchers emphasised the need for faculty and library staff to develop 

a strong relationship in order to create more awareness of library support amongst 

students. The ERIAL project  had a similar impact on the academic library community as 

the Rochester project, serving as one of the points of inspiration for a number of library 

staff to collaborate on creating the yearly UXLibs (User eXperience in Libraries) 

conference (UXLibs, 2018) . The extensive work of Duke and Asher (2012; 2014b)  and 

their collaborators in studying behaviour at multiple universities and considering the 

needs of specific demographic groups has not yet been matched in the UK. However, 

their work still falls short on considering gender and usage patterns which I address in 

my own research here.  

 

While the research by Foster and Gibbons (2007)  and Duke and Asher (Duke & Asher, 

2012; Green et al., 2014a)  has been particularly seminal, use of ethnographic methods 
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has not been limited to these works. Other ethnographic  explorations of library use 

include Suarez (2007) , who  carried out his research in the academic year of 2006 -7. 

Suarez was a librarian for Brock University in Canada when he began his research of 

student use of their library, utilising observations and semi -structured interviews. His 

primary goal was to learn  �Z�K�H�W�K�H�U���V�W�X�G�H�Q�W�V���³�Z�H�U�H���H�Q�J�D�J�H�G���Z�K�H�Q���X�V�L�Q�J���W�K�H���O�L�E�U�D�U�\����

�S�D�U�W�L�F�X�O�D�U�O�\���Z�K�H�Q���X�V�L�Q�J���V�W�X�G�\���V�S�D�F�H�V�´��(Suarez, 2007, p. 1) , but interestingly his use of 

ethnographic methods was used with the intention to learn more so that he could 

develop a tool with a mixture of qualitative and q uantitative methods. He situated 

himself as a researcher using the library as well as observer, engaging in study practices 

associated with research including searching for literature and reading while he 

conducted his observations. Suarez targeted student s he had seen using the library for 

semi -structured interviews designed to learn about their perceptions of the library and 

how they used the study spaces, resulting in eight participants. He also informally 

interviewed some 10 library staff selected on the basis of whether they would be able to 

provide a perspective of what student behaviours manifested. He used the interview data 

to assist with analysis of the observation data, and found overall that library space was 

heavily used by students across many de mographic groups, but primarily by younger 

people. Lighting and temperature levels impacted on student use and/or behaviours e.g. 

lower lighting levels and higher temperatures could be linked to more students taking 

naps or students reporting feeling sleep y. Most students were engaged in some form of 

studying, but could easily switch to socialising, particularly if in group spaces. However, 

as Suarez found:  

  

Identifying engaging behaviors, or those behaviors that support student 

learning were sometimes the  most difficult to differentiate. In fact, these 

�J�U�R�X�S�L�Q�J�V���D�U�H���Q�R�W���P�X�W�X�D�O�O�\���H�[�F�O�X�V�L�Y�H���D�Q�G���P�D�\���G�H�S�H�Q�G���R�Q���W�K�H���R�E�V�H�U�Y�H�U�¶�V��

perspective bias and the contexts these behaviors are being observed in. 

(2007, p. 6)  

  

He clustered behaviours into engaging, leisure, and social groupings, i. e. where students 

were reading, writing or discussing research with peers, they would be classed as 

�µ�H�Q�J�D�J�L�Q�J�¶�����O�H�L�V�X�U�H���E�H�K�D�Y�L�R�X�U�V���Z�H�U�H���S�O�D�\�L�Q�J���J�D�P�H�V���D�Q�G���O�L�V�W�H�Q�L�Q�J���W�R���P�X�V�L�F�����D�Q�G���V�R�F�L�D�O��

behaviours were conversing about non -study themes, including joking and  flirting, as 

well as eating and sleeping. He points out that social behaviour is not mutually exclusive 

of learning behaviour, and that social behaviours can often help develop bonding that 

                                                           
10 �^�µ���Œ���Ì�����}���•���v�}�š���•�š���š�����Z�}�Á���u���v�Ç���•�š���(�(���Z�����•�‰�}�l�����š�}���}�š�Z���Œ���š�Z���v���^�����(���Á�_��(Suarez, 2007, p. 5) 
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supports learning activities, something that Bourdieu and de Sain t Martin (1994)  did not 

consider but is well represented in more modern research and consideration of library 

space design ( for example see Bilandzic & Foth, 2013; Foster, 2013; Foster & Gibbons, 

2007) . Suarez openly discusses his analytical difficulties and his awareness of his initial 

presumptions and bia s about where to conduct observations, providing a useful example 

of a reflective and reflexive approach to the research process. Suarez concluded that 

more work was needed to confirm his data, focussing on specific user groups, study 

behaviours, and relat ing both of these to grades to assess how the library could support 

students and improve its facilities. His work did not consider gender or race/ethnicity.  

 

As Delcore, Teniente -Matson and Mullooly (2014)  suggest, in spite of the work by Suarez 

above, there is still a shortage of direct observation of activity within library spaces 

(indeed, Suarez (2007)  only planned his observations to aid development of a research 

tool rather than a main source of data, even if he utilised the data to inform his 

�N�Q�R�Z�O�H�G�J�H���R�I���O�L�E�U�D�U�\���X�V�H�������0�R�V�W���U�H�F�H�Q�W�O�\�����2�¶�.�H�O�O�\�����6�F�R�W�W-Webber, Garrison and  Meyer 

(2017)  have tried to remedy this in the US by carrying out extensive research on a new 

library build at an American uni versity using environmental behaviour theory (i.e. that 

space influences behaviours of its inhabitants) to assess whether students study 

successfully within the new build and thus whether or not the design influences 

behaviours. They decided to focus on wh �H�W�K�H�U���³�������R�E�V�H�U�Y�H�G���E�H�K�D�Y�L�R�U�V���D�O�L�J�Q���Z�L�W�K���W�K�H��

�G�H�V�L�U�H�G���V�W�D�N�H�K�R�O�G�H�U���J�R�D�O���R�I���I�R�V�W�H�U�L�Q�J���V�W�X�G�H�Q�W���H�Q�J�D�J�H�P�H�Q�W�"�´��(2017, p. 846) , defining 

�V�W�X�G�H�Q�W���H�Q�J�D�J�H�P�H�Q�W���D�V���X�V�L�Q�J���O�L�E�U�D�U�\���V�H�U�Y�L�F�H�V�����D�Q�G���³�P�D�N�L�Q�J���D�F�D�G�H�P�L�F���D�Q�G���V�R�F�L�D�O��

�F�R�Q�Q�H�F�W�L�R�Q�V�´���Z�L�W�K�L�Q���W�K�H���O�L�E�U�D�U�\���V�S�D�F�H��(2017, p. 847) . The library designers propose four 

different types of study space with environments meant to encourage behaviour 

reflecting intended study activities within them: priva te/alone (solo spaces designed for 

long periods of private study thus considering comfort levels and support for using 

personal devices); private/together (group learning in areas such as bookable rooms to 

allow some privacy and focus); public/alone (solo studying in an environment that allows 

some level of study noise ); public/together (less formal group use than in 

private/together, where students can collaborate for study but may also meet up 

intentionally or unplanned).  

 

The researchers studied library use in these spaces using ethnographic observation via 

photographs of space use (over a period of 93 days from 7:00am to midnight, 744 

photographs were taken at a rate of 8 a day, in a total of 33 areas within the library), 

and mapping of student and libra ry and faculty staff behaviours in terms of interactions 

i.e. each with students, staff, information and environment (125 observations over a 

three -week  period spread across seven different locations). They also conducted six 
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group interviews, two each of students, library staff and library stakeholders elsewhere 

in the university (including the Dean of library staff) (with groups consisting of three to 

six of each participant type). The interviews involved questions about how participants 

would describe th e library, where they go to study and what tasks they undertake while 

visiting, and how the library impacted on their overall university experience. The 

researchers found that when analysing the photographs, dominant behaviours were 

interacting with each o ther (63% of 464 interactions logged) and with content (34%), 

but very few interactions were with a librarian (2%). Students interacting with tools 

totalled 28% analogue (e.g. paper resources, whiteboards) and 72% digital (such as 

laptops).  

 

The researche rs found that students would claim space, manipulating furnishings to 

create privacy and use whiteboards as walls for personal study areas with messages on 

them requesting that they not be moved, whether the space they had claimed was 

intended for use in t his way or not. In interviews the students reported finding the 

�O�L�E�U�D�U�\���H�Q�Y�L�U�R�Q�P�H�Q�W���V�X�S�S�R�U�W�L�Y�H���D�Q�G���L�Q�V�S�L�U�D�W�L�R�Q�D�O�����D�S�S�U�H�F�L�D�W�L�Q�J���W�K�H���G�H�V�L�J�Q�H�U�V�¶���X�V�H���R�I��

mixing various usage types (such as private solo studying and public spaces) which 

allowed students to find  the right space at point of need. The researchers concluded that 

the design influenced behaviours, providing cues for use and study approaches, but also 

that students would engage with the space according to their personal requirements in 

sometimes unexpe cted ways, such as moving furniture between floors (but still using it 

in a way that suited the design of the area they moved it to). However, the researchers 

also pointed out that the space design could produce opposing responses from both 

students and li brary staff, indicating the need for providing a wide variety of options for 

�O�L�E�U�D�U�\���X�V�H�U�V�����2�¶�.�H�O�O�\���H�W���D�O���D�O�V�R���K�R�S�H�G���W�K�D�W���V�W�D�I�I���Z�R�X�O�G���H�Q�J�D�J�H���Z�L�W�K���D���F�K�D�Q�J�H���L�Q���F�X�O�W�X�U�H��

given some staff perceived some behaviour as inappropriate even if they conformed to 

the d esign ethos and intended use. The researchers admit that researching one library 

and its use has limitations and operates as a case study and potential source of method 

for other library research. However, the research, like many pieces of research before it, 

was focussed more on actions, and less on the nature of variety of students using it and 

the differing needs they may have as groups.  

 

There is a clear gap at this stage in investigating user needs from a demographic and/or 

a critical perspective: in other words, an approach that questions whether or not library 

spaces and/or services support or exclude certain groups of library users. This gap is one 

I have addressed in my own research here, in order to understand how academic library 

spaces and their  users may not always interact as intended by designers or library staff. 
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I shall now move on to demonstrate that the gap in this research extends to studies in 

the UK.  

 

2.5 Ethnographic research based in  academic libraries  outside the 

US  

Overall resear ch examining academic library use in depth is predominantly conducted in 

the US. However, outside of the US there is some evidence of ethnographic -based 

research. Bryant, Matthews and Walton (Bryant, Matthews, & Walton, 2009;  Bryant, 

2009)  car ried out 40 hours of observations from May to July 2007 at a newly created 

(primarily group) space at Pilkington Library at Loughborough University. Bryant found 

students collaborated in groups of from two to ten people at a time within the space, or 

somet imes up to 20 students in closed off group study rooms. However, the space was 

also used by individuals for solo studying, an action that surprised the researchers given 

the nature of noise generated by group use, but that clearly took advantage of the 

ava ilability of the larger table provided. Bryant et al (2009)  briefly touch on the 

demographic use of the space, including the largely male use of the space,  and the 

presence of a number of ethnic groups using the space, but admit that the study was not 

�R�I���D���Q�D�W�X�U�H���W�K�D�W���F�R�X�O�G���J�H�Q�H�U�D�W�H���E�U�R�D�G�H�U���F�R�Q�F�O�X�V�L�R�Q�V���R�I���G�L�I�I�H�U�H�Q�W���G�H�P�R�J�U�D�S�K�L�F�V�¶���X�V�H���R�I��

library spaces. The researchers also admit the limitations of carrying ou t observations 

over such a specific period when most students were studying for exams, meaning 

behaviours would be more likely attributable to that study need, thus indicating a gap in 

research across different periods of the academic year. Additionally, B �U�\�D�Q�W�¶�V���I�R�F�X�V���R�Q��

observations means she did not provide access to student voices, thus missing their own 

personal experiences of using the library space.  

 

�:�K�H�U�H���%�U�\�D�Q�W�¶�V���Z�R�U�N���Z�D�V���I�R�F�X�V�V�H�G���S�X�U�H�O�\���R�Q���R�E�V�H�U�Y�D�W�L�R�Q�D�O���G�D�W�D���R�I���X�V�H�����R�W�K�H�U���Z�R�U�N���K�D�V��

attempted to lea rn more about library use from a student perspective. Crook and 

Mitchell (2012)  designed their research when they considered how little data had been 

�F�R�O�O�H�F�W�H�G���D�E�R�X�W���W�K�H���X�V�H���R�I���µ�L�Q�I�R�U�P�D�O�¶���O�H�D�U�Q�L�Q�J���V�S�D�F�H�V�����L�Q���V�S�L�W�H���R�I���W�K�H���L�Q�F�U�H�D�V�H�G���X�V�H���R�I���W�K�D�W��

space type in HE library design. They used a specific newly d eveloped space in an 

unnamed UK university library, collecting data over a period of ten days during four 

weeks prior to and during exams at the end of the academic year. Data were collected 

via: eight students making audio recordings of their studying beh aviours over a period of 

�D���Z�H�H�N�����R�E�V�H�U�Y�D�W�L�R�Q�V���R�Y�H�U���D���Z�H�H�N�����������S�H�U�L�R�G�V���R�I���������P�L�Q�X�W�H�V���R�E�V�H�U�Y�L�Q�J�����R�Y�H�U���I�R�X�U���µ�F�\�F�O�H�V�¶��

�R�I���������P�L�Q�X�W�H�V�����L�Q�F�R�U�S�R�U�D�W�L�Q�J���D���µ�V�F�D�Q�¶���R�I���V�W�X�G�H�Q�W�V���L�Q���W�K�H���D�U�H�D���R�Q�F�H���H�Y�H�U�\�������P�L�Q�X�W�H�V��

(2012, p. 124) ) logging location of students in the area, their mov ements, study 

practices, and posture; brief interviews with a small sample of students in situ (five 

students seated alone and six groups; focus  groups with students discussing  their 
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perceptions of and usage patterns within the observed spaces and other sp aces they 

used (six groups of four to six students). The researchers found that students liked to 

use the area, and would often use it for individual study, but students participating in 

audio diaries also largely found it a distracting space (74%); observ ations mirrored this 

data, with most visitors to the space sitting alone or working alone even if with 

someone. Students would often take ownership of the space, using their property to 

claim areas whether they were using it or not. Interestingly, conflict  arose between 

�S�D�U�W�L�F�L�S�D�Q�W�V���D�Q�G���R�W�K�H�U���O�L�E�U�D�U�\���Y�L�V�L�W�R�U�V���E�H�F�D�X�V�H���R�I���W�K�H���O�D�W�W�H�U�¶�V���V�R�F�L�D�O���X�V�H�����Z�K�H�W�K�H�U���W�K�H��

purpose and o verarching activity of the latter  �Y�L�V�L�W�R�U�V���P�D�W�F�K�H�G���W�K�H���U�H�V�H�D�U�F�K���S�D�U�W�L�F�L�S�D�Q�W�¶�V��

own use or not, and some library users found that other users of the space would act in 

�D���G�L�V�U�X�S�W�L�Y�H���Z�D�\���R�U�����³�¶�D���E�L�W���V�L�O�O�\�¶�´��(Crook & Mitchell, 2012, p. 132) . The researchers 

developed four concepts of social use patterns as a result of the data analysis: focused 

�F�R�O�O�D�E�R�U�D�W�L�R�Q�����µ�W�U�D�G�L�W�L�R�Q�D�O�¶ group work with study goals); intermittent exchange (where 

solo studying periods will be split with often unplanned discussions); serendipitous 

encounter (where unplanned meetings on studying occur as visitors change in the area); 

ambient sociality (where  students use the space to identify as part of a communal study 

activity within their own practices) (2012, p. 136) . Social behaviours can thus often form 

an important part of study practices but can easily be perceived negatively by others 

studying in the same en vironment. However, like Bryant (Bryant et al., 2009;  Bryant, 

2009)  before them, the research was focussed over one specific and likely study -

intensive period during one academic year, without considering what other behaviours 

and usage patterns may manifest during the ebb an d flow of a longitu dinal period . 

Additionally, the researchers did not factor in for specific user types, not considering 

gender or other groups who may need further support in locating and using a safe, 

supportive space for themselves. My own research addresses all of these  issues, asking 

whether there are usage patterns amongst specific groups, particularly by gender, and 

utilising a feminist approach to ensure participants are given a voice in the research and 

an opportunity to express their concerns and how they benefit.  

 

The concept of different patterns of social use has also formed part of an investigation by 

Harrop and Turpin (2013) , who examined informal learning space usage and behaviour 

across the campus at Sheffield Hallam University. Their research utilise d observations to 

gather quantitative data on what spaces were being used across a specific pre -selected 

�D�U�H�D���L�Q���G�L�I�I�H�U�H�Q�W���F�D�P�S�X�V���V�S�D�F�H�V�����L�Q�F�O�X�G�L�Q�J���W�K�H���V�W�X�G�H�Q�W�V�¶���X�Q�L�R�Q�����D�Q�G���F�O�D�V�V�U�R�R�P�V���Q�R�W���E�H�L�Q�J��

used for teaching), and what use involved e.g. what resources/ equipment, whether food 

and drink was consumed, and also what decibel level of noise was generated within that 

area. Observations were carried out on the 11 th  of December 2008, January and March 

2009, four times a day every three hours, and again in March 2010. Qualitative data was 
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�F�R�O�O�H�F�W�H�G���I�U�R�P�����������V�W�X�G�H�Q�W�V���Y�L�D���)�R�V�W�H�U���D�Q�G���*�L�E�E�R�Q�V�¶��(2007)  method of campus mapping 

�D�Q�G���S�K�R�W�R�V���R�I���V�W�X�G�H�Q�W�V�¶���G�D�\�V���I�R�O�O�R�Z�H�G���X�S���E�\���L�Q�W�H�U�Y�L�H�Z�V���R�I���W�H�Q���P�L�Q�X�W�H�V���L�Q���O�H�Q�J�W�K�����G�X�U�L�Q�J��

the periods of March 2009 and January and February 2010. The data was used by the 

researchers to  �G�H�Y�H�O�R�S���D���³�W�\�S�R�O�R�J�\���R�I���O�H�D�U�Q�L�Q�J���V�S�D�F�H���S�U�H�I�H�U�H�Q�F�H���D�W�W�U�L�E�X�W�H�V�´��(Harrop & 

Turpin, 2013, p. 64) : destination (whether students choose to use campus spaces or to 

remain at home accordin g to their task), identity (the influence of the space on use), 

conversation (the level of collaboration required throughout a visit), community 

(developing not just a social environment but on e of collaboration and mutual support, 

plus the influence of ot �K�H�U�V�¶���X�V�H���R�Q���D���Y�L�V�L�W�R�U�¶�V���V�W�X�G�\���S�U�D�F�W�L�F�H���V�X�F�F�H�V�V�������U�H�W�U�H�D�W�����W�K�H���D�E�L�O�L�W�\��

�W�R���I�L�Q�G���S�U�L�Y�D�W�H���V�W�X�G�\���V�S�D�F�H���D�Z�D�\���I�U�R�P���G�L�V�W�U�D�F�W�L�R�Q�������W�L�P�H�O�\�����³�M�X�V�W���L�Q���W�L�P�H�´��(2013, p. 69)  

needs for spaces when deadlines or short breaks in a  schedule lead to studying), human 

factors (personal preference for an environment such as lighting levels or space to 

spread out), resources (such as computers, printers, and proximity to other equipment 

or materials) and refreshment (the availability of or capacity to bring food and drink into 

an area).  

 

Identity was of particular importance in connection with the design of a space, with some 

�V�S�D�F�H�V���³�������G�H�V�L�J�Q�D�W�H�G���I�R�U���D���S�D�U�W�L�F�X�O�D�U���S�X�U�S�R�V�H�����E�X�W���W�K�H���O�D�\�R�X�W���D�Q�G���O�R�F�D�W�L�R�Q���J�D�Y�H���P�L�[�H�G��

messages or suggested a fun �F�W�L�R�Q���Z�K�L�F�K���Z�D�V���L�Q�F�R�Q�J�U�X�R�X�V���L�Q���W�K�D�W���D�U�H�D���´��(2013, p. 66) . 

Harrop and Turpin found that students also manipulated the use of a space to match 

their own perceptions of its use, rather than the one attributed by the  designer and rule 

makers. This can work well in some spaces if they are situated and designed 

�D�S�S�U�R�S�U�L�D�W�H�O�\�����E�X�W���F�D�Q���D�O�V�R���³�O�H�D�G���W�R���D���Q�H�J�D�W�L�Y�H���H�[�S�H�U�L�H�Q�F�H���L�I���W�K�H���L�G�H�Q�W�L�W�L�H�V���>�R�I���W�K�H���V�S�D�F�H�@��

�D�U�H���L�Q�F�R�P�S�D�W�L�E�O�H���´��(2013, p. 66) . Additionally,  the researchers found that data 

consistently conveyed the need for social use whether it be connected to studying or not, 

hence a need to factor in the need for community opportunities in designs so that 

�V�W�X�G�H�Q�W�V���P�D�\���³�>�Z�R�U�N�@���L�Q���F�O�R�V�H proximity to friends or peers to create a sense of 

community, for co - �V�X�S�S�R�U�W���D�Q�G���I�R�U���V�R�P�H�R�Q�H���W�R���W�D�N�H���D���E�U�H�D�N���Z�L�W�K�������´��(2013, p. 68) .  

 

Harrop and Turpin conclude that while their typology helps identify successf ul study 

spaces, it falls short in identifying whether space preferences can be linked to learner 

attitudes and behaviours, and the researchers advise approaching the typology as 

something that can evolve as further data is collected.  �+�D�U�U�R�S���D�Q�G���7�X�U�S�L�Q�¶�V���Uesearch is 

one of the few in the UK to consider usage from a more longitudinal perspective, 

examining use and student feedback over multiple academic years, but their lack of 

demographic consideration leaves a gap in their data: the typology may factor in for this 

shortage in data, but demographics may also have influence on space selection and thus 

be important to reflect on when designing spaces and modify space provisions.  
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McKay and Buchanan (2014)  support the importance of considering community and 

space identity in library space design (discussed by Harrop and Turp in (2013)  above) in 

their research into group study practices at Swinburn e University of Technology, 

Australia generating a typology of groups. McKay and Buchanan argue that there is a 

need to learn more about group use of library space because of the increased group 

study requirements placed on students at an HE level. The researchers used a 

combination of headcounts incorporating counting the use of resources (including 

personal mobile devices, campus PCs, and reading materials) and the group size  (groups 

were classed as two or more people), followed by observations of the groups and their 

use of materials, interactions within the group and with the space. McKay and Buchanan 

considered the headcounts a longitudinal process, carrying out the process  every 

Wednesday afternoon (a busy time of the week according to library entry statistics from 

the entrance gates) over the period of one semester, whether it was classed as a holiday 

period or peak study period. Once the initial headcount data was analyse d, the 

researchers carried out closer observations to check early conclusions, and developed 

the group typology, which was then assessed with further counts to check how 

frequently each group appeared within the library. More close observations were then 

conducted to learn about the behaviours of each group.  

 

The group typology created from the data designated seven group types in total: co-

production (creating  an  'artefact'  such as a document  in sub - teams), co- reading 

(collaborative reading  of a shared do cument(s), co -production/reading ( a hybrid of the 

previous two, with reading being a sub - task), loose study (working on an 

exercise/problem without producing  an  'artefact', or solo reading -  sometimes topic 

switching in this group, but main purpose was stu dying), social/work ( often a smaller 

group size , working on their own t asks but sometimes socialising, each member using  

different materials  which is where it contrasts with other groups ), purely social,  and  

rehearse talk (using group rooms presenting slid es which usually looked 

unfinished   while other s watch ed and asked questions) (2014, pp. 100 �±101) . Other 

group types were observed but were not frequent enough to officially be classified in the 

typology. The nature of this variety of groups meant that their dif fering needs and tasks 

could often not be easily accommodated within library space: some groups would need 

to gather round computers in comparatively large numbers (e.g. 3 -4 if not more group 

members) thus taking up a large amount of traffic space, meaning  other students 

outside of the group would not be able to negotiate the space around them easily to 

access other PCs/desks in the area. Additionally, the need within some groups to switch 

tasks meant groups needed to move to other spaces to accommodate the ir changing 
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study needs. McKay and Buchanan concluded that the space configurations at their 

library were largely inappropriate for group use, even if they were designed for group 

use: groups primarily operated to share the view of their work, or to create  a shared 

space that allowed them to collaborate if needs be but also excluded other people 

outside of the group from using the claimed work area. Furniture and space design at 

�W�K�H���U�H�V�H�D�U�F�K�H�U�V�¶���O�L�E�U�D�U�\���P�H�D�Q�W���J�U�R�X�S�V���V�W�U�X�J�J�O�H�G���W�R���R�S�H�U�D�W�H���L�Q���W�K�H�V�H���Z�D�\�V���D�Q�G���W�Kus 

modified and manipulated the space layout to suit their needs with some difficulty. 

McKay and Buchanan end with the recommendation that they undertake further research 

in order to understand usage patterns and thus improve their library space/furniture 

configurations. However, they do not consider in any great detail what kind of power 

dynamics exist between groups and other groups, or between groups and individuals, or 

indeed the nature of the dynamics within the groups in terms of gender or other group  

membership characteristics.  

 

The typologies developed by Harrop and Turpin (2013)  and McKay and Buchanan (2014)  

are of particular importance because they address issues regarding what is important to 

students in their usage patterns, deriving data and analysing them in detail hitherto 

unseen in library research . However, where they both fall short is the lack of 

demographic analysis. McKay and Buchanan collected data on gender, but discuss it no 

further than listing interacti ons by gender within groups (i.e . F1 and F2 move to one 

screen indicating females in a g roup). Harrop and Turpin are overt in their not collecting 

demographic information: their typology appears to be broad enough to cover all student 

needs regardless of demographics, but specific groups are still likely to need focussed 

consideration, such a s women needing a space to feel safe. It  is clear from the literature 

discussed so far that there is minimal consideration of the ch aracteristics of the student 

populations and what impact that might have on their usage patterns. One way to 

approach this g ap is from a critical approach.  

 

2.6 Critical approaches to library research  

Where research in library use starts to fall short, particularly in the UK, is looking at HE 

libraries from a critical perspective i.e. overtly acknowledging and considering 

(dis) ability, race, gender, sexuality, class and whether the needs of students in each 

group are met sufficiently. Using a critical approach can help break down assumptions on 

the perception that a library with a variety of spaces will suit all types of user be cause it 

has variety. Diversity of library users is rarely considered in great detail, and is 

important to develop an understanding of who exactly is using libraries and to what 

purpose: not everyone will experience the library in the same way. A diverse p opulation 

can need support in different ways and a critical approach considers that diversity. 
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�%�R�X�U�G�L�H�X�¶�V���Z�R�U�N���L�Q���/�L�O�O�H���Z�D�V���L�Q�Q�R�Y�D�W�L�Y�H���Q�R�W���M�X�V�W���L�Q���K�L�V���H�W�K�Q�R�J�U�D�S�K�L�F���V�W�X�G�\���E�X�W���L�Q���K�L�V��

attention to demographics (Bourdieu & de Saint Martin, 1994)  and sadly his interest has 

not been extensively duplicated. This deficiency in a critical approach is across both 

qualitative and quantitative research, yet many pieces of research collect demographic 

data as part of their methods. Considering the emphasis placed by  some universities on 

Widening Participation activities in recruitment, the lack of response in library research is 

disappointing, but not surprising. Libraries originate from an ethos of creating access to 

information and learning for self - improvement, an d are thus frequently perceived in the 

context of generating safe accessible spaces. However , numerous classification schemes 

used in academic and public libraries  such as Dewey Decimal Classification and Library of 

Congress Subject Headings  have been crit iqued for presenting a method of cataloguing 

and organising items in sexist, racist and homophobic ways (Olson, 2001) . Yet, more 

recently, discussion across the profession has been that libraries (and indeed staff) 

should NOT be, and cannot be, neutral in order to prote ct and express solidarity with 

specific groups of library users (e.g. white supremacists should not be allowed to hold 

meetings in a library space in order to maintain access and safety for BAME (Black, Asian 

and minority ethnic) people) (Bourg, 2017; Sendaula, 2017; Wilkinson, 2017) . Library 

staff do not always have the support for finding time and funds to carry out research 

that may be interpreted as a negative portrait of library provisions if published outside o f 

internal management reports (rather than a tool to help improve access, services and 

support for students). I will now detail research that considers groups of specific 

demographics.  

 

2.7 Library users with disabilities  

Perhaps surprisingly given legisla tion related to building design, students with disabilities 

can struggle to access and use library facilities. T here are many barriers that make using 

a library unintentionally more difficult for anyone with unseen disabilities such as autism 

or visual imp airments. Cohen and Cohen (1979)  refer to problems with lighting for even 

people without disabilities, such as low level versus  bright lighting and, whether using 

print or electronic materials, glare preventing people from being able to read 

comfortably. They talk about how some kinds of light can flicker or vibrate, causing 

further visual discomfort. They also raise issues with u sing patterns such as stripes 

(which are particularly bad when used on carpets as the patterns can cause optical 

�L�O�O�X�V�L�R�Q�V���W�K�D�W���O�H�D�G���W�R���Y�L�V�X�D�O���³�Y�L�E�U�D�W�L�R�Q�V�´ (Cohen & Cohen, 1979, p. 192) ), and how colour 

choice can be too strong leading to visitors getting headaches and being unable to work, 

poorly combined meaning co lour -blind people may have difficulties telling them apart, or 

highly polished surfaces causing problems for people with visual impairments. Signage 

can be problematic for people with dyslexia if the text is all one case. Cohen and Cohen 
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also talk about ho w building design can exacerbate sound problems, bouncing noise 

around without diminishing it, making it harder for people to concentrate.  

 

If Cohen and Cohen saw all the above elements as important aspects to consider, it is 

disturbing to read of statemen t academic library buildings often appearing to ignore 

guidance that would increase accessibility for students with disabilities. Andrews (2016)  

provides a case study of her own experience as a student with autism  and cerebral 

palsy, where she visited an academic library that has been used as a model design for 

both the university it was built for a nd other universities. She found  it inaccessible for 

�P�D�Q�\���U�H�D�V�R�Q�V�����L�Q�F�O�X�G�L�Q�J���³�K�D�U�V�K�´���O�L�J�K�W�L�Q�J�����Q�R�L�V�H�����E�U�L�J�K�W�O�\���F�R�O�R�X�U�H�G���D�E�V�W�U�D�F�W���S�D�L�Q�W�L�Q�J�V���X�V�H�G��

for decorative purposes next to the base of a staircase, and the stairs being too narrow 

for her t o easily navigate past  other people as they descend ed, and when  she reache d 

the floor she needed the signage was unclear and Andrews was  unable to navigate the 

floor  (Andrews, 2016, p. 111) . Research on disabled use of /difficulties accessing  

academic libraries  �O�L�N�H���$�Q�G�U�H�Z�V�¶ is limited, with most frequent consideration of legal 

requirements in space design (usually relating to ramps, and physical room for 

wheelcha irs such a s in Majinge and Stilwell (2013)  or Storey (2015) ), virtual spaces suc h 

as the library website, and access to electronic resources for the visually impaired and 

improving access for disorders such as dyslex ia (such as in Billingham (2014)  or 

Comeaux and Schmetzke (2013) ) .  

 

Most of the difficulties Andrews  (2016)  encountered are dealt with in Cohen and Cohen 

above  (1979) , a text that was publ ished nearly 40 years ago, so why are they not dealt 

with in modern builds? Andrews refers to two issues, the first being that hidden 

disabilities are often neglected and may go undeclared. Building design will include 

ramps and the space between shelves t o accommodate wheelchairs, software will be 

purchased to support disabilities like dyslexia. However, provisions often fall short or do 

not even factor in for the needs of those who have unseen or a combination of 

disabilities/disorders, such as a need for  softer lighting, cooler colour schemes, and noise 

reduction (both of people and environmental noise like air conditioning) so that , for 

example, people with autism can reduce the risk or avoid altogether incidents of over 

stimulation. Similarly, people wi th overt mobility problems may also suffer from unseen 

difficulties: Andrews referred to her first case study site as granting her access via an 

external door because she struggled to share the main internal stairwell simultaneously 

with other visitors, an d could not use the lift because she has agoraphobia. The external 

door was too heavy for her to negotiate alone, but no friends/peers were allowed to use 

it as an access point in order to help her, and the door was only in use during staffed 
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hours in a 24 /7 building. Outside of staff hours she found she needed to risk her mental 

state using the lift or struggle physically to use the main stairwell.  

 

The second issue Andrews refers to is that libraries and their services are often 

designed:  

 

for one major �L�W�\���J�U�R�X�S�����H���J�����¶����-25 -year - �R�O�G���V�W�X�G�H�Q�W�V�¶�����D�Q�G���W�U�H�D�W���R�W�K�H�U��

groups such as disabled users, part - time students, older users, non -native 

English speakers and so on as add -ons �± �W�K�H���µ�Q�R�Q- �W�U�D�G�L�W�L�R�Q�D�O���V�W�X�G�H�Q�W�V�¶���R�U��

�W�K�H���µ�V�R�F�L�D�O�O�\���H�[�F�O�X�G�H�G�¶�� (2016, p. 114)  

 

�$�Q�G�U�H�Z�V���D�U�J�X�H�V���W�K�D�W���Z�H���Q�H�H�G���W�R���U�H�P�H�P�E�H�U���W�K�D�W���X�V�H�U�V���R�I���O�L�E�U�D�U�L�H�V���D�U�H���³�D���K�H�W�H�U�R�J�H�Q�H�R�X�V��

�E�X�Q�F�K�´����(2016, p. 114) , an argument that is supported by Storey (2015) , who fears 

investments in  buildings are so large that a new build or an expensive refurbishment  

�³�V�L�P�S�O�\���K�D�V���W�R���E�H���G�H�F�O�D�U�H�G���D���V�X�F�F�H�V�V�´���Ln spite of the inability to be able to predict all 

visitor needs and requirements (2015, p. 580) ). While it is impossible to be able to 

accommodate for all variations of all types of users of a library, we can consider how to 

make libraries and their services as accessible as possible, and t hen work on improving 

them as we encounter any issues people experience. Andrews warns against modifying 

services and designs to make special provisions for every additional need: doing so is 

not an inclusive process as it can make a student feel separate �D�Q�G���µ�R�W�K�H�U�¶�����5�D�W�K�H�U��

libraries should be creating facilities and services that are designed to support students 

overall as problems are encountered: if one person is experiencing a difficulty using our 

libraries, then surely they are not alone, and making c hanges will benefit the many 

rather than the few. Andrews also suggests that making changes for all students will 

take away the onus on others for reporting problems (something that not all disabled 

visitors may have the capacity to do), and make the proce ss easier for staff given there 

would be  a formal process in place.  

 

Andrews lists several actions from which disabled students (and the entire student body 

in many cases) could benefit: in terms of space, she advocates creating a spacious, quiet 

entrance way, set aside from the main entrance if necessary, with clear and easy access 

�W�R���R�W�K�H�U���I�O�R�R�U�V�����6�K�H���D�O�V�R���U�H�I�H�U�V���W�R���F�U�H�D�W�L�Q�J���Q�D�W�X�U�D�O���µ�V�K�R�U�W�H�V�W���U�R�X�W�H�¶���S�D�W�K�V���W�K�U�R�X�J�K���W�K�H��

floors with plenty of space, clear signage with pictograms, easy identification of where 

the visitor can get help, and zoning floors with colours to emphasis the role of the space 

(whether it be for particular type of space rule or a resource such as printing). Andrews 

asks that libraries should also be transparent about where students may not  have full 
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access. One point in particular that Andrews makes is to try and avoid changing the 

building regularly, and create consistency between floors, so that familiarity can make 

the space feel easier to access and reduce anxiety. When the building doe s need to be 

(re)designed, she advocates speaking to disability advisors and involve both users and 

non -users of the library to ensure that anyone who has felt excluded from the space 

before can feed into ideas and discussions and raise any problems with t he proposed 

design.  �:�K�L�O�H���$�Q�G�U�H�Z�V�¶���F�D�V�H���V�W�X�G�\���L�V���Y�H�U�\���S�H�U�V�R�Q�D�O���W�R���K�H�U���H�[�S�H�U�L�H�Q�F�H�V�����V�K�H���F�O�H�D�U�O�\���S�R�L�Q�W�V��

out that not everyone will experience the same library in the same way(s), and thus 

both points out gaps in research on library use as well as endeavourin g to start to fill 

that gap.  

 

2.8 Studies of race  

In comparison to disabilities, research on race and the use of libraries is more common, 

primarily in the United States. Some research focuses on a range of demographic 

information, including race and gende r differences in perceptions and use of libraries. 

Yoo-Lee, Heon Lee, and Velez (2013)  found  when surveying 100 students 11 at D.H. Hill 

Library (at the North Carolina State University)  that females used the library more and 

had more positive perceptions of it than males, and that Asian students (although it is 

unclear here what Asian is classified as , it is likely they are referring to South East Asian 

students ) preferred quiet spaces ove r social spaces while white students used both space 

types equally, and African -American students generally had a more positive perception 

of libraries and their usability in comparison to both Asi an and white students. Yoo -Lee 

et al recommend  further rese arch given the  gap in research around broader library 

use/perception and ethnicity/gender, as opposed to focusing on very specific uses of 

library provisions such as internet use (e.g. Jones, Johnson -Yale, Millermaier and Perez 

(2009) ).  

 

Libraries have long been perceived as created in their first form in the UK and US as a 

neutral space with access to all, but there has always been some privileging of specific 

groups: access t o all who can at least read, which implies schooling, which in turn 

implies some income. Brook, Ellenwood and Lazarro (2015, p. 248)  suggest that the 

perception of libraries as neutral is based on a white - �E�D�V�H�G���F�R�Q�V�W�U�X�F�W�H�G���µ�Q�H�X�W�U�D�O�L�W�\�¶���W�K�D�W��

actually serves to oppress: white people are the norm by which a neutral accessible 

space and service  is construed, thus perpetuating white as norm with all the privilege 

that entails. They talk about how a historically white designed/constructed library 

                                                           
11 Re�•�‰�}�v�����v�š�•�����}�v�•�]�•�š�������}�(���ñ�í�9���(���u���o���U���ð�õ�9���u���o���U�����v���������Z���]�À���Œ�•���[���Œ�����]���o���Œ���•�‰�}�v�•�����Œ���š�����}�(���ò�ï�9���Á�Z�]�š���U���í�ô�9��
Asian, 10% African American, 4% Hispanic/Latino, 5% multiple race �~�z�}�}�r�>���������š�����o�X�U���î�ì�í�ï�U���‰�X���ñ�ì�î�• 
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building/space (in the lines of library as church/sacred) might lead to resistance in the 

form of:  

 

.. .graffiti on library walls, clandestine meetings in the study rooms, raucous 

study groups, pieces of book art hidden in the stacks, the camaraderie that 

forms between the unlikeliest students, and the loud and joyful greetings 

that students exchange with f riends (or librarians) in otherwise quiet 

spaces. (2015, p. 278)  

 

The traditional usag e patterns embraced by the more commonly perceived usage rules 

of library space such as silent individual use are interpreted by Brook et al (citing Gay  

(2000) )  as a white -design usage patte rn that frequently does not fit into the study 

patterns of non -white groups (a study pattern supported by others including McKinley 

(2010, p. 115) ).  Gay (2000)  advocates the need for communities of shared ethnicity in 

learning and generating support networks, approaching the issue from a US teach ing 

perspective which will likely be mirrored in library use patterns.  Studies such as those by 

Whitmire (2004, 2006)  detail the lack  of neutrality within HE spaces, and thus 

contributing to the discomfort some students of colour 12 feel when using academic library 

spaces.  

 

Elteto, Jackson and Lim (2008)  examined the approachability of their library spaces and 

staff utilising Critical Race Theory 13, a theory that had not yet been used within the HE 

library research environment (although previous research had recommended it be 

applied (Whitmire, 2004, p. 377) ). The researchers, disappointed at the lack of 

demographic information collected and thus connected with resul ts in the LIBQUAL+ 

survey, conducted additional research utilising their own survey at Portland State 

University incorporating a combination of closed and open questions (they do not detail 

how many responses they received). They found racial differences i n responses in the 

areas of: where students study in the library and how often; use of librarians for support 

in their research; whether the library is perceived as a welcoming, safe place. The 

University had a population of 18% of students identifying as a racial minority at the 

time the research was conducted, with many students in an earlier assessment of the 

                                                           
12 �/�����u�����Á���Œ�����š�Z���š���Œ���(���Œ���v�������š�}���‰���}�‰�o�����}�Œ���•�š�µ�����v�š�•���Z�}�(�����}�o�}�µ�Œ�[���]�•�������‰�Œ�}���o���u���š�]�����µ�u���Œ���o�o�����š���Œ�u���(�}�Œ���Œ�����������v����
ethnicity, but I use it here as it appears in research cited. 
13 Critical Race Theor�Ç���]�•���š�Z�����‰�Œ�}�����•�•���}�(���^�•�š�µ���Ç�]�v�P�����v�����š�Œ���v�•�(�}�Œ�u�]�v�P���š�Z�����Œ���o���š�]�}�v�•�Z�]�‰�����u�}�v�P���Œ�������U���Œ�����]�•�u�U�����v����
�‰�}�Á���Œ�X�_��(Delgado & Stefancic, 2012, p. 3) 
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student population listed as first -generation students (18%) with 14.2% both first -

generation and from low income families. The researchers used Cr itical Race Theory to 

frame two themes within the research: that race is central to life in America i.e. it is 

always present in thought (consciously or not), and racism is common. The researchers 

were also aware that their method at this stage was flawed,  as using a web -based form 

to collect the data meant participants were self - �V�H�O�H�F�W�L�Q�J���D�Q�G���W�K�X�V���³�U�H�V�S�R�Q�G�H�Q�W�V���W�H�Q�G���W�R��

�E�H���W�K�R�V�H���Z�L�W�K���V�W�U�R�Q�J�H�V�W���I�H�H�O�L�Q�J�V���D�E�R�X�W���W�K�H���V�X�U�Y�H�\���W�R�S�L�F���´��(Elteto et al., 2008, p. 331) . 

Additionally, the survey was designed as part of more longitudinal research with focus 

groups intended to be the next phase, thus providing richer data in later stages.  

 

The results of the survey showed that studen ts of colour visited the library more often, 

�G�D�L�O�\���L�Q���F�R�Q�W�U�D�V�W���W�R���Z�K�L�W�H���V�W�X�G�H�Q�W�V�¶���Z�H�H�N�O�\���Y�L�V�L�W�V�����%�R�W�K���V�W�X�G�H�Q�W�V���R�I���F�R�O�R�X�U���D�Q�G���Z�K�L�W�H��

students most commonly used the second floor of the library for their main study 

location, where support desks/offices, compu ters and study desks were available, but for 

different reasons: students of colour wanted to find a place with computers and desks 

and found the floor quieter than the first floor, while white students used the floor 

because of the texts and support availa ble there. When studying alone, students of 

colour used the designated -quiet fifth floor of the building, while white students 

preferred other floors (fourth, second and fifth in that order of preference). When asked 

about group work, both groups most comm only had no preference for a space to work 

followed by using the second floor. However, the key findings included the reasons why 

students of colour did not use library support, and the level of safety and welcoming 

space reported. Students of colour felt staff were not welcoming because of their facial 

�H�[�S�U�H�V�V�L�R�Q�V�����D�Q�G���D�O�V�R���V�X�J�J�H�V�W�H�G���W�K�D�W���W�K�H���O�L�E�U�D�U�\���³�¶�+�D�Y�H���D���P�R�U�H���G�L�Y�H�U�V�H���J�U�R�X�S���R�I���S�H�R�S�O�H��

�Z�R�U�N�L�Q�J���V�R���W�K�D�W���R�W�K�H�U�V���Z�L�O�O���I�H�H�O���P�R�U�H���F�R�P�I�R�U�W�D�E�O�H���V�S�H�D�N�L�Q�J���Z�L�W�K���W�K�H�P���¶�´��(Elteto et al., 

2008, p. 333) . The issue of librarianship being a predominantly white profession is one 

regularly debated within the profession (Alabi, 2015b, 2015a; Bourg, 2014; Gohr, 2017) , 

but is also clearly recognised as an issue by students here. Additionally, while students 

of colour visited the library more often than white students, th ey felt less safe, 

encountering problems of harassment and theft of food, both stemming from non -

university visitors to the library, and that racist and homophobic graffiti could be found 

in the bathrooms (although the authors state the comment above regar ding improving 

diversity amongst library staff was closer to the norm than these more horrific 

experiences). However, irrespective of race, respondents overall perceived the library 

facilities as important to their academic lives, from basic facilities to resources and a 

�V�X�S�S�R�U�W�L�Q�J���H�Q�Y�L�U�R�Q�P�H�Q�W�����7�K�H���U�H�V�H�D�U�F�K�H�U�V���K�R�S�H�G���W�K�D�W���I�X�U�W�K�H�U���V�W�X�G�L�H�V���L�Q�W�R���W�K�H���8�Q�L�Y�H�U�V�L�W�\�¶�V��

library users would help feed into improvements, particularly improving access to 

support and study guidance.  
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2.9 Gender  

Some work has been conducted on gender and use of academic libraries. As with 

research into race, frequently the focus of the research has been on particular aspects of 

use such as specific resource types or facilities. Applegate (2009)  conducted research at 

Indiana University -Perdue University Indianapolis and found there were gender 

differences in use of laptops where males used them more frequ ently than females (37% 

to 25%), but perhaps more tellingly, males used a particular space in on e library more 

often. The space is described as  a �³�V�R�P�H�Z�K�D�W���V�H�F�O�X�G�H�G�����V�H�S�D�U�D�W�H���U�R�R�P�´��(2009, p. 343)  

containing soft furnishings and usually used by individuals: Applegate questions whether 

�³�L�Q�G�L�Y�L�G�X�D�O���Z�R�P�H�Q���P�D�\���S�U�H�I�H�U���D���P�R�U�H���Y�L�V�L�E�O�H���D�U�H�D���´��(Applegate, 2009, p. 344) . 

Applegate also comments on t he difference between female/male attendance numbers of 

the University and gendered use of the library: males are 42% of the undergraduate 

attendance, but constitute 53% of the library visitors. Applegate sees this is a positive in 

terms of males engaging in academic activity given in the US males spend fewer hours 

studying outside of class than females, but also raises concerns that females may not 

feel comfortable in using some of the more enclosed library spaces.  

 

2.10  Race from a broader HE perspective  

Because of the lack of discussion of race, particularly in the UK, in an HE library context, 

it is worth examining work conducted at HE level overall, particularly that discussing 

educational support needs which are of relevance to library research. Bhopal  (2008)  

focused her research specifically on female communities of British Asians studying at HE 

level, and found that her interviewees needed their own  community of the same 

ethnicity, irrespective of country of origin, as they shared an understanding of the 

�S�U�H�V�V�X�U�H�V���S�O�D�F�H�G���R�Q���W�K�H�P�����7�K�H���Z�R�P�H�Q���L�Q�Y�R�O�Y�H�G���L�Q���%�K�R�S�D�O�¶�V���U�H�V�H�D�U�F�K���G�L�V�F�X�V�V�H�G���W�K�H�L�U��

need for multiple identities  (which to some extent are mirrored in  work carried out in the 

US such as that by Delcore et al. (2009)  on the pull between different pressures on 

student/personal life) : the woman at home with family; the student; the future 

employee. Each identity presented with different issues connected with a mixture of 

religi ous beliefs (i.e. Islam, Hinduism, Sikhism), issues that were similarly problematic 

enough to generate a shared understanding of the pressures, requirements, and external 

perceptions of their personal situations, thus creating a bond that existed before th ey 

found each other as friends/collaborators. Each group member found safety with the 

�R�W�K�H�U�V���E�H�F�D�X�V�H���W�K�H���J�U�R�X�S�V���P�H�D�Q�W���³�E�H�L�Q�J���D�F�F�H�S�W�H�G���E�\���Z�R�P�H�Q���Z�K�R���Z�R�X�O�G���Q�R�W���P�D�U�J�L�Q�D�O�L�V�H��

or discriminate against them based on where they came from, their religion, their dress  

�R�U���D�Q�\���R�W�K�H�U���P�D�U�N�H�U���R�I���G�L�I�I�H�U�H�Q�F�H�������´��(Bhopal, 2008, p. 189) �����%�K�R�S�D�O�¶�V���S�D�U�W�L�F�L�S�D�Q�W�V���W�D�O�N�H�G��
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about how their parents were keen to ensure their children gained qualifications that 

they had never had the opportunity to obtain, but also that the qualifications would 

mean proving their graduate children were highly skilled. There was some pressure on 

the students fro m parents to work hard and gain very high degree awards to prove they 

are at least as good as, if not better than white peers: the parents were very aware of 

how being judged by race could leave them and their families perceived as less 

competent, so a hig h grading education was perceived as leaving nothing to be 

discussed or questioned by potential employers. Additionally, demonstrating educational 

competence meant the potential to improve or secure social standing with other Asian 

families. Parents were a lso aware that their daughters may need some level of financial 

security in an unstable economy, and a good degree was seen as a way to help avoid or 

minimise the risk of going without at any stage in their life. HE for British Asian women 

was thus for eco �Q�R�P�L�F���D�Q�G���V�R�F�L�D�O���L�P�S�U�R�Y�H�P�H�Q�W�����%�K�R�S�D�O�¶�V���I�L�Q�G�L�Q�J�V���D�U�H���V�X�S�S�R�U�W�H�G���E�\��

research on many other Asian groups in the UK across different religions, country of 

origin, and generations (Bagguley & Hussain, 2016; Basit, 2012; Ghuman, 2002)  

although other research implies that historically there were differences with first 

generation immigrant parents perceiving the importanc e of HE for females (Ijaz & Abbas, 

2010) .  

 

�%�K�R�S�D�O�¶�V (2008)  work demonstrates that the community is of  extra importance to British 

Asian females in HE because of the  shared understanding  between members  meaning all 

that was important to the members was within that community: no awkward questions, 

no discrimination, shared goals and aims and hopes for achie vement. Bhopal also talks 

about how the women she spoke to needed spaces for their communities to convene, 

including library spaces:  

 

Having regular meetings ( which were informal  and consisted of coffee 

breaks in the canteen, meeting in the library, sittin g together in lectures 

and seminars and meeting to have lunch together) positively reinforced the 

membership of the community and the effectiveness and collaboration 

which existed within it.  

     (Bhopal, 2008, p. 189)   

 

�7�K�D�W���%�K�R�S�D�O�¶�V���L�Q�W�H�U�Y�L�H�Z�H�H�V���Q�H�H�G�H�G���V�S�D�F�H���I�R�U���L�Q�I�R�U�P�D�O���P�H�H�W�L�Q�J�V�����L�Q�F�O�X�G�L�Q�J���L�Q���W�K�H���O�L�E�U�D�U�\����

suggests a number of issues libraries need to address which, while specifically related to 

British Asians, will also likely be of consideration for other library users, including the 
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need for: informal spaces; spaces that can accommodate potentially large groups; 

spaces that have provisions to allow communiti es to exist and reinforce the relationships 

within.  My own research incorporates observations that feature groups of British Asians, 

as well as discussing the experiences of those group members and the perceptions of 

their library use and (non)study behavi ours with interviewees, in an effort to address 

this gap in UK HE library research.  

 

2.1 1  Conclusion and summary  

The literature detailed in this chapter represents several shortfalls in academic library 

research. Research indicates that students will use library spaces out of habit, out of 

�H�D�V�H���R�I���D�F�F�H�V�V���W�R���U�H�V�R�X�U�F�H�V�����D�Q�G���W�K�U�R�X�J�K���W�K�H���S�H�U�F�H�S�W�L�R�Q���W�K�D�W���W�K�H�\���F�D�Q���µ�J�H�W���W�K�L�Q�J�V���G�R�Q�H�¶��

in that space on a regular basis ( for example see: Beckers, van der Voordt, & Dewulf, 

2016b; Harrop & Turpin, 2013; McKay & Buchanan, 2014) . Research and guidance on 

learning space design also suggest that while current library design ethos and student 

practi ce means academic libraries should contain a variety of uses, there is a risk that 

designs are insufficient to cater for that variety, with conflicting spaces sited in close 

proximity and students using library space to their own benefit but also to the de triment 

of others ( such as in: Crook & Mitchell, 2012; McKay & Buchanan, 2014) . We can also 

see that specific demographic groups in the US have their own particular needs and 

usage patterns of campus and library facilities d ue to familial and other pressures (Elteto 

et al., 2008; Green, 2012; Regalado & Smale, 2015)  that we have only seen implied in 

broader educational research in the UK so far (Bhopal, 2008) . The research on the 

�L�Q�I�O�X�H�Q�F�H���R�I���V�S�D�F�H���G�H�V�L�J�Q���R�Q���V�W�X�G�H�Q�W�V���L�V���D�O�V�R���H�[�W�U�H�P�H�O�\���O�L�P�L�W�H�G�����2�¶�.�H�O�O�\���H�W���D�O��(2017)  

endeavoured to demonstrate that space influences use but only examined use over a 

�W�K�U�H�H���P�R�Q�W�K���S�H�U�L�R�G���D�Q�G���F�R�Q�V�L�G�H�U�H�G���µ�H�Q�J�D�J�H�P�H�Q�W�¶���Z�L�W�K���V�F�K�R�O�D�U�V�K�L�S���D���V�X�L�W�D�E�O�H���P�H�D�V�X�U�H���R�I��

design influencing behaviour.  

 

Much of the  library research  data obta ined t hrough in -depth qualitative methods, 

including  using an ethnographic approach, has revealed information that could not easily 

be obtained purely by surveys . Ethnographic methods have been key in developing a 

broader picture of student lives and thus generated a better understanding of how 

library provisions contribute to the academic lives of their users, be that in a positive or 

negative way.  However, what we do not know is extensive. We do not know what kind of 

requirements specific groups (for exam ple by gender, race, disability) in the UK have of 

their library services, whether they perceive library provisions as successful , sufficient , 

and inclusive . We also do not know how library staff perceive and classify practices of 

users, in their socia l or study use. We do not know how space design influences either 

social or study behaviour across a broad period of differing demands throughout the 
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academic year. We do not know what kind of power dynamics arise between different 

user groups in academic libraries . 

 

These gaps are best addressed by using a multi - year (across different periods of the 

academic calendar) process, using a qualitative -based method, and so an ethnographic 

approach has been selected to gather data from multiple perspectives, via interviews 

and observations. As demonstrated throughout the literature review, using 

ethnographic -based methods is of great use to developing an understanding of library 

use (as for example in: Duke & Asher, 2012; Foster & Gibbons, 2007) . A critica l 

approach is also of particular importance to ensure diverse, rarely -heard voices are 

represented and heard throughout the research: I am guided by a Feminist Standpoint 

approach  in the identification of these voices . All of these choices are detailed in the next 

two chapters. The next chapter, chapter 3, covers the epistemological decisions made, 

while the subsequent chapter (chapter 4) provides details of the method of data 

collection and research ethics of this project.  
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�&�K�D�S�W�H�U���������5�H�V�H�D�U�F�K���4�X�H�V�W�L�R�Q�V���D�Q�G���7�K�H�R�U�H�W�L�F�D�O��
�$�S�S�U�R�D�F�K 

In the last chapter, I discussed how there are gaps in the literature studying  academic  

library use  indicating that researchers  do not sufficiently consider their demographic 

base, and thus potentially miss opportunities to discover  how inclusive and supportive 

their library environment really is. This chapter discuss es the theoretical framework 

developed and the process of selecting an appropriate viewpoint and methodology  that 

help s develop an understanding of library use that can fill the gap in the literature : 

theory here is specifically influenced by Feminist Standpoint Theory . The research 

questions are defined here, along with the nature of the data required to answer them. 

The method is considered in the context of other resea rch as detailed in t he literature 

review, and how the method  is appropriate to the data, as well as why other methods 

were discarded as inappropriate. Additionally, I detail the epistemological journey I have 

undertaken to reach the analytical and methodol ogical standpoint I have adopted . 

Finally, I relate the method and philosophy to the research questions themselves.   

 

3.1  The research aim  and questions  

This research aims  to discover whether academic libraries provide a supportive and 

inclusive learning environment , explor ing  student use and interpretation of academic 

library space: to learn  more about how students use and behave in library spaces, how 

they relate to each other and library staff, and how staff perce ive varieties of student 

use, focussing on usage across multiple UK institutions.  This thesis will help develop an 

understanding of how students use academic libraries, how staff interpret use, and 

whet her the library design supports or discourages student use. A li brary should be as 

inclusive and supportive as possible to its users, and this research aims to ask whether 

this happens in reality . This research also endeavours to find out whether or not library 

users behave in inclusive or exclusive ways towards each o ther : the changing HE climate 

can develop a perception that may generate behaviours that prioritise the self instead of 

the community at large  �L���H�����µ�,�¶�P���S�D�\�L�Q�J���P�\���I�H�H�V���V�R���,���V�K�R�X�O�G���E�H���D�E�O�H���W�R���X�V�H���W�K�L�V���V�S�D�F�H��

�K�R�Z���,���Z�L�V�K�¶. A large percentage of library researc h discusses the more tangible, 

quantifiable aspects of library design and usage, but from my own professional 

experience and a comparatively small amount of more detailed research  (e.g. Foster and 

Gibbons (2007) , see section 2.4 for a detailed review of their work ) there is still much to 

learn about how stud ents and library staff  interact with each other, and interpret and use 

academic library spaces.  
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The research questions  cover all of  the above elements, and consider  various aspects of 

student behaviour within library space, their relationshi ps with other concurrent users of 

the space whether they know them or not, and the potential influence the space design 

may (or may not) have on their behavio urs: the research questions  now follow.  

How do students behave in and use academic libraries?  

�x What  do students do when they visit the library?  Do they study, interact 

with each other for group study, socialise, or a combination of all three? What 

else do they do in the library?  

�x How do students interact with each other when they are in the library? 

Do t �K�H�\���V�X�S�S�R�U�W���R�U���G�L�V�U�X�S�W���H�D�F�K���R�W�K�H�U�V�¶���D�F�W�L�Y�L�W�L�H�V�" 

�x How do students interact with staff in the library?  When in a study space, 

do students interact with staff to gain support/guidance in their library use, or are 

staff members seen primarily as rule enforcers?  

 

What impact does design have on use and perceptions of use?  

�x When students use academic library spaces, does the design of the space 

help or hinder their chosen use?  Academic libraries are designed to support a 

variety of student uses and purposes e.g. si lent study, group study areas, and  

presentation practice rooms. Does the design of a space match the prevalent use, 

and thus support it? And so:  

o Do students conform to the intended purpose of a space? If not, is the 

non -conformity of benefit or problematic  to other users?  

�x How do staff understand and interpret the way students use the spaces 

in the library, and do they try to modify student behaviour as a result of 

that interpretation of use?  How do staff decide whether behaviour requires 

addressing or inter ception (a decision that c �R�X�O�G���S�U�L�P�D�U�L�O�\���E�H���E�D�V�H�G���R�Q���V�W�D�I�I�V�¶ own 

�R�S�L�Q�L�R�Q���R�U���R�I���W�K�H�L�U���L�Q�W�H�U�S�U�H�W�D�W�L�R�Q���R�I���W�K�H���V�S�D�F�H�¶�V���U�X�O�H�V���D�Q�G���G�H�V�L�J�Q�D�W�H�G���L�Q�W�H�Q�W�L�R�Q�V���"��

If staff do not intercept, is the resulting environment problematic for the variety 

of users in the space? If staff attempt to modify student behaviour, does it 

change student behaviour, and if so, how? Does modification of behaviour impact 

on:  

o The student -staff relationship (will students refer to staff for help or feel 

discouraged from doing so?)  

o The ways stu dents use or situate themselves in spaces (is their use 

modified to match staff requirements or does it differ from staff 

expectations? Does modification of behaviour by staff impede the levels of 

�V�W�X�G�H�Q�W�V�¶��productivity and learning?)  
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�x Do differing percepti ons of appropriate use create inequalities between 

students, and between students and staff?  Do the different rules of space  

and ways that each student utilises the space mean that, even if it mirrors the 

intended and  designed use of a space, it disrupts a nd creates a problematic 

environment? Does the resulting study atmosphere and environment mean that 

certain usage patterns and thus specific student user groups are privileged over 

others? Similarly, does staff interpretation and thus interception result i n an 

unbalanced and problematic privileging of particular types of use? Indeed, does 

the design of an area intentionally or unintentionally create certain types of 

behaviour and space use that ultimately create inequalities?  

 

I intend t o address these issu es drawing from a critical ethnographic approach, utilising 

methods used already in library research , but influenced by a feminist standpoint 

perspective . The method choice will be defined and considered in more detail in later 

sections in thi s chapter, and the logistics of the method in a later chapter (see chapter 

4) . A feminist - influenced approach is the most appropriate for collecting data and 

developing an understanding of diversity , inequalities,  and power relations within 

academ ic library use.  Power relations here are primarily defined as  the way some library 

users dominate and create ownership of a space  through various means , but can also 

apply to power dynamics between staff and students in the  staff  struggle to maintain 

desig nated appropriate use versus how students perceive a space should or can be used . 

Power can also manifest through student perceptions of the current HE environment in 

terms of what they consider appropriate use when they are paying substantial fees . In 

each chapter I will refer to the nature of the power dynamics demonstrated in that 

particular data set , and how they relate to wider societal and cultural influences  (where 

applicable)  includ ing  race, class, gender and (dis)abilities . 

 

As demonstrated in the literature review research is still lacking detailed, qualitative 

research into s tudent practices within academic libraries, particularly in the UK, and from 

a critical approach . Library staff and students, whether they realise or not, have different 

expectations for how library spaces should be used (Ramsden, 2011) . Students are now 

experiencing  a contradiction of more cross -service support from staff with  lower 

expectations of what extent of support they might ask for , as in Delcore et al. (2009, p. 

30)  and their �³�U�H�W�D�L�O- �R�U�L�H�Q�W�H�G�´ classification  of library users: that is, students  perceive all 

library staff they meet to be able to provide the same level of information regardless of 

qualifications and role, but often have very simplistic requirements s uch as the location 

of a specific campus building or to borrow stationery. This �³�U�H�W�D�L�O- �R�U�L�H�Q�W�H�G�´ perception 

may ex tend to use of space, so that the library  is considered as a space for use that 
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suit s them at that time; education i s seen as a purchased com modity, and thus spaces 

to some extent are included in the purchasing agreement, a perception tha t has 

increased in recent years .  

 

Staff reactions to student space use can create a great deal of animosity between staff 

and library users in what can be cons �L�G�H�U�H�G���W�K�H���µ�S�R�O�L�F�L�Q�J���R�I���L�Q�D�S�S�U�R�S�U�L�D�W�H���E�H�K�D�Y�L�R�X�U�¶�����P�\��

interpretation). My own personal professional experience has seen staff react quite 

strongly to students using spaces designed for social learning in a social manner, veering 

away from what is the tradit ional perception of the quiet, almost sacrosanct library 

environment many staff have grown up in and perceive as the true library environment. 

Unless  it is embedded in their role, few staff have the  opportunity to spend more than a 

few moments within libra ry learning spaces to discover other uses, to observe other 

interactions, or to find whether learning is taking place at all. Additionally, how do they 

know whether or not social interactions constitute learning interactions? Learning as a 

process and its occurrence is difficult to measure, whether it be in a formal learning 

environment such as a classroom, or a less formal environment. Melhuish (2 010)  

emphasises that the measurement of learning is extremely problematic, and may not be 

possible to measure at all, but can be suggested  as occurring with supporting research 

data.  

 

At this point it is worth e m phasis ing  that the research questions are o nes  I have been 

asking myself throughout the course of my professional experience since my workplace 

facilities were refurbished and as more publications are released discussing the success 

�R�I���W�K�H���D�X�W�K�R�U�V�¶���R�Z�Q���O�L�E�U�D�U�\�¶�V���U�H�I�X�U�E�L�V�K�P�H�Q�W�V���Q�H�Z���E�X�L�O�G�L�Q�J�����7he ini tial questions have 

grown into further questions , thus there are many considerations for each one here. My 

research perspective has led  me to consider them more generally: in order to discover 

�Q�H�Z���D�Q�V�Z�H�U�V���W�R���T�X�H�V�W�L�R�Q�V���,���Z�D�V�Q�¶�W���Q�H�F�H�V�V�D�U�L�O�\���D�Z�D�U�H���R�I���Z�K�H�Q���W�K�Ls research began, and 

to avoid being led to conclusions before I had  data. I want ed  to attempt to separate and 

modify my professional observations of seeing staff reacting without knowing (and thus 

potentially doing so myself as a result) to a reflexive ye t critical perspective of academic 

library use, utilising my experience and acknowledging its influence on my considerations 

without being drawn into conclusions. Changes are regularly being made to the service 

and the design of library fa cilities and prov ision that  potentially reduce the level of 

interaction staff have with students in various ways, which may lead to more differences 

of understanding of space purposes and student use , and thus potentially more attempts 

to gain power both between students a nd  between students and  staff  as they struggle to 

take ownership of space . Changes may also be developed with the intention of creating a 

more inclusive space for a variety of student needs, yet not consider just how broad a 
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student population want s to use  the library, risking creating a space that is meant for all 

but caters for too few.  For the moment, I will move on to discuss how I intend to 

address these questions.  

 

3.2 Method selection  

To answer the research questions, I have selected qualitative meth ods, based around 

ethnographic techniques. The nature of the questions means quantitative research is 

inappropriate: it would  not deal sufficiently with reasons or individual purposes  of library 

users  to the extent that I require, and would box and categor ise responses in ways that 

limit them without really learning why participants might respond, react , or relate to 

each other. The literature review demonstrates that the most comprehensive results 

stem from  utilising ethnographic methods. D evelop ing  a deep  understanding of library 

use  necessitates an ethnographic approach , rather than count ing  popular spaces and 

computer use, or find ing  �D���S�U�H�V�F�U�L�S�W�L�Y�H���I�L�[���I�R�U���µ�S�U�R�E�O�H�P���X�V�H�¶���R�U���S�U�D�L�V�H���R�I���W�K�H���µ�U�L�J�K�W�¶���N�L�Q�G���R�I 

use as was evident in qualitative research det ailed in the literature review . T o enable me 

to learn about student practices,  I need ed to be able to gather data that provides 

extensive in -depth information , and ethnographic based methods have been successfully 

utilised in highly influential library research in recent years .  

 

Ethnogra phic based techniques, specifically observation and semi -structured  

interviewing, were  selected  with the intention to learn about the ways students move, 

utilise and react to their surroundings and each other. Ethnography uses a combination 

of observations and interviews to gather qualitative data, its roots  are  in anthropological 

research conducted to learn more about groups of people, their culture, behaviour , and 

interactions . Observational techniques allow the researcher to ga ther data from the 

primary point of interest: they place the researcher in the centre of the setting(s) and 

locale(s) in terms of accessing the actions needed to answer their questions. They also 

provide the researcher with the opportunity to sit to the si de of the actions and actors 14 

and gather data without bein g obtrusive, thus minimising  skewing behaviours, 

something that even qualitative surveying could risk by design alone. The method 

requires detailed descriptions and notes to be provided on what occu rs where, how and 

with whom in the observed situation, thus providing huge scope for learning about the 

actors and their culture, influences, and relations; the nature of this data is incredibly 

difficult to gather in such depth in other methods. Interview  techniques are guided by 

both interviewer and interviewee, and are often based on themes rather than 

                                                           
14 i.e. people observed during data collection who produce or are involved with actions logged during the 
research. 
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incorporating lengthy lists of specific questions, allowing the data to emerge and flow 

rather than being forced into specific directions by language use and question design. 

The ethnographic methods allow a greater flexibility than quantitative and some other 

qualitative methods, as ethnography allows a much more subject - led approach, with the 

opportunity to develop and reconsider the reasons for behaviour , actions and reactions, 

and indeed the research questions themselves as data collection progresses.  

 

For the nature of the data required, an understanding of behaviours and use within 

academic libraries  is necessary, so observation of library user s in th e library environment 

is essential. Observational data can be used to develop themes to be discussed in 

interviews to gather a better understanding: interviewees can provide more information 

for why a particular behaviour occurs, causes specific reactions that may or may not be 

unique to that interviewee, how it may be interpreted by differing parties/individuals 

within the environment ,  and more. Ethnographic methods have been used several times 

in library research, and have produced results that allowed li brary staff to develop 

themselves and their perceptions of library use, as well as modify services and adapt to 

aid students and provide facilities that best match their requirements. Delcore et al 

(2009)  examine student life both  on  and off campus in more detail to learn why c ertain 

library usage behaviour o ccurs, while White (2009)  writes up biographies of participants 

in his research of use of library web pages and provisions to gain a better understanding 

of why students may work in a particular pattern or use/discard certain resources. Both 

use ethnography to develop a broader u nderstanding of their participants as unique 

individuals and  as representative members of the student body who will not have wholly 

unique opinions of library services. While much ethnographic library research has utilised 

the data in these practical ways,  it has also discovered usage patterns and student 

preferences that have opened up staff understanding of the changing student 

populations of t heir facilities. I may  move away from a prescr iptive use of results, but I 

do not want to totally discard implica tions aris ing for services from space use . 

 

I have informed my use of ethnographic -based methods via critical ethnography (CE). 

Critical ethnography utilises ethnographic methods within a critical approach to assess 

social structures and power relationship s, with the goal of generating emancipatory 

actions and the reduction or elimination of oppression (Thomas, 1993) . It is designed to 

give voice to participants who may not always have the means to communicate or 

articulate their situation. Critical ethnog raphic methods are very similar in terms of data 

collection, involving the gathering of observational field notes in thick description, 

conduction of open -ended interviewing, and providing descriptions of actors and 

incidents. Where CE differs from standar d ethnography is primarily analysis of data. CE 
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analysis is essentially political; it avoids providing pure description and embraces using a 

spec ific critical perspective e.g.  Marxism, Feminism  (Carspecken, 1999; Thomas, 1993) . 

It allows the researcher to examine relationships between actors at a deeper level, 

considering power relations and social settings as key in the way actors respond to their 

environments and each other. It pr ovides a way of combining ontological and 

epistemological reasoning within analysis, rather than forcing the researcher to simplify 

�G�D�W�D���D�V���µ�W�K�H�V�H���D�F�W�L�R�Q�V���D�U�H���D�V���W�K�H�\���D�S�S�H�D�U���K�H�U�H�¶���D�V���L�V���F�R�P�P�R�Q���L�Q���F�R�Q�Y�H�Q�W�L�R�Q�D�O��

ethnography. Using t his  method  has  allowed me t o work objectively yet reflectively, 

appreciating that while I analyse data deeply within a critical context to understand what 

is and why in a specific scenario or situation, I am simultaneously aware of my own 

professional and personal experience and lim itations and the impact they made on 

analysis.  

 

I have chose n to take this route partially based on my own professional practice 

observations throughout my career: I have observed that students react to each other in 

different ways and to different members  of staff in different ways that suggest there may 

be a number of complex unspoken/unconscious culturally political relationships within 

the library space. A certain level of subversion of authority in the library occurs, which 

this research aims to examin e in more depth. However, subversion of authority can be of 

benefit to one group of users while also to the detriment of others. Certainly, there are 

�Q�X�P�H�U�R�X�V���µ�6�S�R�W�W�H�G�¶��Facebook group s for students specific to their own university, where 

anonymous contribu tors  post photos of famous people or other students with slogans 

about library rule s and specific members of staff. Some of these groups contain 

motivational images and slogans, but many include photos taken of other students 

covertly with jokes about thei r behaviours or appearance.  A prime example is  for one 

group for where I am employed, where students used  an image of Wesley Snipes  in one 

of  the  Blade films,  �Z�H�D�U�L�Q�J���G�D�U�N���J�O�D�V�V�H�V���D�Q�G���D���O�H�D�W�K�H�U���M�D�F�N�H�W���Z�L�W�K���W�K�H���F�D�S�W�L�R�Q���³�7�+�(�5�(���,�6��

ONLY BOTTLED WATER ALLOWED I �1���7�+�(���0�2�7�+�(�5�)�8�&�.�,�1�*���/�,�%�5�$�5�<�´�����V�X�J�J�H�V�W�L�Q�J���D��

reference to library wardens asking students to put away fizzy drinks or preventing them 

from taking hot drinks to the floors when they enter the building. The image was printed 

out and posted in various areas wit hin the library. The library wardens h ad already been 

shown the print -out and found it to be amusing, but also removed the posters and 

continued to enforce the rule. While this is a very simple and potentially trivial example 

(to some parties!) in humorous  subversion, taken at a literal level , it only potentially 

benefits those who do not agree with the creation and enforcement of this rul e and 

consider it unjust. T hose who have experienced problems as a result of others drinking 

something other than water have th eir academic life disrupted if, for example,  rare but 

important textbooks are disposed of because of spillages rendering them unusable. The 



60  

 

example demonstrates just one of many potential rifts and imbalances within the 

academic library environment,  but also suggests some discrepancy and disagreement 

between those who are asked to enforce rules and the rules themselves. It suggests the 

existence of further imbalances in rules, whether environmental or academic, spoken or 

unspoken, subverted or embrac ed by different parties.  

 

3.3  Theoretical approach: influences from a Feminist Standpoint 
Theory  

I have selected to follow a feminist approach to inform my research: using feminist 

guidance is most suited to representing the power dynamics and diversity o f academic 

library users. Power here reflects consideration of dominance 15 within library spaces (be 

it be enacted by library users or by staff), but also how individuals are already engaging 

with power to enable themselves or perceive their own lack of pow er. My choice of 

feminism as a perspective has been  spec ifically chosen for two reasons. The first is  as a 

personal belief/ ethos �����,���F�R�Q�V�L�G�H�U���P�\�V�H�O�I���D�Q���³�D�G�Y�R�F�D�W�H�´���R�I���I�H�P�L�Q�L�V�P��(h ooks, 2000, p. 

31) 16 and I fee l a feminist approach allows me to look at the power dynamics and 

diversity of HE library users in a way that enables positive changes developed from 

research findings.  

 

The second reason I have adopted a feminist - influenced approach is th at professional 

practice has le d me to question, as implied in my research questions  above , how 

students interact with each other. T hroughout the literature review I have demonstrated 

that  research examining library spaces is primarily concerned with examining usage of  

spaces with basic considerations; those of environmental comfort, design ethos, or 

success in terms of footfall and positive quantitative feedback. Those studies that look 

beyond the design and examine the needs of their users in more detail do examine 

st udent behaviour with regards to class and social group to some extent, but still fall 

short of considering their interactions in the environment and service that is  provided for 

them.  

 

As I read, I found myself feeling frustrated at the lack of observation  and analysis of 

natural behaviour and a more extensive discussion of the student interactions with each 

other and staff members beyond simulations and theatre -style workshops (participants 

improvising designated scenarios to provide discussion and underst anding of particular 

                                                           
15 Domination for the purposes of this research is defined in specific analytical contexts later in the thesis, but 
more generally indicates control of either a space or people, via actions or the size of the population. 
16 ho�}�l�•���•�µ�P�P���•�š�•���š�Z�����µ�•�����}�(���š�Z�����‰�Z�Œ���•�����^�/�������À�}�����š�����(���u�]�v�]�•�u�_���}�À���Œ���^�/�����u�������(���u�]�v�]�•�š�_���š�}�����v���}�µ�Œ���P�������}�š�Z��
discussion of what feminism is, and interest in the potential feminism can have for everyone. 
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issues). I have observed  in professional practice  that there is a great deal of variation in 

how well different students cope with IT provisions, specific design configurations, and 

di fferent usage within a library setting . IT rich env ironment s may unintentionally 

discriminate against those not familiar or comfortable with using computers or 

particularly advanced technology (which may include people from lower income 

backgrounds or older students, who may not have access to current tech nology or to 

computers of their own at all): the library space can make students feel disempowered.  

Some user groups (in particular by gender) are more prevalent in certain areas at 

certain times, often due to  preferences for proximity to a variety of reso urces including 

textbooks and refreshments  (Kinsley et al., 2014; Ramsden, 2011; Wong, 2009) , but 

�D�O�V�R���E�H�F�D�X�V�H���V�R�P�H���V�W�X�G�H�Q�W�V���Y�L�V�L�W���O�L�E�U�D�U�L�H�V���R�Q���W�K�H���E�D�V�L�V���R�I���µ�D�V���D�Q�G���Z�K�H�Q�¶���Z�K�H�U�H���S�U�H�V�V�X�U�H�V��

outside of academic life mean visits mu st happen during specific periods (Harrop & 

Turpin, 2013; Regalado & Smale, 2015) . Unwritten rules may be formed by the 

dominant user group, creating potential imbalances that may or may not be nurtured or 

disrupted by formal institutional rules . 

 

The feminist perspective is particularly suited to studying the  modern university 

environment: a feminist approach can aid the researcher to examine in more detail the 

nature of power relations betwe en user groups, with gender as a particular focus, but 

also aids each participant  to have their own  voice, while recognising that there may be 

context specific interpretations from each individual.  To ensure that I enable participant 

voices to be expressed  across different groups, as well as represent power, I chose to 

adopt an approach based around Feminist Standpoint Theory.  

 

3.4  Using a Feminist Standpoint Theory approach.  

Feminist Standpoint Theory (FST) is one of the numerous approaches that has devel oped 

in an attempt to provide a feminist/ �¶�I�H�P�D�O�H�¶���V�F�L�H�Q�F�H���D�Q�G���U�H�V�H�D�U�F�K���S�H�U�V�S�H�F�W�L�Y�H����From an 

epistemological approach, there are as many discussions of what makes a research 

�D�S�S�U�R�D�F�K���I�H�P�L�Q�L�V�W���D�V���W�K�H�U�H���D�U�H���G�H�I�L�Q�L�W�L�R�Q�V���R�I���µ�I�H�P�L�Q�L�V�P�¶�����)�H�P�L�Q�L�V�W���U�H�V�H�D�U�F�K�H�U�V���D�U�J�Xe that 

�µ�P�D�O�H�¶���V�F�L�H�Q�F�H���U�H�V�H�D�U�F�K���L�V���G�R�P�L�Q�D�W�H�G���E�\���P�D�V�F�X�O�L�Q�H���W�H�F�K�Q�L�T�X�H�V�����O�R�F�D�W�L�Q�J���U�H�V�H�D�U�F�K���Z�L�W�K�L�Q���D��

definable answer, and excluding or diminishing female and marginalised voices  (Harding, 

1986; Letherby, 2003; Maynard, 1994) . Feminist researchers primarily focus on 

u�Q�G�H�U�V�W�D�Q�G�L�Q�J���Z�R�P�H�Q�¶�V���O�L�Y�H�V�����Z�K�L�F�K���X�V�X�D�O�O�\���P�H�D�Q�V���I�R�F�X�V�V�L�Q�J���R�Q���Z�R�P�H�Q���D�V���U�H�V�S�R�Q�G�H�Q�W�V����

but can introduce men as respondents to gain unders tanding of their experiences  in a 

society that privileges males (hooks, 2000; Letherby, 2003) . Because of my intention to 

give voice to multiple accounts of experiences, I have chosen to follow a feminist 

standpoint approach , using it to locate and represe nt the experiences of multiple 
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perspectives (including female s and males , as well as class, race and disability)  and the 

power dynamics that influence and manifest for each .  

 

Feminist Standpoint T�K�H�R�U�\���S�U�R�S�R�V�H�V���W�K�D�W���Z�R�P�H�Q�¶�V���H�[�S�H�U�L�H�Q�F�H�V���D�U�H���W�K�H���P�D�L�Q���V�R�X�U�Fe of 

understanding societal oppressions and power dynamics: different women from different 

groups and backgrounds will experience the world in different ways, thus utilising their 

experiences will present a wider view and understanding of the world. Millen  (1997)  

suggests that standpoint theory has developed from the M arxist proposal that women 

are oppressed, and thus can not only understand their own experiences as oppressed, 

but can provide an understanding of their oppressors as a result, and thus the world as a 

whole.  McLennan  (1995)  argues  feminists s hould reject the idea that research is �µ�Q�H�X�W�U�D�O�¶��

(as endorsed by feminist empiricists �����Z�K�R���D�U�J�X�H���W�K�D�W���µ�P�D�O�H�¶���V�F�L�H�Q�F�H���F�D�Q���E�H���P�R�G�L�I�L�H�G���W�R��

remove male bias ), and adopt a �³�F�R�P�P�L�W�P�H�Q�W���W�R��knowledge from the standpoint of 

�Z�R�P�H�Q�¶�V���H�[�S�H�U�L�H�Q�F�H���D�Q�G���I�H�P�L�Q�L�V�W���W�K�H�R�U�\�´ (McLennan, 1995, p. 392) . Feminist Standpoint 

Theory  reasons  that the lives of women �F�D�Q���S�U�R�Y�L�G�H���D���P�R�U�H���µ�W�U�X�H�¶ point of  knowledge  

because they are culturally and politically located in an oppre ssed position  i.e. that 

knowledge is situated : women have, as Smith (Smith, 2004b, p. 21)  describes it, a 

�³�S�R�L�Q�W���R�I���Y�L�H�Z���R�I���µ�Z�R�P�H�Q�¶�V���S�O�D�F�H�¶���>�Z�K�H�U�H�@���W�K�H���Y�D�O�X�H�V���D�V�V�L�J�Q�H�G���W�R���G�L�I�I�H�U�H�Q�W���D�V�S�H�F�W�V���R�I���W�K�H��

world are changed ���´���:�R�P�H�Q�¶�V�¶���O�L�Y�H�V���D�U�H��multifaceted, their experience is developed 

through their situations  as students/academics,  at work , and at home , making 

experience and knowledge contextual to social positioning (Smith, 2004b) . Harding, a 

prominent proponent  and developer  of FST, cites Smith as being a highly influential FST 

researcher , a position that Smith rejects as she locates herself as a sociologist 

researching from �³�Z�R�P�H�Q�¶�V��viewpoint �´��(Smith,  2004a, p. 244) .  Irrespective of whether 

or not Smith sees herself as a key influence on FST, Harding refers to Smith �¶�V���Z�R�U�N���R�Q��

�Z�R�P�H�Q�¶�V���O�L�Y�H�V���D�V���G�H�P�R�Q�V�W�U�D�W�L�Q�J���D���N�H�\���S�R�L�Q�W�����W�K�D�W���Z�R�P�H�Q are assigned roles by men that 

�O�L�P�L�W���Z�R�P�H�Q�¶�V���F�D�S�D�F�L�W�\ to act freely (Harding, 1993) . Harding (1993)  argues that FST is  

based on the e xistence of  a social hierarchy that endeavours to sustain the 

marginalisation of certain groups, specifically women �����D�Q�G���W�K�D�W���µ�P�D�O�H�¶���V�F�L�H�Q�F�H���I�U�H�Tuently 

ignores the marginalised, in contrast to FST which focusses on the marginalised.  Harding 

continues to describe how the knowledge �R�I���W�K�H���P�D�U�J�L�Q�D�O�L�V�H�G���V�K�R�X�O�G���E�H���³for  marginalized 

people �>�«�@��rather than for  the use only of dominant groups in their projects of 

administering and managing t �K�H���O�L�Y�H�V���R�I���P�D�U�J�L�Q�D�O�L�]�H�G���S�H�R�S�O�H�´ (Harding , 1993, p. 56 . 

Author's emphasis ) . The intention is to ensure the groups featured in research benefit 

and find themselves enabled and empowered through their involvement, rather  than 

allowing their oppressors to utilise the knowledge produced to consolida te their control 

over the marginalise d. Marginalised people can thus take control of their own lives 

through ownership of their knowledge  position (in that they know more about their 
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oppressors from the point of being oppressed) , and being provided with a voice, a 

standpoint , via the researcher.  

 

Feminist Standpoint Theory has been criticised for assuming that women are unified and 

can provide an overarching theory of oppression for all women: the assumption is that 

all women can be clustered into labels , with respondents in research providing 

knowledge transferable to all women. The underlying theory has also been critiqued for 

potentially leading to more power dynamics, as utilising it implies one group of women 

�K�D�V���D���P�R�U�H���µ�U�H�D�O�¶���H�[�S�H�U�L�H�Q�F�H�����Z�L�W�K���P�R�U�H���Wruth, than the experiences of another group. 

Additionally, researchers utilising standpoint theory have been accused of trying to 

create a shift from male supremacy to female supremacy (Letherby, 2003) . Standpoint 

theorists have been accused of relativism, an assumption that there is no one true 

unifying answer, a criticism that is rejected by Harding (1986)  for suggesting feminist 

theorists are trying to shift directly from a male -centred to  female -centred  theory 

without considering ther e may be an aim to remove overarching assumptions of gender. 

Stanley and Wise (1990)  also contest these criticisms, answering that there is no need to 

refer to one single standpoint, but multiple standpoints.  Cain (1990)  points out that 

standpoints are linked directly to political and socio -cultural positions rather than 

biology . To approach standpoints from a b iological perspective means to limit the 

marginalised to a n arbitrary  gender bina ry construct, rather than the multifaceted 

perspectives that race , ethnicity , class, sexuality and the broad mix of gender identities 

that can be found in a multitude of stand points.  Acknowledging the differences and 

similarities between different standpoints ensures we also acknowledge that there are 

differences in oppression, that women can and do  oppress  and hold power over  other 

women . As Letherby (2003)  points out, oppression does not fit easily and neatly into 

labels of gender: women in the west, whether aware of it or not, will en dorse the 

oppression of women  if they buy cheap clothes made in factories by women paid low 

wages in unsafe circumstances  (see also Flax (1987, p. 642) ) . Similarly, not all men 

easily and neatly fit into masculine norms. Each gender is  more complex than biological 

labelling, and thus it is of particular importance to ensure multiple standpoints are 

considered throughout FST research.  

 

Using FST means that stereotypes and identities  assigned to the marginalised by 

dominant or oppressing groups can be challenged and dismantled. Patricia Hill Collins 

refers to  oppressor -created  �³�F�R�Q�W�U�R�O�O�L�Q�J���L�P�D�J�H�V�´���L�G�H�Q�W�L�I�\�L�Q�J���$�I�U�L�F�D�Q���$�P�H�U�L�F�D�Q���Z�R�P�H�Q��as 

a collection of caring domestic servants, controllers, or sexually available : these 

identiti es have become so familiar that they progressed into being adopted  and 

perceived as norms  by the African American women themselves  (Collins, 2000, p. 284) . 
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The groups who are oppressed and forced into stereotypes are thus blamed for the 

oppression itself. Critiques of FST have claimed that the process of creating standpoints 

automatically �µ�R�W�K�H�U�V�¶���W�K�R�V�H���S�Hople identifying with that standpoint. However, Collins 

(2000)  suggests that in the process of understanding their own standpoint more, the 

marginali sed and oppressed are able to become empowered by their knowledge , an idea 

that Harding (1993, 2004)  agrees with.  Harding argues that FST is not ethnoce ntric  or a 

process of othering , but a way of o pening discussion,  and helping us to learn how 

oppressing  or dominant  groups are warping the way various standpoints (whether the 

researcher is part of that group or not)  are (mis)represented  within stereotypes  

(Harding, 1993) . �$�G�G�L�W�L�R�Q�D�O�O�\�����&�R�O�O�L�Q�V���U�H�I�H�U�V���W�R���D���S�U�R�F�H�V�V���R�I���³�F�D�O�O���D�Q�G���U�H�V�S�R�Q�V�H�´���L�Q��

African -Am erican cultures that requires people to listen to a speaker, respond, and 

involves  participation from all group members  in a respectful and empathic manner  

(Collins, 2000, p. 261) . Applying this process to the perspective of a feminist standpoint 

app roach, Collins  uses it to  demonstrate the complexities of varying standpoints, and 

how, if combined,  they can feed into an overall larger portrait  of different experiences 

that demonstrate where society is failing  the marginalised, and thus help develop a 

stronger community across those standpoints to aid resolutions and actions . Collins 

refers to Yuval -Davis �¶�V���Z�R�U�N���R�Q���W�U�D�Q�V�Y�H�U�V�D�O���S�R�O�L�W�L�F�V as a way of feeding into this process 

to help generate solidarity between different groups who experience marginalisation and 

oppression and reduce the sense that definitions of  these groups are simple and clear -

cut . 

 

Yuval -Davis considers  transversal  politics a means to allow  different groups to form a 

�³�F�R�D�O�L�W�L�R�Q���>�Z�K�L�F�K�@���V�K�R�X�O�G���E�H���V�H�W���Q�R�W���L�Q���W�H�U�P�V���R�I���µ�Z�K�R�¶���Z�H���D�U�H���E�X�W���L�Q���W�H�U�P�V���R�I���Z�K�D�W���Z�H��

�Z�D�Q�W���W�R���D�F�K�L�H�Y�H���´��(Yuval -Davis, 1997, p. 126) .  Transversal politics is based on 

standpoint epi stemology, but incorporates the ideas that �³�G�L�I�I�H�U�H�Q�F�H�V���D�U�H���L�P�S�R�U�W�D�Q�W��

[ �«�E�X�W�@���V�K�R�X�O�G���H�Q�F�R�P�S�D�V�V�����U�D�W�K�H�U���W�K�D�Q���U�H�S�O�D�F�H�����Q�R�W�L�R�Q�V���R�I���H�T�X�D�O�L�W�\���´��(Yuval -davis, 1999, 

p. 95) , and that an overarching shared position can  exist  simultaneously with those 

differences, such as a feminist collective  with membership  from different classes, 

sexuality etc.  Collins feels this approach can create an opportunity to develop multiple 

standpoints while also acknowledging that there are differences and similariti es between 

the standpoints (Collins, 2000) . �7�U�D�Q�V�Y�H�U�V�D�O���S�R�O�L�W�L�F�V���D�G�Y�R�F�D�W�H�V���D���S�U�R�F�H�V�V���R�I���µ�U�R�R�W�L�Q�J�¶���D�Q�G��

�µshifting �¶ i.e.  a person remains rooted in their experiences, identity and knowledge, 

retaining a sense of self, but also makes efforts to shift their perception  to match those 

of other people who have different experiences and identities  (while also retaining 

personal identity and values)  (Yuval -Davis, 19 97, p. 130) .  Shifting provides an 

opportunity to develop an understanding between different representations of experience  

at individual and cultural levels,  that then leads to solidarity and promotion of shared 
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values  and empowerment goals (as long as tho se goals do not lead to further oppression 

and corruption of power) . Yuval -Davis warns that this process is not always possible, 

because there may still be a conflict of interest leading to different goals . Shifting is 

achieved via a process �R�I���µ�V�L�W�X�D�W�H�G���L�P�D�J�L�Q�D�W�L�R�Q�¶�����D���F�R�Q�F�H�S�W���L�Q�W�U�R�G�X�F�H�G���E�\���6�W�R�H�W�]�O�H�U���D�Q�G��

Yuval -Davis to  be used alongside situated knowledge and thus  further develop FST 

(Stoetzler & Yuval -Davis, 2002) �����7�K�H���S�U�R�F�H�V�V���R�I���µ�L�P�D�J�L�Q�L�Q�J�¶ deepens a perspective into a 

standpoint that represents and generates knowledge  that then creates the possibility of 

achieving a goal. To develop an imagination  approach  as well as studying experience 

from an intellectual  approach means adding meaning and deeper u nderstanding that can 

thus lead to social agency as the goal becomes more achievable  (Stoetzler & Yuval -

Davis, 2002) .  

 

By utilising a feminist standpoint approach, informed by Harding (1986) , Collins �¶ (2000)  

approach  incorporating her use  of  transversal politics , I have endeavoured to give voice 

to participants who may not always have the opportunity to speak 17, although as 

discussed in chapter 4 , respondents were small in number and thus I have been limited 

in opportunities to provide thes e voices. However, with the intention of understanding 

these experiences  further, and as per hooks (2000)  and Letherby (2003) , I have 

endeav oured to include male voices, and the voices of those who hold more power i.e. 

staff. Doing so allows me to create a broader perspective  on  the dynamics and 

perceptions of usage, and while men are not the focus of the study, they are situated in 

different levels of power (e.g. class, ethnicity), albeit from a more dominant place in 

society than that of women . Indeed, Harding argues that men can also make 

contributions to knowledge in the development of their male feminist standpoints, 

particularly where mal es endeavour to struggle against male dominance and supremecy 

(Harding, 1998) . A multitude of stan dpoints aids the development of a better 

understanding of power dynamics and how they operate within an HE library 

environment : different standpoints may share similar needs and perspectives, albeit for 

different reasons . As Andrews (2016)  suggests, needs  may vary, but by trying to solve a 

problem experienced by one or two marginalised group s, the solution will often benefit 

the many.  Using FST he lps develop an understanding of how groups may be represented 

or marginalised/overlooked in the creation of supportive learning spaces, and how 

groups can engage in power relations. It can also aid in representing how a shared need 

for empowerment across d ifferent groups can be aided or disrupted by (what are 

primarily good) intentions of controlling stakeholders in library developments (i.e. 

architects/designers, management, staff).   

                                                           
17 Certainly some interviewees expressed frustration at communicating their issues with library facilities with 
library staff but not receiving responses that reflected their own knowledge and experiences. 
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In the process of developing standpoints, I will group people together t hat will 

sometimes necessarily be  based on assumptions I have made regarding their gender and 

ethnicity , particularly in the case of observational data,  but informed by demographic 

information from each site  (this is discussed in more detail in chapter 4).  However, they 

are developed with the understanding  that the groups they are designed to represent 

have subgroups that will have a variety of standpoints within them, and the overarching 

group structure will share overarching behaviours and needs,  while I also consider the 

potential for diversity of these behaviours and needs . I may not be in the position to 

develop more complex multiple standpoints, but I endeavour to be as representative as 

possible , and to provide opportunities for positive, sup portive change . 

 

Utilising standpoint theory under a CE approach is not an easy route to undertake . Like 

any ethnographic approach CE  is intensive, with all actions and interactions throughout 

observation considered of value and in need of recording. It i s difficult to prove validity 

and truth, where triangulation of data means extensive data collection. It depends 

greatly on both the receptiveness of the actors and the techniques of the researcher to 

be able to draw out interview data that provides triang ulation points and access to 

deeper understanding of meaning , and indeed the willingness of respondents to 

volunteer their time can be difficult alone . Additionally, to retain a reflexive, critical 

standpoint requires understanding of social settings that may be difficult to acquire: 

policies and policy makers, social groups and access may all potentially create a 

blinkered perspective of the site, whether the gatekeeper/actor consciously creates this 

or not. The critical perspective may also be resisted or  disregarded by those participating 

if they become aware of th at research purpose , for example if they have a negative 

perception of feminism or feminist research . However, us ing CE with a feminist approach 

has  allow ed me to analyse data  in new ways beyond  my professional e xperiences and 

capacity. It  has allow ed me to engage with data in order to understand actions, moving 

away from shallow interpretation and pure description towards meaningful social 

ontological discussion, and thus move towards improving the positions of actors.  The 

combination of CE and FST is applied  in the analysis to locate  power structures , incidents 

that may result in ( further )  marginalising groups, and in identifying how issues 

gene rated by and within libraries via a variety of fact ors can be addressed  (all of which is 

discussed in more detail in chapter 4).  
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3.5  Reflexivity  

The very nature of feminist - influenced research means reflexivity and awareness of 

personal positioning is important: in this section I situate myself and my per sonal beliefs 

in more detail, for transparency.  I am white, a CIS 18 female, and consider myself to be 

lower middle class: that is, I am well educated (and have easy access to continue my 

education), make a comfortable living, and thus perceive myself as com paratively 

privileged to some of the groups who attend university . My family was relatively 

comfortably off when I was growing up until my parents divorced, at which point my 

mother had to work several part time jobs to care for my older brother and myself . My 

brother and I are both first generation university attendees, and were lucky enough to 

attend when fees were only just being introduced at the end of the 1990s and were 

comparatively low, while small loans were available to those who had lower income 

(which I supplemented with part time work in a public library, and the beginnings of my 

library career). Since my undergraduate degree, I have been lucky enough to be 

supported by my employers throughout my postgraduate education, whether by being 

offered study leave or support in funding the cost of studying. All this leads me to accept 

that I am in a privileged position: my colour means I experience no racial discrimination, 

�D�Q�G���W�K�H���V�X�S�S�R�U�W���Q�H�W�Z�R�U�N�V���,�¶�Y�H���E�H�H�Q���O�X�F�N�\���H�Q�R�X�J�K���W�R���E�H���S�D�U�W���R�I���P�H�D�Q���,���P�L�J�K�W���K�D�Y�H��

experienced periods of low income, but am now in a comfortable position. This may 

place me at a distance to some current students who have to self - fund their education 

costs in times when fees are considerably higher and costly student loans are the norm. 

However, my experiences growing up mean I have some knowledge of how difficult it 

can be to manage on limited income . 

 

As I have hinted at previously in this thesis, my curiosity around user practices and 

behaviour in libraries is longstanding, but I have a lways primarily been interested in the 

�µ�Z�K�\�¶���D�Q�G��the �µ�K�R�Z�¶���D�V���R�S�S�R�V�H�G���W�R��control ling, policing and changing library users. In 

spite of this, there will be situations where I have preconceptions of what is appropriate  

or inappropriate in a library . I try to  actively question my own personal beliefs  and 

preferences for library use when I see something that conflicts with th ese preferences or 

surprises me, but sometimes this might prove difficult. My profession combined with my 

status as a research  student giv es me some balance between library user and library 

staff, but still will skew my positioning to some extent and potentially create conflicting 

concerns 19.   

                                                           
18 i.e. I identify with the gender I was assigned at birth. 
19 A simplistic example of this would be the need for a student to access food and drink while studying for long 
periods, but from a professional position the process of cleaning up after or purchasing new resources ruined 
from spillage means I have to find some level of compensation between the two. 
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3.6  �µ�$�Q�V�Z�H�U�L�Q�J�¶���W�K�H���U�H�V�H�D�U�F�K��questions : finding and discovering 
meaning within the academic library  environment  

Using critical ethnographic methods in the context of my research questions and 

concepts, I �¶�O�O���Q�R�Z���W�D�N�H���H�D�F�K question in turn and discuss how the method will retrieve 

information that will aid discovering relationships and actions,  and thus also aid in 

moving towards resolving power struggles.  

 

�x How do students behave in and use academic libraries? What do students 

do when they visit the library? How do students interact with each other 

when they are in the library? How do students i nteract with staff in the 

library ? Student behaviour, use and interaction  with other students and staff  is 

primarily assessed via observation , utilising thick description to gather as much 

data as possible.  Semi -structured interviews are used to triangulate observation 

with how students see th eir use of spaces  and their perception of their 

interactions with staff (if applicable) �����Z�L�W�K���µ�W�R�X�F�K�V�W�R�Q�H���W�R�X�U�V�¶20 used at the start of 

the interview to generate a rapport with the respondents as well as gain a better 

�X�Q�G�H�U�V�W�D�Q�G�L�Q�J���R�I���µ�W�K�H�L�U�¶���O�L�E�U�D�U�\���V�S�D�F�H�� 

What impact does design have on use and perceptions of use?  When 

students use academic library spaces, does the design of the space help 

or hinder their chosen use?  How do staff understand and interpret the 

way student s uses  the  spaces  in the library, and do they try to modify 

student behaviour as a result of that interpretation of use ?  Space impact 

is collected via observation and semi -structured interviews. Observations provide  

data on  more overt issues , such as whether students conform to planned and 

expected use of a space (for example in silent spaces). Semi -structured 

interviews with students provide information  on how individuals perceive library 

spaces, whether or not they find th em supportive and feel they have an influence 

on their practice.  Staff interpretation and impact data are gathered via semi -

structured interviewing, but should any staff be observed in the context of 

student use of spaces thei r actions and interactions are  noted. Any available 

numerical evidence of changes in the nature of enquiries made of staff will be 

considered, but will be used as supporting evidence for staff comments.  

                                                           
20 A user experience technique where students provide a tour of the library, providing the researcher with 
information about the spaces they use or do not use, as well as some more informal conversation to aid in 
comfort levels and familiarity before the interview formally commences. 
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�x Do differing perceptions of appropriate use create inequalities be tween 

students , and between students  and staff? Student/staff interactions , and 

any issues of inequalities  are  again primarily  discovered via observational data, 

and  are discussed in semi -structured interviews.  

 

Obtaining the appropriate data is a complex process: interactions are not guaranteed to 

occur while observations are conducted.  I  accept that my presence, whet her blatant or 

unobtrusive,  still was noticed to a certain degree , and may  have  influence d behavi our 

within the environment, whether consciously or subconsciously on the part of th e actor. 

Thick descriptions are  time consuming and intensive to take down, regardless of 

technique or observational framework, and even so risk missing some elements of 

acti ons.  

 

When conducting interviews with students, they depend ed very much on both myself as 

an interviewer creating a rapport with the interviewee/actor, my position as librarian, 

researcher, post -graduate student automatically placing me in position of both  authority 

and societal Other (as a combinat ion of all three) before we were even aware of where 

our conversation took  us. When conducting interviews  with staff, the same issue aro se, 

with some differences; while I may not be as much a figure of authority and power, I 

may  have  influence d as an outsider a reserved response from wariness. There may even 

have been a situation where the interviewee use d the relationship as an opportunity to 

release frustration at their own authority figures or subordinates. How ever, in all these 

cases, responses can still indicate where power struggles lie, where inequalities exist, 

where there is a need for further analysis and interviewing to draw out underlying 

issues. Some of these difficulties were overcome by using techniq ues to develop 

familiarity quickly, such as in the touchstone tours, and discussion of food and drink in 

the coffee houses I sometimes visited with respondents.   

 

Analysis is inductive, based around �%�U�D�X�Q���D�Q�G���&�O�D�U�N�H�¶�V���W�K�H�P�D�W�L�F���D�Q�D�O�\�V�L�V��(2006) . Rather 

than create  expectations  of results, I have  buil t  up discussion base d around what is 

present in a  scenario, rather than making assumptions and seeking evidence prior to 

gathering data. I cho se this method as, yet again, I am all too aware of my own 

professional experiences and th e assumptions and presuppositions my colleagues have 

�P�D�G�H���D�E�R�X�W���Z�K�D�W���L�V���W�K�H���µ�U�L�J�K�W�¶���Z�D�\���W�R���X�V�H���D���V�S�D�F�H�� In contrast to other analytic 

approaches (e.g. grounded theory) Braun and Clarke acknowledge personal awareness 

and reflection is important in the analy tical approach, and that the researcher cannot 

truly separate themselves and their experience from their research. The intention is  to 

be reflexive, aware of my own limitations and presuppositions, and consider them 
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carefully during the analytical process:  awareness  led me to be more critical of my own 

analysis and to be more open to other usage concepts an d ideas.  

 

3.7 Chapter summary  

In this chapter I have detailed the  overarching  research aim, to discover whether 

academic libraries provide a supportive a nd inclusive learning environment , and the 

research  questions , which are focussed on learning more about academic library use, 

interactions between inhabitants and between inhabitants and staff . I have raised the 

issue that marginalised /underrepresented  gr oups  of library users  may  encounter power 

dynamics that enable or restrict their capacity to use library space, be that via other 

users, staff, or the space itself limiting opportunities for studying . I have introduced my 

chosen method of ethnographic tech niques, incorporating observations and interviews, 

to collect data that will be used to address the research  questions , and how the method 

is informed by using a Feminist Standpoint Theory (FST) approach . FST provides the 

opportunity to develop understandi ng of power relations and experiences of library 

users, be they students or staff, irrespective of background , as well as a way to create 

opportunities to help improve access to facilities and support services.  

 

I will now move to address the logistics of data collection, the sites and participants 
engaged with, and the data analysis process �����X�V�L�Q�J���%�U�D�X�Q���D�Q�G���&�O�D�U�N�H�¶�V��(2006)  thematic 
analysis , including how FST feeds into that process .   
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�&�K�D�S�W�H�U���������0�H�W�K�R�G�R�O�R�J�\ 

In the previous chapter, I described my choice of using a Feminist  Standpoint Theory 

approach for my theoretical framework, my research aim  and questions , and how my 

choice of ethnographic based methods have helped produce information to answer them. 

In this chapter, I detail the actual process of data gathering, and th e practicalities of the 

research as opposed to the philosophical reasoning behind it. I begin by discussing the 

procedural elements of the observation and interview methods , including how I refer to 

gender and race , sampling choices on an institutional lev el, and progress through the 

pilot stages. I consider the data analysis process, examining the method of analysis to 

draw conclusions. Finally, I discuss the ethics of my research, and how I ensured I 

maintained high ethical standards.  

 

4 .1 Observation met hods  

I have assessed student behaviour and interactions between students, and between 

students and staff, primarily via observations, taking as detailed a description as 

possible to gather as much data as possible. Observation for the purposes of this 

rese arch entailed the use of a framework for collecting fieldnotes, and placing myself in 

various spaces in each setting to take note of what was occurring in each space. I have 

�D�G�R�S�W�H�G���6�S�U�D�G�O�H�\�¶�V���1�L�Q�H���'�L�P�H�Q�V�L�R�Q�V���R�I���'�H�V�F�U�L�S�W�L�Y�H���2�E�V�H�U�Y�D�W�L�R�Q��(Spradley, 1980, p.  78)  

for fieldnotes:  

  

1.  SPACE -  layout of the physical setting: rooms, outdoor spaces, etc.  

2.  ACTORS -  the names and relevant details of the people involved  

3.  ACTIVITIES -  the various activities of the actors  

4.  OBJECTS -  physical elements: furniture  etc.  

5.  ACTS -  specific individual actions  

6.  EVENTS -  particular occasions, e.g. meetings  

7.  TIME -  the sequence of events  

8.  GOALS -  what actors are attempting to accomplish  

9.  FEELINGS -  emotions in particular contexts  
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�6�S�U�D�G�O�H�\�¶�V���R�E�V�H�U�Y�D�W�L�R�Q�D�O���I�U�D�P�H�Zork was selected here to aid in the focussed collecting of 

data that considered the actors and settings in many variants: it extensively considers a 

range of elements hig hly relevant to my research questions . However, it also contains 

some aspects that I c �R�X�O�G���Q�R�W���I�L�Q�G���R�X�W���H�D�V�L�O�\���G�X�U�L�Q�J���R�E�V�H�U�Y�D�W�L�R�Q�V�����V�X�F�K���D�V���D�F�W�R�U�V�¶���V�S�H�F�L�I�L�F��

goals at the time of being observed. I therefore used a modified version of the 

dimensions, only noting overt statements of goals and feelings (Dimensions 8 and 9 

above) in observations : logging overt statements is still debatable as to how reliable the 

statements can be as there will always be hidden, unspoken goals and feelings (and 

overt statements do not necessarily mean they are being acted upon), but the same can 

be said of any dat a collected in any form. Additionally, details of the actors incorporated 

into observations were largely unknown: in these cases, I logged basic data where 

possible, and where relevant to the research i.e. gender, race/ethnicity (where 

identifiable). Ho wev er, as I discuss in section 4 .2, I have used interviews to supplement 

observations and learn more about the more difficult - to -classify aspect s of actor 

behaviour and goals.  

 

It is important to know at this point how gender and race were recorded  in observa tions . 

Gender was recorded on a binary female/male basis, primarily using assumptions based 

on appearances for lack of any opportunity to confirm gender with actors . This logging of 

gender is based on biological sex, but is not always only about biological  differences: it 

also involved linking behaviour to gender roles and performances of gender (for example 

societal gender normative roles and their manifestation within behaviours) . To ask actors 

what gender they identify with could have 1) been obtrusive a nd invasive of their 

personal life should they not wish to discuss their gender or preferred pronoun  and 2) 

disrupted observations and removed natural behaviour.  I am aware that gender is not 

binary , and while I would prefer not to label people by assumpti ons based on 

appearance, it was necessary to do so to collect the data needed for this research in 

terms of whether or not demographics of the institutions demonstrated differences or 

similarities  and the power structures in action  (i.e. via domination of space) .  

 

With respect to race  and ethnicity , I again made assumptions primarily based on 

appearance, but also considered the demographic base of each institution , using data 

from each on their attending population. It is useful here for me to define what I  mean 

for the purposes of this research by race and ethnicity. Race here is an overarching term 

for ancestral  country of origin, for example a British Asian  may be not be a recent 

immigrant  to the UK  but the ir  parents or grandparents  may be. I refer to e th nicity 
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regarding  the cultural variation s across different people w ith the same ancestral  country 

of origin . I may refer to groups of British Asians in observational data  because the 

demographics of that observation site explicitly detail  British Asians  rat her than other 

Asian identities as a portion of the institution �¶�V���S�R�S�X�O�D�W�L�R�Q, which risks my representing 

students falling into this group as one consistent group of people without variations 

between individuals  or groups of individuals . I make assumptions  on attributing race to 

actors because, as with gend er, I cannot  ask actors  which race and ethnicity they 

describe themselv es as , which will create the possibility of me incorrectly labelling actors  

(and thus potentially creating inaccuracies in the data a nalysis) . A white research er  such 

as myself conducting research that includes collecting and analysing data  including  race 

and /or  ethnicity  is problematic  by default . Historically ethnography and  anthropology has 

sometimes  been used for horrifically racist  purposes, from labelling �S�H�R�S�O�H���D�V���µ�V�D�Y�D�J�H�V�¶ 

and  purposely  �µ�R�W�K�H�U�L�Q�J�¶ people to supporting arguments for  eugenics , but has also been 

utilised to oppose and fight these racist claims  (Mukhopadhyay & Moses, 1997) . My 

intentio n is to ensure all kinds of library users are represented in this research , 

particularly those who demonstrate membership of marginalised groups ( who in some 

cases are identified through observations or interviews)  and that any practices and 

usage patterns  are identified to ensure a supportive, enabling and accessible 

environment. �+�R�Z�H�Y�H�U�����E�\���O�D�E�H�O�O�L�Q�J���D�F�W�R�U�V���E�\���U�D�F�H�����,���U�L�V�N���µ�R�W�K�H�U�L�Q�J�¶���J�U�R�X�S�V and 

developing a negative  power relationship between mysel f, as a white researcher ,  and 

any non -white 21 actors and in terviewees . I risk  (unintentionally )  positioning myself as a 

�µ�Z�K�L�W�H���V�D�Y�L�R�X�U�¶��and representing myself as a voice for all British Asians at the 

institutions , portraying myself as  responsible for fixing  racialization . Nevertheless, the 

issue of power between the researcher and the researched is one that already exists , 

whether or not my race and ethnicity matches those of my actors and interviewees  

(Pillow, 2003) . The purpose of this research is to discover  whether academic libraries 

provide a supportive and inclusive learning environment , and the nature of this aim 

requires an understanding of behaviours that can be designated  racial  by staff  (as 

discussed in chapter 7 ).  

 

Arguments made by Feminist Standpoint theorists are that the researcher should not 

need to match the researched in terms of gender, ethnicity or class  (Harding, 1998; 

Narayan, 2004) . Elliott (1997)  argues that it is impossible to ever know everything about 

                                                           
21 �d�Z�����µ�•�����}�(���Z�v�}�v-�Á�Z�]�š���[ as a label is in itself problematic, implying that white is the standard label for 
race/ethnicity over any other grouping. However, I use it here in the context of my own racial identity, as a 
comparison to myself and my own whiteness rather than as an umbrella term to identify racial and ethnic 
differences. 
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the experiences of a ny person or group we do not share all the characteristics of .  

However, we can  share some  knowledge and  identify issues that emerge repeatedly so 

that we can endeavour to deal with these issues  (Elliott, 1997) . Similarly,  Narayan raises 

concerns over a lack of acknowledge ment  of  oppression  but �D�O�V�R���W�K�D�W���³�R�X�U���V�\�P�S�D�W�K�L�]�H�U�V��

�>�«�@���P�D�\���F�Oaim that their interest provides a warrant for them to speak for us, as 

dominant groups throughout history have spoken for the dominated. �´��(Narayan, 2004, p. 

219) . My intention is to identify whether power dynamics , particularly between library 

inhabitants and staff , extend to issues with racializing behaviours.  Some people 

interviewed specifically identified problematic behaviour as being attributed to racial 

groups.  To address my own risk of racializing behaviour s observed or discussed in 

interviews , I  have  utilised research on British Asians  (who constitute the largest UK 

demographic group after British whites attending the institutions at the sites included in 

this research)  in HE in the UK (Bagguley & Hussain, 2016; Ba sit, 2012; Bhopal, 2008; 

Ghuman, 2002)  in an effort to understand how ethnicity can impact on HE experiences  

(see section 2.10  in the literature review) . I have made effort s to understand the 

pressures  British Asians  encounter  and consider these in my ana lysis  to ensure I am 

minimising any racialized  representations . I will never be able to fully understand what it 

is to be a British Asian studying in HE because I am white, but I have attempted to use 

the process of remembering my own roots while also tryi ng to understand and 

empathise as per transversal politics. I acknowledge that my representation of each 

standpoint in this research  will have limitations based on my own experiences and 

situation.  And as Chadderton  (2012)  suggests when discussing the problems of being a 

white researcher , it is too easy to analyse  and represent data and findings from a white 

position, but maintaining a reflexive position and presenting both the similarities an d 

discrepancies between people provides an opportunity to break down my own 

assumptions.  

 

As the pilot observations progresse d, I found that some observations were lacking minor 

details that in hindsight would have proved useful in the analytical process: this led me 

to mo dify my note - taking procedure . In ethnographic observation, all details are 

considered important irrespective of whether they seem to be at the time of observation, 

but the skill to collect this information takes some practice to develop. When I initially 

utilised a continuous narrative of observations, I found it difficult to make it clear for 

later reading what was actually occurring and what my own input was. The ambiguity of 

fieldnote content is not a new issue, even to the most seasone d ethnographer or 

�D�Q�W�K�U�R�S�R�O�R�J�L�V�W�����-�D�F�N�V�R�Q�¶�V���Z�R�U�N���R�Q���W�K�H���G�H�I�L�Q�L�W�L�R�Q���R�I���I�L�H�O�G�Q�R�W�H�V��(1990)  demonstrates how 
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unstable the concept is amongst its adopters, with her respondents unable to agree as to 

whether fieldnotes are data, or mnemonic to the generation of data (p.7).  

 

After encountering the p roblems of clarity in my notes, I chose to modify my observation 

notation method to a double -entry format of fieldnote writing. I moved to using a two -

columned table to record events in the left column in detailed description, with my 

personal feelings and  reflections on the right. Using double -entry notes enabled me to 

make a more objective description of the actions and actors observed, while remaining 

reflexive by monitoring my initial thoughts and reactions to the events I observed as 

they happened, and  my own comfort levels and needs. Keeping the personal separate 

from the action yet simultaneously acknowledging it aided the analytical process later, 

and served as prompts for concerns , but the importance of remaining reflexive 

throughout the research pr ocess  as to what meaning I may be placing on data needs to 

considered . The use of personal notes provided reminders of the way the setting, actors 

and actions could influence how the environment and observation felt and was 

communicated to me as the observ er . Reflective practice thus allow ed me to consider 

my own potential bias  in logging data, ask myself whether that potential bias and 

experience skew ed any data in the analytical process  so that I represent ed actors fairly , 

and aids in my own  (ever -continu ing )  learning process  (as in transversal processes 

within FST) . The use of detailed descriptions in my fieldnotes was an important part of 

�H�Q�V�X�U�L�Q�J���D�V���P�X�F�K���G�H�W�D�L�O���D�V���S�R�V�V�L�E�O�H���Z�D�V���F�R�O�O�H�F�W�H�G���W�R���H�Q�D�E�O�H���µ�W�K�L�F�N�H�U�¶�����P�R�U�H���G�H�W�D�L�O�H�G��

description when writing up obse rvations during the analysis. My initial attempts at 

concise but less detailed notes left too many opportunities to begin to mis - remember or 

mis - interpret my own notation. Detailed notes made during the data collection process 

were possible because I was n ot directly engaged in participation with library users, and 

was purely observing.  

 

Pilot observations were conducted at the two selected sites (see section  4.3 ), in order to:  

�B �$�V�V�H�V�V���W�K�H���D�S�S�U�R�S�U�L�D�W�H�Q�H�V�V���R�I���6�S�U�D�G�O�H�\�¶�V���1�L�Q�H���'�L�P�H�Q�V�L�R�Q�V���P�H�W�K�R�G���I�R�U���R�E�V�H�U�Y�D�W�L�Rn 

�B Check for the most appropriate fieldnote - taking method for both researcher 

usability and data quality  

�B Target specific areas in each building for data collection.  
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Initially, I was joined by a fellow researcher for a total of six observations to assis t with 

assessing the pilot process. A graduate of anthropology and working as both a 

researcher and in research support, she participated in observations and we compared 

note - taking styles and points of interest in the observation process. Conducting pilot  

observations with her produced a way of checking the content of our notes and the style 

to see what worked on a personal level, but also a data quality level. We found that we 

were logging actors and actions in the same way, albeit with minor differences in details: 

for example, she would log a description of their clothing to help identify them 

consistently in her notes, while I would number them and their seating position. Both of 

these methods of identifying actors are flawed but useful: actors can easi ly change 

clothing (adding or removing coats, sweaters and so on ), and switch seats during the 

observation process, but both myself and my colleague found our chosen method 

worked well for us personally and our data was consistently the same.  

 

I mention de tailed description as a note taking method as opposed to thick description 

as made famous by Geertz (1993)  in particular. Geertz discusses the need for thick over 

thin description in fieldnotes, referr �L�Q�J���W�R���5�\�O�H�¶�V���G�H�I�L�Q�L�W�L�R�Q���R�I���E�R�W�K�����L�Q���W�K�L�F�N���G�H�V�F�U�L�S�W�L�R�Q�����D��

wink may be discussed in tiny intricacies of detail as to what it might symbolise in the 

�Z�L�Q�N�H�U�¶�V���F�X�O�W�X�U�H���D�Q�G���W�R���W�K�H���U�H�F�H�L�Y�H�U���R�I���W�K�H���Z�L�Q�N�����Z�K�H�W�K�H�U���W�K�H���Z�L�Q�N���L�V���D�Q���L�Q�Y�R�O�X�Q�W�D�U�\��

spasm and whether it wou �O�G���E�H���L�Q�W�H�U�S�U�H�W�H�G���E�\���W�K�H���µ�U�H�F�H�L�Y�H�U�¶���D�V���W�K�D�W���R�U���D�Q���D�F�W�X�D�O��

communication. Thus, thick description endeavours to locate intention within the actions 

observed. Thin description involves no interpretation and is purely the reporting of the 

events observed. Geer tz argues that the object of ethnography is to find the moment 

between thick and thin description:  

 

 �«�D���V�W�U�D�W�L�I�L�H�G���K�L�H�U�D�U�F�K�\���R�I���P�H�D�Q�L�Q�J�I�X�O���V�W�U�X�F�W�X�U�H�V���L�Q���W�H�U�P�V���R�I���Z�K�L�F�K���W�Z�L�W�F�K�H�V����

winks, fake -winks, parodies, rehearsals of parodies are produced, 

perceived, a nd interpreted, and without which they would not (not even 

the zero - form twitches, which, as a cultural category, are as much 

nonwinks as winks are nontwitches) in fact exist, no matter what anyone 

�G�L�G���R�U���G�L�G�Q�¶�W���G�R���Z�L�W�K���K�L�V���H�\�H�O�L�G�V����(Geertz, 1993, p. 7)  

 

Geertz here is saying is that thick description is important to ethnography to ensure that 

the interpretation of cultural norms is visible in the fieldnotes, and that  fieldnotes need 

to have some level of analysis built into the notes to generate understanding of the 
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situation, rather than detailing actions that ultimately have no meaning in the way the 

fieldnotes detail them (thin description). However, I was venturin g into a field that I 

already had some understanding of, albeit from a very specific perspective of librarian 

and sometime student, and could safely make some level of assumptions without 

needing to note every minute detail of action. For a simplistic exam ple, I could note a 

person arriving at a computer, using the keyboard to type something then sitting doing 

nothing for a short period (thin description), and easily surmise them to be a student 

logging on to a computer: they are most likely a student becau se they have access to 

the computer 22, the process of typing on the keyboard is inputting the log - in name and 

password to access the computer, and the waiting process is for the computer to log in 

and load up the operating system and any software that runs �R�Q���V�W�D�U�W���X�S�����³�$���V�W�X�G�H�Q�W��

�O�R�J�J�L�Q�J���R�Q���W�R���D���F�R�P�S�X�W�H�U�´���L�V���V�W�L�O�O�����R�Q���V�R�P�H���O�H�Y�H�O�����D���F�R�P�S�D�U�D�W�L�Y�H�O�\���V�X�U�P�L�V�H�G���G�H�V�F�U�L�S�W�L�R�Q����

but it does not entail any analysis of implication or cultural norms behind the action, 

such as concern for deadlines, desire to check emails, and so on: at this stage I 

preferred to avoid surmising too deeply about how the individual felt without 

consultation and discussion with informants. I endeavoured to avoid interpretation at the 

point of data collection because I wanted to avoid making ass umptions before I had 

completed collection, and to avoid becoming distracted from the event as it occurred. 

Thick description can stem from the analytical process on revisiting the events observed 

and beginning to learn from actors or other members of the observed groups. However, 

in the method of my fieldnote collection detailed further below, I included personal 

feelings and speculation on what was observed to some extent, but outside of the 

description of events, so that events could be portrayed without  skewing.  

 

Fieldnotes were collected in several ways for practical reasons, but only ever using one 

method per observation; handwritten in a notebook, or electronically on a laptop or 

tablet device. After using each type of data storage, I found the tablet  to be the most 

flexible, as it allowed speedy logging of notes and provided an opportunity to move 

around the settings to different environments. From the start of the research, I had been 

given some permissions at one site to use their library computers,  which allowed me to 

be placed more conveniently for conducting observations in some areas of that library. 

�8�Q�I�R�U�W�X�Q�D�W�H�O�\�����W�K�L�V���R�S�W�L�R�Q���Z�D�V�Q�¶�W���D�Y�D�L�O�D�E�O�H���D�W���W�K�H���R�W�K�H�U���L�Q�V�W�L�W�X�W�L�R�Q���X�Q�W�L�O���W�R�Z�D�U�G�V���W�K�H���H�Q�G��

                                                           
22 Most academic libraries will allow members of the public to visit, but access to computers is often limited, 
particularly during busy periods of the academic year. 
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of data collection: a combination of changing gatekeepers 23 across the research period 

and misinterpretation of staff members at the library desk for my purpose of reporting to 

them led me to unintentionally discover I could be given temporary log - in details during 

my visit 24. However, using the tablet meant I cou ld move into a variety of spaces with 

ease, whether or not they were designed for computer use or reading, providing more 

opportunities to access and situate myself unobtrusively.  

 

Data were collected from two institutions (see section 4.3  for more details  of the 

sample). Observation hours totalled 75.25, including 15 hours for pilot obser vations (11 

hours at Institute 1 and four at I nstitute  2), with coded data consi sting of 37 hours at 

Institute 1, and 23 at I nstitute  2. The observation hours were not equ ally split between 

institutions due to the differences in size between their libraries, and thus the difference 

in variety of spaces available to conduct observation. Visits to each library were carried 

out over two academic years during 2013 -14 and 2014 -15, so that behaviour could be 

checked for repetition between student intakes, and for monitoring the impact of any 

environmental or policy changes made during the data collection period. Data were 

collected during both term and vacation periods on differen t days during the week during 

August, October, November, December, January, February, March and June of 2013 -14, 

and November, December, January, February and March 2014 -15. It should be noted 

the selection of days was sometimes restricted by my own part - t ime employment 

requirements, but I am confident I observed a broad enough range of activities and 

actions at a variety of times. The mixture of term and vacation periods was chosen to 

ensure a wide variety of behaviours was observed: different periods duri ng the academic 

year, and outside of it, mean a different user group or scope for behaviour/usage 

intentions, for example those who visit during the summer may be resubmitting 

assignments/re -sitting exams, or may have different course requirements for 

atte ndance. Settings of formal observations were selected from locations visited during 

the pilot observations for the level of potentially rich data collection. Durations of 

observations were timed to last until behaviour was repeated, or until it was judged that 

nothing of value was observable at the time. It can be difficult to know if anything is 

missed after the area has been left, but as a solo observer in a large variety of potential 

                                                           
23 A gatekeeper facilitates access to the research setting. Changing gatekeepers at Institute 2 led to a 
breakdown in communication between gatekeepers and a loss of consistency of communication between 
myself, gatekeepers and staff at the Institute, which in turn on one occasion led to me being unable to collect 
observational data because of students not being informed of my presence that day. 
24 Problems with gatekeepers are detailed above but in this case I had been requested to report my arrival at 
�š�Z���������•�l���•�}���š�Z���š���•�š���(�(���l�v���Á���/���Á���•���š�Z���Œ���X���,�}�Á���À���Œ�U���š�Z�����‰���Œ�•�}�v���/���•�‰�}�l�����š�}���Á���•�v�[�š�����Á���Œ�����}�(���š�Z�����‰�µ�Œ�‰�}�•�����}�(���u�Ç��
visit and proceeded to issue me with access to computers. Computer access had not been offered or 
advertised to me as an option prior to this point. 



79  

 

settings it was inevitable that something would be missed. Similarly, l ogging as complete 

and detailed account as possible was likely to mean I missed something else occurring in 

the area, particularly depending on where I was situated in each setting. Interviews with 

staff and students helped reduce the issue somewhat 25, as i nterviewees had the 

opportunity to present their own experiences and personal observations which were used 

to supplement data already collected (more information on the interview process is 

below in  section  4.2 ).  

 

Observations were conducted as non -partici pant and non -obtrusive (the ethics of using 

this method are discussed in section 4.5  of this chapter). Visitors were notified via 

�S�R�V�W�H�U�V���D�W���H�Q�W�U�D�Q�F�H�V���D�Q�G���D�F�F�H�V�V���S�R�L�Q�W�V���W�R���R�W�K�H�U���I�O�R�R�U�V���V�W�D�W�L�Q�J���³�3�O�H�D�V�H���Q�R�W�H���W�K�D�W���W�R�G�D�\���D��

research student will be observing ho w people use the library. If you want to know 

�P�R�U�H�����S�O�H�D�V�H���D�V�N���D�W���W�K�H���O�L�E�U�D�U�\�¶�V���;�;�;�;�;�;�;���G�H�V�N�´���Z�K�H�U�H���;�;�;�;�;�;�;���Z�D�V���W�K�H���Q�D�P�H���R�I���W�K�H��

desk closest to the entrance, and usually the first one they saw when entering the 

building. Handouts (see appendix 1) were supp lied to the desks, referred to in the 

posters, and staff were informed that they should be able to direct any enquiries about 

the research to the handout, minimising the impact on staff during data collection. The 

handout was designed to ensure that the mo st likely concerns about privacy and 

participation were addressed, with opting out information included, and contact details 

for both myself and my research supervisor.  

 

Considering myself to be non -participant and non -obtrusive is a moot point: to attempt  

to be non -obtrusive when there were no actors in the area or within observational reach, 

I took printed articles with me to look at so that I could work. The articles were usually 

�F�R�Q�Q�H�F�W�H�G���W�R���P�\���U�H�V�H�D�U�F�K�����Z�K�L�F�K���L�Q���W�X�U�Q���P�D�G�H���P�H���D���X�V�H�U���R�I���W�K�H���O�L�E�U�D�U�\�¶�V���I�D�Filities, and 

effectively a participant in some of the actions that occurred as the observation period 

progressed. Additionally, during some observations, I was asked a question : for example 

on occasion I was asked  how to deal with submitting an assig nment and, when I was 

unable to answer, the student turned to a neighbour slightly further away on their other 

side and asked them instead. It was thus inevitable that I became a participant at some 

points. However, I do not feel that this modified how inc idents and actions progressed 

around me, or dramatically modified behaviours. In the example given above, the 

                                                           
25 To the best of my knowledge, students who participated in interviews were not part of the observation data 
and were recruited outside of observations. Some staff involved in interviews may have featured in some of 
the observations but they were also recruited outside of the observation data. Staff recruitment in the 
interview process is detailed further in section 4.3.2. 
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student could have asked that question of anyone they chose to in the vicinity; I was 

merely the nearest person at the time.  

 

I accept that my pre sence may still inadvertently have had an impact on actor 

behaviours. I purposely endeavoured to place myself in a way that would not make 

anyone nearby feel uncomfortable: if I was selecting a seat in a low population area, I 

did not choose to sit directl y next to someone if there were many empty seats available 

elsewhere as it would create some invasion of personal space that would not be as 

obvious in a busy area. However, merely having someone else entering the area and 

sitting down, irrespective of lev el of proximity or recognition, may have an impact on 

what an actor may do, consciously or not. The presence of another person may influence 

the amount of social or study use of the library: students have stated in previous 

research that proximity to other  people working, be they friends or otherwise, helps 

them work more (Foster, 2013;  Fraser, 2009; Ramsden, 2011)  and thus whether it was 

a researcher observing or a fellow student there to work, the difference in choice of 

action was likely to be minimal. Any person entering the area would have had a similar 

impact on the behaviour of a nyone already there. I dressed casually and mimicked the 

�E�H�K�D�Y�L�R�X�U���R�I���L�Q�K�D�E�L�W�D�Q�W�V�����µ�L�J�Q�R�U�L�Q�J�¶���E�H�K�D�Y�L�R�X�U�V���O�L�N�H���Q�R�L�V�H���R�U���P�R�E�L�O�H���S�K�R�Q�H���X�V�H���W�R���I�X�U�W�K�H�U��

minimise any suggestion of me appearing out of place.  

 

4 .2 Interviewing tools and techniques  

Interviews were conducted with both students and staff used as informants in order to 

attempt to find out how they perceive their own use of spaces, what influences 

behaviour, and how students and staff relate to and respond to each other. Interview 

questions were initial ly tested on a mix of targeted students and non - library staff. Non -

library staff were selected to avoid reducing the final sample size availability, but were 

all regul ar visitors to their institute �¶�V���O�L�E�U�D�U�\�����%�R�W�K���J�U�R�X�S�V���Z�H�U�H���D�V�N�H�G���W�R���Y�R�O�X�Q�W�H�H�U���I�U�R�P���D��

pool  of staff and students I had become familiar with in my time at Institute  1. Interview 

questions and styles of questioning were tested on five volunteers, and were modified 

according to feedback from the volunteers.  

 

Details of the recruitment and selectio n of informants after the pilot can be found in 

section 4.3.2 . I started each interview by requesting the informant read an information 

sheet (see appendix 2 a and 2b for student and staff information sheets respectively ) and 

sign the consent form (see appe ndix 3). Students were then asked to take me on a tour 
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of their library, indicating their favourite and least favourite places in the building, as 

well as describing any memorable experiences or behaviours they found interesting or 

problematic. The purpose  of the tour was twofold: it helped build rapport and trust 

between myself and the respondent, but also provided valuable information and 

discussion points for later in their interview, encouraging open discussion and honesty 

about their use. I did not res �S�R�Q�G���L�Q���D�Q�\���M�X�G�J�H�P�H�Q�W�D�O���R�U���Q�H�J�D�W�L�Y�H���Z�D�\���W�R���W�K�H���L�Q�I�R�U�P�D�Q�W�¶�V��

description of their own use, and emphasised from the beginning that the whole tour and 

�L�Q�W�H�U�Y�L�H�Z���F�R�P�E�L�Q�H�G���Z�D�V���Q�R�W���D���µ�S�R�O�L�F�L�Q�J�¶���H�[�H�U�F�L�V�H���L�Q���D�Q�\���Z�D�\: FST is not a means to judge 

people but to learn about and represent the ir lives to enable and empower . The tour was 

recorded using a digital voice recorder, but I also took short notes on the nonverbal 

communication of the informant, and photographed areas of significance to the 

interviewee as an aide -m emoire for the transcribing and data analysis processes.  

 

�7�K�H���L�Q�W�H�U�Y�L�H�Z���L�W�V�H�O�I���Z�D�V���F�R�Q�G�X�F�W�H�G���L�Q���D�Q���D�U�H�D���R�I���W�K�H���L�Q�I�R�U�P�D�Q�W�¶�V���F�K�R�L�F�H���R�X�W�V�L�G�H���R�I���W�K�H��

library, usually a coffee bar, to help continue the rapport and comfort levels developed 

during the tour: shoul d the informant be aware of their own library use behaviour 

breaking any rules, I wanted them to feel happy talking about that. Interviews were 

conducted at a time convenient to the informant, usually during term time, and in the 

case of student interviews  away from particularly study intensive periods such as exams 

or assignment deadlines.  

 

The interview process was designed as semi -structured to ensure I could collect data 

related to my research questions  and explore any further issues or themes I may no t 

have discovered during observations (the interview schedules can be found in 

appendices 4a and 4b for staff and students respectively ). A structured interview would 

have proved too prescriptive and lost the potential to learn more about anything I had 

no t yet considered or discovered  (see Chadderton (2012)  on how asking specifically 

about racism or discrimination led to more limited responses than keeping questions 

open and less prescriptive ) . However, totally open, unstructured interviews may have 

�G�H�Y�H�O�R�S�H�G���L�Q�W�R���G�L�V�F�X�V�V�L�R�Q�V���W�K�D�W���F�R�O�O�H�F�W�H�G���L�Q�W�H�U�H�V�W�L�Q�J���G�D�W�D���Z�K�L�F�K���G�L�G�Q�¶�W���U�H�O�D�W�H���W�R���P�\��

res earch questions . Again, the digital voice recorder was used, while I made notes 

during the interview on non -verbal communication, key concepts raised by the 

interviewee, and any need for clarification I had so that I could return to any of these 

later in the interview if necessary. The questions began with a simple introductory 

�G�L�V�F�X�V�V�L�R�Q���R�I���W�K�H���L�Q�I�R�U�P�D�Q�W�¶�V���W�\�S�L�Fal visit to the library and moved into prompts 

developed from the research themes ( see section 3.1 ) as well as any key points 
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identified during the tour in the case of student respondents. My choice of semi -

structured interviewing meant that there would al ways be some level of variation in 

questioning between each informant to allow me to follow up anything new.  

 

4 .3 The Sample  

4 .3.1 Institutions  

Two Higher Education (HE) institutions were selected as settings to provide variety in 

data based on their diffe ring size, age, and the nature of their students (see below). Two 

institutions of different size may not be comprehensive for comparison purposes, but do 

provide sufficient data to expand on knowledge of use of library space, particularly when 

there has be en little consideration of gender/equality balance in use of libraries as a 

whole (as indicated in the literature review). A cross -analysis of data obtained at each 

institution provided a broader picture as to whether any observed incidents were 

common or unusual, as well as the opportunity to examine different types of space 

provision in their libraries: while there may be similarities in purpose of design, there are 

often differences in style and combinations of furniture and technology that could 

influen ce behaviour.  

 

Institute 1 is a large institution, with over 20,000  students in total at the time of data 

collection across undergraduate, postgraduate and research degrees, full and part time, 

with some courses taught at validated sepa rate institutions.  White students constitute 

the largest single ethnic population of the institution,  with a significant proportion of 

students listed as �µAsian �¶, and slightly more females than males att ending . It is relatively 

modern, having originally ex isted as a polytechnic, and provides courses designed to 

support students in accessing the workplace on graduation. The campus is situated on 

the edge of a large town, and features a mix of building ages and is regularly 

modernised. The library, at approxi mately 10,000 square metres, is larger than the 

�D�Y�H�U�D�J�H���R�I���W�K�H���L�Q�V�W�L�W�X�W�L�R�Q�¶�V���W�\�S�H���D�Q�G���D�J�H�����D�Q�G���K�D�V���D���F�R�P�E�L�Q�H�G���O�L�E�U�D�U�\���D�Q�G���F�R�P�S�X�W�L�Q�J��

service providing support for both areas from the one building and service desk. Until 

early 2014 (part way through data col lection), it housed most student services facilities 

on the entry floor, meaning that those who visited the building were not necessarily 

using the library facilities but may have been referring to financial support services or 

careers guidance. The entry floor now houses library and computing support, research 

guidance, and self service facilities for borrowing or returning items, paying fines, 

collecting reservations, and borrowing laptops. The library is split across five floors, 

having completed a refur bishment plan of the library as a whole in 2009, with the entry 
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floor being redesigned and modernised during the data collection period. The resources 

are held on the four floors outside of the entrance floor, with the floors designed to 

house a variety of  study spaces on each floor: silent areas with or without computers; 

quiet discussion areas with or without computers; group study rooms; short visit 

computer benches with high stools.  Silent areas  initially only featured  as areas  on two 

floors  housing app roximately 30 -40 occupants in each area, but as is discussed 

throughout the thesis, modifications were made to some areas in an attempt to increase  

the options for silent work and in attempts to modify student behaviours.  Library stock is 

organised around �R�Q�H���F�R�Q�W�L�Q�X�R�X�V���µ�'�H�Z�H�\�¶���Q�X�P�E�H�U���V�H�T�X�H�Q�F�H26, with most floors providing 

�D�F�F�H�V�V���W�R���D���V�H�S�D�U�D�W�H���µ�V�S�H�F�L�D�O���F�R�O�O�H�F�W�L�R�Q�¶���I�R�U���V�X�E�M�Hcts such as Law or M usic. Some areas, 

while not necessarily unique in design purpose or policy to that floor, do have furniture 

unique to  those spaces, creating a variety of options for visitors with different 

preferences. Areas where observations were conducted are fully detailed and mapped 

within the data.  

 

Institute 2 is a smaller institution, in a city with other HE institutions, and wh ile 

comparatively young in terms of HE degree provision, has existed in various educational 

provision forms since the 1800s. In its more recent life, it has expanded to cover a large 

collection of undergraduate and postgraduate degrees across the arts, sci ences and 

business. It currently has less than 10,000  students enrolled on courses , with a 

predominantly white , female  population . The institution has had problems with antisocial 

behaviour amongst students in the past, and, as a result of complaints from local 

residents, instigated a campaign combined with hiring staff to try to police and curb 

behavioural issues. The library covers approximately 4,000 square metres over three 

floors; the ground floor being the entrance  floor  and housing  a collection of high usage 

titles, as well as journals. In a similar style to Institute 1, the entry floor also provides 

self service facilities for borrowing and returning books or collecting reservations, plus 

support desks for library, IT and research enquiries. Institute 2 has two floors housing 

�W�K�H���P�D�L�Q���F�R�O�O�H�F�W�L�R�Q���L�Q���D���F�R�Q�W�L�Q�X�R�X�V���'�H�Z�H�\���V�H�T�X�H�Q�F�H�����D�Q�G�����O�L�N�H���,�Q�V�W�L�W�X�W�H���������K�D�V���µ�V�S�H�F�L�D�O��

�F�R�O�O�H�F�W�L�R�Q�V�¶���R�Q���H�D�F�K���I�O�R�R�U�����V�X�F�K���D�V���O�D�Q�J�X�D�J�H���R�U���V�F�K�R�R�O���U�H�V�R�X�U�F�H�V�����$�V���Z�L�W�K���,�Q�V�W�L�W�X�W�H��������

spaces are labelled with specific n oise or purpose intended, incorporating silent areas 

and group study spaces, and some areas may have furniture unique to that location in 

the building. Library facilities had been recently refurbished at the time this research 

                                                           
26 Dewey Decimal is the scheme used to locate items on shelves, in prolific use in both public and academic 
libraries in the UK, and uses a combination of numbers and letters to help visitors identify where their item of 
choice is located. As touched on in the literature review (in section 2.6), this classification scheme has been 
critiqued for being sexist, racist and homophobic in its numeric organisation (Olson, 2001). 
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began, and had further modifi cations made to the building during the summer of 2014 in 

response to student feedback, halfway through the data collection period. What was 

originally a space with an atrium all the way up the centre of the building was then 

modified so that the balcony o ver the atrium on the second floor was changed to 

accommodate a glass wall to create a silent area.  The library facilities were, however, 

predominantly group and discussion areas across the rest of the building.  

 

The difference in size (Institute  1 has ove r three times as many students and a library 

more than twice as large as Institute 2), background, and the na ture of the problems 

Institute  �����K�D�G���Z�L�W�K���W�K�H�L�U���V�W�X�G�H�Q�W�V�¶���E�H�K�D�Y�L�R�X�U���Z�H�U�H���Z�K�D�W���G�U�H�Z���P�H���W�R���W�K�H�P�����,���Z�D�V��

surprised that Institute �����L�Q�L�W�L�D�O�O�\���G�L�G�Q�¶�W���V�Hem to have the same issues with antisocial 

behaviour as Institute 2, in spite of both institutions being based in an urban centre, and 

a mix of student housing near to and away from their campus. On a much smaller scale 

of behavioural issues, both librarie s regularly receive complaints about noise levels and 

temperature, and deal with noise issues in similar ways: both have a system of logging 

complaints anonymously to staff who then visit the area in the complaint to police and 

monitor the problem. I wante d to learn more about how students behaved in these 

�L�Q�V�W�L�W�X�W�L�R�Q�V�¶���O�L�E�U�D�U�L�H�V���D�Q�G���Z�K�H�W�K�H�U���W�K�H�U�H���Z�H�U�H���E�H�K�D�Y�L�R�X�U�V���W�K�D�W���Z�H�U�H���S�H�U�K�D�S�V���Q�R�W���D�V���Y�L�V�L�E�O�H��

to the general public as those reported in the local news or via the complaints procedure, 

whether they impacted on the use of library spaces, and whether those spaces 

influenced what was happening.  Additionally, because of the differences in demographics 

at each institution , I was interested to know what kind of dynamics, if any arose 

between different groups  (both in terms of student/student and student/staff) , and in 

how and what kind of behaviours manifested.  Applying FST approaches  to develop an 

understanding  of the experiences of each group allowed me to consider whether the 

library spaces were inclusive and sup port of student  learning processes, and to assess 

the nature of any  power dynamics  arising between groups . 

 

4 .3.2 Staff and student selection for participation  

Staff at both institutions were invited  to participate in the research via email, and 

encouraged  to share their experiences of student library use, with a small number of 

initial prompts included in the email to describe what kind of information would be 

requested of them e.g. unusual/unexpected use of spaces, movement of furniture, and 

what they int erpreted as learning vs. s ocial activities. At Institute  2, response rates were 

poor with only one member of staff agreeing to participate and attendi ng the interview. 

At Institute  1, there were more staff volunteers (totalling five), across a range of rol es 
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within the library and IT departments. Some of the staff at Institute  1 were targeted 

because of their knowledge and/or experience of problems with student behaviour which 

developed during the research period but outside of my observational data collect ion . 

Targeting was seen as important in this case because of the nature incidents and the 

individuals involved. Students  involved in these incidents  were identified as British Asian, 

and I felt it was important , as per my feminist, social justice led appro ach,  to learn about 

these incidents , and how staff perceived the behaviours and the students involved . 

These incidents are discussed in detail in chapter 7.  Targeted staff were also asked 

standard questions that were asked of all staff participants, as wel l as about what 

happened with the students involved. This was because they had experience and 

knowledge outside of the problem behaviour which made them appropriate for 

involvement in the research outside of these behavioural incidents.  

 

Students were invi ted via advertisements on institution emailing lists to reach a wide 

group of possible respondents, distributed to students at all levels of studying, and sent 

via the managers of the emailing lists. However, the number of volunteers for 

participation was  low: several attempts to recruit were made using various contacts 

�S�U�R�Y�L�G�H�G���E�\���J�D�W�H�N�H�H�S�H�U�V���Y�L�D���P�H�P�E�H�U�V���R�I���V�W�D�I�I���L�Q���W�K�H���6�W�X�G�H�Q�W�V�¶���8�Q�L�R�Q���D�Q�G���L�Q��

administrative offices in an attempt to reach students such as course representatives 

(who may have the experi ences of other students they represent to discuss as well as 

their own use). In spite of these attempts, recruitment was still very low, with  seven 

students from Institute 1 and one from Institute  2 agreeing to participate. Those who did 

agree to participa te were offered compensation for their time in the form of either 

refreshments from a local coffee shop/cafe or a £10 Amazon.co.uk voucher: these 

options were not included in the initial recruitment drives, but were in later drives. 

However, it was made cl ear that where respondents took up the offer of compensation 

and then decided to withdraw their participation and their data from the research, or if 

they decided part -way through the interview that they no longer wished to be involved, 

they would still re ceive compensation (as per guidelines provided by Wendler, Rackoff, 

Emanuel and Grady (2002) ). There are risks to utilising the incentive method of 

encouraging participation, including the concern that interviewees have been coerced 

into participating without being fully aware of what the research is about and t hus 

bringing informed consent into question. However, I counteracted the problem by 

providing anyone who volunteered with the research information sheet prior to meeting 

with them, and again during the meeting. As detailed above, informants were provided 

with a consent form before they were asked t o conduct the library tour, were reminded 

that they could withdraw at any time they chose, and were reassured that they would 
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not be identifiable in the data or any reporting of data at any point. The comfort of 

participants was prioritised throughout: my intention was to make the research  process 

as easy for participants as possible with minimal disruption to their daily lives , and so I 

adapted to their preferences, personal needs and time restrictions accordingly . This 

research  was developed to support and provide opportunities for participants to 

contribute to knowledge generation that can ideally improve their academic lives, and 

thus the experience of their participation was intended to be informative , and idea lly 

enjoyable , for them . To enable change while also making participation an engaging 

process are both key considerations  in feminist methods  (Oakley, 2016; Riddell, 1989) . 

 

Interviews lasted approximately 45 -60 minutes (with student interviews, this included 

the library tour, which normally took no longer than ten minutes), with some notabl e 

exceptions, the shortest interview was 30 minutes with a student; the longest, again 

with a student, lasted two hours. After interviews were transcribed, all participants were 

provided with the transcript and asked to review it to ensure they were happy with what 

it contained or to ask for corrections/clarifications should anything appear to 

misrepresent them or be open to misinterpretation. Any participants who did not 

respond within three weeks were reminded of the request, which prompted a response 

fro m most participants. Some participants did not respond to the reminder, so a further 

email was sent suggesting that no response would be treated as accepting the 

transcription as correct. A profile of each respondent involved  in the research is provided 

in  appendix 5 . It is acknowledged here that the limited number of response s, particularly 

from Institute  2, limits the potential for research findings to be capable of being 

considered representative of all students/staff. However, what each individual had t o say 

is of importance and is representative of their  experiences and highly unlikely to be 

entirely unique to that individual.  

 

4 .4 Data analysis procedures  

Analysis of observations was conducted using Braun and Clark e�¶�V���7�K�H�P�D�W�L�F���$�Q�D�O�\�V�L�V�����7�$����

procedure (2006) . I chose to f ollow a primarily inductive route of analysis, so that I 

could locate meaning in and from the data rather than trying to attach data to pre -

conceived concepts. At first I considered using Grounded Theory (GT) as an analytical 

process for its inductive meth od, but later rejected the theory. It became evident that 

there were several variations of the theory, with some disagreement in particular 

between the creators of GT themselves. Critics of GT often express concern over the 

need to completely disregard all  previous knowledge of the area or subject being 
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researched, whether it be via reading, personal experience, or previous research 

conducted (Seldén, 2005; G. Thomas & James, 2006) . I had already conducted some 

research in my chosen subject matter, and  have knowledge of similar research 

conducted, and of the use of ethnographic methods in libraries. I was highly unlikely to 

be able to deny all this prior knowledge, and the FST approach I have adopted ( as 

discussed in chapter 3 )  involves self - reflection and thoughtful examination of my own 

positioning within the research . This self - reflection has involved considering myself in 

terms of race, gender, my preconceptions as a librarian and as a postgraduate research 

student, and how I will always be different  from yet share many characteristics of those 

people who feature in my data  and their standpoints . Thematic analysis in Braun and 

�&�O�D�U�N�¶�V���I�R�U�P���L�V���P�X�F�K���P�R�U�H���I�O�H�[�L�E�O�H���D�Q�G���D�O�O�R�Z�V���I�R�U���S�U�H-existing knowledge, but is no less 

comprehensive in drawing out themes i n data.  

 

Braun and Clarke express concern that research involving thematic analysis all too often 

lacks detailing of the decision processes behind it (2006, p. 80)  and what was actually 

done during analysis, hence I will detail how I appli ed the method to my research in 

some detail here. Braun and Clarke describe a number of decisions the researcher must 

make before analysis can commence (and in some cases prior to data collection 

commencing).  

�������'�H�F�L�G�H���Z�K�D�W���F�R�Q�V�W�L�W�X�W�H�V���D���W�K�H�P�H�����Z�K�D�W���µ�V�L�]�H�¶ or importance of theme is acceptable i.e. 

whether only one appearance of a concept is acceptable to name it as a theme, and 

whether the nature of a concept is significant enough irrespective of frequency to 

�F�R�Q�V�L�G�H�U���L�W���µ�N�H�\�¶���W�R���W�K�H���D�Q�D�O�\�V�L�V�����,���E�H�J�D�Q���P�\���D�Qalysis considering any frequency of data 

to be an acceptable theme for discussion, as the nature of ethnographic based 

methodology is not necessarily to conclude that frequent occurrence is of more value 

than the occurrence itself. I took the decision to c lass anything of note as a theme in 

order to learn more about the data and investigate potential further research, but I also 

concluded that the importance of a theme would depend on how well it appear ed to 

relate to my research aim (to discover whether ac ademic libraries provide a supportive 

and inclusive learning environment )  and questions  and feminist approach.  I was 

particularly interested in social justice aspects of the data , as per my earlier discussion 

of FST , and as a result some themes which could  have been rejected for being too small 

were included from the early stages of thematic development.  Attac hing themes to the 

research aim and questions  in this way meant that I also rejected to some extent 

whether the number of informants acknowledging a t heme, such as problematic 

behaviour, was important to how much weight a theme would carry: the nature of issues 

like subtle or hidden sexism , racism, and power dynamics between different library 
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stakeholders  can mean what I, as researcher, could see as occ urring that informants 

could not (although of course this could manifest as a weighted theme in itself). Themes 

can be revisited during the analytical process, so some level of flexibility in the 

classification of themes and their importance exists.  

2) Des cribe the whole data set, or one particular aspect of it: I chose to analyse the 

whole data set. As Braun and Clarke state, analysis of a full set can be of particular use 

in an under - researched area such as my own, as it presents a broader, richer picture  of 

the data, albeit with some loss of depth (2006, p. 83) . Too focussed a study here may 

miss important issues visible elsewhere in the data set.  

3) Choose whether to conduct inductive or theoretical ana lysis: the data for this research 

is approached from an inductive analysis. While I could not, as Braun and Clarke 

suggest, totally separate myself from my epistemological perspective and ignore what I 

aimed to find out from my data, I did not want to limit myself to looking for explicit 

th emes. The desire to learn what was happening at my sites from the data itself without 

imposing expectations is where my initial interest in GT stemmed from, and the 

acceptance and acknowledgement that I will always be influenced to some extent by my 

own pe rspective, knowledge, experiences and preconceptions is one that TA makes 

allowance for. Braun and Clarke differentiate between the rejection of an overarching 

theme in favour of numerous smaller scale themes in inductive analysis and searching 

for data th at matches a specific concept in theoretical analysis. However, the scope to 

gather inductive themes into a larger bracket is still possible at a later stage in the 

analysis, and the use of inductive coding allows the less visible in the data to become 

mor e visible, something I feel is essential to my feminist approach.  Using inductive  

coding feeds int o the process of  ensur ing  the marginalised are  as well  represented as 

possible, as it provides opportunities for the  discovering the  new and unexpected as wel l 

as the familiar , and when combined with a reflexive process helps curb the risk of being 

too subjective and too linked to my own preconceptions . This  use of  self - reflection and 

inductive coding  in turn help s to  even  out the power dynamics between the res earcher 

and the researched,  in terms of avoiding prioritising my own beliefs,  although this 

dynamic will always remain to some extent.  

4) Select semantic or latent themes: because of  using FST to give voice to the 

marginalised , some issues will be �µ�Q�R�U�P�D�O�L�V�H�G�¶���L�Q���H�Y�H�U�\�G�D�\���O�L�I�H�����W�K�X�V represented in the 

data but hidden  below the surface , meaning  an approach involving examination of latent 

themes was the most appropriate. As stated above, the appearance of subtle sexism and 

similar issues is not always one tha t is explicit on the surface, and requires some deeper 

examination of the data to uncover understanding of what is occurring in each piece of 

data.  
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5) Epistemological choices: Braun and Clarke state that the choices here are split 

between a realist/essenti alist perspective, or a constructivist approach (2006, p. 85) . 

Again, my adoption of Feminist  Standpoint Theory  approaches here almost immediately 

placed me in the realm of the constructivist : FST says knowledge and standpoints are 

social ly constructed , developed from experiences of and within the world . As Braun and 

Clarke suggest, the adoption of analysing for latent themes also tends to sit with the 

constructivist approach, and viewing behaviour, particularly that which may be 

marginali sing or dominating as influenced from social perspectives, is particularly fitting 

here.  

 

Braun and Clarke describe thematic analysis  as a six -stage procedure:  

�������)�D�P�L�O�L�D�U�L�V�D�W�L�R�Q���Z�L�W�K���G�D�W�D�����W�K�L�V���H�Q�W�D�L�O�V���W�K�H���U�H�S�H�D�W�H�G���µ�D�F�W�L�Y�H�¶���U�H- reading of data and 

making n otes of any ideas for codes or points of interest that manifest during the 

process. At this stage, transcription is also involved.  

2) Generate initial codes: here the data is tagged with codes, with the formal analysis of 

the data really beginning at this point. At this stage, repetition of codes are identified 

within the data. Braun and Clarke recommend coding for as many different concepts or 

ideas as possible at this stage to ensure the data is comprehensively checked for 

anything that might be deemed of  importance or interest later in the analysis. Thus, the 

list of codes may be considerable.  

3) Searching for themes: the codes are analysed for commonality to group them into 

themes, simultaneously collating data into themes. Codes and themes may be visual ly 

mapped into relationships at this stage, and themes may be broken down into smaller 

categories of themes. Braun and Clarke emphasise that themes should not be discarded 

at this point, even if they only have one or two codes and small amounts of data 

att ached to them.  

4) Reviewing themes: the final process requires the themes to be checked to ensure 

data is substantial enough to make them viable, or whether they are different enough 

from each other to be retained separately. This part of the analysis may require recoding 

or reassignment of data to different themes.  

5) Creating definitions of and naming themes: Braun and Clarke stress that this stage it 

is important to ensure definitions of the themes detail the importance of the data rather 

than just descr �L�E�L�Q�J���W�K�H�P�����7�K�H���W�K�H�P�H�V���D�U�H���W�K�H�Q���X�V�H�G���W�R���F�U�H�D�W�H���³�W�K�H���µ�V�W�R�U�\�¶���W�K�D�W���H�D�F�K��

�W�K�H�P�H���W�H�O�O�V�´��(2006, p. 92)  within the broader overarching story of the data as a whole.  

6) Writing up the results.  
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While the process appears initially to be quite strai ghtforward, it is actually a very 

complex way of conducting in -depth analysis of qualitative data. The repeated process of 

reading and re - reading, coding and re - coding, and generating and organising themes 

created a familiarity and affinity with the data, �W�K�X�V���H�Q�V�X�U�L�Q�J���W�K�H���G�D�W�D���µ�V�S�R�N�H�¶���D�Q�G���W�R�O�G���L�W�V��

story within the research.  

 

4.4.1 The coding process  

The inductive coding initially generated a large set of codes  cover ing various aspects of 

all the combined interview and observational data . Codes  inclu ded mor e tangible 

concepts including  study behaviours  (reading, working on presentations, writing 

documents, and so on) ,  if people were working alone or in groups,  incidents of rule 

breaking,  environmental incidents (such as different kinds of noise  including tal king , and 

temperature) , using different types of IT equipment (including library computers and 

mobile devices) . Codes also included more abstract  or personal  concepts such as 

interviewee feelings, perceptions of how useful the library is, and incidents tha t 

represented a sense of community.  Other codes acted as parent codes for a combination 

of tangible and abstract  concepts , such as space use, which served as an umbrell a term 

for :  the type of space being utilised ;  whether it was supportive or not for chose n 

activities ; whether or not it was designed for those activities;  and as a means of 

discussing choice of space as a habit in interviews.  Thes e aspect s of the coding meant I 

could assess the nature of what library use manifest, how supportive or problemati c 

library design was for different users, as well as  begin to investigate  the nature of the 

interactions and relationships between staff and students.  

 

FST also influenced some specific coding: demographic information including race and 

gender  to monitor i nclusivity  both within the library space and in an effort to develop 

voices for each group  identified , socio -economic discussion in interviews, power and 

domination  (including actions that could be considered subversive and/or a means to 

empower the actors ) , respect (or lack of it) for other library users and staff, and [subtle] 

discrimination were some of the codes that fell into theoretical -based interrogation of the 

data.  These codes could be related to incidents reported during interviews, behaviours 

du ring observation , and issues discussed by interviewees that represented the 

interviewee as discriminating against or showing lack of respect for others themselves.  

Coding for these topics meant I could develop an understanding of how inclusive or 

exclusive  library spaces and their users were, and the nature of the power manifest by 

differe nt library users.  
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The codes were then refined  through several re - readings of the data  to combine them 

where they were too similar to stand as separate codes, and to devel op overarching 

themes (see figures 1a and 1b below).  The themes were developed  with a focus on  

linking  the m to  the overarching research aim of discovering whether academic libraries 

provide a supportive and inclusive learning environment , and to answering the research 

questions, representing the various usage patterns connected with the library spaces . 

Themes were also developed with the theoretical framework in mind, considering issues 

of power dynamics and social and cultural influences over accessibility  and inclusivity of 

spaces.  Decisions surround ing  the theme development were made based on the research 

questions and the issues and practices prevalent in the data: the themes identify a 

number of issues related to the aim and questions, but also provide an overview of use 

and stakeholder experiences that represents the data as whole.  The final themes did not 

include demographic  information as different standpoints and positions featured in each 

theme . 

 

The analytical process involved interrogating the dat a on several levels: on the level of 

the library space and  success or failure in providing a suitable environment for studying; 

on the level of how  (if at all)  inhabitants , whether employees or library users,  

demonstrated control and domination  of a space  in their behaviours; and on the level of 

whether there were inequalities developed as a result of the previous two levels or 

through other means . Power was also considered in the context of  whether or not  a 

sense of entitlement and ownership was demonstrat ed amongst library users in relation 

to the  current HE climate (as discussed in chapter 1 and  throughout the analysis 

chapters).
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Figure 1  an early iteration of the thematic map  

 

Figure 2  The final itera tion of the thematic map.  
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To demonstrate the coding and analytical process, the following extract can be seen to, 

on a base level, discuss a range of study styles coded as �µwriting �¶ and �µreading �¶ and 

workin g as a �µgroup �¶�����µ�D�O�R�Q�H���W�R�J�H�W�K�H�U�¶ (that is working  with peers but independently) , 

�Z�L�W�K���µ�S�H�H�U���V�X�S�S�R�U�W�¶�����2�Q���D���G�H�H�Ser  level  the data was coded for  �µ�F�R�P�P�X�Q�L�W�\�¶�����D�V���L�W���L�Q�G�L�F�D�W�H�V��

something more than pure peer support  in a mutual understanding that each group 

member can turn to each other for help.  

 

�Z�H�¶�U�H���W�K�H���W�\�S�H���R�I���J�U�R�X�S���Z�K�H�U�H���L�I���Z�H�¶�U�H���H�D�F�K���Z�R�U�N�L�Q�J���R�Q���D�Q���H�V�V�D�\���Z�H���P�L�J�K�W��

have our headphones in but if one of us says can we stop for a minute and 

�M�X�V�W���O�L�V�W�H�Q���W�R���W�K�L�V���S�D�U�D�J�U�D�S�K���W�K�H�Q���W�K�H�Q���Z�H�¶�O�O���G�R���W�K�D�W���H�U�P���V�R�P�H�W�L�P�H�V���,���P�L�J�K�W��

just be reading if I need to get you know rea ding and taking notes erm 

annotate and analysing text things like that you know . 

[extract from interview with Gemma, student , Institute 2]  

 

Data extracts are primarily presented as  vignettes summarising observations or 

interview content  as a continuous sto �U�\�����W�K�H���G�D�W�D���F�R�O�O�H�F�W�H�G���Z�R�X�O�G���X�V�X�D�O�O�\���K�D�Y�H���W�K�H���µ�V�W�R�U�\�¶��

broken up by other events observed throughout the timeline of observation) . Extracts 

describing observations  have been chosen because they are representative of common 

behaviours, but also provide the m ost complete, continuously consistent example of 

those behaviours.  Interview extracts  are used to represent  usage patterns , needs,  and 

opinions of student participants, and the observations and opinions of staff participants , 

both in context of answering t he research aim and questions.  In both cases, interview 

extracts are used to supplement my observation data, or to provide an opposing 

example for further discussion.  

 

4 .5 Ethical considerations  

In my consideration of ethics for this research, I took sever al steps to try and ensure 

that the observational method utilised was as respectful of actor privacy as possible, and 

that the motives behind the method were clear. Clearly, it was not possible to gain 

consent from all potential actors within the setting, and to ask for consent during 

observation would disrupt actions sufficiently to make them not representative of normal 

behaviour. Therefore, my primary concern was to ensure all participants retained 

anonymity and that they were not placed at risk or in di scomfort by the research. I had 

consent from the participating institutions, and promised them anonymity, as well as the 

anonymity of their inhabitants. As detailed in section 4.1 , notices of research were 
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clearly displayed at several key traffic points in  the building with information leaflets 

available. The academic libraries involved are public spaces. One of them has open 

access to the facilities: that is, there is no system where visitors have to provide ID to 

access the building. The other employs a s wipe card access system, but also participates 

in schemes encouraging members of the public to visit. It has advertised that non -

university visitors are welcome to visit in local newspapers, with referrals from the local 

public library further promoting ac cess. This latter I nstitute is no less a public space than 

the first, similar to, for example, rail stations which may or may not use ticket swiping 

systems at their entrances: the swipe access is not to prevent people accessing and 

using the services, but  to help ensure those who misuse facilities can be monitored and 

policed as appropriate, and to aid control of stock movement. Swipe access may 

subsequently portray limited access to academic libraries, but this is certainly not what 

most libraries wish to  say about themselves, with exceptions tending towards those with 

highly specialised or rare materials.  

 

I carefully considered the use of observation in relation to other methods. The primary 

reason it was chosen was to ensure the data gathered was of nat ural behaviour, and 

representative of both regular use and unique events. Previous library research has 

indicated that quantitative data presents a limited description of use in terms of how 

many people inhabit a space. Surveys, interviews, and focus group s provide some data, 

but are at risk of skewing from the participant in terms of either presenting themselves 

as they think they should be presenting themselves, missing out data that they feel 

would provide a negative portrait of themselves, or that doesn �¶�W���R�F�F�X�U���W�R���W�K�H�P���W�R���E�H��

something they would tell the researcher (including elements that might seem banal or 

normal to them but would be of importance in data collection).  

 

As discussed in the literature review, observation is not as common as other qualit ative 

and/or quantitative methods in academic libraries, but has been utilised to great success 

by Applegate (2009) , Bryant, Matthews and Walton (2009) , and Delcore et al (2009) : all 

gathered more detailed data allowing them to reconsider their facilities and service 

provisions to reflect s tudent needs and usage. Thus, there is precedent to my using the 

method. Observation is of particular use to gatekeepers at institutions as they are 

provided with data that they would have been unable to access otherwise. Library users 

also benefit, as gat ekeepers can endeavour to modify provisions, policy, and 

environments to reflect user preference and usage patterns.  
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As already discussed to some degree, academic libraries are public spaces. Their primary 

users are members of the university or college th ey provide for, with non -

university/college members also using the facilities, albeit to a lesser extent. I 

considered extensively how I could protect any potential actors during observation, with 

privacy of particular importance. All actors were anonymise d, recording only action s 

necessary to the research themes  detailed in section 3.1 , and according to the list in 

section 4.5.1  below, whether actions related to studying or not, and only recording 

interactions between staff and students that could be deeme d public interactions. Non -

studying interactions we re noted minimally, for example  �³�;���V�W�X�G�H�Q�W���V�W�D�U�W�V���K�D�Y�L�Q�J���D��

�S�H�U�V�R�Q�D�O���F�R�Q�Y�H�U�V�D�W�L�R�Q���Z�L�W�K���<�´�����7�K�H���F�R�Q�W�H�Q�W���R�I���F�R�Q�Y�H�U�V�D�W�L�R�Q�V���Z�H�U�H���R�Q�O�\���O�R�J�J�H�G���L�I���L�W���U�H�O�D�W�H�G��

to studying, and only briefly mention the nature of the  conversation and not the 

speech/discourse itself, for example  �³�<���D�V�N�V���L�I���;���F�D�Q���K�H�O�S���Z�L�W�K���X�V�L�Q�J���W�K�H���D�V�V�L�J�Q�P�H�Q�W��

�V�X�E�P�L�V�V�L�R�Q���V�R�I�W�Z�D�U�H�´�����L�I���W�K�H���D�F�W�R�U�V���Y�H�U�\���R�E�Y�L�R�X�V�O�\���H�Q�G�H�D�Y�R�X�U�H�G���W�R���P�D�N�H���W�K�H�L�U��

conversation private it was treated as such and not logged in the fi eld notes (see the 

previous example of personal conversation). However, in a small number of cases, 

conversations could be classed as personal (when using the list of actions below in 

section 4.5.1 ), but incorporated sexist, racist or similar exclusive der ogatory 

language/actions: here the nature of the content was noted for the purposes of 

recording how behaviour and conversation could impact on other inhabitants, but not the 

personal content in itself.  

 

My primary concern was to ensure all participants re tained anonymity and that they 

were not placed at risk or in discomfort by the research. However, I am highly aware 

that while I obtained consent from interviewees, and from the participating institutions, 

my method was largely unobtrusive in terms of obse rvation. I did not request consent or 

explicitly notify the majority of the sample population that I was present and 

undertaking observations beyond the notice at access points. There were several reasons 

for this:  

�B Requesting consent would have made the research more transparent, but would 

also have risked skewing behaviours, usage, and relationships in the process of making 

the presence of the researcher and their purpose clear.  

�B The population in each institution is extremely large. If considering all potential 

actors, it would have been highly likely that if consent for observation was requested of 

each individual potentially using the library facilities it would not be obtained  and thus 

the research would not go ahead . 
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�B Requesting and obtaining con sent during observation of the actors present in a 

specific area (regardless of population size) was impractical, as it would have disrupted 

the space use of those already present, and would have disrupted the data collection 

process.  

 

Hammersley and Atkin son (2007, pp. 210 �±212)  and Punch (1985, 1986)  advise that 

whi le consent is preferable, it is not always possible for the reasons detailed above.  

 

It should be emphasised that the library users are not a sensitive group being placed at 

risk: they are not members of a specific vulnerable population, and the research process 

did not cause physical or psychological harm to any participants. Analysis was used to 

create understanding of library use, rather than point accusatory fingers, and 

anonymisation of actors allowed data to be reported freely to promote discussion a nd 

organisational modifications to support current and future service users.  

 

4 .5.1 Actions considered suitable as noting for data  

As the research questions  involved focusing on what may represent studying or 

personal/private actions and interactio ns, actions needed to be categorised for the 

purposes of ethical and methodological considerations. Explicitly stating what may or 

�P�D�\���Q�R�W���F�R�X�Q�W���D�V���µ�Z�R�U�N�¶���L�V���F�K�D�O�O�H�Q�J�L�Q�J���L�Q���Q�D�W�X�U�H�����K�R�Z���G�R�H�V���W�K�H���R�E�V�H�U�Y�H�U���N�Q�R�Z���Z�K�H�W�K�H�U��

work or studying is being undertaken, wh ether an action counts as productive to the 

actor (and indeed whether the actor realises the action is productive or a hindrance), 

and whether social interactions are also supportive of work/studying? While many 

actions may be considered private by the act or, the nature of public spaces often makes 

many actions visible and audible to all inhabiting that setting. However, as touched on 

earlier, for the protection and privacy of actors certain behaviours were not logged in the 

fieldnotes and were thus be disr egarded from data. For the purposes of this research, 

based on pilot data collection, actions were broken down into the following categories  

�‡ Work :  

o Using software provided by the institution e.g. word processing, spreadsheets, 

presentations, image and  graphic design, mind -mapping  

o Writing was assumed to be studying if it was not obviously for any other purpose 

e.g. content is discussed between actors  
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o Explicitly discussing assignments and lecture or tutorial content and university 

staff when in the c ontext of course content (which may include quality of teaching 

provision and university policy and/or rules)  

o Highlighting on paper (it was assumed that the material highlighted was 

connected with studying unless it was obviously observed or discussed no t to be so)  

o Hand drawing (i.e. any drawing, sketching, mapping, or similar tasks not 

conducted on a computer) if carried out in an area of the building specifically connected 

with artistic or design related subjects. Drawing conducted in other areas may be for 

study purposes, but could not easily be concluded to be studying without verbal 

confirmation from the actor. In these cases, noting the occurrence of drawing was 

unlikely to be harmful to the actor, so it was logged  

o Reading from textbooks, journal s, fiction or papers (which may include articles or 

handwritten notes). Reading without typing on tablet computers, laptops, or computers 

if the content was not visible was assumed to be contributing to studying unless 

determined to be otherwise  

o Binding or mounting materials: it was assumed that the action of preparing 

materials in this manner could be considered presentation for submission or 

consideration by others  

o Photocopying or printing  

�‡ Personal  (with specific actions labelled as private and thus  not detailed in the 

fieldnotes):  

o Conversation relating to personal life, which included relationships, social activity 

e.g. nights out, in person or via mobile phone (private action)  

�‡ Actions that may blur together or be difficult to define as work.  These 

were noted, but any further detail that manifested as social was logged in the same way 

as overtly personal activities:  

o Collecting textbooks and other materials from the shelves. While these could 

count as work, they can often merge into socialising if carried out by more than one 

actor  

o Using social networks online. Some courses stipulate group collaboration online 

via networks such as Facebook, and Twitter is often used for research, networking and 

socialising  
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o Using shopping websites such as (but  not restricted to) clothing or interiors. 

Fashion, interior design and students on similar courses may be looking for inspiration or 

images to use in mood boards, but may also just be shopping!  

o Using email, particularly if using the student email system s are similar to those 

used for personal accounts, if the student redirects university emails to personal 

accounts, or if the university account is used for personal purposes.  

o Using a mobile phone: in pilot observations, personal conversations merged wit h 

discussion about studying and the requirements for an assignment. Where the 

conversation was obviously about studying, it was noted but only as a discussion of 

studying, and reference to content explicitly was avoided as much as possible e.g. 

�µ�V�W�X�G�H�Q�W���P�Rves away from computer to conduct personal conversation on phone, but 

begins to discuss assignment content and when it is due to be submitted. Conversation 

�F�R�Q�W�H�Q�W���I�R�F�X�V�H�V���R�Q���Z�K�D�W���P�D�W�H�U�L�D�O�V���W�K�H���V�W�X�G�H�Q�W���K�D�V���X�V�H�G���I�R�U���W�K�H���H�V�V�D�\�¶�����$�G�G�L�W�L�R�Q�D�O�O�\����

using a phone t o type was more complex to interpret, as, due to the nature of modern 

smart phones, actions may have included those conducted on PCs such as studying, 

texting or emailing personal conversations. For the purposes of observation, if an actor 

was observed to be using their phone for anything other than audible conversation, it 

was assumed to be a personal and therefore private action.  

�‡ Physical non - verbal actions which may reflect feelings about current 

activities or situations . Interpretation of these was pr oblematic as they depended on 

the culture and many unknown factors personal to each actor, but were also of potential 

relevance and use to interview discussion:  

o Yawning and stretching  

o Looking around  

o Facial expressions and other non -verbal communicati ons  

o Movement around the area with no obvious purpose  

o Eating, which may be conducted during studying, during socialising, or alone 

without any obvious intent other than to eat.  

o Listening to music, whether via an mp3 player, a smart/portable device, or  

through university -provided equipment, could be open to interpretation on many levels. 

Some people find that they work better with music; some may be using music to block 

out other sounds. Other students may be listening to music as part of their assignme nt 

requirements. The use of mp3 players may not even be for music, but for the 

transcription of interviews or listening to lectures.  
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4.6 Chapter summary  

In this chapter I have detailed the methods employed, that is, observation and semi -

structured intervi ews,  and the sites visited in the data collection process  to provide 

answers to the research aim  and questions . The two sites share many of the same 

library design features, but have different types of student population, providing 

opportunities for examin ing what influence library space design may or may not have 

over inhabitants.  I provide definitions of gender (as binary) and race  (as ancestral 

country  of origin )  for the purposes of this research, including discussions of how defining 

them as such is pro blematic, but also necessary  for  identifying and  understanding any 

marginalisation of each . I have also described the coding process , and how using FST 

means I have  examined library use in contexts of power, of discrimination, and of the 

socio -economic sit uation within HE, as well as on more tangible levels of study 

behaviour, space selection, and environment. Lastly, I detailed what steps I took to 

ensure the research followed an ethical process throughout : I always intended that this 

research should be us ed to benefit and aid library users, and to generate a better 

understanding of their needs and practices, and to do so includes the need to respect 

those users, and all participants in the research. It is only through a respectful and 

ethical research proc ess that we can learn the stories, positions and standpoints of 

library users.  

 

I will now move to the first analysis chapter. It provides information on  patterns of 

usage across different types of users according to group and individual use, and how 

space  does or does not influence these uses. I also discuss  how power in terms of space 

domination and exerting authority manifest in different ways amongs t different types of 

users.  
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�&�K�D�S�W�H�U���������$�Q�D�O�\�V�L�V�����������*�H�Q�G�H�U�����$�X�W�K�R�U�L�W�\���D�Q�G��
�3�R�Z�H�U�� 
 

This is the first ana lysis chapter of three . Here I will discuss  the behaviours that manifest 

during library use in respect to  groups  and internal group dynamics , individual users , 

and how all types of library  users interact and impact on �H�D�F�K���R�W�K�H�U�¶�V use , as per the 

research question s in section 3.1.  I also consider h ow groups have their own power 

dynamics that often fluc tuate according to their member s�¶ gender(s), focussing first on 

single gender groups, then mixed gender groups . I discuss  how the library space does or 

does not influence these power dynamics, as per my rese arch questions detailed in 

section 3.1 , and  how solo u se of the library space relates to the  power of the individual . 

�%�R�W�K���µ�J�U�R�X�S�V�¶���D�Q�G���µ�V�R�O�R���X�V�H�U�V�¶���Z�H�U�H���L�G�H�Q�W�L�I�L�H�G���D�V��key �µpatterns of use �¶ themes during th e 

analysis process (as in Figure 1b.) .  I initially examine group behaviours and patterns, as 

groups , rather than individual visitors,  were most commonly identified during 

observations . The analysis also identified  themes of domination and ownership of spac e, 

which constitute both recurring discussions throughout the chapter, and specific focus 

later in section 5.3.  Where appropriate I reference the  group use typologies by McKay 

and Buchanan (2014) , as detailed  in the literature review in section 2.5 . The typologies  

are not used as a formal analytical tool here, but are of particular use for confirming or 

questioning analyses of behaviour  that might appear unusual in the context of my own 

observations.  The addition of a standpoint - influenced approach  add s to understanding 

those behaviours and their connection to library sp aces  by examining power. As 

classified by McKay and Buchanan (2014 )  and Harrop and Turpin (2013) , group sizes 

constitute two or more people.  

 

Using a feminist standpoint based  approach to analyse actor(s) behaviours, actions and 

interactions between each other, I draw from observational data and interviews to 

demonstrate that library space can support collaborative, equal relationships 27 within 

groups , and begin to develop an understanding of specific standpoints  as they emerge . 

McKay and Buchanan (2014)  refer to logging gender during their observations of group 

usage patterns, but do not consider this in their analysis or typo logy construction. I, 

however, did notice during my own observations that some interesting gender -based 

dynamics 28 arose  which will be discussed in the following chapter.  

 

                                                           
27 �t�Z���v���/���Œ���(���Œ���š�}���Z���‹�µ���o���Œ���o���š�]�}�v�•�Z�]�‰�•�[�U���/���u�����v���š�Z���š���������Z���]�v���]�À�]���µ���o���u���u�����Œ���}�(�������P�Œ�}�µ�‰�������v���‰���Œ�š�]���]�‰���š�������v����
contribute to the success of that group with no discrimination. 
28 A reminder is useful here that as most of the data in this section is collected via observation, gender is 
approached as binary. 
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I note in particular points where dominance is manifest in library user behaviours. Argyle 

(1988, p. 97)  lists seven main behaviour categories for indicating dominance: spatial 

position i.e. height, facing a group as in teaching; gaze (in dominance this usually 

�D�S�S�H�D�U�V���D�V���P�R�U�H���G�L�U�H�F�W���D�Q�G���µ�V�W�D�U�L�Q�J���G�R�Z�Q�¶�����I�D�F�H�����D�V���Q�R�Q-smiling); touch; voice, usually 

louder and lower, with more interruptions of the other speaker; gesture i.e. pointing; 

and posture, which has similarities to spatial position in terms of maintaining height 

above others, but also includes poses such as placing the hands on the hips. I also show 

how library space design can both support and disrupt those who endeavour to maintain  

a role of power within a group, and the implications of this influence over space 

inhabitants . Primarily , power in this thesis refers to dominance a nd ownership of library 

spaces, as defined in section 3.1. For the purposes of this section, power refers to 

control and dominance over others, whether it be within their own group, or in a broader 

societal context.  

 

5.1  Patterns of authority and dominance  amongst single gender 

groups.  

This section marks the beginning of  my discussion of  group standpoint(s): it represents 

various groups whose behaviours are described as per their membership in terms of 

gender. I address group behaviours in terms of single g ender, and in terms of mixed 

gender, and describe the variety of behaviours that manifest for each, identifying 

similarities and differences both within and between group types.  Interview data in this 

section provides supporting evidence for my findings on  the way staff may approach and 

interpret mixed behaviours of library users (such as combined social and study use), and 

for  supporting  my concerns over male domination of spaces using the body and gaze.  

5.1.1  Women - only groups  

I frequently observed that i n women -only groups, one member would take a leading 

role , and usually had a common of successful studying planned, often combined with 

varying level s of social talk . The following vignettes are examples  of these occasions.  

 

Observation 5 .1, Institute  1.  

Two young women of  British  Asian origin 29 are seated at a large round table, surrounded 

by paper notes, huddled together over a laptop. Around them the library space is of 

mixed purpose: theirs is the only table that can be overtly used collaboratively and i s 

located in the middle of the area against a wall, the rest of the area being predominantly 

                                                           
29 British Asian for the purposes of this thesis is defined as of South Asian descent (Bangladesh, India, Pakistan) 
born in the UK. 
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made up of rows of computers perpendicular to the wall and, further on, windows, with 

single seat tables with plugs and USB ports running parallel to the windows o pposite 

them. Round the corner out of sight, I can hear other groups talking and often laughing 

loudly, but here the women are the only people working together on something. Seated 

with their backs to the wall, staring at the laptop, they talk quietly, and  sometimes the 

softer spoken female of the two bends over a notepad and writes as the other louder 

female instructs her, discussing formulae and calculations. The louder female sometimes 

�H�[�S�U�H�V�V�H�V���I�U�X�V�W�U�D�W�L�R�Q���W�K�R�X�J�K�����U�D�L�V�L�Q�J���K�H�U���Y�R�L�F�H���G�H�P�D�Q�G�L�Q�J���K�H�U���S�H�H�U���³�U�H�D�G���W�K�H���T�X�H�V�W�L�R�Q���´��

They move on to another formula, and as the softer spoken female reads out her 

calculations, the louder female interrupts to correct her. Their collaboration continues for 

around 80 minutes until they decide to take a break for half an h our, leaving all their 

property unattended at the table until they return, the louder female putting a 

headphone into one ear, while the softer spoken female briefly whispers to someone 

behind me. On her return to the table, the two females whisper to each  other, and both 

pack up to leave after a short time.  

 

Observation 5 .2. Institute  2.  

In an area made up primarily of rows of PCs, but with some space in the middle with 

large round tables, a white female sits at the end of a row of PCs, sharing the row wit h 

some other white females. They arrived together but work separately and quietly; they 

have their own work to focus on so carry out  their studying individually . The area is very 

much a thoroughfare: on one side the stairs, lift and bathrooms are housed, a nd on the 

�R�S�S�R�V�L�W�H���W�K�H�U�H�¶�V���D���V�H�S�D�U�D�W�H���U�R�R�P���O�H�D�G�L�Q�J���R�X�W���R�I���W�K�L�V���D�U�H�D���W�K�D�W���L�V���N�H�S�W���I�R�U���V�L�O�H�Q�W���X�V�H�����7�K�H��

�D�U�H�D���L�V���R�S�H�Q�����Z�L�W�K���E�R�R�N�V���V�K�H�O�Y�H�G���Z�K�H�U�H���W�K�H�U�H�¶�V���Q�R���V�H�D�W�L�Q�J�����V�R���Y�L�V�L�W�R�U�V���F�D�Q���S�D�V�V���W�K�U�R�X�J�K��

the study area for reasons entirely separate to the use of the PCs and tables. Another 

white female joins them, remaining standing over her peer at the end of the row, talks 

loudly about her social life. The conversation moves rapidly to their work and the 

standing female begins to advise her peers on how they should prog ress, raising her own 

plans for a project she needs to work on with the seated female. The seated female 

volunteers a few suggestions for how to approach the project, while the female standing 

�R�Y�H�U���K�H�U���U�H�S�H�D�W�H�G�O�\���H�[�F�O�D�L�P�V���³�\�H�V�����(�;�$�&�7�/�<���´���:�L�W�K�L�Q���I�L�Y�H���P�L�Q�X�W�Hs, all females on the 

row are talking at equal volume as they organise their possessions before leaving 

together.  

 

Observation 5 .3. Institute  2.  

In the same area as in observation 5�������D�E�R�Y�H�����,�¶�P sitting  at a table in the middle. Four 

white females arrive a nd select a row of PCs three to four metres away from me with 

two sitting on each side to face each other, chatting as they get settled at each machine 
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and logged in. They are joined not long after by another female, and the conversation 

becomes loud enoug h to not be able to distinguish whether they are socialising or 

�G�L�V�F�X�V�V�L�Q�J���D�F�D�G�H�P�L�D�����2�Q�H���R�I���W�K�H�P���V�W�D�U�W�V���S�O�D�\�L�Q�J���&�K�U�L�V�W�P�D�V���P�X�V�L�F���>�L�W�¶�V���1�R�Y�H�P�E�H�U�@�����D�Q�G��

�Z�K�L�O�H���,���F�D�Q�¶�W���W�H�O�O���Z�K�H�U�H���L�W���L�V���F�R�P�L�Q�J���I�U�R�P�����L�W���F�R�Q�W�L�Q�X�H�V���I�R�U���D���F�R�X�S�O�H���R�I���P�L�Q�X�W�H�V���X�Q�W�L�O���R�Q�H���R�I��

the group mem bers asks her to turn it down. She does so, but it is still audible. As I look 

up, I see one of the females is on Facebook, one is logging into a Google app of some 

�N�L�Q�G���>�,���U�H�F�R�J�Q�L�V�H���W�K�H���µ�*�¶���O�R�J�R�@�����+�R�Z�H�Y�H�U�����Z�L�W�K�L�Q���D���F�R�X�S�O�H���R�I���P�L�Q�X�W�H�V�����W�K�H�\���D�U�H���D�O�O��

watching  �D���Y�L�G�H�R���Z�L�W�K���P�X�V�L�F���S�O�D�\�L�Q�J�����F�U�\�L�Q�J���³�D�Z�Z�Z�Z�Z�Z�Z���´���D�V���W�K�H�\���Z�D�W�F�K�����$�W���W�K�L�V���S�R�L�Q�W���,��

feel they are definitely not  working, but as the video ends, I hear one of the females 

�D�V�N�V���L�I���³�W�K�H�U�H�¶�V���D���V�H�W���E�U�L�H�I���I�R�U���L�W�"���,���S�U�R�P�L�V�H�G���\�R�X�¶�G���J�H�W���Z�R�U�N���G�R�Q�H���W�R�G�D�\���´���D�Q�G���W�K�H�\���E�H�J�L�Q 

to quieten down and discuss their work.  

--  

In each observation detailed above, there has been a clear dominant member of the 

group. McKay and Buchanan refer to groups featuring scribes (who input data), editors 

(who suggest modifications to the data), co -ordinators (who helped organise activities), 

�D�Q�G���W�H�D�F�K�H�U�V�����Z�K�R���³�V�D�W���E�D�F�N���X�Q�W�L�O���W�K�H�\���E�H�O�L�H�Y�H�G���W�K�H�L�U���D�G�Y�L�F�H���Z�D�V���U�H�T�X�L�U�H�G�´��(2014, p. 

105) ). In smaller groups it may be harder to observe who takes each role, as suggested 

by McKay and Buchanan, but it may also mean that members will ta ke multiple roles or 

eliminate some altogether depending on the attributions of the space they inhabit. The 

loud female in observation 5 .1 (i1) 30 was entirely a teacher throughout, and while she did 

express herself more strongly if she was frustrated at her �S�H�H�U�¶�V���P�L�V�W�D�N�H�V�����V�K�H���Z�D�V��

taking on a supportive role that could also be perceived as a caring role, and thus a role 

that conforms to gender stereotypes.  

 

The female in observation 5.2 (i2)  was a new group member for a comparatively brief 

period of time, ch anging the dynamics of how the group was operating and her role was 

more complex: she interrupted their work pattern to suit her needs, confirming her own 

plans and dominating by both  the  volume of her speech and her body language in her 

physical position above the others. She still wished to maintain a work focus in spite of 

her initial social chat, but in her adoption of the role of instructing others (as per McKay 

�D�Q�G���%�X�F�K�D�Q�D�Q�¶�V���W�H�D�F�K�H�U���U�R�O�H��(2014) ) she was checking for validation of her own position, 

ensuring her own route was the correct one, and with the suggestion  of ideas from the 

seated student, confirming her position was indeed correct while ensuring she 

maintained a dominant position in the group.  

 

                                                           
30 For ease of reference, each institute the observation is attributed to will be identified as either i1 or i2. 
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In observation 5 .3 (i2) �����W�K�H���O�H�D�G���I�H�P�D�O�H���Z�D�V�Q�¶�W���F�O�H�D�U�O�\���L�G�H�Q�W�L�I�L�D�E�O�H���X�Q�W�L�O���V�K�H announced 

herself as such. The grou p were primarily engaging in social use of the library , in what 

could be considered a bonding exercise in the shared enjoyment of videos and music,  

until she stated she had promised they would achieve study goals while visiting, taking 

on a co -ordinating r ole even prior to their visit. Her adoption of that co -ordinating role 

suggests the group dynamics place her as a leader of the group, but her participation in 

their social activities also placed her as an equal: she was there to organise, but not 

necessar ily to control the group, yet they responded to her announcement of their real 

purpose for the library visit.  

 

The lead women observed above were taking a role of domination that could be on the 

surface interpreted as disrupting female stereotypes, because  of their adoption of 

strength and power over their peers while simultaneously providing support. However, at 

this point it is worth noting what Walter (2010)  refers to when discussing the 

stereotyping of gender: that there is no convenient template to slot all women into (p. 

199), and wh en examining leadership roles it is easy to represent qualities of leaders as 

�P�D�V�F�X�O�L�Q�H���R�U���I�H�P�L�Q�L�Q�H�����S�����������������3�H�U�F�H�L�Y�L�Q�J���W�K�H���Z�R�P�H�Q�¶�V���D�F�W�L�R�Q�V���D�V���G�L�V�U�X�S�W�L�Y�H���L�V��

problematic, as stereotypes of gendered behaviour are self -perpetuating i.e. if people 

conform to them, they will enforce the stereotypes further, while non -conformity is 

disregarded as a meaningless glitch in behaviour (ibid, p. 200 , and also Collins (2000) ), 

certain behaviours can more easily be derived as taking a dominant role. Several of 

these behaviours can be seen in some of the cases above i.e. looking down on or directly 

at others, creating height above others, and loud voices, with voice levels in particular 

�D�S�S�H�D�U�L�Q�J���P�R�V�W���I�U�H�T�X�H�Q�W�O�\���D�P�R�Q�J�V�W���W�K�H���G�R�P�L�Q�D�Q�W���E�H�K�D�Y�L�R�X�U�����D�V���S�H�U���$�U�J�\�O�H�¶�V��

aforementioned categories (1988, p. 97) ). The females in observations 5 .1 (i1)  and 

5.2 (i2)  both use volume and in terruptions, and the female in observation 5 .2 (i2)  

additionally uses spatial position and posture. The dominant women observed were 

taking roles labelled in McKay and Buchanan (2014)  as teachers and/or co -ordinators, 

taking control of the studying as and when needed. However, as Argyle (1988)  notes , 

dominance can exist in the interpersonal dynamics that have already been established 

and thus t he behaviours listed above are restating that position, or the behaviours can 

be utilised as a means to try and create a new position for the actor to enhance their 

status within the group. So the behaviours manifested by the women in a dominant role 

above  could be that they are trying to confirm their roles in the peer group overall, 

outside of the study activity. Ultimately, the dominant behaviours were not disruptive of 

patriarchal norms of femininity: the women were still partaking in caregiving norms i n 

their tutor/co -ordinator positions, even whe n endeavouring to take control.  As Collins 

(1986)  suggests when discussing race, one of the purposes of FST is to help contest 
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stereotypin g and identify hierarchies within standpoints. Intergroup dynamics here 

demonstrate the variety of  roles and relationships undertaken, but they are all 

undertaken by women starting their journey into the working world. The women who 

adopt potentially self - �G�H�V�L�J�Q�D�W�H�G���U�R�O�H�V�����³�,���S�U�R�P�L�V�H�G���\�R�X�¶�G���J�H�W���Z�R�U�N���G�R�Q�H today ���  ́ in 

5.3(i2)) have taken on a caring role while also moving towards a career, and while the 

two may not conflict depending on career choi ce, there may also be issues in adopting 

multiple  conflicting  roles  (Bradley, 2013) .  While the tutor roles can be supportive and 

sometimes empowering  to the tutor , they can also operate in the oppos ite way and be 

disruptive and not always helpful, but controlling.  

 

The space use patterns in observations 5.1 (i1)  and 5 .2 (i2)  demonstrate a usage that 

takes advantage of the design and furnishings to operate in the manner the groups are 

studying in. The f emales in 5.1 (i1)  are using a table designed for collaboration in an area 

where rules allow discussion, while the females in 5.2 (i2)  are using PCs that allow them 

to work alongside each other but also separately so that they can study independently. 

Both t hese design elements appear to have been at the very least sufficient to the needs 

of their inhabitants. In 5.3 (i2) , however, while it becomes clearer later in the 

observation that the intention of the visit is to study, the initial social behaviour and us e 

seems to also be influenced by the capacity to use the PCs for non -study activities, and 

the female has to actively take a dominant position to encourage a move from social 

activity to studying. The space use here suggests the design is open to manipulat ion, 

that the attitude and perspective of its inhabitants will use the space to their own means, 

and purposes, whether that use matches the intention of study purpose or the initial 

social activity seen in 5.3 (i2)  (which was effectiv ely returned to reflect  the primary study 

design purpose by human intervention). The nature of the  spaces used means that while 

they do  not necessarily influence dominant behaviour, their design does not deter the 

manifestation of dominant behaviours: in 5.2 (i2)  the nature of th e open space with no 

privacy situated close access to stairwells means a steady flow of traffic through to 

access resources and facilities, and (un)planned meetings can easily occur. In 5.3 (i2)  the 

space is meant to be used for studying on computers, but i nternet access, rules allowing 

discussion, and a lack of motivation on the part of its inhabitants easily influences the 

choice of activity: it takes a motivated individual to curb the behaviour back towards 

their intended purpose. Human nature is what is influencing power dynamics the most  

here, but each group is also taking advantage of facilities to stretch the intended use of 

the design: in itself this behaviour is an expression of power and ownership of library 

spaces.  
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There are exceptions to the gro up behaviours detailed above, albeit partia lly represented 

in observation 5 .3 (i2) . Social use of libraries by women can show a slightly different 

pattern, as ca n be seen below in observation 5 .4.  

 

Observation 5 .4. Institute  1.  

�,�¶�P���L�Q���D���J�U�R�X�S���V�W�X�G�\���D�U�H�D���I�L�Oled with large tables surrounded by chairs. The area has 

rules that allow discussion, but it is also situated next to a silent PC area, with no way of 

blocking noise bleed into the silent area. It is mid -morning, and two white females are 

sit ting  at one of  the tables eating sandwiches, chatting socially. They are soon joined by 

another white female, and continue their social chat, their voices loud, the chat 

punctuated by frequent swearing. They occasionally swap to discussing the modules they 

are registere �G���R�Q�����E�X�W���W�K�H�\���D�U�H�Q�¶�W���I�R�U�P�D�O�O�\���G�L�V�F�X�V�V�L�Q�J���V�W�X�G�\�L�Q�J���D�V���V�X�F�K�����W�K�L�V���L�V���P�R�U�H���R�I���D��

sharing of how they perceive the content and lecturers, and social conversation 

dominates their talk. Half an hour later, the discussion follows the same lines, but they 

are join ed by another white female who was passing by into the PC area, but then 

redirects to wards  the group to talk socially with them. Shortly after she arrives, two of 

the group leave to attend a lecture, and the two remaining females continue to  switch 

topic s between social chat and problems with their studies. There is some fluctuation 

with volume as one of the females (the original female who swore the most) largely talks 

at greater volume than the other. In spite of their comparatively small group size, and 

their location at the opposite side of the area, I hear them more than any of the other 

groups located here, and from what I can observe, they are socialising the most. Later, 

they are joined by three more white females  (increasing the group size to five) , and they 

briefly discuss lecturers again, but conversation continues to be predominantly social, 

and I note that while it could be the pitch and tone of the speakers that makes them 

more audible, they as a group are dominating the space. However, a white male warden 

�S�D�V�V�H�V���W�K�U�R�X�J�K���W�K�H���D�U�H�D�����D�Q�G���D�V�N�V���D�O�O���W�K�H���L�Q�K�D�E�L�W�D�Q�W�V���R�I���W�K�H���J�U�R�X�S���V�S�D�F�H���W�R���³�N�H�H�S���W�K�H��

�Q�R�L�V�H���G�R�Z�Q�´�����1�R�L�V�H���O�H�Y�H�O�V���G�U�R�S���L�P�P�H�G�L�D�W�H�O�\�����E�X�W���D�V���K�H���S�D�V�V�H�V���L�Q�W�R���D���Q�H�D�U�E�\���F�R�U�U�L�G�R�U�����W�K�H��

noise increases again. A couple of minutes later, when he moves throu gh the area again, 

�K�H���J�R�H�V���W�R���V�S�H�D�N���G�L�U�H�F�W�O�\���W�R���W�K�H���I�H�P�D�O�H���J�U�R�X�S�����S�R�L�Q�W�L�Q�J���R�X�W���W�K�D�W���³�W�K�L�V���L�V���D���T�X�L�H�W���V�W�X�G�\��

�D�U�H�D�´�����7�K�U�H�H���R�I���W�K�H���J�U�R�X�S���O�H�D�Y�H, heading down the corridor, while the remaining females 

continue to talk at a lower volume. They discuss their final year projects, and are initially 

still quieter than when they were at their peak volume, but as they move back to social 

conversation, their volume increases again. Two white females enter the floor, and the 

original female calls them over, but they wave a nd move down the corridor. Shortly 

after, one of the remaining pair goes to the bathroom, and the two who had waved 

reappear, and start chatting to the remaining female about tutorials. The female who 

went to the bathroom returns, and they leave as a group . 
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--  

There are several points of interest in this observation. The first is that the use of library 

space seems an unusual choice for what appears to primarily be a social conversational 

visit: the group discuss their course content and lectures without be ing particularly 

specific about their studying or engaging in studying. The group have chosen to use a 

�µ�T�X�L�H�W���V�W�X�G�\�¶���D�U�H�D���Z�L�W�K�L�Q���W�K�H���O�L�E�U�D�U�\�����Z�K�L�F�K���U�H�I�O�H�F�W�V���W�K�H���S�X�U�S�R�V�H���R�I���W�K�H���D�U�H�D���L�Q���L�W�V�H�O�I�����E�X�W��

what appears to be purely a social visit conflicts with the concept of using a study area 

or, indeed, an academic library. The response of the member of staff indicates that while 

staff are happy to tolerate social use of a library (they are unable to spend time 

observing library users for a prolonged period thus c annot make definite conclusions 

about what occurs while they are absent), staff may make judgements according to the 

volume of the inhabitants. Interview data supports this conclusion: when speaking to 

Marlon , a member of staff  at Institute 1 , I asked him what he classed as study 

behaviours and how he could identify whether noise was disruptive:  

 

you can  see and you can hear th em talking about their coursework  �>�«�@ 

�W�K�H�U�H�¶�V���Q�R���L�Q�G�L�Y�L�G�X�D�O���S�D�W�W�H�U�Q���R�I���W�K�L�Q�J�V���\�R�X���F�D�Q���M�X�V�W���W�H�O�O���W�K�D�W���W�K�H�\�¶�U�H��

working , I mean , might be a group just sat together you can see th em 

�W�K�H�\�¶�U�H���Z�R�U�N�L�Q�J���V�R���Z�H���O�H�D�Y�H���W�K�H�P, do you know what I mean [BR: even if 

�W�K�H�\�¶�U�H���P�D�N�L�Q�J���Q�R�L�V�H?] if they bring the noise level down [BR: right] you 

see we appreciate , we say �µ�,���D�S�S�U�H�F�L�D�W�H���\�R�X�¶�U�H���Z�R�U�N�L�Q�J���L�Q���D���J�U�R�X�S but I just 

need you to bring the volume that bit lower ���¶ �\�R�X���N�Q�R�Z���D�Q�G���W�K�D�W�¶�V���K�R�Z���Z�H��

do it . 

[Marlon, staff, Institute 1]  

 

Based on what Marlon reported, the staff member asking the group to reduce the noise 

levels had possibly overheard some content of stu �G�\���G�L�V�F�X�V�V�L�R�Q�����7�K�H���V�W�X�G�H�Q�W�V�¶���U�H�V�S�R�Q�V�H��

appears to reflect some level of respect for staff, although their volume was only 

reduced initially on the first request. Some problems arise here from the proximity of the 

discussion space to a silent area: the two o pposing labelled spaces are conflicting 

purposes, and without sufficient soundproofing, noise carried easily between the two 

areas. The design of the discussion area with its large tables lends itself to that purpose 

of discussion and collaboration, so des ign does match the purpose, but, in this particular 

case, the volume and the space design clashed with opposing silent space, leaving 

library staff to police students.  

 

�,�Q���W�H�U�P�V���R�I���W�K�H���Q�D�W�X�U�H���R�I���W�K�H���J�U�R�X�S�¶�V���E�H�K�D�Y�L�R�X�U�����W�K�H���V�R�F�L�D�O���G�L�V�F�X�V�V�L�R�Q���L�Q�F�R�U�S�R�U�D�W�L�Q�J��

sharing of difficulties with the course can be seen as a way of discharging stress . 
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Additionally, the use of frequent swearing indicates a state of comfort or relaxation 

amongst the group members: Holmes (1995)  suggests that swearing in groups of peop le 

can indicate membership. This notion supported by Beers -Fägersten (Beers -Fägers ten, 

2012) , and Stapleton (2003) , the latter of whom additionally found that males and 

females in equal numbers would use swearing as a stress - release and that women in 

particular would u se swearing in certain scenarios to indicate intimacy. Current research 

suggests that overall use of swearing in conversation differs very little between genders 

in respect to frequency and type of swear word (Beers -Fägersten, 20 12; Jacobi, 2014) : 

the frequency of the swearing within this particular group can thus be considered a 

means of bonding and potentially a stress release given the discussion of their 

perceptions of lecturers and module content. However, the female talking  the loudest, 

who remained in the space throughout the observation, was the female dominating the 

space via volume . 

 

To summarise and return to the behaviour of the women in the observations detailed in 

5.1 to 5 .4  above,  the women are exerting some level o f dominance and leadership  as 

per  the dominant signals as detailed by Argyle (1988)  above, while also  conforming to 

group behaviours as observed by McKay and Buchanan (2014)  (thus supporting their 

findings) . Argyle goes on to suggest that there are gender differences in the 

manifestation of dominance as women consider themselves of lower status than men, 

and are physically smaller, but that this depends on their role (Argyle, 1988, p. 99) , and 

many of his points are supported by Henley (1995) . However, Hall (2006)  feels that the 

research on gender and power communicated via nonverbal cues is problematic, and 

�D�O�Z�D�\�V���K�D�V���E�H�H�Q�����³�,�I���Z�R�P�H�Q���G�R���P�R�U�H���R�I���D���J�L�Y�H�Q���E�H�K�D�Y�L�R�U���W�K�D�Q���P�H�Q���G�R�����W�K�H�Q���W�K�D�W��

behavior must be submissive (because women are low �V�W�D�W�X�V�����´��(2006, p. 388) . Hall 

refers to the problematic nature of researching differences in gender in the use of 

�Q�R�G�G�L�Q�J���D�Q�G���E�D�F�N�F�K�D�Q�Q�H�O���U�H�V�S�R�Q�V�H�V���V�X�F�K���D�V���µ�\�H�V�¶���D�Q�G���µ�P�P�P�¶�����Z�K�H�U�H���W�K�H���Q�R�G���U�H�V�S�R�Q�V�H��

has been interpreted as ei ther trying to hurry the speaker along, or as encouraging the 

speaker to continue while validating their speech (2006, pp. 386, 389) . The women in 

dominance are usually providing supporting roles  (if sometimes at the expense and 

disruption of others) , even where in observation 5.2 (i2)  there are suggestions of self -

validation: the nature of her use of backchannels was encouraging of her peer, and 

confirmation to herself that she was correct in her knowl edge of the subject. Perceptions 

of the women using dominant signals in their behaviour could easily be interpreted by 

other inhabitants who are not members of the group to be male behaviours and thus 

actions that stereotype them as unfeminine (as in Walte r (2010) ). However, Bradley 

(1998, p. 35)  refers to the concept of �³personal power �  ́and how some women will use 

their personal skills and character to engage with other people to elevate their own 
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status , irrespective of the gender of the people they elevate themselves over,  usually in 

more private spheres i.e. in personal interactions rather than publicly.  

 

However, as per the discussion above, the individuals displaying power signals may be 

exerting au thority, but the nature of their relationships mean the groups as a whole are 

also likely to benefit from their behaviour and actions . Additionally, Butler (2006)  

suggests, gende r stereotypes can be played with in order to break them down, they are 

not stable as they are socially constructed, but the behaviours here are largely 

conforming to stereotypes of women in different forms: those of caring, supportive 

collaboration, and th ose of the loud, dominant female attempting to place themselves in 

power  (Collins, 2000) . In summary, the female only groups operate in a way that 

conforms to that found in groups in general by McKay and Buchanan (2014) , and 

appears to match the manner for female learning processes as described in English and 

Irving (2012) , with specific females engaging in dominant behaviour in both study and 

social situations. The space they inhabit appear s to have been selected because it and 

the designated rule for each space match their intended use, but in some cases 

(observations 5.1, 5.3, 5.4 ) the groups as a whole manipulate the function and 

resources available to their wishes,  indicating some level of control and power over their 

use and the space itself.  

 

Usage p atterns and behaviours identified so far imply several potential standpoints: 

female  groups  as needing the  library for social and study use; and individuals as 

caregiving leaders. The latter, individual female  group members  as caregiving leaders  

(i.e. tuto r roles)  endorses female stereotypes, but also confirms their capacity to 

empower themselves and others through taking ownership of the group and directing 

them towards activities.  Certainly Bradley (1998)  suggests that, as women progress into 

the working world, they engage more with HE as a means of improving their power: HE 

is a means of personal advancement that can lead to a better income and skill set that 

can provide more opportunities later. Females e xerting power whil e undertaking HE 

advancement can  develop skills they  theoretically utilise once they enter a profession 

that will likely still be male dominated at higher levels  (Bradley, 1998, 20 13; European 

Institute for Gender Equality, 2017) . Additionally, the changing HE climate, as will be 

discussed  further  in section 6.3, will potentially influence student perceptions of the 

importance of their education in achieving professional goals, thu s influence the need to 

ensure academic success , therefore  further developing  the need for  tutor roles within 

groups . 
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So far I have discussed how female -only groups use  and behave in  library spaces, and 

how power can manifest within those groups, or from outside of them as membership 

changes, b ut how do male -only groups compare to female -only groups in their actions 

and behaviour?  Are there any differences, or do they behave in the same or similar ways 

in their patterns of power, and in their interpretatio n of library space?  

 

5.1.2  Male - only groups  

Male -only groups are, in some ways, si milar to female groups yet also demonstrate 

distinctive patterns of behaviour. Wright (2006)  talks about similarities in same sex 

friendships  between genders , pointing out that groups share: the same values of 

friendship e.g. trust, expressiveness; age ntic i.e. supportive of goal achievement; casual 

�³�W�D�O�N���I�R�U���W�D�O�N�¶�V���V�D�N�H�´��(Wright, 2006, p. 44) ; and fun and relaxation. As the observations  

below show, there are several behaviours that appear demonstrating these similarities . 

The vignettes show  how groups of  males work to reach a common goal , with some level 

of social activity . 

 

Observation 5 .5. Institute  1 (this observation was made at the same time as 

the females in 5 .4, although these males entered the area around 45 minutes 

after the females so both groups were in the same area at the same  time for 

the most part).  

After some walking around the floor as if to try and locate an appropriate seating area, 

six British Asian males take seats at two separate round tables in a quiet discussion 

area, four to one table, two to another, around 3 metre s away from each other. They 

move the chairs in the area around to make sure they each have seats at their chosen 

table. The table of four are furthest from me, and they drink from bottles as they look 

through some papers they have with them, talking. One of this group waves a document 

while talking, and the four laugh softly. The group of two also have documents on their 

table. A male from the larger group gets up, drops something in a nearby bin, and then 

relocates to the smaller group table. Shortly afte r the male moves, a British  Asian female 

enters the area, and she sits at the table furthest from me. At this point, around 15 

minutes after the group arrived, I log that I have caught the furthest group looking at 

me a couple of times, and they then move towards the PC area further down the floor. 

In my observation notes I speculate that it was either an unfortunate coincidence, or 

they were staring me out because my table may have accommodated their group more 

easily, or that they had realised I was watch ing them and assumed I was policing their 

behaviour. However, the group nearest to me remains at their table. Five minutes after 

the furthest group leave, a solo  British  Asian male enters the floor, and on seeing the 

remaining group, goes up to talk them, sitting at the table. They talk softly, and I log 
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that they are quieter and less audible than the female group in observation 5.4, who are 

further away. After a couple of minutes of talking, the solo male leaves the group and 

heads towards the PC area. Not  long after he has left, two more British  Asian males 

enter and go up to the group, shaking their hands with those at the table, then leaving 

for the PC area. As they leave, the male who had just left after sitting with the group 

returns, and moves a stool  to sit at the table with them, discussing their studying. A 

moment later, a white male warden enters the floor, and the new male returns to the PC 

area while the group at the table lower their heads, still talking about studying, making 

notes as they do s o, continuing in this fashion until the observation has ended.  

 

Observation 5 .6. Institute  1.  

�,�¶�P���V�H�D�W�H�G���L�Q���D�Q���D�U�H�D���Z�K�H�U�H���W�K�H�U�H���D�U�H���P�R�V�W�O�\���U�R�Z�V���R�I���3�&�V�����Z�L�W�K���D���F�R�X�S�O�H���R�I���U�R�X�Q�G���W�D�E�O�H�V����

some sofas, and a small set of desks with lids that lift to reveal PCs in �V�L�G�H���W�K�H���G�H�V�N�����,�¶�P��

at a computer in one corner of the area, so I can see more, but it i s summer, and most 

students have just left for the year. However, not so the four white males who enter and 

sit on the opposite side of the row to me. They talk loudly a bout their work as they enter 

the area, and take up the entire opposite side of the row of PCs. Two of them sit down 

on the outer PCs, but in the middle of the group one male continues to stand as he talks 

about his studying, slamming his bag on the desk. To his left a second standing male 

jokingly claims that the desk next to the one the first male had slammed his bag on 

belongs to him, and they humorously  exchange insults. The first �µstanding male �¶ leaves 

with the third male , who took a seat next to the w indow , to look for a book, and once 

they have left, the remaining two talk in more hushed tones. On their return,  the first 

�µ�V�W�D�Q�G�L�Q�J���P�D�O�H�¶ empties his bag and slams his books on the desk, making my desk and 

PC shake, sits down, and starts talking to the w indow seat male about the ir social plans. 

�6�X�G�G�H�Q�O�\�����W�K�H���I�L�U�V�W���µstanding  �P�D�O�H�¶ �D�Q�Q�R�X�Q�F�H�V���µ�U�L�J�K�W�����Z�R�U�N�¶�����D�Q�G���W�D�O�N���H�Q�G�V���D�V���K�H���S�X�W�V���K�L�V��

headphones on. His desk -claiming friend to his left also wears his headphones, and 

starts nodding his head as he listens. Th ey are quiet, aside from an occasional whistle. 

�µ�'�H�V�N- �F�O�D�L�P�¶���P�D�O�H���W�D�N�H�V���K�L�V���K�H�D�G�S�K�R�Q�H�V���R�X�W�����D�Q�G���V�D�\�V���W�K�D�W���K�H���L�V�Q�¶�W���V�X�U�H���K�R�Z���W�R���U�H�I�H�U�H�Q�F�H��

�V�R�P�H�W�K�L�Q�J�����V�R���µ�Z�L�Q�G�R�Z�¶���P�D�O�H���R�I�I�H�U�V���J�X�L�G�D�Q�F�H�����µ�'�H�V�N- �F�O�D�L�P�¶���P�D�O�H���V�W�D�Q�Gs and moves 

�W�R�Z�D�U�G�V���W�K�H���µ�Z�L�Q�G�R�Z�¶���P�D�O�H�¶�V���V�H�D�W�����V�W�D�Q�Ging over him as they look at an example of how 

�V�R�P�H�R�Q�H���H�O�V�H���K�D�V���U�H�I�H�U�H�Q�F�H�G���W�K�D�W���N�L�Q�G���R�I���L�W�H�P�����:�K�L�O�H���W�K�H�\���G�R���V�R�����µ�V�W�D�Q�G�L�Q�J�¶���P�D�O�H���V�W�D�U�W�V��

singing while still wearing his headphones, and the two looking at referencing look at 

him and laugh quietly. They finish  �O�R�R�N�L�Q�J���D�W���K�R�Z���W�R���U�H�I�H�U�H�Q�F�H�����D�Q�G���W�K�H���µ�G�H�V�N- �F�O�D�L�P�¶���P�D�O�H��

moves back to his seat. Ten minutes later, he asks the 4 th  male, sitting to his left, how 

�K�H���I�R�X�Q�G���D���S�L�H�F�H���R�I���L�Q�I�R�U�P�D�W�L�R�Q�����D�Q�G���W�K�H�\���V�W�D�U�W���G�L�V�F�X�V�V�L�Q�J���µ�G�H�V�N- �F�O�D�L�P�¶���P�D�Q�¶�V���Z�U�L�W�L�Q�J��

plans, and what he alrea dy has. The 4 th  male says it sounds good, and they settle down 

to working individually again.  
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Observation 5 .7. Institute  2 (This observation takes place in the same area and 

on the s ame date/time that observation 5 .3 took place, although they arrived 

earl ier, with a mixture of group sized tables and rows of PCs).  

Three white males enter and go up to a row of computers by the window, selecting seats 

next to each other on the same side of the row. They start to log in, but the middle male 

starts to look at t he keyboard, lifting and rotating it. The male on the right ducks under 

�W�K�H���G�H�V�N�����D�Q�G���,���K�H�D�U���V�R�P�H�R�Q�H���V�D�\���³�L�W�¶�V���Q�R�W���O�R�J�J�L�Q�J���L�Q�´�����+�R�Z�H�Y�H�U�����E�H�W�Z�H�H�Q���W�K�H�P���W�K�H�\��

manage to get the computer working, and a moment later they are all logged in. They all 

open Word doc uments, but the left male moves to stand behind the  male on the right of 

the group  and they appear to be looking at what is saved to the computer, working out 

what to open, and the left male then returns to his seat. A few minutes later, the middle 

male fi nds something of interest, and the male on the right leans over in his seat to look 

at the middle screen, while passing something not visible to the left male. A new male 

visits the group briefly, standing over them as they talk, but leaves shortly after g reeting 

them. A couple of minutes later, the middle male is watching a football video with the 

other two leaning over to watch. Over the next hour, they each spend time switching 

between software and website use, using a mixture of Word, text -based website s, sports 

websites, and videos. At one point, the middle male is on Word, and the male on the 

right chats to him, and they all then look at the middle screen. They then move on to 

�X�V�L�Q�J���*�R�R�J�O�H���W�R���I�L�Q�G���D�U�W�L�F�O�H�V�����D�Q�G���V�K�R�Z���H�D�F�K���R�W�K�H�U���Z�K�D�W���W�K�H�\�¶�Y�H���I�R�X�Q�G�����L�Q�G�L�Fating parts of 

the text on screen to each other.  

--  

Looking at the male -only group behaviours above, some aspects of their behaviour are  

similar to th ose of the female -only groups. Both male and female -only groups 

demonstrate collaboration and support of e ach other, sharing what they find with each 

other as they study (a behaviour that is labelled as co -production by McKay and 

Buchanan (2014) ). Both male and female -only groups approach their studies utilising a 

mixture of patterns, whether they explicitly work together to support and teach each 

other, or work individuall y, only collaborating when they have questions.  

 

However, there are some differences between male -only and female -only groups. In 

observation 5.5 (i1) , the males are working together with the purpose of studying 

together, demonstrating some similarities wit h female -only groups ( 5.2 (i2)  in 

particular): they talk about their studying, are quiet, will greet any peers passing by, but 

all this is carried out in fairly hushed tones, and they work throughout the observation 

even if they occasionally move to social chat as any people appear who are  not part of 

their current study group. These behaviours are similar to those seen in 5.2 (i2) , where 
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the female -only group are primarily focussed on their studying, disrupted by other 

people visiting the group. However, in the case of 5.5 (i1) , the male group are often 

audibly drowned out by the noise of the female group in observation 5.4 (i1) . The women 

are taking ownership of that space via volume, which seems to override any potential 

dominance of a small - ish space by numb ers by the males in 5.5 (i1) , but the male -group 

are a break -off group from the larger whole mixed group (albeit with only one female). 

They self -police that dominance by splitting into smaller groups and breaking out into 

other areas, and appear to be able  to engage in their studying more frequently as a 

result. Caldwell and Peplau (1982)  talk about how, while conversation is always 

important amongst both se xes, 84% of males would prefer to engage with friends 

through  activity, in comparison with 57% of females preferring to engage in talk. The 

males in the observations above are thus behaving in a common pattern: they are 

together and present during an activ ity of studying, while the females in the 

observations detailed in 5.3 (i2)  and 5.4 (i1)  have a varied pattern of conversation use 

that appears to support the variety Caldwell and Peplau  (1982)  found in their research. 

The males observed in these groups share a purpose, are visiting the library to work on 

that purpose, and demonstrate a communality that female -only groups develop through 

different patterns of supportive/friendship building conversation.  

 

However, the male behaviours vary somewhat in how they establish dominant roles 

within the groups. In 5.6 (i1)  the group arrive together, but there is one clear dominant 

male present in the standing male. His bo dy language in standing, and in making a 

noise/disruption with his books confirms his dominance but his dominance is tested and 

disrupted a little by the male who claims his own desk, and when the desk -claiming male 

and the window seat male laugh at the do �P�L�Q�D�Q�W���P�D�O�H�¶�V���V�L�Q�J�L�Q�J��(Argyl e, 1988) . 

Interestingly, the male who jokes and insults the dominant male is the one who a sks for 

support from the others:  they are a supportive group, and the playful element of their 

interaction  is part of their bonding and confirmation of their status as a group. This kind 

of behaviour is quite different to the bonding behaviour in the female group in 5.3 (i2) , 

who bonded by talk and entertainment. Dominance within a group manifests itself in 

different ways to in female -only groups (as per Wright (2006) ) but in an HE setting ca n 

be interpreted by outsiders a s domination of space t oo, whether or not the males are 

aware their actions have that effect . Dom ination of space by groups in an area 

situated/labelled by staff in a way that conflicts with other nearby spaces makes it more 

difficult for other individual users (in particular) t o access, or becomes a potential point 

of conflict, for example noise levels as in 5.4 (i1)  and 5.5 (i1) . 
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The group in 5.7 (i2)  appear to be about collaboration and support, but seen more  here  

than �L�Q���R�W�K�H�U���J�U�R�X�S�V���Z�D�V���W�K�H�L�U���V�K�D�U�L�Q�J���R�I���L�Q�I�R�U�P�D�W�L�R�Q�����,�W�¶�V��un clear how much of what 

they are doing is entertainment, and how much i s work, given t he nature of the videos 

they ar e watching and the websites t hey are viewing, but I nstitute  2 has a large cohort 

of sports studies students  which could easily mean they a re studying. If they are 

studying, they a re sharing work. If they are not , their pattern mirrors that of group  

5.3 (i2) , but the main difference is that the group in 5.7 (i2)  use headphones to keep 

sound  to themselves, and do  not behave in a way that exclude s other visitors.  

 

The spaces in these observations are being used to match the intended design: in 

5.7 (i2)  the group choose to sit together on the same side of a row of computers to 

collaborate, and are quiet but share what they find (whether they are stu dying or not). It 

is difficult to speculate over the nature of their activities, but the males comply to the 

rules of the space more than the female group in 5.3 (i2) : they are quiet, they do not 

play loud music. The males in 5.5 (i1)  operate in a similar co ntrast to the females using 

th e same space simultaneously in 5 .4 (i1) : they study and collaborate and do so at a 

volume that does not require policing in the same manner as the female group. In 

5.6 (i1) , the initial noise the males make when they arrive is a n action that implies 

settling down, and moves to purely studying and supporting each other (albeit 

punctuated with occasional humming and singing from the dominant male). They largely 

follow the rules of quiet discussion and use the space to work alongsid e each other. Their 

use in all these groups reflects the intentions of the space arrangement and the rules 

designated to those areas. The differences between male -only and female -only groups 

here is primarily the extent of the manipulation of the space: in  these scenarios the 

males are comparatively minimal in their manipulation, which links back again to 

�&�D�O�G�Z�H�O�O���D�Q�G���3�H�S�O�D�X�¶�V��(1982)  findings of male groups focused on gathering to gether for 

specific activities.  

 

So far data shows similar usage patterns between genders, but differences within 

bonding methods. However, what happens in some other cases of male -only group use 

is notably different.  

 

Observation 5 .8. Institute  2.  

�,�¶�P���V�L�W�W�L�Q�J���R�Q���D���F�R�X�F�K���L�Q���W�K�H��same study area as observation 5.3, my back to the 

windows. This time �,�¶�P���I�D�F�L�Q�J���W�K�H���W�D�E�O�H�V���,���K�D�G���V�D�W���D�W���E�H�I�R�U�H�����Z�L�W�K���E�R�R�N���V�K�H�O�Y�H�V�����W�K�H���G�R�R�U��

to the silent room and a row of computers to my left, and more rows o f computers and 

group study areas further up the floor to my right. Three white males enter the area 

from the shelves and after briefly looking around, take seats at computers on the row to 



115  

 

my left, on both sides. Within a couple of minutes, the male with his back to me is 

skimming through a Word document. Facing towards me, one of the males takes a 

�S�K�R�Q�H���F�D�O�O�����W�D�O�N�L�Q�J���O�R�X�G�O�\���D�Q�G���V�R�F�L�D�E�O�\�����$���F�R�X�S�O�H���R�I���P�L�Q�X�W�H�V���O�D�W�H�U���D�Q�G���K�H�¶�V���V�W�L�O�O���W�D�O�N�L�Q�J���R�Q��

the phone, mainly about his social life and its impact on his acade mic productivity. He 

ends the call and after a short period, the males start discussi ng how to structure their 

essay  and the word count requiremen ts. The phone call male stands and announces that 

�K�H�¶�V���J�R�L�Q�J���W�R���W�U�\���D�Q�G���O�R�F�D�W�H���V�R�P�H���H�T�X�L�S�P�H�Q�W���I�U�R�P���W�K�H���K�H�O�S���G�Hsk. He moves off the floor 

heading downstairs, then returns a couple of minutes later. I look  up and he looks 

directly at me;  we have direct eye contact as he moves slowly from the entrance to the 

�I�O�R�R�U�����+�H���K�D�V���D���U�H�O�D�[�H�G���S�R�V�W�X�U�H�����E�X�W���K�H�¶�V���E�U�R�D�G���V�K�R�X�O�G�H�U�H�G�� taking up space as he walks 

and looks at me, and I feel uncomfortable. As he sits he complains that the equipment 

�K�H���Z�D�Q�W�H�G���Z�D�V�Q�¶�W���D�Y�D�L�O�D�E�O�H�����D�Q�G���K�H���V�W�D�U�W�V���F�K�D�W�W�L�Q�J���Z�L�W�K���W�K�H���R�W�K�H�U���P�D�O�H�V���D�E�R�X�W���V�R�F�L�D�O��

topics. He then stands again, moves to the printer/photo copier and loudly greets a friend 

there, and one of them swears. When he returns to his seat, they start talking about 

their assignments again, moving on to discussing references, swearing regularly 

throughout the conversation. They quiet en  down but the ph one male regularly 

punctuates the gaps in conversation with swearing. Then he starts singing a couple of 

lines of lyrics. He suddenly laughs loudly, and then starts making jokes about something 

�K�H�¶�V���O�R�R�N�L�Q�J���D�W�����P�D�N�L�Q�J���F�R�P�P�H�Q�W�V���D�E�R�X�W���W�K�H���P�D�L�Q���S�R�L�Q�W���R�I���W�K�H���L�W�H�P���K�H�¶�V���Y�L�H�Z�L�Q�J�����+�H��

makes a derogatory comment about it and they all laugh, and then quieten down again. 

The phone male then starts singing again, and produces a loud groaning sigh as he leans 

back in his chair. Things are quiet for around five minutes, t hen the y start to discuss 

their studying again, punctuating their conversation with swearing and laughter. The 

male with his back to me is working on Word throughout. Five minutes later the male sat 

on the same side as the phone male stands and leaves. The  male with his back to me 

switches sides to move to the same side as the phone male, and things quieten down: 

they continue to chat a little, but they are quieter, and swear less frequently.  

 

Observation 5 .9. Institute  1.  

�,�¶�P���F�D�U�U�\�L�Q�J���R�X�W���D�Q���R�E�V�H�U�Y�D�W�L�R�Q���L�Q a small quiet study area with a mixture of non -

�F�R�P�S�X�W�H�U���V�W�X�G�\���G�H�V�N�V���V�S�O�L�W���L�Q�W�R���µ�F�X�E�E�L�H�V�¶31 and PC desks. The area mainly houses shelves 

of books, with desk space being located in a more condensed and opportunistic manner: 

the area feels more like a place f or textbooks than for desk space, but for much of the 

observation the noise is very low and it is treated more like a silent space by its 

inhabitants than a discussion area. There is no reason to pass through the study area 

unless it is to find a desk or r etrieve a book. The quiet atmosphere is broken by a group 

                                                           
31 Rows of desks with separators added to each workspace, thus encouraging individual over collaborative use. 



116  

 

of four to five  British  Asian males walking through the area, slowly moving from the 

�Q�H�D�U�E�\���V�W�D�L�U�V�����W�D�O�N�L�Q�J���O�R�X�G�O�\���D�V���W�K�H�\���G�R���V�R�����2�Q�H���R�I���W�K�H�P���V�X�G�G�H�Q�O�\���H�[�F�O�D�L�P�V���³�T�X�L�H�W���D�U�H�D���´��

and they wander slowly, faux -whispering their conversation as they do so. This group 

behaviour of slow movement with loud conversation is replicated several times in 

different observations/areas of the library at I nstitute  1, albeit with varying group size, 

predominantly by males . 

--  

 

In observations 5.8 (i2)  and 5 .9 (i1)  there are clear examples of domination and 

ownership of space, whether the groups involved chose to remain in the space or not. In 

5.8 (i2)  the male is disruptive, and his lack of desire/struggle to study conflicts with his 

fellow group members, potentially excluding others from using the area while he 

engaged in procrastination activities. Additionally, his domination of the space not only 

made me feel like I was a guest in his domain as he moved slowly and his gaze  met my 

eyes, but also like I was being critiqued. As discussed earlier  at the beginning of this 

chapter , Argyle (1988, p. 97)  states that gaze is an important  tool for esta blishing 

�G�R�P�L�Q�D�Q�W���U�R�O�H�V�����D�Q�G���W�K�L�V���P�D�O�H�¶�V use of it, whether consciously or not , placed me in a 

position of discomfort, as someone of lower status and to be critiqued  (Henley, 1977, 

1995) . 

 

Both the ma le in 5.8 (i2)  and the males in 5 .9 (i1)  communicated ownership of space v ia 

volume and body language: their slow movements implying they have high comfort 

levels in the space and thus it was their space. Their posture was that of relaxed, but 

also of inhabiting the space, maintaining a broad stance to display their strength and  

increasing their physical occupation of the space they inhabited  (something that Bradley 

(1998)  identifies as dominating via an indicator of a physical threat as well as  bodily  

taking up space ) . Male group s engaging in ownership of spaces were initially implying 

the need to study together near each other (if not as a group), but were not always 

actively dominating the space: the fact that as males they possessed the space through 

the body was enough to impl y they owned it  to other people . The males in 5 .9 (i1)  

subverted the meaning and design intentions of the space (as well as its silent 

inhabitants) through humour, mocking the quiet discussion rule with their faux 

whispering . The use of swearing in 5 .8 (i2)  implies some level of comfort with other 

group members, and some bonding activity from the perspective of the phone male  

(Beers -Fägersten, 2012; Wajnryb, 2005) , but that his fellow group members participate 

more if the conversation is about studying rather than social activities implies that the 

�S�K�R�Q�H���P�D�O�H�¶�V���D�F�W�L�Rns could be more than a bonding exercise, and incorporates an 

attempt to control the group and the area around him. Juhi , an undergra duate student I 
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interviewed at I nstitute 1, corroborate d the problem of domination, subordination of 

other inhabitants and self -perceived critiquin g of inhabitants. She spoke  of wishing  that  

people would communicate they were  happy/comfortable in their facial expressions, but 

also of feeling that she is being stared at, being observed and judged while she occupies 

her own chosen, familiar space:  

 

sometimes you g �H�W���S�X�W���R�I�I���Z�K�L�O�H���\�R�X�¶�U�H���Z�R�U�N�L�Q�J���>�«�@��and someone just 

�Z�D�O�N�V���S�D�V�W���D�Q�G���W�K�H�\���O�R�R�N���D�W���\�R�X���I�R�U���D�J�H�V���D�Q�G���W�K�H�Q���W�K�H�\���Z�D�O�N���D�Z�D�\���,���G�R�Q�¶�W��

like that  �>�«�@��I think in my religion you should lower your gaze do you get 

me [BR:  �P�P�@���G�R���\�R�X���N�Q�R�Z���Z�K�D�W���,�¶�P���W�U�\�L�Q�J���W�R���V�D�\���Q�R�Z���>�%�5�����,���W�K�L�Q�N���V�R���L�W�¶�V��

the er kind of a respect] basically boys looking at girls , �,���G�R�Q�¶�W���O�L�N�H���W�K�D�W 

 

�,���W�K�L�Q�N���,���P�L�J�K�W���K�D�Y�H���G�U�H�Z���D�W�W�H�Q�W�L�R�Q���W�R���P�\�V�H�O�I���L�I���,�¶�P���Z�H�D�U�L�Q�J���P�\���$�V�L�D�Q��

clothes [BR: why why would you think that i �V���L�W�@���µ�F�R�V���,���O�R�R�N���Q�L�F�H���>�E�R�W�K��

laugh]  �>�«�@���,�¶�P���Q�R�W���V�K�\���R�I���Z�H�D�U�L�Q�J���L�W���D�Q�G���R�E�Y�L�R�X�V�O�\���W�K�H�\���G�R���O�R�R�N���G�R�Q�¶�W���W�K�H�\��

�E�X�W���H�Y�H�U�\�R�Q�H���O�R�R�N�V���D�W���H�Y�H�U�\�R�Q�H���G�R�Q�¶�W���W�K�H�\, everyone looks at everyone but 

�V�R�P�H�W�L�P�H�V���,���G�R�Q�¶�W���O�L�N�H���L�W���E�H�F�D�X�V�H���,���W�K�L�Q�N���L�Q���P�\���U�H�O�L�J�L�R�Q���\�R�X���V�K�R�X�O�G���O�R�Z�H�U��

your  gaze  �>�«�@���W�K�H�\���V�K�R�X�O�G���V�P�L�O�H���W�K�D�W�¶�V���D�O�O���,�¶�P���V�D�\�L�Q�J, sometimes it has an 

impact on where you wanna study if people are there you will not study if 

�W�K�H�U�H�¶�V���D�Q���H�Q�Y�L�U�R�Q�P�H�Q�W���R�U���D���J�U�R�X�S���R�I���S�H�R�S�O�H���W�K�D�W���S�X�W�V���\�R�X���R�I�I, luckily that 

�G�R�H�V�Q�¶�W���K�D�S�S�H�Q���L�Q��[her favourite st udy space in the library] �L�W�¶�V���P�R�U�H��

friendly . 

[Juhi, student, Institute 1]  

 

�-�X�K�L�¶�V���R�Z�Q���G�L�V�F�R�P�I�R�U�W���I�U�R�P���J�D�]�H���K�L�J�K�O�L�J�K�W�V���K�H�U���U�H�V�S�R�Q�V�H���D�Q�G���U�H�D�F�W�L�R�Q�����K�H�U���G�H�W�H�U�P�L�Q�D�W�L�R�Q��

to continue to dress as she pleases moves against being made to fee l out of place and 

critiq ued,  introduce s her own power and comfort so that she can maintain her claimed 

space [ Juhi is primarily an individual use r of library space, which  is discussed in more 

detail below in section 5.3 ]. The sense of discomfort Juhi felt could also stem from oth er 

people �¶�V���S�H�U�F�H�S�W�L�R�Qs of her race  and religion : she referred specifically to  being stared at 

when  wearing her �³�$�V�L�D�Q���F�O�R�W�K�H�V�´, which suggests that  anyone staring at her feels some 

�V�H�Q�V�H���R�I���µ�R�W�K�H�U�¶���R�U���G�L�V�F�R�P�I�R�U�W���W�R�Z�D�U�G�V���K�H�U���F�K�R�L�F�H���R�I���F�O�R�W�K�L�Q�J�� While Juhi was keen to 

�H�P�S�K�D�V�L�V�H���W�K�D�W���V�K�H���G�L�G�Q�¶t think she was being bullied in any  way, she did feel that she 

was effectively being judged  when people stared at her . Juhi, as a student at Institute 1, 

was one of many British Asians attending as students there, but  a large ethnic 

population does not necessarily mean acceptance across the rest of the Institute 

population, and implies larger societal issues of racialization, racism and anti -Muslim 
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perceptions feeding into her becoming othered (racialization will be disc ussed further in 

chapter  7) .  

 

Overall, the power dynamics within each library space highlights several issues  in single 

gender groups . Females excluded other inhabitants via their own supportive friendly 

behaviours, but males exclu ded via power disputes. Both genders worked to bond and 

engaged with each other in social ways within their groups, but the dominant females 

created an environment that allowed support of each other, and the female groups 

excluded  others primarily via volu me,  in comparison to the males in 5.8 (i2)  and 5 .9 (i1)  

who endeavoured to take ownership beyond their location via the body.  Dominant 

females were appointed as leaders (whether by themselves  or by the group ) overtly 

intended as beneficial, while males seeme d to have a dominant leader of the group 

whether for study purposes or otherwise, and would jostle for the role.  Both genders 

created tensions that could disrupt others both within and outside of their groups, but 

clearly visited with an intention to study , even if that purpose was disrupted at any 

point. It was the disruption activities within the groups that differed. The women created 

a community that was predominantly supportive without being mocking of group 

members (although incidents were observed wh ere people outside of the group and not 

present were critiqued or mocked by group members), while the men in 5.8 (i2)  would 

use mocking of eac h other to bond but also subvert  power and status within their groups 

and create more control for themselves. In th e process of creating a communal spirit the 

female groups would exclude by volume, which would not be designed to create power 

disputes with other library users. The males in 5 .9 (i1)  mocked the space rules and 

inhabitants in their behaviour, ultimately rej ecting to use the space. The m ale 

behaviours demonstrated in 5 .8 (i2)  and 5.9 (i1)  were clear examples of space ownership 

that would intentionally (consciously or not) make other inhabitants feel excluded and 

require a response to mai ntain personal space own ership.  

 

The space itself was being used, as in female -only groups , as it was designed to be: in 

5.8 (i2)  the males were logged on to PCs with the intention of studying, but one of the 

group members was acting in a manner that could have both disrupted his own group 

members and those outside of his group. He was acting in a way that implied he was at 

�O�H�D�V�W���S�D�U�W�L�D�O�O�\���L�J�Q�R�U�L�Q�J���K�L�V���S�H�H�U�V�¶���V�W�X�G�\���L�Q�W�H�Q�W�L�R�Q�V�����K�H���Z�D�V���Q�R�W���F�R�Q�V�W�D�Q�W�O�\���W�D�O�N�L�Q�J���R�U��

overtly interrupting them, but he was also not silent and prevented his p eers from 

breaking off  from  their work of their own intention). In 5.9 (i1)  the space was being used 

quietly by its inhabitants: the disruption to use was caused as the males passed through 

the space and then realised the nature of its rules and usage at th e time. Without 

knowing whether or not they were already aware of the rules in this particular space, it 
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is difficult to know if they would have used the area had it not already been populated 

with silent studying, or if they would have complied with those  rules once inhabiting the 

space. However, the rules were already disrupted by the existing inhabitants of the 

�V�S�D�F�H���L�Q���W�K�H�L�U���V�L�O�H�Q�W���X�V�H���R�Y�H�U���W�K�H���D�O�O�R�Z�H�G���G�L�V�F�X�V�V�L�R�Q�����7�K�H���Q�D�W�X�U�H���R�I���W�K�H���G�H�V�N���µ�F�X�E�E�L�H�V�¶��

with the separators between each desk encourages individu al studying without 

interaction, reducing opportunities for people to converse. The usage pattern of 

inhabitants in 5.9 thus suggests a conflict between rules, design and use, even if 

inhabitants demonstrate a unity in their usage patterns outside of the g roup creating the 

disruption.  

 

In summary, while male groups still usually visit the library for study purposes, the 

subversion and power dynamics within the group differ to that of female -only groups, 

the males taking ownership in primarily physical ways.  While the spaces male groups 

used were usually engaged with for productivity (in the case of 5.9 (i1)  it is difficult to 

know what their use would have involved), the subversion and manipulation of the space 

was most frequently via individual actions.  The space design and rules appeared to have 

more influence over use, but as discussed by Wright (2006) , male groups congregate for 

specific activities  (in observations male groups would  most commonly  arrive and settle 

down and work) , suggesting they are selecting the space explicitly for those activities 

rather than for the act of m anipulating them (hence creating ownership of space via 

physical means).  

 

The differences between male and female  groups here demonstrate that while both male 

and female groups intend to study when they use the library , and feature specific 

dominant group members , the approaches incorporate varying  power structures and 

techniques for maintaining those structures.  Both males and females most commonly 

represent ways of manifesting power frequently identified with those gender norms i.e. 

females will most comm only represent caring and social roles while males will represent 

physical power . Potential for standpoints still remains the same for females (that they 

use the library for social and study activities, with an identified tutor controlling activity)  

but by  exerting power on a personal level , but male group power indicates that they 

maintain oppressing roles by expressing power over  other users via body language  

(Bradley, 1998, 2013) . Having looked at single -gender groups , and demonstrated that 

each gendered group opera tes in similar ways but with noticeable  differences in power 

and space ownership , I shall now move on to examine how mixed -gender groups use 

library spaces.  
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5.1.3  Mixed - gender groups  

Mixed gender groups operate, like same -gender groups, with variable suc cess. Mixed -

gender groups were seen less frequently during observations  than same -gender groups, 

but those who were observed participated in that familiar mixture of socialising and 

studying during their visit. They would usually operate as a group very su ccessfully. 

However, group dynamics could easily be disrupted  by people not part of the initial 

group membership , as the following observations demonstrate.  

 

Observation 5 .10. Institute 2 (This observation takes place in the same area 

that observations 5 .2 , 5 .3 and 5 .7  took place )  

This  observation is in a study area that was a mixed use space allowing discussion, with 

individual use computers in rows plus several large tables that could be used for group 

work, but were also often used by individuals who wan ted to spread their property out. 

The area is open, directly next to an entrance from the stairs. A male and female, both 

white enter the area from the stairwell, settling at a group study table, breaking the 

rules by eating hot food (which is not commente d on by passing staff) once seated. They 

initially converse on mainly social topics, but after about 10 minutes, they get a laptop 

computer out, plus some  papers, and the female plugs  some headphones into s omething 

not visible. T he female then leaves the a rea to buy drinks for them both, and in her 

absence the male plugs headphones into the laptop. When she returns with hot drinks, 

he ask s �D�E�R�X�W���K�R�Z���W�R���X�V�H���W�K�H���O�D�S�W�R�S���L�Q���D���S�D�U�W�L�F�X�O�D�U���Z�D�\�����D�V���L�W���L�V�Q�¶�W���D���E�U�D�Q�G���K�H���L�V���I�D�P�L�O�L�D�U��

with. The female instructs him, and  they discuss their studying. Not long into their 

studying the male leaves the area temporarily, and a new male arrives. He starts talking 

socially to the female, but then notices another male he knows seated at a desktop 

computer station about 8 metres aw ay, and shouts across to him, discussing his social 

life including making reference to the previous night and making derogatory sexual 

comments about a woman  he had met �����+�H���W�K�H�Q���M�R�N�H�V���D�E�R�X�W���K�R�Z���³�W�K�L�V���L�V���D���O�L�E�U�D�U�\���´���D�Q�G��

continues his cross - room social conve rsation. The original male then returns, starts 

talking socially with the new male, which develops further into a cross - room social 

conversation between the three males. After around five minutes of this, the new male 

leaves, and the female tries to take c �R�Q�W�U�R�O���R�I���W�K�H���V�L�W�X�D�W�L�R�Q���D�J�D�L�Q�����³�U�L�J�K�W�����F�U�D�F�N���R�Q���\�R�X��

�W�Z�R�´�����U�H�I�H�U�U�L�Q�J���W�R���W�K�H���P�D�O�H���D�W���W�K�H���3�&���D�V���Z�H�O�O���D�V���K�H�U���R�U�L�J�L�Q�D�O���F�R�P�S�D�Q�L�R�Q���D�W���W�K�H���W�D�E�O�H������

curbing discussion towards their work again. However, the arrival of two more males 

entering the floor and moving to talk to them leads her to humorously exclaim that she 

�³�Z�L�O�O���Q�H�Y�H�U���J�H�W���D�Q�\�W�K�L�Q�J���G�R�Q�H���Z�L�W�K���\�R�X���W�Z�R���D�U�R�X�Q�G�´�����L�Q�G�L�F�D�W�L�Q�J���W�K�H���Q�H�Z���D�U�U�L�Y�D�O�V���� 

 

Observation 5 .11. Institute  1 (this observation was logged during the same 

visit and in t he same location as 5 .1).  
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Ahea d of me are a few rows of PCs running perpendicular to the wall. Two  British  Asian 

males enter the area and take seats at the PCs with their backs to me, logging in and 

collaborating on a table on the screen. They switch between studying and socialising, t he 

screen going black at one point from lack of use. They continue to return to the table on 

the screen, although they keep shifting between two PCs.  20 minutes into their visit, a  

British Asian female joins them, and initially they discuss their assignmen t topics. She 

logs in to a computer to the right of them, and all three group members have academic 

software visible on screen. However, within ten minutes of logging in, the female is 

�F�K�H�F�N�L�Q�J���K�H�U���S�K�R�Q�H���D�Q�G���K�D�V���P�R�Y�H�G���W�R���V�L�W���L�Q���I�U�R�Q�W���R�I���R�Q�H���R�I���W�K�H���P�D�O�H�¶�V���3Cs, turned 

towards him, chatting socially with him and occasionally laughing. Another ten minutes 

pass, and her screen has gone black while she chats to the nearest male, s niggering  as 

she does so. They laugh and the volume of their conversation  increases.  An hour after 

the males first arrived, the female and male nearest to her are huddled over something 

directly in front of his PC, still sometimes laughing, while the male on the other end of 

the row is largely excluded from conversation, using his PC most  of the time. She laughs 

�O�R�X�G�O�\�����H�[�F�O�D�L�P�L�Q�J���³�'�R�Q�¶�W���\�R�X���G�D�U�H���´��T�K�H���P�L�G�G�O�H���P�D�O�H�¶�V���V�F�U�H�H�Q��is black. The male on the 

end looks over sometimes as they huddle together, continuing his work, while the middle 

male and the female continue to socialise, leaving thei r computers logged in but unused 

for much of their visit.  

 

�.�D�W�K�H�U�L�Q�H�¶�V���Y�L�V�L�W����I nstitute  1) [ This vignette is based on an incident she reports 

during our interview, and uses some direct quotes from her description of what 

occurred. ]  

Katherine  (a part - time u ndergraduate working full - time) is up early to visit the library in 

the hope of avoiding the noise at home. With it being a weekend her family are all in the 

house, and she has an assignment deadline looming. She likes using the library at this 

time of day  and week because it is quiet.  S�K�H���F�O�D�L�P�V���K�H�U���I�D�Y�R�X�U�L�W�H���V�H�D�W�����L�Q���D���µ�K�L�G�H�\�¶���V�S�R�W��

on a row of PCs right behind some shelves in a quiet di scussion area:  she  likes that she  

�F�D�Q�¶�W���J�H�W���D�Q�\���S�K�R�Q�H���U�H�F�H�S�W�L�R�Q���V�R���Q�R�E�R�G�\���F�D�Q���E�R�W�K�H�U���K�H�U�����6�K�H���V�H�W�W�O�H�V���G�R�Z�Q���W�R���Z�R�U�N����

Short ly after, a mature woma n arrives with a younger male, and they take  seats 

together at two PCs  �R�Q���.�D�W�K�H�U�L�Q�H�¶�V���U�R�Z. The woman starts instructing the male, talking 

�O�R�X�G�O�\���D�V���V�K�H���G�R�H�V���V�R�����7�K�H���P�D�O�H���L�V���E�D�U�H�O�\���D�X�G�L�E�O�H���D�V���W�K�H���Z�R�P�D�Q���H�[�F�O�D�L�P�V���V�K�D�U�S�O�\���³�E�H��

quiet! Let �P�H���F�R�Q�F�H�Q�W�U�D�W�H���´���.�D�W�K�H�U�L�Q�H�����L�Q���V�S�L�W�H���R�I���K�H�U���L�U�U�L�W�D�W�L�R�Q at this disruption to her 

studies �����O�D�X�J�K�V�����W�K�H�\���D�U�H���M�X�V�W���O�L�N�H���D�Q���R�O�G���P�D�U�U�L�H�G���F�R�X�S�O�H���L�I���L�W���Z�D�V�Q�¶�W���I�R�U���W�K�H���D�J�H��

�G�L�I�I�H�U�H�Q�F�H�����7�K�D�W���S�R�R�U���\�R�X�Q�J���P�D�Q���W�D�N�L�Q�J���W�K�H���E�U�X�Q�W���R�I���W�K�H���Z�R�P�D�Q�¶�V���µ�D�G�Y�L�F�H�¶�����7�K�H���Z�R�P�D�Q��

�G�R�H�V�Q�¶�W��seem to notice her laughing though, and continues to loudly (and badly) instruct 

the male as to what he should be doing, what he is doing wrong and telling him to be 

quiet. Katherine wonders whether she could contact someone to report the pair 
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disturbing h �H�U�����E�X�W���L�V�Q�¶�W���V�X�U�H���Z�K�D�W���Z�R�X�O�G���K�D�S�S�H�Q�����:�R�X�O�G���V�R�P�H�R�Q�H���F�R�P�H���W�R���Z�K�H�U�H���W�K�H�\��

are all sat and announce they have come to check on reports of people being loud and 

�G�L�V�U�X�S�W�L�Y�H�"���6�K�H���G�R�H�V�Q�¶�W���U�H�D�O�O�\���O�L�N�H���W�K�H���L�G�H�D���R�I���W�K�D�W���������,�W���Z�R�X�O�G���E�H���R�E�Y�L�R�X�V���L�W���Z�D�V���K�H�U���Z�K�H�Q��

the area  has so few people. Eventually, Katherine can take no more, and builds up the 

courage to ask the (rather intimidating looking) woman to be quiet. The woman seems 

surprised, and both the  male and female are quiet after that.  

--  

 

In observation 5.10 (i2)  the female initially takes quite specific roles, as a caregiver in 

providing the drinks, and as an instructor in providing guidance on how to use her 

�O�D�S�W�R�S�����6�K�H���D�Q�G���W�K�H���P�D�O�H�¶�V���U�R�O�H�V���Z�H�U�H���P�R�U�H���F�R�O�O�D�E�R�U�D�W�L�Y�H���Z�K�H�Q���G�L�V�F�X�V�V�L�Q�J���W�K�H�L�U���Z�R�U�N����

but she appeared to have control in her ownership and knowledge of the technology they 

were using, and that lent a feeling of control to her taking the caregiver role.  However , 

when the group was temporarily modified by the male visitors the male group member 

enabled  socialising t o take place by engaging in it.  The female attempted to either ignore 

their disruptive and misogynistic behaviour (which initially took place in th �H���J�U�R�X�S���P�D�O�H�¶�V��

absence, but continued when he returned ) or to retake control and was pushed back 

against and ignored by the male. The female ultimately was  not in the role of control she 

ini tially appeared to take, because the visiting males endorsed dominant roles in  body 

language, volume  (Argyle, 1988) , in their focus on the original male group member , but 

also as a group excluded her. T he male talk took priority over the female talk (Kennedy 

& Camden, 1983; Spender, 1998) , and while she was briefly s uccessful, likely connected 

to the initial intended purpose of their visit, the return to studying was short - lived as 

further interruptions with other males created more disruption . The female attempting to 

maintain a dominant tutor/caregiver role found he rself oppressed by the dominant 

males , mirroring societal gender dynamics . 

 

In  5.11 (i1) , in  contrast  to the other mixed group behaviours,  the male group is disrupted 

by the addition of female presence  and new membership of the group : she arrives 

appearing to want to collaborate and social conversation increases with her arrival. The 

male excluded from social activity continues to study, but is disrupted by the mixed 

gender conversation: it is unclear whether the disruption annoys, distracts, or makes 

him fe el excluded. Th e male and female  huddling together over the phone screen implies 

that a strong familiarity exists between them already  (Argyle, 1988) , but the female 

turns her back on the other male to face her conversation partner, ignoring the studying  

male. However, the socialisi ng male appears perfectly happy to socialise with her instead 

of acting as a collaborator with his peer. It is difficult to know how much the socialising 
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male would have participated in studying had the female not arrived, but her arrival 

allowed him to at  least avoid studying for a prolonged period.  

 

In both 5 .10 (i2)  and 5.11 (i1) , even though the groups arrive with intention of studying, 

disruption is generated by additional group members (irrespective of their gender). The 

spaces selected in each case are  designed to enable collaborations: the large round table 

in 5.10 means the pair can share resources easily but also have room to work on their 

own materials. However, the location of the table is in an area that acts as a route to 

both that space and othe r neighbouring study spaces, as well as resources: the nature of 

the space design allows unplanned meetings, and while the design does not act as an 

encouragement to or the production of misogynistic behaviour or talk, it does nothing to 

discourage the cro ss- room, loud socialising. The row of PCs in a discussion area in 5 .11 

provides opportunities for the pair to sit together but work individually as appropriate. 

However, the male and female logging into PCs without using them both means that not 

only are t hey excluding the other male from their activities, they are also excluding other 

people from using the computers in that area. In both these observations, the intention 

is initially to study, but this intention is only carried over by one group member, an d new 

additional (if only temporary) group members disrupt study activities. The space purpose 

is manipulated, reinterpreted, or disregarded entirely for the benefit of the new group 

members/visitors.  The space is simultaneously inclusive and engaging, yet  exclusive as 

its users manipulate and take ownership of the space, enforcing their own domination 

and power.  

 

At this point it is worth stating that mixed -gender groups can operate in a co -operative, 

successfully communal way, and examples o f these gro ups  are discussed in section 7 in 

the context of developing a community. However, one  of  the key design features of 

modern academic libraries is intended to reflect  of  the  requirements of  HE teaching and 

learning design , incorporating space intended to accomm odate s ocial, informal learning 

via  serendipitous/unplanned meetings (Jamieson, 2003) . The observations above ( 5.10 

and 5 .11 ) demonstrate  that the very nature of unplanned meetings means they are not 

always appreciated or successful (a point that is acknowledged by Bryant, Matthews and 

Walton (2009)  and Harrop and Turpin (2013) ). Additionally, chance meetings are 

naturally not restricted to mixed -gender groups, or necessarily prove unsuccessful (as in 

they are disruptive and provide no study benefits to any partici pant). However, here the 

nature of providing a space for chance meetings is clearly not supportive and allows 

more dominance and power problems to arise.  Here we begin to see a position develop 

for a standpoint of disrupted library users, those who are opp ressed by other library 
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visitors , as they begin as enabled but find themselves disempowered by outsiders 

(whether their activities are beneficial to others or not).  

 

�.�D�W�K�H�U�L�Q�H�¶�V���V�W�R�U�\ (i1)  is an interesting additional perspective of mixed -gender groups for  

several reasons, and is deceptiv ely simple on the surface. The vignette incorporates her 

own use of language, particularly when referring to the other students in that they are 

�³�O�L�N�H���D�Q���R�O�G���P�D�U�U�L�H�G���F�R�X�S�O�H�´�����K�H�U���G�H�V�F�U�L�S�W�L�R�Q���R�I���Z�K�D�W���W�K�H���I�H�P�D�O�H���V�D�\�V���W�R���W�K�H���Pale, and 

her sympathetic view of the male �����.�D�W�K�H�U�L�Q�H�¶�V���Q�H�H�G���I�R�U���O�L�E�U�D�U�\���V�S�D�F�H���W�R���H�Q�V�X�U�H���V�K�H���F�R�X�O�G��

reach her study goals is clear from her personal situation [social and situa tional needs 

for library space are discussed in more detail  in chapter 6 ], and whi le the f orm of group 

behaviour she talked  about was  not something I s aw during my observations, it is  clear 

from her telling of it that it had left a mark in her memory. She told it as a humorous 

story, but she was also disrupted by the actions of the grou p and torn as to how to 

�U�H�D�F�W�����.�D�W�K�H�U�L�Q�H�¶�V���L�Q�W�H�U�S�U�H�W�D�W�L�R�Q��of their behaviour labelled  the female of the group as a 

�Y�H�U�\���V�S�H�F�L�I�L�F���I�H�P�D�O�H���V�W�H�U�H�R�W�\�S�H�����W�K�H���O�R�X�G�����E�R�V�V�\���Z�L�I�H�����H�Y�H�Q���W�K�R�X�J�K���Z�H���G�R�Q�¶�W���N�Q�R�Z���W�K�H��

�U�H�O�D�W�L�R�Q�V�K�L�S���R�I���W�K�H���S�D�L�U�����+�R�Z�H�Y�H�U�����W�K�H���I�H�P�D�O�H�¶�V���D�F�W�L�R�Q�V��are also those of a mother figure, 

taking on a position of power, ordering her younger male peer to behave in a certain 

way. The woman is taking control acting as a teacher (McKay & Buchanan, 2014)  and 

ordering the male to beh ave while using volume and talking as he acts (Argyle, 1988)  to 

maintain a ruling role, but is also conforming to another genre of dominant patriarchal 

labelling, which in turn satirises and belittles women engaging with power  (Bradley, 

2013) . �7�K�H���Z�R�P�D�Q�¶�V���D�S�S�U�R�D�F�K���W�R���W�K�H���W�H�D�F�K�H�U���U�R�O�H���F�R�Q�I�O�L�F�W�V���Z�L�W�K���0�F�.�D�\���D�Q�G���%�X�F�K�D�Q�D�Q�¶�V��

(2014)  �U�H�S�U�H�V�H�Q�W�D�W�L�R�Q���R�I���K�R�Z���W�K�H���U�R�O�H���X�V�X�D�O�O�\���R�S�H�U�D�W�H�G���L�Q���J�U�R�X�S�V�����³�R�I�W�H�Q���>�V�L�W�W�L�Q�J�@���E�D�F�N��

until the y believed their advice was �U�H�T�X�L�U�H�G���´��(2014, p. 105) : she was highly active in 

�K�H�U���R�Y�H�U�V�H�H�L�Q�J���R�I���K�H�U���S�H�H�U�¶�V���D�F�W�L�Y�L�W�\�����.�D�W�K�H�U�L�Q�H�¶�V���F�K�R�L�F�H���R�I���W�K�H���P�D�U�U�L�H�G���Fouple 

comparison helped her  enforce a specific type stereotype of the nagging wife and her 

hard put -upon husband , but also demonstrates that she herself ha d perceptions 

(conscious or not) of women of power/strength as a dominant negative image. The 

negative perspective is likely to stem from her experience of the incident as negative, 

but that she is also a mature woman breaking out of her family role to stu dy at 

university raises the issue that she is maintaining rather  than  disrupting female 

normative roles (something that could have been achieved in her status as a student). 

The woman to Katherine is a figure of annoyance, of inducing fear, and a source of  

humour. However, Katherine took control of the situation herself: she asked a dominant 

woman to change her behaviour, who then complied with the request. In doing so, 

Katherine found a way to increase her own strength, to become more dominant herself. 

Her  fear of the unknown event that reporting the noise could lead to help ed her find 

strength and empowerment to take control of the situation: she chose to reveal her 
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concerns about the group herself than have someone else potentially identify  her as the 

com plainant. Additionally, Katherine disrupted the group behaviour, and changed their 

actions to  different but nonetheless potentially  problematic behaviour for the group: it is 

unclear whether or not the male was benefitting from the control the female took of his 

studying, but the change in behaviour would possibly have changed how their studying 

progressed.  

 

Furthermore, while Katherine chose to use the library space because she considered it a 

�µ�K�L�G�H�\�¶���V�S�R�W���Z�K�H�U�H���V�K�H���F�R�X�O�G���V�W�X�G�\���D�Z�D�\���I�U�R�P���S�H�R�S�O�H�����W�K�H���D�U�H�D���Zas a row of four PCs, 

�D�Q�G���Z�D�V���G�H�V�L�J�Q�D�W�H�G���D���µ�T�X�L�H�W���G�L�V�F�X�V�V�L�R�Q�¶���D�U�H�D�����7�K�H���I�H�P�D�O�H���R�I���W�K�H���J�U�R�X�S���Z�D�V���W�D�O�N�L�Q�J���D�E�R�X�W��

�V�W�X�G�\�L�Q�J�����E�X�W���K�H�U���Y�R�O�X�P�H���Z�D�V���Z�H�O�O���D�E�R�Y�H���D���O�H�Y�H�O���.�D�W�K�H�U�L�Q�H���F�R�X�O�G���W�R�O�H�U�D�W�H�����.�D�W�K�H�U�L�Q�H�¶�V��

experiences of using that area were of it being a quiet plac �H���W�R���Z�R�U�N���³�Q�L�Q�H���W�L�P�H�V���R�X�W���R�I��

�W�H�Q�´���D�Q�G���V�K�H���K�D�G���F�R�P�H���W�R���U�H�O�\���R�Q���E�H�L�Q�J���D�E�O�H���W�R���V�W�X�G�\���W�K�H�U�H���V�X�F�F�H�V�V�I�X�O�O�\���Z�L�W�K�R�X�W���E�H�L�Q�J��

disturbed by other visitors. She enjoyed the privacy the space provided, with the peace 

the lack of mobile phone network access and close pro ximity to shelves allowed. The 

pressures in her home life meant the library was of particular importance to her to 

enable her to study, and when other types of user interrupted her studying (even if they 

were studying themselves), the benefits of using the  library were reduced.  

 

Each incident described above demonstrates how the experience of working in a mixed 

gender group can be problematic, depending on the roles adopted by members. The two 

groups where the female was a dominant teacher figure differ in how the females 

(un)successfully maintain their roles, dependent on people who operate outside of the 

group. In each case, the behaviour of specific individuals (i n 5.10 (i2)  the misogynist 

male, in 5 .11 (i1)  �W�K�H���I�H�P�D�O�H���O�D�W�H���D�U�U�L�Y�D�O�����D�Q�G���L�Q���.�D�W�K�H�U�L�Q�H�¶�V���V�W�R�U�\ at Institute 1 , the 

tutoring female herself) cause disruption to the group or the area as a whole. The power 

demonstrated here by the teacher figures is  either ignored by others, or the teacher 

figures become dominant to the point that they can  no longer sustain  their power  

because they disrupt others who must police the behaviour. The behaviours manifest 

irrespective of whether the library space was designed to support that usage pattern or 

not.  Katherine represents a standpoint of someone whos e personal life means the library 

is an essential space which meant she needed to focus (something I will discuss more in 

chapter 6), but she also represents a standpoint of an individual user disrupted by 

outside influence i.e. that of the group (or membe r of the group) creating disruption.  

Katherine felt forced to act  in order to be able to study without further disruption.  

 

To summarise  so far,  as per the research questions ( specifically how students behave in 

and use academic libraries, what they do  whe n they visit , and how they interact  with 
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each  other )  I have detailed observ ations of  student behaviours when they visit and use 

the library as groups. Both institutes have extensive provisions  in their libraries  for 

groups to collaborate in a variety of wa ys, whether they are actively supporting each 

other (for example in observation 5.1(i1)), or studying together yet alone in order to 

achieve their goals (as in observation 5.6(i1)). Observations have helped me discover 

how students interact within their gr oups, and how outsiders can easily disrupt the 

structure and power dynamics of these groups, thus potentially creating or reinforcing 

inequalities  already present in society  (such as with gender in observation 5.10(i2)) . Up 

to this point I have  only  briefl y touched on how library space design may or may not 

have influenced what occurred in the incidents detailed so far , by allowing non -group 

members to intercept  and disrupt group members . I will now move on to discuss in more 

detail how the libraries are us ed by groups and how behaviours may manifest within 

these spaces.  

 

5.2  Space influence on group use  

Having discussed the behaviours of groups within the libraries studied, I have found that 

both genders engage in supportive behaviours in single -gender grou ps, although in 

different styles and with varying levels of internal power disputes.  I have also 

investigated  how mixed gender groups may encounter  problems in terms of how power 

relations through teacher/co -ordinator roles are adopted : where female s adopt a role of 

teacher , particularly over males , they can find themselves disrup ted by non -group 

members . I have briefly identified  how these behaviours and roles manifest in the library 

spaces.  One of the research questions asks  what impact library des ign has on use and 

perceptions of use, and  thus , as in my research aim , whether academic libraries provide 

a supportive and inclusive learning environment  or not . With respect to the 

afore mentioned research question, I shall now discuss in more detail the nature of how 

library space can support or disrupt, influence or have minimal impact upon the users 

inhabiting it. I shall also discuss how previous experience can influence perceptions of 

library space and its purpose.  

 

5.2.1  Helpful or problematic spaces ? 

The library spaces in the observations above are heavily utilised  by groups, and prove 

popular  because they allow people to gather and work in close proximity with their peers 

or to operate independently if they wish to. Having rows of computers allows e ach group 

member to create their own personal space, but also, without the inclusion of separators 

between desks, allows group members to gather around one computer if they need to, 

or to refer to their peers for support if they encounter any problems. On initial 
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consideration, the library spaces might be seen as inclusive and accessible purely on the 

basis of the  range of  study space options offered to library users.  

 

However, the group use of rows of computers also creates an opportunity to develop 

owners hip of an area, and exclude others from that area, such as with observation s 

5.3 (i2)  and 5.8 (i2) �����D�Q�G���Z�L�W�K���.�D�W�K�H�U�L�Q�H�¶�V���Y�L�J�Q�H�W�W�H (i1) . Behaviour of inhabitants, whether 

exclusive of others as in 5.8, or inclusive of the group and thus potentially excluding 

others as a result as in 5.3, influences the feel of a space: the groups utilising library 

spaces will, whether studying or not, conforming to rules or not, exclude outsiders from 

their owned space, who will often want to preserve their own personal space while 

studying (Cohen & Cohen, 1979) . Additionally, the g roup use of rows of computers was  

problematic  in some of the spaces I encountered, as there was not enough room for the 

inhabitants to gather around a single computer when necessary without blocking access 

to computers that were freely available for other library users, particularly those with 

limite d mobility who would not have been able to easily negotiate around the groups. 

The groups would find these spaces awkward to inhabit, but presumably necessary given 

they remained in the area and there appeared to be no other appropriate space nearby 

for th em to use instead . McKay and Buchanan (2014)  had similar findings  in that groups 

would utilise  whatever space they could find . Exclusion was not necessarily via overt 

behaviours that would deter other visitors to the library from utilising the computers, but 

by the lack of access to those areas that were free. But as di scussed in section 5.1 

focussing on gendered group use, the variation of usage patterns demonstrates that 

female use can focus on support within the group, excluding primarily via their bonding 

and support network building processes. Male use varies betwee n bonding and overt 

exclusion: males will endeavour to build strength within their groups, battling over who 

is the leader , but also on occasions battle  over their group owning the space itself, using 

both verbal and non -verbal methods to communicate that ownership. The space design, 

while not expressly used to encourage that p rocess, does not discourage it.  

 

Other group behaviours appear to be a response to the communication of use/purpose 

by the space itse lf. In the case of observation 5 .4 at I nstitute  1,  the group were using a 

space designed to be used by groups for discussion, so they were complying with rules. 

However, the proximity of the group discussion area to another area of individual quiet 

use meant they were policed by staff  for disrupting use i n the quiet area . The 

environment communicated too many conflicting messages when taken as a whole, in 

spite of functioning successfully by its own rules and design. Later, the area was updated 

with soft furnishings to continue the group use concept, with glass walls installed to try 

and aid the  buffer ing of  noise levels, but the noise buffering failed without a door to 
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prevent any loud bursts of talk escaping. This design problem was warned against by 

JISC (2006) , and yet has been repeatedly reported as an issue  in library design  (for 

exampl e see Bedwell and Banks (2013) ).  

 

Similarly, a silent area in  I nstitute  2 (that was later modified and moved to a different 

floor) communicated appropriate use for groups by placing large tables with multiple 

seats around them, but also with proximity to  a classroom. The classroom was situated 

with an access door within the silent area, and students would congregate in the silent 

area waiting to be able to go into the classroom. On one occasion early in the research, 

before I knew the rules of the space, I took a seat at one of the large tables near the 

classroom door and the stairwell so that I could observe as much as possible. They were 

angled rather than round so that they could accommodate separators on the table to 

create some level of solo use, but the separators were short at  around 3 -4 inches high, 

so were not high enough to prevent sound or contact. Two people (one male, one 

female, both white) waiting to access the classro om sat at the table I was using and 

started conversing, while  other tables  in the area  were empty. At that stage I had no 

idea they were waiting for the room and felt like my personal space had been invaded, 

but  on reflection  it was likely they had chosen it for its proximity to the door and would 

have sat there whether populated  by others or not. Ne vertheless, I felt intimidated and 

out of place, particularly given I was joined by a group rather than indiv iduals 

separately. The intended use  of the space  was for individual use, but  design and 

furnishings inadvertently created a wa iting area instead, a temporary use area that could 

thus exclude those wanting to study in that area.  

 

In the case of observation 5.10 (i2)  where the work of the male and female was 

disrupted by the arrival of the males, the environment was a multipurpose area, housing 

computers, group study tables, �µcubbies �¶���F�D�U�U�H�O�V32 and sofas further up the room. It was 

situated in a high traffic area with people entering to access books, the silent room 

beyond the open area, printing and photocopying facilities, and othe r buildings: by its 

very nature the variety of purpose encouraged meetings whether planned or by 

coincidence. T he space proved  suppo rtive in its nature of offering a variety of study 

options , but to create a multipurpose space in this manner is t o create a confusing space 

that while not encouraging of inappropriate behaviours is also not discouraging of them. 

In the case of observation 5 .10, there is nothing designers could have done  to 

discourage misogynistic speech in developing library space; t his incident is prim arily 

about the inhabitants rather than  the design  itself . However, in the creation of an area 

                                                           
32 A desk designed for individual use, with high barriers on three sides for privacy and noise muffling. 
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that allows people to discuss their lives across several metres for all to hear, the design 

does nothing to deter disruptive, inappropriate a ctions. Additionally, the use of a round 

table, particularly in the case of 5.10, increases the chance to engage in conversation 

but reduces the capacity for its inhabitants to maintain personal territory (Cohen & 

Cohen, 1979) . The implication for those using the round table is that those seated at it 

maintain equal footing in their relationship, no one pe rson is in charge. It does not, 

unfortunately, work in the same way for other library visitors who may wish to engage 

with those seated at the table: without them sitting down at it, they maintain power 

status above them . Juhi , a student at Institute 1,  ta lked about how working in a group 

with her friends meant her studying capacity was limited by the amount of socialising 

they engaged in  as a result of sitting  together in a group space, even though they 

intended to work. She felt it was expected of her to socialise because of visiting with her 

friends and using an area where they could talk. The combination of space design and 

furnishings draws people together, but also generates problematic usage patterns 

repeatedly.  

 

The use of rectangular tables is no le ss problematic in terms of power dimensions: 

Cohen and  Cohen provide examples of how  seat selection can influence  the  way the  

seated person communicates their personal space and power, so those placing 

themselves in the centre will create dominance of that  table, while those seated at ends 

will in dominate less (1979, pp. 24 �±25) . T he seating choice  will also have implications for 

rows of desks without any clear definition of separation, such as computer rows where 

�L�Q�K�D�E�L�W�D�Q�W�V���F�D�Q���V�W�L�O�O���P�R�Y�H���L�Q�W�R���R�W�K�H�U�V�¶���W�H�U�U�L�W�R�U�\���Z�L�W�K���V�S�U�H�D�G���R�I���W�K�H�L�U���S�U�R�S�H�U�W�\�����,�Q���W�K�H���F�D�V�H��

of observations 5.8 and 5 .9 , seating order indicated that those in the centre were of the 

most power in the group, which in 5.9 seemed to be the case, but in 5.8, the male who 

was most vocal and behaved with the most dominant and disruptive actions was the 

male towards the end of th e row nearest the centre of the room. 5�����¶�V���P�D�O�H���Z�D�V���W�K�X�V��

testing power within the group and trying to reclaim some dominance in the process.  

 

The inclusion of multipurpose spaces confuses library users �± too m any purposes in one 

area create  a variety of u sage patterns that inevitably disrupt other users within that 

space at some point. Inhabitant -policing of spaces does happen, as  Mahnoor, Ewan, 

Katherine and others  at Institute 1  �G�H�P�R�Q�V�W�U�D�W�H�G�����I�U�R�P���W�K�H���S�R�O�L�F�H�G���R�Q���0�D�K�Q�R�R�U�¶�V���V�L�G�H����

�D�Q�G���W�K�H���S�R�O�L�F�H���R�Q���(�Z�D�Q�¶�V���D�Q�G���.�D�W�K�H�U�L�Q�H�¶�V�������D�Q�G observations sometimes showed , but 

�L�Q�W�H�U�Y�L�H�Z�H�H�V���D�O�V�R���S�R�L�Q�W���R�X�W���W�K�D�W���W�K�H�\���V�K�R�X�O�G�Q�¶�W���K�D�Y�H���W�R���S�R�O�L�F�H���E�H�K�D�Y�L�R�X�U�V�����W�K�D�W���V�S�D�F�H��

design should be intuitive and library users should understand what are acceptable 

behaviours in those spaces and thus remove the need for ANY policing . Ewan in 

particular felt unhappy about self -policing library space:  
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[...] y �R�X���G�R�Q�¶�W���Z�D�Q�W���W�R���K�D�Y�H���W�R���D�V�N���V�R�P�H�R�Q�H���W�R���E�H���T�X�L�H�W���E�H�F�D�X�V�H���\�R�X���N�Q�R�Z��

�W�K�D�W���W�K�H�U�H�¶�V���R�W�K�H�U���S�H�R�S�O�H���L�Q���W�K�H�U�H���Z�K�R���Z�D�Q�W���W�K�H�P���W�R���E�H���T�X�L�H�W���Z�K�R���Z�R�X�O�G��

then expect you to do it the next time someone talks , �D�Q�G���\�R�X���N�Q�R�Z���W�K�D�W�¶�V��

something that d id happen while I was doing my M asters is that you sort 

of ...  people are looking at you to ask that person to be quiet then you 

become part of the security staff and I fin d that really inconvenient . 

[Ewan, student, Institute 1]  

 

�,�W���Z�D�V���F�O�H�D�U���L�Q���.�D�W�K�H�U�L�Q�H�¶�V���Y�L�J�Q�H�W�W�H���W�K�D�W���S�R�O�L�F�L�Q�J���Z�R�U�N�H�G���I�R�U���K�H�U�����E�X�W���V�K�H���I�H�O�W���Y�H�U�\��

uncomfortable in doing so. If students find themselves in a situation where they need to 

police a space, it can c reate tensions between students (as was the case in Bedwell and 

Banks (2013) , and can be found i n interview data from staff at I nstitute 1 when 

discussing communities in chapter 7 ), and can encourage a negative perception of staff 

who seem absent when ne eded. In an attempt to provide spaces to cater for everyone at 

once, the space actually caters for very few people in a fully usable manner, thus limiting 

the capacity for the people inhabiting it to work in patterns that work for everyone 

concurrently sit uated within  it.  Students find themselves forced into a role that they do 

not want to be assigned, given a responsibility  that places greater emphasis on control 

and dominance of others instead of focus on their own progress and studying.  

 

5.2.2  Environmen t vs. social climate  

In  terms of the influence the space design holds over its inhabitants, there are other 

factors that need to be considered:  

�x Previous knowledge/use of libraries  

�x Usage patterns of established inhabitants influencing the use of new i nhabitants  

�x Demographics of library users  

In some cases, the  design of a space does have influence on its visitors: using soft 

furnishings will create a more social atmosphere, providing an area with desks with 

dividers high enough to create a personal spac e will encourage silent or quiet use  (as 

could be seen in the space visited by the males in observation 5 .9) , and as already 

mentioned above, the shape of a table will influence dynamics within groups when used 

by them  (Cohen & Cohen, 1979)  

 

However, �V�W�X�G�H�Q�W�V�¶��prior experience of librari es can sometimes be limited  when entering 

HE. Public libraries are bei ng closed or have severely reduced opening hours thus 

limiting access to their resources. School and college libraries are often labelled with 

purpose that restricts them to either social use or silent use, with little in between. 
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School libraries can also  be used to house students during bad weather or as a 

punishment e.g. during detention or at break time instead of being allowed outside. 

Usage patterns of libraries prior to reaching HE can create a perception that the library 

space is for a specific posi �W�L�Y�H���R�U���Q�H�J�D�W�L�Y�H���S�X�U�S�R�V�H�����³�S�H�R�S�O�H���W�D�N�H���Z�L�W�K���W�K�H�P���D��

�V�R�F�L�D�O�L�]�D�W�L�R�Q���S�U�R�F�H�V�V���W�K�D�W���R�I�W�H�Q���R�Y�H�U�U�L�G�H�V���W�K�H���S�K�\�V�L�F�D�O���D�V�S�H�F�W�V���R�I���W�K�H���H�Q�F�O�R�V�L�Q�J���V�S�D�F�H���´��

(Cohen & Cohen, 1979, p. 28) . �7�K�H���µ�Z�L�G�H�Q�L�Q�J���S�D�U�W�L�F�L�S�D�W�L�R�Q�¶���D�S�S�U�R�D�F�K��that both 

institutions adopt  within their student recruitment policies brings in a variety of student 

backgrounds and thus experience and knowledge of libraries.  

 

�)�R�U���W�K�R�V�H���V�W�X�G�H�Q�W�V���X�V�H�G���W�R���X�V�L�Q�J���µ�I�U�L�H�Q�G�O�\�¶���O�L�E�U�D�U�L�H�V���D�V���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�����W�K�H�\���Z�L�O�O���O�L�N�H�O�\���G�U�D�Z���R�Q��

their experience to generate concepts of what is acceptable within libraries at HE level. 

Others, often from older age groups or from specific educational backgrounds, who 

remember using the library and being told to be quiet and respect the space and its 

users will bring that concept with them to HE level. The clash between the different 

groups means that such a varie ty of concepts, including incorporating widening 

participation groups who may have an additional concept of library use  (or indeed no 

experience of library use at all) , leads library designers to attempt to create spaces 

suitable for all. Library space is �K�L�J�K�O�\���O�L�P�L�W�H�G�����W�K�X�V���µ�I�O�H�[�L�E�O�H���O�H�D�U�Q�L�Q�J���V�S�D�F�H�¶���L�V���F�U�H�D�W�H�G��

that is meant to cater for as many needs as possible but develops further confused 

concepts and clashes between them. Henley talks about classroom design with rows of 

�G�H�V�N�V���X�V�H�G���D�V���³�S�R�Z�H�U�I�X�O���I�R�U�F�H�V���L�Q���N�H�H�S�L�Q�J���V�W�X�G�H�Q�W�V�¶���E�R�G�L�H�V���D�Q�G���P�L�Q�G�V���I�X�Q�F�W�L�R�Q�L�Q�J���L�Q��

straight - �O�L�Q�H���I�D�V�K�L�R�Q���´��(1977, p. 55) . The rows of desks concept can also be applied to 

rows of  computer desks in a library , but pairing these with other varieties of furniture 

and use confuses the con cepts of educational space. The rooms I saw function most 

successfully according to the rules set within them were those that clearly presented 

their role and requirements of their inhabitants via the traditional rows of desks format. 

�7�K�H���O�L�E�U�D�U�L�H�V�¶���V�X�F�F�H�Vsful spaces are effectively trying to force behaviour and control and 

maintain power over those using the space, which may not sit well with those who have 

�F�R�Q�W�U�D�G�L�F�W�R�U�\���R�U���O�L�P�L�W�H�G���H�[�S�H�U�L�H�Q�F�H���R�I���O�L�E�U�D�U�\���X�V�H�����E�X�W���L�Q�V�W�U�X�F�W�V���W�K�H�P���R�Q���µ�D�F�F�H�S�W�D�E�O�H�¶���X�V�H��

nonethele ss. However, when rows of desks are placed in a flexible environment with a 

mixture of messages, they disrupt that power/control over the users, enabling them to 

attempt their own control and domination of that space. Once the space is disrupted, 

those wit h limited experience of libraries are likely to take cues from those already in 

place in the space, thus continuing the pattern of power games, and those already 

exerting power and dominance will continue to do so over those who lack it whether via 

class o r gender domination. Sometimes this will take the form of noise levels being 

matched across the area, or social use dominating over study discussion, but the power 

disruption will also allow sexist behaviour to manifest in making it seem acceptable to 
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thos e who may not have presented it so publicly/overtly in areas with more transparent 

rules and purpose. In attempting to create a space usable by all that encourages 

serendipitous meetings and socialising as well as studying, the flexible learning space is 

actually a space that excludes.  

 

In summary, the space is intended to provide multiple study options for different people, 

needs, and practices, and it frequently does provide usable facilities for these different 

needs and practices, allowing group members  to engage with each other. However, 

group spaces are often situated next to  other kinds of study  spaces or contain furniture 

that generat es conflicting messages . The intention i s to create as many different 

opportunities for different library user needs a s possible in what can often be limited 

floor space.  In these scenarios, even using the space according to design intention still 

causes problems because of these conflicts  in design . In some cases, library design 

support s interactions,  yet in other cases,  it causes problems, and does little to nothing to 

discourage problematic behaviours.  

 

Having focussed so far on group use and behaviours, I will now shift focus to how 

individual library users  study and behave in libraries, who while not observed as 

frequ ently as groups, still represent ed a substantial  number of library users at both 

institutes.  

 

5.3  I ndividual usage patterns  

So far I have focussed on group usage patterns and the power dynamics that manifest 

when they are using their academic library. Here  I address how individual visitors utilise 

their library.  As mentioned earlier in this chapter, individual users were seen frequently  

within library spaces , as per coding and the emerging themes , so in order to develop an 

understanding of different behavio ur types and patterns, it is important to study 

individual user practices and needs . Additionally, ownership and dominance were 

elements in the analysis and themes that I discuss later in this section . Interview data in 

this section represents a combinatio n of a need for library spaces, the sense of 

ownership  developed over a space, and of how ownership can be perceived as 

problematic in some contexts.  I examine how individuals can generate their own level of 

empowerment and ownership of space, thus excludi ng other users , or creating  a place 

for themselves, or a combination of the two . Ownership  by individuals  in this section  

primarily manifest s through taking control of a computer by logging into it without using 

it, or by taking over a desk by leaving prop erty there without using the desk.  I discuss 

how the space can be important to solo visitors, but how it can still impede them. I also 

consider how perceptions of the purpose of a library can influence individual use.  
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5.3.1  Helpful, essential space  

The l ibrary spaces where I collected data were designed to cater for a number of usage 

options, and while group usage patterns were overt by their nature of noise generation 

and creating a presence by numbers, individual usage was still frequent and noticeable 

by its contrast to the groups: by its very nature individual use is quiet and  often subtle 

in comparison to groups.  When I spoke to students they largely found the library to be a 

supportive environment, a place that helped them achieve their study goals: very few of 

those at the time of interviewing at I nstitute  1 visited the library to study as part of a 

group, and those who had done so in the past found it too difficult to study with 

peers/friends due to the nature of the group interactions. The exceptio ns to solo use 

preference were Mahnoor , who had endeavoured to use the library for 

supportive/supervisory meetings, and Robin who felt there was a lack of space in the 

library to generate supportive problem solving conversations (and thus considered 

himsel f a non -user of the library). However, Robin demonstrated a preference for using 

silent spaces to work in due to the nature of his music studying requirements, 

automatically excluding himself from being able to use the library  simultaneously for 

silent and  social learning. The two i nterviewees at I nstitute 2 represented preferences as 

one  white female (Gemma) for  group use ( although her use was more complex than this 

as will be discussed below ), and one white male ( Craig, who was employed at the 

Institute b ut had until the year before been an undergraduate student there) with a 

�S�U�H�I�H�U�H�Q�F�H���I�R�U���V�R�O�R���Z�R�U�N�L�Q�J���Z�K�H�Q���K�L�V���F�R�X�U�V�H���K�D�G�Q�¶�W���U�H�T�X�L�U�H�G���K�L�P���W�R���S�D�U�W�L�F�L�S�D�W�H���L�Q��

collaborative assignments.  The s mall number of interviewees at I nstitute 2 limits the 

capacity to dra w broader conclusions but can provide some insight into perceptions of 

group use.  

 

Libraries at their best can empower and enable individual users. Mahnoor  found that she 

needed the library in the early days of her PhD, as arriving from another country wit h no 

study or office space available meant the library was essential. Grace and Katherine both 

needed the library  at Institute 1  as they had little to no access to computers and suitable 

space at home. Juhi found the library essential for her studying beca use of her learning 

disability. As will  be discussed in more detail in chapters 6 and 7, the library is hugely 

important for specific groups with a greater need for library space than some, i.e. those 

returning to education without the resources, experienc e or know ledge that others may 

have. Widening Participation strategies employed by HE institutes endeavour  to 

encourage those potential students from under - represented groups, including mature 

applicants, and therefore there are some groups who can sometim es require more 
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support and facilities with regards to HE libraries e.g. those who work full time while 

studying will need longer opening hours and potentially require virtual support services.  

 

I shall start examining student requirements of libraries by focussing on postgraduate 

students, who often have very specific study needs for their degrees, and then move on 

to undergraduates, who constitute the majority of library users at both institutes.  

 

5.3.1.1  Postgraduate student perspectives  

Mahnoor , as an international postgraduate research student  at Institute 1 , found the 

library essential in the early stages of her PhD, as she had no office, and thus no 

computer. Initially, she used the computers in the library, but she also liked browsing 

the shelves fo r textbooks. Once she had a shared office, the need for computer access 

was removed, but the need for a quieter space away from her colleagues increased, and 

she would meet with students she was supporting in the library when possible. 

Mahnoor �¶�V���H�D�U�O�\���X�V�D�Je demonstrated an important aspect of the library: it enables and 

empowers students who have reduced to no access to resources. Once Mahnoor  had an 

office designated to her, she needed the library space less for herself (although she 

continued to use it fo r collaboration). Prior to being designated an office space, 

international research students in particular have access to library space and facilities 

early after arrival in the UK, meaning they have opportunities to contact family and 

research participant s, start locating information for the literature review, and engage 

with fellow students using the online networks available, all of which would be more 

difficult (and possibly costly) without accessing the library facilities. Having access to 

library faci lities helps crea te a means of being independent, but also  helps students 

become  part of a study community : the postgraduate journey can be a lonely one, 

especially for international students, and developing that sense of community can be 

important (L. Brown & Holloway, 2008)  

 

Ewan , a PhD student from the UK  also at In stitute 1 , considered himself working class, 

and felt the I �Q�V�W�L�W�X�W�H�¶�V ethos of WP and encouraging applications from all backgrounds 

had helped give him opportunities to study: he felt , afte r applying to other HE 

institutions,  that in selecting Institute 1  he had been welcomed into an academic 

environment that was more accepting of his background and made him feel more 

comfortable within its environment than other local higher ranking institutes. In spite of 

this comfort, he had had mixed results studying on  campus, but felt it was essential to 

his success to use campus spaces. Ewan had used the library throughout his 

und ergraduate and M asters degrees, but even with his shared research office space, he 
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still sometimes needed to use the library for some tasks.  He found the library difficult to 

work in during term time because of social use and noise levels generated by students 

he assumed were undergraduates, and his office space was not appropriate to his needs 

for reading. The library spaces were important to  him to help create a reading space for 

himself, and he found that in spite of being designated a group use room, one particular 

study area was of use to him as it was rarely used as designated when he was there. 

The area was cordoned off with ceiling heig ht half -glass walls, and had no doors. It 

contained  a mixture of furnishings, primarily desks with  computers and round tables,  

was in close proximity to a staffed desk , and contained an office for a member of staff 

supporting disabled students. T hat proxim ity to authority may have deterred groups 

from using the space more  often out of respect,  or possibly out of concern  that they may 

be policed or have their use limited by staff presence. That Ewan could use a group 

study area successfully as an individual begs the following questions: why were other 

spaces designated as individual studying not suitable for his purpose?; why was a group 

space rarely used to full potential when groups were observed in all types of space 

(including silent space) elsewhere in t he building? Ewan was successfully claiming and 

repurposing a space for his own needs, demonstrating self -empowerment, but his 

empowerment does not take away from the need to create similar spaces elsewhere in 

the building specifically designated as readin g/silent use. His use of the space also raises 

questions about whether or not he himself deterred groups from using the space, when 

he was sat alone quietly reading.  

 

Ewan complained of how the library was configured for undergraduate use, and saw 

undergra duates as lacking understanding of the needs of anyone studying at a higher 

degree level.  �(�Z�D�Q�¶�V���G�H�V�F�U�L�S�W�L�R�Q�V���R�I��the undergraduate behaviour he saw did not fully 

match descriptions of those provided by undergraduates interviewed for this research :  

as we s hall see below , undergraduates I spoke to primarily preferred to study alone with 

�P�L�Q�L�P�D�O���V�R�F�L�D�O�L�V�L�Q�J�����Z�K�L�F�K���Z�R�X�O�G���K�D�Y�H���V�X�L�W�H�G���(�Z�D�Q�¶�V���T�X�L�H�W���X�V�H���S�U�H�I�H�U�H�Q�F�H�V as a 

postgraduate . However , undergraduate study needs were  still  likely to be different 

because of t he comparatively lower requirements  of studying expected  at undergraduate 

level compared to those at postgraduate level , even if the undergraduates I spoke to 

needed the library space for quiet study . Ewan  regularly encountered problems with 

studying  in th e library  because of the lack of consideration of other students  who would 

disrupt  his work, ignoring noise rules for the space he was using, and causing him to find 

his use of the library highly limited during term. He felt the noise levels were 

unpredict able during term, and left him feeling that he had no control over his studying: 

he spent much of hi s time anticipating when he might be disturbed. When he did try to 

use the library and experience d disruption, he found himself policing people making 



136  

 

noise , which simultaneously created a position of power for him while also making him 

less enabled by reducing his opportunity to work. He felt he should not have to police 

other users, as rules, space design and staffing should be sufficient to deal with anyon e 

with a tendency to lack respect for other student use, but that other students using the 

same space as him became what he perceived as reliant on him to police if he was 

successful in his attempts. They would often look towards him when a visitor became 

noisy or disruptive and he interpreted that as an expectation for him to respond: he was 

put  under pressure to take control.  

 

To summarise, Mahnoor and Ewan had different postgraduate requirements of library 

spaces  at Institute 1 . Mahnoor needed the librar y initially  for the computers before her 

office was available, and later for collaboration opportunities. Ewan needed somewhere  

primarily for concentration, and thus preferred to use the library in silence.  While the 

two needs are different, there is no re ason the library could not successfully provide both 

students with the space and opportunity to work in their chosen ways.  However, clearly, 

Ewan had some difficulties with maintaining the type of environment the library space he 

chose was meant to provide  and that he needed to study successfully . I shall now move 

on to examine undergraduate perspectives: do they have the same need for library 

space, share the same issues postgraduate students encounter?  

 

5.3.1.2  Undergraduate student perspectives  

Undergrad uate study requirements can be very different to those at postgraduate level 

purely based on the varying demands of each degree , but the desire and need to use the 

library in a constructive way can still be present. Juhi  at Institute 1  was a passionate 

adv ocate of the library: she saw it as an essential part of her studying. Her learning 

disability meant that she needed somewhere to concentrate and focus without 

disturbance. For her the library was a perfect place for achieving her study goals 

because it pr ovided her with the space, comfort and staff support she needed. She would 

make a point of visiting the library for set times, treating her visits as a working day so 

that she could switch off from her studying when she got home and be with her family.  

Juhi is a specific example of  consciously considerate use. Juhi was fully aware  of the way 

inconsiderate use could impact on others as she had observed the frustration 

experienced by others at inappropriate use, and had experienced problems herself with 

being  made to feel uncomfortable in spaces (see below in section 5.3.2 ), leading to a 

desire to be respectful of others and to receive the same treatment. She would eat away 

from her workstation to avoid disturbing others, and worried when people appeared to 

be having a difficult time with their studies.  Eating in the library was breaking the rules, 
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which in itself could have been considered inappropriate, but staff seemed to ignore her 

if she was eating outside of study areas.  Acting with consideration of other  visitors, Juhi 

approached her use of the library as if it were an office, a professional environment, 

which made her feel enabled, focussed, and thus empowered to achieve. She used this 

approach to help her separate her use between social life and study l ife, so that she 

could focus on enjoying her time at home, something that was consistent throughout all 

student interviewees, but the empowerment she felt from being engaged in HE was 

important to her. �-�X�K�L�¶�V���S�H�U�F�H�S�W�L�R�Q���R�I���W�K�H���O�L�E�U�D�U�\���D�V���D���S�U�R�I�H�V�V�L�R�Q�D�O���H�Q�Yironment 

influenced her own behaviour within the spaces, but also guided her selection of which 

space to study in, preferring the silent spaces, which in turn is likely to have influenced 

her perception of library purpose in a cycle. The more she perceived  the library as a 

professional space, the more likely she was to use a space that would support that 

�S�H�U�F�H�S�W�L�R�Q�����D�Q�G���W�K�X�V���V�H�H���W�K�D�W���µ�S�U�R�I�H�V�V�L�R�Q�D�O�¶���H�O�H�P�H�Q�W���U�H�S�O�L�F�D�W�H�G���L�Q���S�H�R�S�O�H���X�V�L�Q�J���D���O�L�E�U�D�U�\��

to study and engage with work.  

 

Grace, a mature part - time undergr aduate (also at Institute 1) working full - time, also 

preferred to use the silent spaces. She lived with her partner with whom she shared a 

laptop, and had no place to study at home. She liked visiting the library because of the 

option for silent studying, given if she stayed at home she had no desk and the 

television would usually be on. Sharing a space with her partner made it particularly 

difficult to carry out home studying:  

 

�L�I���,���D�P���F�R�P�L�Q�J���W�R���W�K�H���O�L�E�U�D�U�\���L�W�¶�V���S�X�U�S�R�V�H�I�X�O�O�\���W�R���V�W�X�G�\, �,�¶�P���Q�R�W���L�Q���E�H�W�Z�H�H�Q��

lectures and think �µ�,�¶�O�O���M�X�V�W���S�R�S���R�Q���W�R���L�W���R�Q���O�L�N�H���W�K�D�W���3�&���D�Q�G���\�R�X���N�Q�R�Z���U�H�D�G��

this and check my Facebook and go back to lectures ���¶ I am there for a full 

day  of studying so the silent areas  are  fantastic for me and they do help 

me achieve what I want to more t han anywhere else across university .  

[Grace, student, Institute 1]  

 

Grace would visit the same area every time if possible, in a silent study space with a 

desk she could stand at if she wanted to. She felt other visitors would normally respect 

the rules of  a space, although on one occasion she had asked a couple to be quiet. They 

�K�D�G���V�D�W���G�R�Z�Q���L�Q���W�K�H���V�L�O�H�Q�W���D�U�H�D���Q�H�D�U���K�H�U�����V�K�D�U�L�Q�J���D���F�R�P�S�X�W�H�U���D�Q�G���W�D�O�N�L�Q�J�����³and I just said 

�µ�Z�H�O�O���,�¶�P���H�Y�H�U���V�R���V�R�U�U�\���E�X�W���L�W���L�V���W�K�H���V�L�O�H�Q�W���D�U�H�D���V�R�¶���D�Q�G���W�K�H�Q���W�K�H�\���V�R�U�W���R�I���P�R�Y�H�G���D�S�D�U�W���Dnd 

he logged on to his own PC ���´���6�K�H���V�D�L�G���W�K�H�\���Z�H�U�H���³�T�X�L�H�W�H�U�´���D�I�W�H�U���K�H�U���U�H�T�X�H�V�W���³�V�R���µ�V�S�R�V�H���L�I��

�\�R�X���M�X�V�W���S�R�L�Q�W���L�W���R�X�W���D�Q�G���W�K�H�U�H�¶�V���S�O�H�Q�W�\���R�I���V�S�D�F�H���I�R�U���µ�H�P���W�R���J�R���D�Q�G���F�K�D�W���´���*�U�D�F�H�¶�V���D�F�W���R�I��

policing was in this case largely successful: the pair reduced their nois e levels, even if 

�W�K�H�\���G�L�G���Q�R�W���V�W�R�S���F�R�Q�Y�H�U�V�L�Q�J���D�W���D�O�O�����*�U�D�F�H�¶�V���V�W�X�G�\�L�Q�J���Z�D�V���L�Q�W�H�U�U�X�S�W�H�G�����E�X�W���V�K�H���Z�D�V���D�E�O�H���W�R��
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continue to study and the disruption was minimal in comparison to the environment at 

home.  

 

Katherine was also a part - time undergraduate  at Institu te 1  working full - time, with a 

family at home which meant her children would often disrupt her studying. Like Grace, 

she appreciated that the technology was of higher quality than she could access at 

home, and she liked the level of privacy and room she co uld access in her favourite 

place:  

 

As long as I get my spot I can spread out ,  �L�W�¶�V���M�X�V�W���L�W���L�V���M�X�V�W���O�L�N�H���W�K�D�W���U�H�D�O�O�\, 

you know , it is your own area so I do like that you make that space your 

own , yeah and comfortable , I just feel comfortable  

[Katherine, st udent, Institute 1]  

 

A fellow student she was friends with had chosen to use an area on a different floor for 

studying, in closer proximity to textbooks for their subject, but Katherine found the 

traffic through the area (she referred to people getting up and leaving the area to 

answer their phones, the door banging as they left and entered) and the noise levels 

were too much for her to concentrate successfully. She liked that her favourite spot 

would allow her to feel safe and secure enough to leave her pr operty, something she 

�G�L�G�Q�¶�W���I�H�H�O���L�Q���R�W�K�H�U���V�S�D�F�H�V���E�H�F�D�X�V�H���R�I���W�K�H���R�S�H�Q�Q�H�V�V���D�Q�G���W�U�D�I�I�L�F����It is interesting that 

Katherine  referred to �³�P�\���V�S�R�W�´���D�Q�G���³�\�R�X�U���R�Z�Q���D�U�H�D�´��specifically  in the quote above.  She 

had developed a sense of ownership of the location tha t she associated with comfort and 

(as will be discussed throughout section 5.3 overall) , this type of ownership can 

contribute to a sense of safety and thus freedom that could assist with study success. 

She had, as di scussed in her vignette  in section 5.1. 3, felt anxiety about contacting staff 

about noise issues, but she had also found staff presence a distraction in itself:  

 

�,�¶�Y�H���Q�H�Y�H�U���U�H�D�O�O�\���W�D�N�H�Q���W�K�H�P���X�S���R�Q���K�D�Y�L�Q�J���W�R���D�V�N���W�K�H�P���I�R�U���K�H�O�S, the only 

one thing , somebody was showing somebody , so two members of  staff 

talking [at] once but really loudly so they were walking through the area 

�D�Q�G���,���M�X�V�W���W�K�R�X�J�K�W���W�K�D�W���G�X�Q�¶�W���V�H�W���D���U�H�D�O�O�\���J�R�R�G���H�[�D�P�S�O�H���R�U���>�%�5�����Z�K�H�U�H���Z�H�U�H��

you sat then , in your normal spot ?] no it were just in the bigger spot on 

the normal floor , it was t here , some of them came out and they were 

talking quite loudly then , �W�K�D�W���L�V�Q�¶�W���H�[�D�P�S�O�H���W�R���V�H�W. 

[Katherine, student, Institute 1]  
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�6�H�Y�H�U�D�O���L�Q�F�L�G�H�Q�W�V���G�X�U�L�Q�J���R�E�V�H�U�Y�D�W�L�R�Q�V���V�K�R�Z���W�K�D�W���.�D�W�K�H�U�L�Q�H�¶�V���H�[�S�H�U�L�H�Q�F�H���Z�D�V���Q�R�W���X�Q�L�T�X�H����

sometimes staff would walk through an area without demonstrating any awareness that 

they might be creating noise that could disturb students in the area, and on some 

occasions were audible from office space through walls, the noise bleeding into silent 

areas. However, Katherine found that she had both less traffic and less noise in her 

�³�K�L�G�H�\�´���V�H�D�W�����E�R�W�K���L�Q���W�H�U�P�V���R�I���V�W�D�I�I���Q�R�L�V�H���D�Q�G���V�W�X�G�H�Q�W���Q�R�L�V�H�����1�H�Y�H�U�W�K�H�O�H�V�V�����L�Q�F�L�G�H�Q�W�V���R�I��

staff noise could deter students from wanting to ask for staff to police noise levels from 

other students if staff were a s ource themselves. Whether through ignorance or a 

subconscious sense of ownership, staff could dominate space through their own talking 

and disruptive behaviour.  

 

There is an interesting contrast between the behaviours of the undergraduates I spoke 

to at In stitute 1 and the experiences of Ewan (as a postgraduate): all spoke of the way 

some people used the library in ways they perceived as inappropriate, contradictory to 

the rules and purpose of the space. Ewan struggled to use the library space because of 

ot her users, but he had office space he could use in his department (which sometimes 

still proved problematic, but was for him sometimes the more productive option). 

However, Juhi, Grace and Katherine were highly limited in alternative options for study 

spac e, and while their studying was sometimes disrupted, they found ways of operating 

in the space available to them. Grace found  the technology was considerably  better in 

the library than the options she had at home, and valued the reliability and currency of  

software and equipment available to her. Both Grace and Katherine needed space away 

from home to study for concentration. Both had to police usage while studying. Other 

library users could be problematic, but for Grace, Juhi and Katherine, the space and 

provisions available enabled and empowered them. Here we see the development of an 

undergraduate standpoint from the perspective of women in need of the library for lack 

of a suitable space , a supportive study environment,  and reliable technology  away from 

campus: the library is essential for this group to enable and empower them in their 

education . All three women felt a sense of ownership and dedication to a specific location 

and seat when visiting the library: their success in studying in these places was  high in 

comparison to elsewhere in the library or at home, but their personal situations meant 

the library space had to be supportive.  �µ�2�Z�Q�L�Q�J�¶���D���V�S�D�F�H���K�H�O�S�H�G���L�Q���W�K�H�V�H���F�L�U�F�X�P�V�W�D�Q�F�H�V����

but ownership can be a problematic concept in library space, supportive,  but also 

exclusive, as I shall now investigate.  

 

5.3.2  Ownership of space  

As has been discussed above,  undergraduates appear to share a common belief that 

they �F�D�Q���µ�R�Z�Q�¶���D���V�S�D�F�H���L�Q���W�K�H���O�L�E�U�D�U�\. Ownership of space can take a number of forms, 
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and one partic ularly common method was to claim a seat without using it via either 

leaving property at the desk, ensuring the computer is logged in without using it , or 

both. Claiming a space in this way implies that the owner of the property/person who 

logged into the �P�D�F�K�L�Q�H���L�V���U�H�W�X�U�Q�L�Q�J���V�K�R�U�W�O�\�����W�R���O�H�D�Y�H���R�Q�H�¶�V���S�U�R�S�H�U�W�\���X�Q�V�X�S�H�U�Y�L�V�H�G���R�U��

�R�Q�H�¶�V���Z�R�U�N���D�Q�G���H�P�D�L�O���R�S�H�Q���W�R���R�W�K�H�U���S�H�R�S�O�H���W�R���D�F�F�H�V�V���D�V�V�X�P�H�V���D���F�H�U�W�D�L�Q���O�H�Y�H�O���R�I���V�D�I�H�W�\��

and leaving  personal items alone and vulnerable communicates a short absence. One 

observation in par ticular at I nstitute  1 showed a surprisingly high number of incidents of 

claiming space without actually  using it for extended periods. F or the purposes of this 

situation anything longer in duration than a bathroom break or quick visit to the shop for 

a bo t tled drink might require, approximately  ten to fifteen  minutes maximum, could be 

consid ered an extended period, but it i s debatable as to how comfortably an individual 

could leave their property  alone for what length of time . When observ ing in a silent us e 

PC lab,  one observation o n one afternoon featured two computers  claimed with property 

without anyone using them for 45 minutes, and when the owners of the property 

returned, they used their laptops instead of the computers. O ne computer  next to me 

was lo gged in by a student as I arrived who then left and had not returned before I left 

2.5 hours later. Indeed, at one point during that observation 4 computers were left 

claimed but unused in a manner that suggested imminent return. Claiming a space via 

the n otion of it containing property (intellectual or physical) is not a new concept, and is 

seen frequently in HE libraries  (for example see Crook and Mitchell (2012) )  to the point 

where universities like Edinburgh have installed equipment to monitor use and non -use 

(University of Edinburgh Information Services, 2017) . Rivalry and struggle for desk 

space is high when a library can o nly accommodate room for a comparatively small 

percentage of total student body, but claiming for such a lengthy period moves beyond 

saving a desk for personal use: it is a statement of ownership.  Claudia, a member of 

staff at I nstitute 1, reported an inci dent where a student had been found to have claimed 

a computer for the whole day: they had studied through the night, and returned home to 

sleep. However, she was also concerned that if staff removed property that appear ed to 

have been left to claim a comp uter, the process could be treated as a way of ensuring 

student s could leave items in safety without risk of theft.  

 

On one observation  during August  at I nstitute  1, a female  British  Asian student I later 

discovered to be working on her own, but as part of  a postgraduate writing retreat group 

using a quiet area outside of term tim e, had reserved her seat at a computer  by leaving 

her scarf and a not epad and pen on the desk. The computer  was in a double -sided row, 

and while the floor normally had a large area  filled with computers, the row was the only 

set available while the rest of the machines were being updated. The rest of the writing 

retreat group were spread around the floor, using their own laptops. However, when I 
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arrived in the space, three white mal es were seated around the row of desks, one of 

whom was sat at the chair claimed by the female, and they were talki ng socially without 

using the computer s. In this case, there are two issues to consider. The first is tha t the 

female had reserved the comput er  when there was limited access, but in contrast to her 

peers, she had no laptop, and thus needed a library computer  to be able to work. Her 

reserving the seat  was an indication of her intention to continue studying after a short 

period away from it, part icularly given her participation in the writing retreat, but that 

would not necessarily have been clear to any other visitors. H owever, the three males 

were socialising : it was quiet, and no staff were patrolling the library , because of the 

time of year 33, so they were using the space without considering the need of others. One 

male was sat in the chair the female had placed her scarf on. The males were overtly 

taking over the space for their own purposes, taking ownership, excluding students who 

had a need to use the computers. They were spreading out along the row of PCs on both 

sides, with their chairs pushed away from the PCs, thus expanding into and using up the 

�V�S�D�F�H���D�V���S�H�U���$�U�J�\�O�H�¶�V���Z�U�L�W�L�Q�J���R�Q���S�K�\�V�L�F�D�O���G�R�P�L�Q�D�Q�F�H�����E�\���P�D�O�H�V���L�Q���S�D�U�W�L�F�X�O�D�U����(1988) , so 

as well as taking ownership of a spa ce where one seat had been claimed, they were 

excluding other visitors by using as much of the area as possible. The female was trying 

to maintain control because of her study needs , the males were taking control to 

dominate (consciously or not), making a physical statement that the space was theirs, 

and the chair and computer no longer belonged to the woman even if  �W�K�H�\���G�L�G�Q�¶�W���Q�H�H�G��

the computers . 

 

The above scenario demonstrates a further issue in the attempt to control space: that of 

the need for the indi vidual visitor to maintain a study space because they have a specif ic 

study need. Individuals have less power than groups in displaying ownership of a sp ace, 

and making a claim on an area can be key to them being able to access the resources 

they need, par ticularly when mul tipurpose spaces are considered. However , the 

(perceived) freedom to retain a seat without using it can be counted as a (perceived) 

freedom of movement, which Argyle (1988)  directly links to dominance, where claiming 

a seat for lengthy periods equals a freedom to move and act as one sees appropriate . At 

Institute 1 Ewan referred to needing study space that gave him room to both read and 

write, Juhi needed the silent space to be able to maintain a focus that her learning 

disability made difficult, but also to maintain se paration between study space and 

recreational space (which would also help her develop consistency in her study habits). 

�%�R�W�K���K�D�G���Z�L�W�Q�H�V�V�H�G���F�R�P�S�X�W�H�U�V���E�H�L�Q�J���µ�U�H�V�H�U�Y�H�G�¶���I�R�U���H�[�W�H�Q�V�L�Y�H���S�H�U�L�R�G�V���D�Q�G���H�[�S�U�H�V�V�H�G��

dismay at this behaviour, but both  also left property  and a machine logged in to keep 

                                                           
33 Staff involved in patrolling floors had reduced hours during summer, and so responsibilities changed 
emphasis to reflect the number of students using the library. 
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their own claim to a space/computer for periods of approximately 30 minutes  so that 

they could get lunch or take a break. They pe rceived their own seat reservation  pattern 

as appropriate, but disapproved of longer reservati ons where nobody was visibly using 

the computer: their behaviour implies an unspoken approved system where if you have 

already used a computer  extensively for studying you are entitled to reserve it. Here, 

studying as an actioned purpose for visiting is an  �H�V�V�H�Q�W�L�D�O���F�R�P�S�R�Q�H�Q�W���R�I���-�X�K�L���D�Q�G���(�Z�D�Q�¶�V��

perceptions of what is appropriate behaviour.  Both Juhi and Ewan mentioned students 

using computers for what they perceive as non -study activities such as using social 

media and shopping as taking study opportunities  away from others, although they did 

appreciate some people may not have access to a comp uter at home and that library 

computers might be their only opportunity  to do so. As Juhi phrased it:  

 

I just stay logged on and then I eat my dinner and then I go bac �N�����L�W�¶�V���T�X�L�W�H��

�D�����L�W�¶�V���D���F�K�H�H�N�\���W�K�L�Q�J���W�R���G�R�����E�X�W���L�W�¶�V���Q�R�W���F�K�H�H�N�\���E�H�F�D�X�V�H���,�¶�P���W�K�H�U�H���D�O�O���G�D�\��

and I deserve it.  

[Juhi, student, Institute 1]  

 

�(�Z�D�Q���S�K�U�D�V�H�G���L�W���V�O�L�J�K�W�O�\���G�L�I�I�H�U�H�Q�W�O�\���Z�L�W�K���F�R�Q�F�H�U�Q�V���D�E�R�X�W���³�O�R�V�L�Q�J���\�R�X�U���V�H�D�W�´���L�I���\�R�X���G�R���Q�R�W��

somehow reserve it. Both th ese thought processes imply a creation of ownership of one 

location if only because of the length  of time spent within that seat. However,  there is no 

booking system for computers, and visitors must accept that their favourite seat or 

computer may not alwa ys be available, particularly during busy periods. Individuals do  

feel a loyalt y and need to the same location, because of success in studying, and 

familiarity, the latter of which is also often linked to a need for safety, a comfort from 

both mentally and  physically feeling safe in a space  (Elteto et al., 2008; Painter et al., 

2013) . This is particularly important for those working individually as they do not have 

the support that working in a group can provide (the importance of community is 

discussed in chapter 7 ). Owne rship of space is also an exclusive act, something that Juhi 

knew well from feeling excluded from using a different floor, where group behaviours led 

�K�H�U���W�R���O�D�E�H�O���L�W���³�Z�K�H�U�H���W�K�H���S�R�S�X�O�D�U���S�H�R�S�O�H���J�R�´�����O�D�E�H�O�O�L�Q�J���W�K�H�P���³�T�X�L�W�H���O�R�X�G���D�Q�G���F�K�D�W�W�\�´����

Using her favourite  spot in a silent computer  area  on the floor below made her feel 

�³�V�D�I�H�´�����'�H�Y�H�O�R�S�L�Q�J���D���V�H�Q�V�H���R�I���R�Z�Q�H�U�V�K�L�S���R�I���V�S�D�F�H���L�V���E�R�W�K���D���V�X�S�S�R�U�W�L�Y�H���D�F�W���W�K�D�W��

encourages visitors to return to the library, but also excludes others in the process: an 

act that is meant to h �H�O�S���J�H�Q�H�U�D�W�H���H�T�X�D�O�L�W�\���L�Q���P�D�N�L�Q�J���D���V�S�D�F�H���µ�K�R�P�H�¶���I�R�U���D�O�O���D�F�F�H�V�V�L�Q�J���W�K�H��

library results in making visiting problematic for those who struggle to engage with the 

space. Those who do not already feel comfortable in using libraries will feel further 

excluded bec �D�X�V�H���R�W�K�H�U���S�H�R�S�O�H���µ�N�Q�R�Z���K�R�Z���W�R���X�V�H�¶���D���O�L�E�U�D�U�\�����D�V���L�P�S�O�L�H�G���L�Q��postgraduate 

student �+�D�O�O�H�¶�V���U�H�I�H�U�H�Q�F�H���W�R���I�H�H�O�L�Q�J���³�E�H�Z�L�O�G�H�U�H�G�´���Z�K�H�Q���Y�Lsiting the library at Institute  1. 
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Ewan felt excluded because he felt the library (and indeed the university as a whole), 

whi le important for him, was also targeted at undergraduate students who used the 

�O�L�E�U�D�U�\���V�R�F�L�D�O�O�\���Z�K�L�O�H���W�K�H�\���D�G�M�X�V�W�H�G���W�R���+�(���V�W�X�G�\�L�Q�J���D�Q�G���O�H�D�U�Q�W���³�Z�K�D�W���W�K�H���O�L�E�U�D�U�\�¶�V���O�L�N�H�´�����³�L�W��

�O�R�R�N�V���O�L�N�H���D���U�H�D�O�O�\���H�Q�M�R�\�D�E�O�H���S�O�D�F�H���W�R���E�H���Z�L�W�K���W�K�R�V�H���F�R�O�R�X�U�I�X�O���F�K�D�L�U�V�´�����(�Z�D�Q���F�R�Q�V�L�Gered his 

class status and situation as a doctoral student both less privileged than others because 

of his working class background, and more privileged because many with his background 

would not have reached studying at doctoral level (if attending univers ity at all). The 

level of ownership other students felt when using the library in social ways (whether for 

learning or not) reduced his own feeling of ownership, and in spite of wanting to use the 

library space to study, he was frequently excluded from doi ng so, in spite of his reluctant 

efforts to police behaviours, emphasising inequalities.  

 

Overall, safety and comfort feed into the desire to use a specific space or seat , which 

then enables the potential for successful studying , providing other library us er practices 

match those of the individual.  I shall now move on to discuss in more detail how 

ownership and comfort combine to create a supportive study environment for individual 

users of libraries.  

 

5.3.3  Ownership and comfort  

The safety and comfort leve ls generated by familiarity and regular use of a space seem 

�N�H�\���L�Q���K�H�O�S�L�Q�J���F�U�H�D�W�H���D���V�H�Q�V�H���R�I���R�Z�Q�H�U�V�K�L�S�����E�X�W���-�X�K�L�¶�V (Institute 1)  reference to 

�µ�G�H�V�H�U�Y�L�Q�J�¶���D���J�R�R�G���O�X�Q�F�K���D�Q�G���W�R���E�H���D�E�O�H���W�R���U�H�W�X�U�Q���W�R���µ�K�H�U�¶���F�R�P�S�X�W�H�U���L�Q���µ�K�H�U���I�O�R�R�U�¶��

afterwards is an interesting us e of language , mirrored in �.�D�W�K�H�U�L�Q�H�¶�V���X�V�H���R�I���O�D�Q�J�X�D�J�H��

�D�E�R�X�W���µ�K�H�U���V�S�R�W�¶���D�E�R�Y�H���L�Q����������������. Cohen and Cohen (1979)  talk about how  personal 

space can not only reflect a feeling of safety but a sense of (self -perceived) value: 

creating ownership of a space, particularly via using a large amount of space and taking 

over the nearest desk space suggests importance and value over the need s of other 

�S�R�W�H�Q�W�L�D�O���L�Q�K�D�E�L�W�D�Q�W�V�����-�X�K�L�¶�V���V�H�Q�V�H���R�I���H�Q�W�L�W�O�H�P�H�Q�W���F�D�Q���E�H���O�L�Q�N�H�G���W�R���E�R�W�K���K�H�U���I�H�D�U�V���R�I���O�D�F�N��

of safe space and discomfort at the way her peers openly perceived her, mocking her for 

her de sire to study and be successful �����-�X�K�L�¶�V���H�G�X�F�D�W�L�R�Q�D�O���E�D�F�N�J�U�R�Xnd was a difficult 

experience for her, and she was diagnosed with a learning disability on arrival at 

university having struggled to reach HE levels, so in some respects  �-�X�K�L�¶�V���U�H�V�S�R�Q�V�H���W�R��

her educational journey is a natural one: the mocking she experienc ed from her friends 

combined with the discovery that she had a reason for difficulties studying endorsed the 

need to feel safe, to find  a place where she had control.  

 

Ownership can also take the form of using personal property to create territory. Territo ry 

entails the students using a workstation but also taking ownership of further space 
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around them using their property, such as textbooks, writing equipment, bags, thus  

attempting to create a  �E�X�E�E�O�H���R�I���S�H�U�V�R�Q�D�O���V�S�D�F�H���U�D�W�K�H�U���W�K�D�Q���D���V�H�Q�V�H���R�I���³�W�K�L�V���3�&���L�V���O�R�Jged 

�L�Q���V�R���,�¶�P���U�H�W�X�U�Q�L�Q�J���V�R�R�Q�´���D�V���G�H�P�R�Q�V�W�U�D�W�H�G���D�E�R�Y�H�����7�H�U�U�L�W�R�U�L�D�O���E�H�K�D�Y�L�R�X�U���L�V���U�H�F�R�J�Q�L�V�D�E�O�H���W�R��

anyone who might have boarded a busy train only to find occupants using a free seat for 

their bag, and is common in library use  (Bedwell & Banks, 2013; J. O. Cain & Treneman, 

2015; Foster & Gibbons, 2007; K. Hall & Kapa, 2015; Hobbs & Klare, 2010; Regalado & 

Smale, 2015) . Ownership in this form represents in part a need for personal spac e in 

order to reflect safety, but it also represents creating a territory, developing a small area 

that carries meaning for the owner, thus leading to a space that can communicate 

productivity, a time to study. Creating territory can also be achieved by us ing the same 

space/seat repeatedly as if it belongs to the individual, increasing familiarity and comfort 

levels, and thus increasing the sense of personal safety. Juhi talked about how she felt 

her favourite seat and floor of study made her feel safe and secure. Katherine used her 

property to make claims on the PC and desk space, and felt secure in leaving them alone 

for short periods if she needed to due to a combination of familiarity and the nature of 

the space itself being enclosed: she used a computer  facing a wall with shelves directly 

behind her, leaving little space to create any kind of thoroughfare. Indeed,  Katherine 

discussed a friend using a different, more open floor with high traffic to study, saying if 

she had used that floor herself, she wou ld not feel comfortable or safe. In order to work 

independently and alone, a sense of comfort and safety are essential to be able to study 

successfully. Additionally, the ability to claim territory while using the space supports the 

opportunity for solo vi sitors to be able to take short breaks: the statement of territory 

enables those who need to use the library for lack of facilities elsewhere to ensure they 

have a space that they can leave without the need for friends or peers to maintain the 

ownership of  that space for them in their absence. Creating territory increases the 

likelihood that students who need the space can study longitudinally with brief breaks.  

However, as we shall see next, creating territory can also cause problems in limiting 

access to others.  

 

5.3.4  Ownership as exclusion  

In contrast to ownership as an act of self -protection, as discussed above, ownership can 

also be an act of exclusion , of preventing others from  access ing  the limited capacity 

library spaces.  A space that should be incl usive to as many people as possible thus 

becomes one that excludes because its visitors choose to make it exclusive. On speaking 

to a member of the patroll ing staff  at Institute 1 , Marlon,  the issue of desk claiming in 

particular was raised several times a s a problem. Staff at the time of interviewing were 

�F�R�Q�F�H�U�Q�H�G���D�E�R�X�W���F�R�P�S�X�W�H�U�V���E�H�L�Q�J���³�G�H�D�G�´���E�H�F�D�X�V�H���R�I���W�K�H���P�D�F�K�L�Q�H���E�H�L�Q�J���O�H�I�W���O�R�J�J�H�G���R�Q��

but unused. Incidents of leaving property at desks were also considered an issue. Marlon 
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reported he and fellow patrollin g staff would monitor any computers logged in but 

unattended and give the logged in student 10 -20 minutes to return. Once a second 

circuit was completed after that period, staff would save any work left and log the 

machine out. If property was left without  any sign of an owner, a similar procedure 

would be followed, where if no sign of anyone returning after 20 minutes, the items 

would be moved to one side, although Marlon suggested on some occasions the items 

would be removed altogether. Claudia, one of th e staff a t management level at I nstitute  

1, �U�H�I�H�U�U�H�G���W�R���³�G�H�V�N���K�R�J�J�L�Q�J�´�����D�Q�G���K�R�Z���V�K�H���V�D�Z���L�W���D�V���D�Q���L�V�V�X�H���E�H�L�Q�J���U�D�L�V�H�G���D�F�U�R�V�V���D���O�D�U�J�H��

number of universities on a regular basis at key study periods of the academic calendar, 

and did express concerns that studen ts would begin to perceive staff intervention with 

their property as a way of ensuring it was protected  (as discussed earlier) . However, 

what only became clearer when combining interviews with observations was that 

students could easily switch monitors off  after logging a computer in, thus hiding the fact 

�W�K�D�W���W�K�H���P�D�F�K�L�Q�H���Z�D�V�Q�¶�W���D�Y�D�L�O�D�E�O�H���X�Q�W�L�O���D�Q�R�W�K�H�U���V�W�X�G�H�Q�W���W�U�L�H�G���W�R���X�V�H���L�W�����6�W�D�I�I���S�H�U�F�H�S�W�L�R�Q���R�I��

computer/desk reserving was overwhelmingly against it, but there was an understanding 

that, particularly during times of high pressure from studying, breaks are of importance. 

As a result, and to help counteract excessive computer claiming, at the time of 

interviewing staff were creating a programme that would allow students to lock a 

machine while taking a break, b ut only for a fixed period. Should the machine be found 

to be logged in without the programme in operation, staff would conti nue monitoring the 

status of the machine.  

 

Interestingly, reserving computers by logging them in did not s eem to be an issue at 

I nstitute 2, but students  were often seen  during observations  to be moving between 

multiple computers as if they could log in t o multiple machines. I nterviewees  at I nstitute 

2 primarily used laptops, or computers in specialist rooms where claiming computers 

was not an issue. When I questioned my gatekeeper at the time whether students were 

allowed multiple log - ins , she replied in the negative, suggesting  the possibility that 

computers are claimed via the use of multiple log in IDs from their friends.  

 

Staff p erceptions of  claiming desks and computers were  usually negative, as they 

wanted to encourage access for all students as far as possible, but the student use of 

desk claiming raises two considerations: the empowerment of students; and the 

subversion of sta ff power and rules. Students were using opportunities to claim territory 

in a process that gave them power, and while it was over a small space the impact on 

their capacity to study could be extensive . This sense of entitlement, of being free to 

claim comp uters and desks which then remained unused for prolonged periods, we can 

speculate, could be linked to the sense of entitlement developed in increasing  fees: 
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paying fees could be interpreted as  paying for the library space, the computer, the  

desk, th e seat . In the process of subverting rules, students were also subverting staff 

power, particularly in cases where they were switching monitors off to hide their desk 

claim, where staff were endeavouring to enable other students (who, like Grace and 

Kather ine  at Institute 1 , may only have had limited access themselves).  The students 

were thus excluding others from library access and creating a power struggle for 

ownership that crossed both between library users who had and retained a seat, and 

between libra ry users and staff, the latter of whom tried to re -open access to other 

library users.  

 

Use of social media and non -studying activities was also considered a problematic 

activity which could create ownership of a computer. Robin, a Masters student at 

I nsti tute 1, felt anyone not using a computer for studying was a selfish act:  

 

�>�«�@��though I know some people do take the mick [laughs] yeah [BR: how 

do you mean] well like erm yeah there have been times when people just 

procrastinate or something and not that i t bothers me but then I think �µwell 

someone else could be using that computer �¶ �D�Q�G���W�K�D�W�¶�V���V�R�P�H�W�K�L�Q�J���Z�H���G�R��

face is a shortage of like computers �>�«�@��you sometimes do glance at people 

using them for all the wrong reasons yeah [BR: how do you mean] like 

going on Facebook rather than using erm rather than actually doing work 

�>�«�@���L�I���,�¶�P���J�R�L�Q�J���W�K�U�R�X�J�K���D���E�R�R�N���R�U���D�Q�\�W�K�L�Q�J���D�Q�G���,���I�L�Q�G���W�K�H���L�Q�I�R�U�P�D�W�L�R�Q���,�¶�Y�H��

�G�R�Q�H���,���I�H�H�O���J�U�D�W�L�I�L�H�G���Z�K�L�O�V�W���L�I���\�R�X�¶�U�H���R�Q���)�D�F�H�E�R�R�N���R�E�Y�L�R�X�V�O�\���W�K�D�W�¶�V���M�X�V�W��

burning time , �\�R�X�¶�U�H���F�R�Q�V�X�P�L�Q�J���U�D�W�K�H�U���W�K�Dn producing work . 

[Robin, student, Institute 1]  

 

�7�K�L�V���V�H�Q�W�L�P�H�Q�W���Z�D�V���V�K�D�U�H�G���Z�L�W�K���-�X�K�L���Z�K�R���V�D�Z���X�V�L�Q�J���)�D�F�H�E�R�R�N���D�V���V�W�X�G�H�Q�W�V���³�Z�D�V�W�>�L�Q�J�@��

�\�R�X�U���W�L�P�H�´���D�Q�G���0�D�U�O�R�Q�����+�R�Z�H�Y�H�U�����&�O�D�X�G�L�D (staff member at Institute 1)  and Gemma (an 

undergraduate at I nstitute 2) saw using s ocial media as a tool for meeting other 

students on the same course and collaborating: Gemma and her group would share their 

essays between them on Facebook for feedback and support. Nevertheless, the use of 

social media or any similar online resource on a  library computer could easily be 

interpreted as retaining a computer that could be used by other students for studying, 

and thus creating ownership of a space.  

 

Territory and ownership link into usage patterns of particular furniture/design features. 

Spac es and/or furniture designed for groups or multiple individuals can be claimed by 

individuals with property, but also by seat selection. Cohen and Cohen (1979)  refer to 
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traditional rectangular tables creating a hierarchy or overall ownership of the table by 

not only property (as mentioned above) but via the selection of a seat that generates a 

personal space that automatically exc ludes others, or at least places them outside of 

comfortable levels of use if forced to sit there in close proximity to other inhabitants 

without knowing the inhabitant. Seat selection in the centre of one side of a table (Cohen 

and Cohen use the example o f a six seat table with three seats each side) can exclude 

other potential inhabitants entirely if personal property expands far enough into the 

other seat areas. However, as detailed above and during other observations, I 

experienced when using round tabl es at I nstitute  2 that other library users could still 

enter my personal space. On one occasion, a female student asked me if anyone was 

sitting at the other side of the table, and could she use it, and whether I had been 

researching  or situated there as a  student  I would have answered in the affirmative, 

primarily because she was po lite and asked  if  it  was ok (she  later proved to also be 

visiting the library as an individual user ) . Had she sat down without asking, I would have 

felt my personal space had be en disrupted, and it is unlikely in this scenario that the 

disruption would have been intentional: disruption does not have to be a conscious effort 

to occur, but can still create a fee ling of discomfort and even a sense of not belonging.  

 

5.3.5  Space exc luding by design  

Library space  can be exclusive  in a number of ways . Sometimes it is not the inhabitants 

that make the space feel exclusive, but  the space itself , despite designer intentions.  At 

Institute 1 Juhi referred to not being a �E�O�H���W�R���Z�R�U�N���R�Q���R�Q�H���I�O�R�R�U���E�H�F�D�X�V�H���V�K�H���F�R�X�O�G�Q�¶�W��

receive texts from her mother there, and she wanted to be contactable (although lack of 

phone signal was considered a benefit by some students I spoke to who used the library 

to avoid distraction and disruption  from family/home life).  Some space is not intended to 

exclude, but causes problems because of poor design. Silent space was found in both 

libraries to be in close proximity to spaces for group use, although both libraries after 

observations concluded had dedicated specific floors as a whole for silent use utilising 

noise dampening measures like additional walls.  As mentioned briefly above, in one 

space staff in Institute 1 could be heard in a silent space, talking and laughing through 

the walls in their of fice.  At Institute 2, a silent space next to a corridor with offices and 

classrooms meant that, even if students were silent, the traffic, environmental, and 

conversational  noises all carried into the silent space.  

 

Some spaces can be designed with specifi c concepts and user groups in mind: this 

design ethos encompasses the need for silent or group study, but can also include a 

purpose relating to a subject or content type, such as archival materials or secti ons 

specifically for law  students. The design pro cess is meant to encourage specific user 
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types, but is by its very nature an exclusive process: even archives answer a specific 

need that might discourage some from entering the space if they are unsure of what the 

service provides. The design often has in put from the department it is designed to 

support, so that student needs are catered for sufficiently, but often an engaging, 

attractive space will draw in students from other departments. The intention is not to 

exclude non -subject related users, rather i t is to provide for the subject rel ated visitors. 

However, at I nstitute  1, staff resorted to using signage to deter groups of non -subject 

related visitors who, through a combination of comparative physical proximity to their 

own subject matter and a desire  to visit the new, highly attractive space, prevented 

students from using an area that was designed for their study activities . 

 

In spite of the effort at Institute 1 to deter non -subject visitors, Grace and Juhi , both 

students there,  had both attempted to  engage with an area designed for art students 

(they were studying on health and education related degrees respectively). When I 

spoke to Grace, she referred to experimenting with different types of technology the 

library provides at I nstitute  1, hoping to  learn how to use a Mac. She found that 

�³�E�H�F�D�X�V�H���R�I���W�K�H���D�U�W���D�Q�G���G�H�V�L�J�Q���V�R�U�W���R�I���P�D�J�D�]�L�Q�H�V���W�K�D�W���Z�H�U�H���D�E�R�X�W���,���I�H�O�W���U�H�D�O�O�\�����U�H�D�O�O�\���R�X�W��

�R�I���S�O�D�F�H�´�����D�Q�G���V�W�D�U�W�H�G���G�H�Y�H�O�R�S�L�Q�J���D���I�H�H�O�L�Q�J���R�I���D�Q�[�L�H�W�\���D�E�R�X�W���Z�K�H�W�K�H�U���L�W���Z�D�V���D�F�W�X�D�O�O�\���D��

wise decision to try using a different  type of computer, worrying about whether it would 

�F�R�U�U�X�S�W���D�Q�\���Z�R�U�N���V�K�H���K�D�G���L�I���V�K�H���R�S�H�Q�H�G���L�W���X�S���R�Q���W�K�H���0�D�F�����D�Q�G���D���J�H�Q�H�U�D�O���I�H�H�O�L�Q�J���R�I���³�,��

�G�R�Q�¶�W���E�H�O�R�Q�J���K�H�U�H���´���,�Q���F�R�Q�W�U�D�V�W�����V�K�H���K�D�G���X�V�H�G���D�Q���D�U�H�D���L�Q���W�K�H���O�L�E�U�D�U�\���G�H�G�L�F�D�W�H�G���W�R���P�X�V�L�F��

without discomfort, but had sele �F�W�H�G���L�W���E�H�F�D�X�V�H���L�W���Z�D�V���T�X�L�H�W�����³�\�H�D�K���,���N�Q�H�Z���L�W���Z�D�V���W�K�H��

�P�X�V�L�F���E�L�W���E�X�W���,���G�L�G�Q�¶�W���I�H�H�O���D�V���X�Q�F�R�P�I�R�U�W�D�E�O�H�����0�D�\�E�H���D�V���,�¶�Y�H���J�R�W���R�O�G�H�U���,�¶�Y�H���M�X�V�W���J�R�Q�H���µ�,��

�Z�D�Q�W���W�R���E�H���Z�L�W�K���P�\���R�Z�Q���3�&�V�¶���>�Z�L�W�K���K�X�P�R�X�U�@���L�Q���W�K�H���D�U�H�D���W�K�D�W���,���F�R�Q�V�L�G�H�U���P�\���V�X�E�M�H�F�W���D�U�H�D��

�>�O�D�X�J�K�V�@���´���7�K�H���L�P�S�O�L�F�D�W�L�R�Q���Kere is that the technology was the main factor in making 

Grace feel uncomfortable and adding unfamiliar resources to the environment 

exacerbated that feeling of not belonging, of being excluded from somewhere. Juhi, on 

the other hand, was not looking to ex periment in using a new space, but had found her 

preferred floor full the day before our interview, so was looking for somewhere to work 

that met her personal needs. When she found the art area and saw the Macs, she felt it 

could be a good place t o study, and was happy working i �Q���L�W�����V�K�H���G�L�G�Q�¶�W���I�H�H�O��

uncomfortable using an unfamiliar area, or excluded by the nature of the materials 

�D�U�R�X�Q�G���K�H�U�����7�K�H���R�Q�O�\���L�V�V�X�H���V�K�H���K�D�G���Z�D�V���W�K�D�W���V�K�H���Z�D�V�Q�¶�W���V�X�U�H���K�R�Z���W�R���O�R�J���R�I�I���W�K�H���P�D�F�K�L�Q�H����

so she asked a student near her who was happy to show her.  

 

Creating a subject -specific area or organisation of resources can be important to help 

develop a community of similar study purposes/uses, such as in creating law libraries or 

the art area discussed above. Students using these areas may  have an increased 
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awareness of the needs of those on their or similar courses, and an understanding of the 

nature of study practices that means they may behave in ways that accommodate the 

practices of their peers. In spite of this, creating spaces that a re designed to be inclusive 

of a specific group endeavours to exclude others, which departs from the ethos described 

above by staff who wanted to provide access to as many students as possible to the 

resources they need. It is difficult to cater for depart mental requirements of library 

space in conjunction with trying to provide accommodation for all students (as Robin 

suggested above, libraries struggle to provide enough computers and study space for the 

student body).  

 

5.4  Chapter summary  

In this chapter I have discussed the nature of group use, individual use, and how each 

interprets library space.  I have identi fied several practices that contribute to  answer ing  

my research questions  around behaviour, interactions, and the level of inclusion or 

exclusion of library space :  

 

�x How do students behave in and use academic libraries?  Students  will visit 

the library, usually with the intention of studying, in groups or individually.  

�x What impact does design have on use and perceptions of use?  The library 

space can e xclude some users intentionally i.e. by the purpose of the space, or 

unintentionally i.e. by poor design choices.  

 

Additionally, from thes e findings, I have found that different patterns of behaviour and 

needs ari se from different types of user.  Groups hav e different ways of creating and 

maintaining power structures across genders. Females will often engage in more social 

activities  ( thus  often dominate the space through noise)  but will have one member who 

�µ�S�U�R�P�L�V�H�V�¶���J�R�D�O���D�F�K�L�H�Y�H�P�H�Q�W�����0�D�O�H�V���Z�L�O�O���Xsually move  directly  to engaging with their 

chosen non -social activities  when they visit the library, but dominate through the body.  

Mixed -gender groups  are easily disrupted by non -members of the group, which in turn 

disrupts the internal structur e and dynamics of the group.  All groups depend on their 

group members to maintain the structure and dynamics of the group to successfully 

achieve study goals: members themselves can easily cause problems  for other group 

members  if they choose not to partic ipate in the study goal.  

 

Individual user needs vary according to the level of their degree, but some will 

specifically need the library to be able to access the space and resources they require  

and cannot easily access (if at all)  outside of library facil ities. Individual users will often 

have specific personal circumstances that lead them to have this need for the library, be 
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it as a quiet sanctuary  to focus in or an environment that allows collaboration and 

support.  

 

We can thus form positions for librar y user standpoints primarily via individual users  with 

specific personal circumstances, and for group members who are excluded  or disrupted  

through power disputes , if we focus on the marginalised . Both these positions use the 

library with varying success, but the individual users have a need that cannot be met 

easily , if at all,  outside of the library  provisions, and require careful consideration for 

ensuring the library is accessible and inclusive of their study needs. Group users 

excluded via power disput es are more difficult to support in their access needs, as their 

success depends on the attitudes and actions of other library users, but careful 

consideration must be made of the potential  for educating students  with respect to the 

importance of inclusive  library  use , possibly through organisations like the Students 

Union. Liaison with relevant organisations  and internal institutional departments  may 

help improve behaviours and attitudes, make individuals more aware of their impact on 

others, thus ideally reducing incidents of ignorance and sexism amongst students.  

 

The space itself  excludes depending on the confidence of individuals: confidence and 

comfort levels come from a sense of entitlement and ownership, which  in turn help 

develop a level of power wi thin library users.  

 

In short, the relationship between library space and behaviour is complex, with users 

�P�D�Q�L�S�X�O�D�W�L�Q�J���V�S�D�F�H���W�R���V�X�L�W���W�K�H�L�U���Q�H�H�G�V�����/�L�E�U�D�U�\���V�S�D�F�H���G�H�V�L�J�Q���L�V���D�W���L�W�V���µ�E�H�V�W�¶���Z�K�H�Q���L�W���L�V��

�V�L�P�S�O�H���D�Q�G���H�[�S�O�L�F�L�W���L�Q���S�X�U�S�R�V�H�����µ�E�H�V�W�¶���U�H�S�U�H�V�H�Q�W�L�Q�J���Z�K�H�Q���X�V�Hrs conform to its rules and 

design, thus meeting the expectations of designers and the library staff monitoring it. A 

silent space is easier to explain to users, and therefore encourages compliance, and 

empowers inhabitants to police any nonconforming beha viours, if they are willing to take 

on that policing role. However, placing responsibility on inhabitants is unfair, creating a 

myth of a self -policing space that in turn produces a situation where inhabitants are 

expected to police a space, disrupting the ir own studies to do so. Empowerment here 

only exists if the inhabitants are able to study successfully without interruption and 

without the weight of having to regulate the environment. When individual users are 

often in more need of a space, because acce ss to resources, technology and an 

environment appropriate to studying is limited outside of campus, the library is essential.  

 

�:�K�H�Q���V�S�D�F�H���S�X�U�S�R�V�H���E�H�F�R�P�H�V���P�R�U�H���µ�I�O�H�[�L�E�O�H�¶�����D�V���L�Q���P�R�U�H���R�S�H�Q���W�R���L�Q�W�H�U�S�U�H�W�D�W�L�R�Q����

incorporating several  purposes), or when a space is badly situated, the space 

communicates too many messages which can conflict. Inhabitants will manipulate the 
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space to their needs, but will generate more opportunities to dominate the space at the 

risk of excluding others. By its nature, a multipurpose space invites group use, as talking 

and collaboration are encouraged with the furniture situated within it. A multipurpose 

space can help develop a sense of community, of solidarity amongst group members as 

they support each other. However, a multipurpose space can also allow dominant 

behaviours to manifest amongst inhabitants, creating an exclusive environment that, 

even while physically able to accommodate more visitors, may exclude by the dominant 

behaviours, discouraging others from occupying that space . In these cases, the design of 

a space has little influence over inhabitants as they manipulate the meaning of a space 

to suit their needs and personality.  

 

As suggested above, library spaces can be seen as at their best when they successfully 

support the  needs of individuals who have specific personal circumstances. I have 

touched on these briefly in this chapter, and I shall discuss them in more detail in the 

next chapter. I shall consider the variety of personal needs such as those of people with 

disabi lities, mature students, and from reduced income backgrounds.  
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�&�K�D�S�W�H�U���� �����$�Q�D�O�\�V�L�V�����������3�H�U�V�R�Q�D�O���D�Q�G���V�R�F�L�D�O��
�F�L�U�F�X�P�V�W�D�Q�F�H�V 
In the previous chapter, I  addressed research questions (as detailed in section 3.1) of 

how students behave in and use academic librar ies, and what impact space has on use 

and perceptions of use. I  discussed student usage patterns and behaviours in a broad 

context, investigating how groups and individuals use the library space.  I found that 

while the purpose for visiting the library was  frequently the same across all types of 

users, that is to study, the different types of users sometimes experienced conflict 

between each other that led to difficulties studying and the creation of (unwanted) power 

dynamics.  These power dynamics often led to library design unintentionally excluding 

some library users over others.  This chapter addresses  whether academic libraries 

provide a supportive and inclusive learning environment  (as per the overarching aim of 

this research), with a focus on particular user groups who may be marginalised by either 

the space provisions or by other users . It addresses  the research question of whether  

differing perceptions of appropriate use create inequalities between students, and 

between students and staff . The research questions of how students behav e in and use 

academic libraries  and what impact design has on use and perceptions of use are also 

dealt with  here  in the context of the specific user groups featured i.e. thos e who have 

specific personal needs and/or social c ircumstances.  

 

This chapter was developed based on coding and themes demonstrating that the library 

was frequently important if not essential for many of the students I spoke to . However, 

even though interviewees identified the library as important, they a lso raised issues with 

other users that meant interviewees were sometimes excluded from studying in the 

library, linking back to themes of power and domination , and discrimination . This issue 

was raised in the previous  chapter (and suggested for a potentia l standpoint of individual 

users with specific personal circumstances) , and will be discussed more here , particularly 

in terms of accessibility, and of limitations of home life . Lastly, one of the  parent  codes 

developed during analysis  covered socioeconomi c and political issues raised by 

participants (including  �µbureaucracy �¶���D�Q�G���µ�S�U�R�I�H�V�V�L�R�Q�D�O�L�V�P�¶���D�V���F�K�L�O�G���F�R�G�H�V��. This chapter 

features a section on the  marketisation of HE that reflects some of the comments made 

and lexicon used by participants, and what thes e imply for library use.  Interview extracts  

are included to represent descriptions of the problems encountered when using the 

library, and  also of  issues relating to personal socio -economic status  and the impact that 

can have on perceptions (of both the in terviewee and of non -students) of HE . 

 

In this chapter I discuss the nature of how a diverse student population can lead to a 

greater need for detailed consideration of library space provisions. Students  who have 
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particular circumstances at home  or in thei r daily life can sometimes  find studying more 

problematic . Library staff and designers  thus need to consider access to space and 

resources from a broader perspective beyond the largest (highly generalised) user group 

of undergraduates. I also discuss how problematic behaviours , such as ignoring space 

rules on noise levels, can disrupt access and the ability to study in library spaces that are 

meant to be enabling of study activities.  

 

6.1  The library as a sanctuary for studying  

A number of interviewees were returning to HE as mature students. Some were working 

full time as well as studying, some had families and obligations at home that limited 

their time or capacity to study. Some students, like Ewan  at Institute 1 �����G�L�G�Q�¶�W��

necessarily ha ve anything that overtly impeded their ability to work at home, but found 

working on campus allowed them to separate their academic and home lives and thus 

increase their productivity: they could create spaces associated with specific tasks that 

allowed th em to increase their focus on those tasks. Ewan felt he needed to visit campus 

as he was alone at home, so while his primary purpose was to visit campus to study, he 

�D�O�V�R���Z�D�Q�W�H�G���W�R���³�H�Q�M�R�\���>�K�L�V�@���X�Q�L�Y�H�U�V�L�W�\���O�L�I�H�´�����P�H�H�W�L�Q�J���D�Q�G���Z�R�U�N�L�Q�J���D�O�R�Q�J�V�L�G�H���K�L�V���I�U�L�H�Q�G�V��

and peers. However, he felt that I nstitute  �����R�Y�H�U�D�O�O���Z�D�V���³�Y�H�U�\���W�D�L�O�R�U�H�G���I�R�U���D�Q��

�X�Q�G�H�U�J�U�D�G�X�D�W�H���H�[�S�H�U�L�H�Q�F�H���G�H�V�S�L�W�H���W�K�H���I�D�F�W���W�K�D�W���L�W�¶�V���J�R�W���D���F�R�Q�W�L�Q�X�L�Q�J���W�R���U�L�V�H���Q�X�P�E�H�U���R�I��

�S�R�V�W���J�U�D�G���V�W�X�G�H�Q�W�V���F�R�P�L�Q�J�´�����7�K�D�W���V�H�Q�W�L�P�H�Q�W���Z�D�V���P�L�U�U�R�U�H�G���L�Q���K�L�V���S�H�U�F�H�S�W�L�R�Q�V���R�I���O�L�E�U�D�U�\��

use, a nd he felt that:  

 

�W�K�H�U�H�¶�V���D���Y�H�U�\���V�P�D�O�O���D�U�H�D���I�R�U���M�X�V�W���V�W�X�G�\�L�Q�J���D�Q�G���L�W�¶�V���D�Q�G���L�I���L�W���Z�D�V���W�K�H���R�W�K�H�U��

�Z�D�\���U�R�X�Q�G���,���W�K�L�Q�N���W�K�D�W�¶�G���Z�R�U�N���E�H�W�W�H�U���W�K�H�U�H�¶�V���D���O�R�W���P�R�U�H���V�S�D�F�H���X�V�H�G���I�R�U��

group discussions and I think that should be tailored to what a library 

actually is which is an area for study and research.  

[Ewan, student, Institute 1]  

 

He perceived other university libraries , with primarily silent space but providing 

discussion areas , as an additional option as being the ideal working space. Ewan had 

stopped using the libra ry during term time because he was no longer successful in 

studying there, and found his shared office useful (if problematic because of lack of 

�V�S�D�F�H���D�Q�G���I�D�F�L�O�L�W�L�H�V�����E�H�F�D�X�V�H���³�L�W�¶�V���L�Q���D�Q���H�Q�Y�L�U�R�Q�P�H�Q�W���V�X�U�U�R�X�Q�G�H�G���E�\���S�H�R�S�O�H���Z�K�R���D�U�H���G�R�L�Q�J��

the same as me and who  �D�U�H���M�X�V�W���W�K�H�U�H���W�R���J�H�W���R�Q���Z�L�W�K���W�K�H�L�U���Z�R�U�N�´�� 

 

Associating spaces with tasks and specific purposes is not unique to students like Ewan 

(Harrop & Turpin, 2013) , but where he and his pe ers differed from  the students focus sed 

on in this section is that some student groups, in particular females or those from 
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deprived backgrounds, have limitations at home that mean they have no access to 

suitable spaces or environments there in which to study. Grace spoke of her need for the  

�O�L�E�U�D�U�\�¶�V���V�S�D�F�H�V���D�V���L�P�S�R�U�W�D�Q�W���E�H�F�D�X�V�H���³�L�W�¶�V���M�X�V�W���P�H���D�Q�G���P�\���K�X�V�E�D�Q�G�����E�X�W���,���F�D�Q�¶�W��

�F�R�Q�F�H�Q�W�U�D�W�H���Z�L�W�K���W�K�H���W�H�O�O�\���R�Q�����D�Q�G���L�I���,���J�R���X�S�V�W�D�L�U�V���W�K�H�U�H�¶�V���Q�R���G�H�V�N�´�����V�R���X�O�W�L�P�D�W�H�O�\���L�W���Z�D�V��

�³�L�P�S�R�V�V�L�E�O�H�´���I�R�U���K�H�U���W�R���Z�R�U�N���D�W���K�R�P�H�����*�U�D�F�H���U�H�I�H�U�U�H�G���W�R���Q�H�H�G�L�Q�J���T�X�L�H�W���W�R���E�H���D�E�O�H���W�R��work 

effectively, using a silent area to study wherever possible:  

 

�,�¶�Y�H���Q�R�W�L�F�H�G���W�K�H�U�H�¶�V���P�R�U�H���V�L�J�Q�V���X�S���Q�R�Z���D�E�R�X�W���S�H�R�S�O�H���P�D�N�L�Q�J���Q�R�L�V�H�����µ�F�R�V��

�,���U�H�D�O�O�\���K�D�W�H���L�W���Z�K�H�Q���L�W�¶�V���Q�R�L�V�H�����,���P�H�D�Q���,�¶�Y�H���F�R�P�H���K�H�U�H���I�R�U���D���U�H�D�V�R�Q�����D�W��

home I get distracted so coming in here I mak e a concerted effort not to 

be at home.  

[Grace, student, Institute 1]  

 

 Additionally, the technology she used was problematic:  

 

�Z�H�¶�Y�H���J�R�W���D���U�H�D�O�O�\���R�O�G���>�O�D�S�W�R�S�@���D�Q�G���W�K�H���D�P�R�X�Q�W���R�I���W�L�P�H�V���,�¶�Y�H���G�R�Q�H���D�Q��

�D�V�V�L�J�Q�P�H�Q�W���R�Q���L�W�����L�W�¶�V���I�L�Q�H�����V�D�Y�H�G���D�O�O���W�K�H���Z�D�\���U�L�J�K�W���W�R���W�Ke end and then 

�J�R�Q�H���µ�K�D�Q�J���R�Q���D���P�L�Q�X�W�H���,���G�R�Q�¶�W���Z�D�Q�Q�D���G�R���D�Q�\�W�K�L�Q�J���H�O�V�H���Q�R�Z�¶���D�Q�G���\�R�X���J�R��

�µ�X�S�O�R�D�G���L�W���\�R�X���I�R�R�O�����&�R�P�H���R�Q���¶���D�Q�G���L�W�¶�V���Q�R�W���K�D�Y�L�Q�J���D�Q�\���R�I���L�W�� 

[ibid]  

 

�*�U�D�F�H�¶�V���G�L�I�I�L�F�X�O�W�L�H�V���Z�L�W�K���K�R�P�H���W�H�F�K�Q�R�O�R�J�\���H�[�W�H�Q�G�H�G���W�R���K�H�U���Q�H�H�G�L�Q�J���W�R���V�K�D�U�H���K�H�U���F�R�P�S�X�W�H�U��

access with h er husband, and while she never raised that as a direct issue, it did mean 

that the laptop was not necessarily always going to be available for studying. Grace 

relied heavily on the availability of seating in the library to give her the mental and 

physical  room to study. Grace felt in particular that she had to be able to find a seat in 

�W�K�H���D�U�H�D���W�K�D�W���Z�R�U�N�H�G���E�H�V�W���I�R�U���K�H�U���S�U�R�G�X�F�W�L�Y�L�W�\�����L�I���V�K�H���F�R�X�O�G�Q�¶�W���I�L�Q�G���D���V�H�D�W���L�Q���D���V�L�O�H�Q�W���D�U�H�D����

then she would go home and try again the next day, although she admitted that w as a 

�U�D�U�H���R�F�F�X�U�U�H�Q�F�H�����³�L�W���P�X�V�W���K�D�Y�H���E�H�H�Q���W�K�H���G�D�\���E�H�I�R�U�H���W�K�D�W���W�K�H���H�Q�W�L�U�H���8�Q�L�Y�H�U�V�L�W�\�¶�V��

�D�V�V�L�J�Q�P�H�Q�W�V���Z�H�U�H���G�X�H���L�Q�´�������2�Q���R�Q�H���R�F�F�D�V�L�R�Q���V�K�H���K�D�G���E�R�U�U�R�Z�H�G���D���O�D�S�W�R�S���I�U�R�P���W�K�H���O�L�E�U�D�U�\��

but she was una ble to work out how to log in to  it.  

 

Katherine had children at home,  and visited the library for the quiet environment, with 

�K�H�U���S�U�H�I�H�U�U�H�G���V�S�R�W���D�O�O�R�Z�L�Q�J���K�H�U���W�R���³�K�L�G�H���D�Z�D�\���D���O�L�W�W�O�H���E�L�W���P�R�U�H���´���6�K�H���G�L�G�Q�¶�W���X�V�H���W�K�H���O�L�E�U�D�U�\��

for books, but because it allowed her to concentrate:  

 

�,�¶�O�O���G�R���V�R�P�H���>�Z�R�U�N�@���D�W���K�R�P�H�����E�X�W���,���I�L�Q�G���L�W���H�D�V�L�H�U���>�L�Q���W�K�H���O�L�E�U�D�U�\�@�����,�¶�Y�H���J�R�W��

�F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q���D�W���K�R�P�H���V�R�����M�X�V�W���W�K�H���Q�R�L�V�H���,���I�L�Q�G���G�L�V�W�U�D�F�W�L�Q�J�����%�X�W���H�Y�H�Q���Z�K�H�Q���,�¶�P��
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�R�Q���P�\���R�Z�Q���D�W���K�R�P�H���,�¶�O�O���J�R���D�Q�G���G�R���µ�W�K�D�W�¶���R�U���,�¶�O�O���J�R�����\�R�X���N�Q�R�Z�����L�I���,���F�D�Q�¶�W�����L�I��

�,���J�H�W���V�W�X�F�N���R�U���,�¶�P���L�Q���D���E�O�R�F�N���R�U���,���Q�H�H�G���W�R���F�R�Q�F�H�Q�W�U�D�W�H�����,���S�U�R�E�D�E�O�\��

procrastinat �H���D�Q�G���J�R���I�L�Q�G���V�R�P�H�W�K�L�Q�J���H�O�V�H���W�R���G�R�����Z�K�L�F�K���L�V�Q�¶�W���J�R�R�G�� 

[Katherine, student, Institute 1]  

 

Katherine often visited the library on a weekend because:  

 

�D�O�O���W�K�H���I�D�P�L�O�\���D�U�H���U�R�X�Q�G�����W�K�H�U�H�¶�V���W�R�R���P�D�Q�\���G�L�V�W�U�D�F�W�L�R�Q�V�����D�Q�G���,���K�D�Y�H�Q�¶�W���J�R�W��

a proper working space at home ei �W�K�H�U�����V�R���,�¶�Y�H���H�Q�G�H�G���X�S���V�D�W���R�Q���W�K�H���E�H�G��

�R�U���V�D�W���D�W���W�K�H���E�D�F�N���R�I���W�K�H���U�R�R�P���D�Q�G���W�K�H���W�H�O�O�\�¶�V���R�Q���D�Q�G���,���M�X�V�W���F�D�Q�¶�W���G�R���L�W�� 

[ibid]  

 

Gemma at I nstitute  2 was like Ewan in that she did not have any family or technology 

issues to distract her (a lthough she preferred sepa rating  her studying  environment  from 

her home  environment because she had sleep problems). However, a member of the 

group of friends she studied with was a mature student with children who she would 

often meet on Saturdays, particularly when deadlines were  approaching:  

 

 she does the course part time , she has [children] , she has full time job 

�V�R���V�K�H���I�L�Q�G�V���L�W���U�H�D�O�O�\���K�D�U�G�����H�U�P���D�Q�G���,�¶�P���U�H�D�O�O�\���J�R�R�G���I�U�L�H�Q�G�V���Z�L�W�K���K�H�U����

�V�K�H�¶�V���Q�R�W���D���Y�H�U�\���F�R�Q�I�L�G�H�Q�W���S�H�U�V�R�Q���V�R���\�R�X���N�Q�R�Z���Z�H���G�R���R�X�U���E�H�V�W���W�R���K�H�O�S��

her with the rest and vice �Y�H�U�V�D���H�Y�H�Q���L�I���L�W�¶�V���M�X�V�W���V�L�W�W�L�Q�J���Z�L�W�K���K�H�U�� 

[Gemma, student, Institute 2]  

 

�%�H�F�D�X�V�H���R�I���Q�R�W���V�S�H�D�N�L�Q�J���G�L�U�H�F�W�O�\���W�R���*�H�P�P�D�¶�V���I�U�L�H�Q�G�����W�K�H�U�H���L�V���Q�R���I�X�O�O���L�Q�I�R�U�P�D�W�L�R�Q���R�Q���Z�K�D�W��

her home circumstances were, but Gemma spoke of the woman not being able to attend 

social even ts at university, and so the time at the library as a group was time with 

�I�U�L�H�Q�G�V�����Z�L�W�K���S�H�H�U�V�����L�Q���D���V�X�S�S�R�U�W�L�Y�H���V�W�X�G�\���Q�H�W�Z�R�U�N�����*�L�Y�H�Q���*�H�P�P�D�¶�V���J�U�R�X�S���X�V�X�Dlly worked 

in an area with no computer s, it can be reasonably assumed that her friend had access 

to a lapt op, but visited the space for studying and being able to work away from her 

�I�D�P�L�O�\���W�R���D�Y�R�L�G���G�L�V�W�U�D�F�W�L�R�Q�V�����*�H�P�P�D�¶�V���F�R�P�P�H�Q�W�V���R�Q��the reciprocity of her group, in their 

support of each other in studying and socially,  feeds into both consideration of others 

and  community aspe cts discussed above  in chapter 5  and in chapter 7 , but they also 

illustrate  the difficulties that can be experienced as a mature student with other 

commitments. The woman worked full time, had a family, and was studying as an 

undergraduate: her time was limited, and so the time she spent at the library with her 

�J�U�R�X�S���Z�R�X�O�G���K�D�Y�H���E�H�H�Q���N�H�\���W�R���E�H�L�Q�J���D�E�O�H���W�R���V�W�X�G�\�����*�H�P�P�D���P�H�Q�W�L�R�Q�H�G���³�M�X�V�W���V�L�W�W�L�Q�J���Z�L�W�K��
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�K�H�U�´���D�V���D���Z�D�\���R�I���V�X�S�S�R�U�W�L�Q�J���W�K�H���Z�R�P�D�Q�����V�R���K�D�Y�L�Q�J���W�K�D�W���V�X�S�S�R�U�W���Q�H�W�Z�R�U�N���D�V���Z�H�O�O���D�V���W�K�H��

study space we re two factors that made being able to visit the library important.  

 

The above comments from Grace, Katherine and Gemma imply the importance of the 

library in the academic lives of not just these students, but the lives of anyone who 

shares their home circ umstances where it can be difficult to find the time and mental 

space to study.  As Regalado and Smale (2015)  and Brown -Sica (2012)  have 

demonstrated in their research on commu ter students in the US, study space at home 

can often be limited or non -existent  in terms of noise levels and disruptions. One of the 

�L�V�V�X�H�V���W�K�H���V�W�X�G�H�Q�W�V���U�D�L�V�H�G���G�X�U�L�Q�J���5�H�J�D�O�D�G�R���D�Q�G���6�P�D�O�H�¶�V���U�H�V�H�D�U�F�K���Z�D�V���W�K�D�W���R�I���Q�Rt having 

space at home to study (2015) . Brown -Sica (2012)  found commuter students, who made 

up 99% of the population at a multi - college library in Denver, spoke of needing space to 

�³�¶�J�H�W���G�R�Z�Q���W�R���Z�R�U�N�¶���D�V���R�S�S�R�V�H�G���W�R���V�R�F�L�D�O�L�]�L�Q�J�´��(Brown -Sica, 2012, p. 223) . Commuter 

students in both studies also often had to work to support the family income, adding 

extra pressure onto splitting their lives into family, work and studying. Access to libraries 

with quiet or silent spaces for students living  at home with family pressures  is 

particularly important. All students have different study requirem ents from their 

degrees, but those who have no space at home need to be able to guarantee a space 

that allows them to focus on their work without disruption.  The issue  here is that there 

are several groups of students who have pressures on their day - to -day  lives and thus 

have a need for library facilities to provide quiet supportive environments that allow the 

students opportunities  to study  and focus. It is important at this point to reiterate that 

these students  collectively share a  standpoint, as a group  of people  who need the library 

space because using their home to study is not an option. Libraries need to ensure that 

they cater for and support these students. Difficulties in designing/providing space arise 

in particular when individuals  also sometimes  wish to access support from peers, and 

thus have surroundings that allow them to work with quiet but  the opportunity to 

collaborate.   

 

Halle at Institute 1 was an anomaly case regarding the student need for library space. 

Another mature postgraduate stude nt working full time, she lived in a nearby city that 

would require a commute of just under an hour (depending on mode of transport and 

time of travel) to reach campus. She had primarily used the library to print documents 

and borrow books prior  to her sup ervision meetings. She had access to a shared PGR 

�R�I�I�L�F�H���E�X�W���V�K�H���K�D�G���R�I�W�H�Q���I�R�X�Q�G���L�W���³�D���E�L�W���Z�R�U�N-y rather than student - �\�´���E�H�F�D�X�V�H���R�I���W�K�H��

�Q�D�W�X�U�H���R�I���W�K�H���µ�R�I�I�L�F�H���F�R�U�U�L�G�R�U�¶���H�Q�Y�L�U�R�Q�P�H�Q�W�����D�Q�G���V�R���K�D�G���S�U�R�E�O�H�P�V���V�W�X�G�\�L�Q�J���W�K�H�U�H�����6�K�H��

talked about a previous degree when  she resented having to dedicate  time driving into 

town and studying  in the library/on campus on her days off : s he had alread y spent her 
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week working nearby.  However, she  had found she could create her own distractions at 

home, often reducing her productiv ity levels. S �K�H���K�D�G���F�U�H�D�W�H�G���D���³�Q�L�F�H���O�L�W�W�O�H���V�S�R�W���D�W���K�R�P�H�´��

�V�R���³�,���K�D�Y�H�Q�¶�W���D�O�Z�D�\�V���I�H�O�W���W�K�H���Q�H�H�G���W�R���F�R�P�H���L�Q�W�R���W�K�H���O�L�E�U�D�U�\�´�� Still , she was considering 

�X�V�L�Q�J���W�K�H���O�L�E�U�D�U�\���P�R�U�H���D�V���³�L�W���I�H�H�O�V���Q�L�F�H�U���L�Q���W�K�H���O�L�E�U�D�U�\���D�F�W�X�D�O�O�\�����D�P�R�Q�J���N�L�Q�G�U�H�G���V�S�L�U�L�W�V��

[laughs] [BR: ah righ �W���,���V�H�H�@���V�O�R�J�J�L�Q�J���R�X�U���J�X�W�V���R�X�W���>�E�R�W�K���O�D�X�J�K�@�´�� Her library use was 

directly related to her supervision meetings, so if she needed to prepare, or felt inspired 

�D�I�W�H�U���W�K�H���P�H�H�W�L�Q�J�����V�K�H���Z�R�X�O�G���Y�L�V�L�W���W�K�H���O�L�E�U�D�U�\���I�R�U���µ�W�K�H���V�O�R�J.�¶��She would primarily  visit  on 

weeken ds (often on a Saturday night) as, aside from working full - time , she found the 

library less distracting during those times. She felt the library was populated by people 

�Z�K�R���Z�H�U�H���W�K�H�U�H���W�R���V�W�X�G�\���\�H�W���³�W�K�H�U�H�¶�V���D���E�L�W���R�I���D���V�R�F�L�D�O���W�K�L�Q�J���J�R�L�Q�J���R�Q���V�R���,���D�Y�R�L�G���W�K�H�P���Oike 

�W�K�H���S�O�D�J�X�H�´���� 

 

�L�W�¶�V���Q�R�W���D���F�U�L�W�L�F�L�V�P�����\�R�X���N�Q�R�Z���Z�K�H�Q���,���Z�D�V���W�K�H�L�U���D�J�H���,�¶�G���S�U�R�E�D�E�O�\���G�R���W�K�H��

same thing, I think they seem to be like younger ones who will come 

�Z�L�W�K���W�K�H�L�U���I�U�L�H�Q�G�V�����V�R���W�K�H�\�¶�O�O���D�O�O���Z�R�U�N���W�R�J�H�W�K�H�U���E�X�W���W�K�H�\�¶�O�O���D�O�V�R���E�H��

�F�K�D�W�W�L�Q�J���������>�D�Q�G���O�D�W�H�U�@���,�¶�G���E�H���O�L�V�W�H�Q�L�Q�J���W�R���W�K�H�P���R�U���Z�D�W�F�K�L�Q�J���Z�K�D�W���W�K�H�\�¶�U�H��

�Z�H�D�U�L�Q�J���R�U���G�R���\�R�X���N�Q�R�Z���Z�K�D�W���,���P�H�D�Q���G�R�L�Q�J���H�Y�H�U�\�W�K�L�Q�J���E�X�W���Z�K�D�W���,�¶�P��

�W�K�H�U�H���W�R���E�H���G�R�L�Q�J���R�U���,�¶�G���E�H���J�H�W�W�L�Q�J���D�Q�Q�R�\�H�G���Z�L�W�K���W�K�H�P���G�L�V�W�U�D�F�W�L�Q�J���P�H��

when really I could just move.  

[Halle, student, Institute 1]  

 

�+�D�O�O�H�¶�V���F�R�P�P�H�Q�W�V���V�X�S�S�R�U�W���(�Z�D�Q�¶�V (Institute 1)  concerns regarding social use of the 

library, although Halle perceived social  behaviour amongst other visitors as inevitable , 

�H�Y�H�Q���L�I���V�K�H���Z�D�Q�W�H�G���W�R���D�Y�R�L�G���L�W�����1�H�Y�H�U�W�K�H�O�H�V�V�����+�D�O�O�H�¶�V���R�F�F�D�V�L�R�Q�D�O���X�V�H���R�I���W�K�H���O�L�E�U�D�U�\���Z�D�V��

designed t o accommodate not just her working pattern, but the usage patterns of other 

visitors so that being distracted by their behaviour was avoided or minimised. She 

�U�H�I�H�U�U�H�G���W�R���E�H�L�Q�J���D�E�O�H���W�R���³�M�X�V�W���P�R�Y�H�´���L�I���V�K�H���G�L�G���I�L�Q�G���K�H�U�V�H�O�I���Q�H�D�U���D���G�L�V�W�U�D�F�W�L�Q�J���J�U�R�X�S when 

visit ing . Halle did talk about there being one room in the library she found useful as the 

�³�K�D�U�G�F�R�U�H���V�L�O�H�Q�F�H���S�H�R�S�O�H�´���X�V�H�G���L�W�����D�Q�G���R�Q�O�\���F�R�Q�Y�H�U�V�H�G���W�R���D�U�U�D�Q�J�H���O�H�D�Y�L�Q�J���I�R�U���D���E�U�H�D�N�����E�X�W��

the main reason she visited during unsocial hours late on weekends was that othe r 

people were either studying in the same way she was, or dropping books off. Halle was 

confirming what Ewan had complained about: that if he wanted to work in the library he 

�Q�H�H�G�H�G���W�R���Y�L�V�L�W���S�U�L�R�U���W�R���R�U���D�I�W�H�U���W�K�H���³�\�R�X�Q�J�H�U���S�H�R�S�O�H�´���Y�L�V�L�W�H�G�����X�V�L�Q�J���W�K�H���O�L�E�U�D�U�\ when the 

only other inhabitants were there alone to work (Ewan referred to being there during 24 

hour opening at 7am or during the night). The issue here is that Halle (or indeed any 

other student) should not have been placed in a situation that made her feel she had to 

move: she would use the library at unsocial times to avoid having to deal with being 



158  

 

placed in that situation. Halle was being pushed out of using the library during the day , 

unable to meet  with friends at the weekend on some occ asions: she  was being excluded.  

 

Even if Halle did  not feel she needed the library, timing her visits to avoid the other 

people means the library space is not supportive of her needs. As a mature, 

postgraduate student, the library space at I nstitute  1 is not designed  for her user group, 

something that Ewan raised himself. Since data collection finished, the library has 

developed PGR -specific accommodation within the building, with limited access via an ID 

card system. However, the room has been converted from a staff office, and is a 

comparatively small space of approximately 25 desks/computers. While the desks are 

wide with plenty of room for notes and textbooks, the room itself is not soundproof, and, 

like much of the library space, there have been issues with temper atures varying 

�E�H�W�Z�H�H�Q���W�R�R���K�R�W���D�Q�G���W�R�R���F�R�O�G�����7�K�H���O�L�E�U�D�U�\���L�V���V�W�L�O�O���S�U�L�P�D�U�L�O�\���D���S�O�D�F�H���I�R�U���³�\�R�X�Q�J�H�U�´���V�W�X�G�H�Q�W�V��

i.e. those who are comfortable studying in a more social environment, rather than those 

who study best in environments where they can avoid distracti ons like conversations 

from elsewhere in the space. However, as discussed above, many undergraduate 

students I spoke to felt the same way as postgraduate respondents. As Regalado and 

Smale (2015)  discussed, while flexible learning spaces will suit some studen ts, the 

emphasis has been placed on those spaces over quiet or silent spaces with some level of 

privacy. The issue is not necessarily  one of  �µ�D�J�H�¶���D�V���V�X�J�J�H�V�W�H�G���E�\���+�D�O�O�H (although the 

student population and user base of libraries can indicate issues with us age patterns 

linking to age differences)  but goes further than that in terms of the library space 

providing opportunities  for users  to focus more easily. Students of all ages should be 

provided with opportunities to feel that library space is accessible to  and inclusive of 

them , ensuring varieties of spaces sufficiently meet their needs , without othering  user s 

who prefer to study in quiet or silent environments . More consideration needs to be 

made of those people who require both physical and mental room to  focus. I will now 

move on to focus on students with disabilities, who may share many requirements 

discussed above, but may also have additional needs to factor into space design and 

services.  

 

6.2  Accessibility  

As already discussed in the above section pr ovisions for those who use the library 

because they need to work away from the distractions of their home life are limited at 

both libraries, but there are other ways students who need to use the library space are 

excluded. Students with disabilities can f ind that they are excluded by the usage 

patterns of other students, and by the environment. There are legal requirements under 

the Equality Act 2010 to make reasonable adjustments for anyone with a disability, such 
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as via room to move through the shelves i f using a wheelchair, providing assistive 

software, and auditor y and visual support such as  hearing loops and different accessible 

formats.  Two participants I spoke to declared themselves as having learning difficulties 34, 

so my data is limited in respect o f disabilities outside of these individuals. However, they 

both provided insights into how library space and its users could be supportive or 

disruptive to their studying.  

 

Juhi  at Institute 1  was very happy with the support she had received  (both through 

standard library provisions and through additional support networks for students with 

disabilities) , and while she had experienced some difficulties using the library, it was 

usually connected with other people disrupting her studying. She had had some 

dif ficulties with the library space such as lack of a phone signa l, and on the tour she 

provided  we encountered some spaces which were uncomfortably hot or too noisy for 

her, but she was usually very happy in her favourite seat  in a silent area. Juhi would fi nd 

some library furniture deterred her from using a space:  

 

[during pre - �L�Q�W�H�U�Y�L�H�Z���W�R�X�U�@���,���G�R�Q�¶�W���O�L�N�H���W�K�L�V���,���G�R�Q�¶�W���N�Q�R�Z���Z�K�D�W���W�K�L�V���L�V��

[conversation muffled as both investigate a convertible desk 35�@���V�R���,���G�R�Q�¶�W��

�O�L�N�H���W�K�H�P���,���W�K�L�Q�N���L�W�¶�O�O���S�X�W���S�H�R�S�O�H���R�I�I���X�V�L�Q�J���W�K�H�V�H, I know some students will 

�M�X�V�W���F�R�P�H���D�Q�G���W�\�S�H���W�K�H�\���Z�R�Q�¶�W���E�H���E�R�W�K�H�U�H�G�����E�X�W���Z�L�W�K���P�H���E�H�F�D�X�V�H���,�¶�Y�H���J�R�W��

�O�L�N�H���D���O�L�N�H���D���O�H�D�U�Q�L�Q�J���G�L�V�D�E�L�O�L�W�\�����,���N�Q�R�Z���L�W���G�R�H�V�Q�¶�W���D�I�I�H�F�W���\�R�X���E�X�W���Z�L�W�K���P�H���,�¶�O�O��

get distracted and want to do stuff [i.e. play around with the desk -opening  

switches and position of equipment inside the desk].  

[Juhi, student, Institute 1]  

 

Juhi found it easier to study in silent areas, although she could still get distracted by 

other inhabitants of the area, but she found the standard furniture and equipment less 

distracting, and easier to focus on. She also used the I �Q�V�W�L�W�X�W�H�¶�V���G�L�V�D�E�L�O�L�W�\���V�X�S�S�R�U�W���V�H�U�Y�L�F�H��

to access personal mentors and separate study spaces, where she would set specific 

goals and work towards them while her mentor sat with her. Juhi did initia lly try to study 

with her friends, but felt under pressure to socialise with them as they chatted instead of 

study ing , so preferred to study alone. Silent, individual use was what proved most 

helpful to Juhi: she was at her happiest and most productive in this type of space, where 

distractions were at a minimum.  

                                                           
34 Both participants referred to having learning difficulties, but Juhi was specific about her condition of 
dyslexia, and referred to herself as having a learning disability. The Equality Act 2010 defines dyslexia as a 
disability. 
35 A desk that operates with a flip-up lid, revealing a computer monitor and keyboard inside. 
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In contrast, Craig  (a member of sta ff who had recently studied at I nstitute 2)  had often 

been unable to find a suitable space to study unless he used specialist rooms for his 

subject area. He found  it difficult to concentrate  outside of the specialist rooms  because 

of other people behaving in ways that pr evented him from focussing on his work:  

 

I do find any sort of writing and research difficult , �L�W�¶�V���Q�R�W���L�W�¶�V���Q�R�W���Q�D�W�X�U�D�O���L�W��

�G�R�H�V�Q�¶�W���F�R�P�H���Q�D�W�X�U�D�O�O�\, �V�R�P�H���S�H�R�S�O�H���F�D�Q���G�R���L�W���D�Q�G���,���K�D�Y�H�Q�¶�W���L�W�¶�V���Q�R�W���Q�D�W�X�U�D�O��

for me , I kind of have to fight that a bit and I do and I enjoy it and then I 

�I�L�Q�L�V�K���W�K�H���I�L�Q�L�V�K�H�G���S�L�H�F�H���,�¶�P���U�H�D�O�O�\���S�U�R�X�G���R�I���V�R���\�H�D�K���L�W�¶�V���Z�R�U�W�K���L�W���L�Q���W�K�H���H�Q�G��

[BR: yeah] but I need that quietness , I need that peace and quiet because 

I need to , �D�Q�G���W�K�H�U�H�¶�V���D�O�U�H�D�G�\���H�Q�R�X�J�K���L�Q���P�\���K�H�D�G �>�«�@ 

[Craig, staff/ex -student, Institute 2]  

 

�&�U�D�L�J�¶�V���G�L�I�I�L�F�X�O�W�L�H�V���L�Q���V�W�X�G�\�L�Q�J���L�Q���W�K�H���O�L�E�U�D�U�\���S�U�L�P�D�U�L�O�\���V�W�H�P�P�H�G���I�U�R�P���W�K�H���Q�R�L�V�H���P�D�G�H���E�\��

other people. Luckily he lived close to campu s and found that if the library environment 

was too noisy he could go home to study. However, working at home was problematic 

for him, and he was slightly disappointed the facilities were not improved during the time 

he was studying there (an area specific ally for silent use, fully enclosed and 

soundproofed, was created shortly after he graduated):  

 

I kno w for a fact I would have used [the library]  �P�R�U�H���µ�F�R�V���W�K�H�U�H�¶�V���D���P�L�O�O�L�R�Q��

and one distractions at home I would have used it more if it were a little bit 

mor �H���T�X�L�H�W�H�U���E�X�W���W�K�D�W�¶�V���V�R�P�H�W�K�L�Q�J���W�K�H�\���K�D�Y�H���G�R�Q�H [in reference to the new 

silent area]  

[Craig, staff/ex -student, Institute 2]  

 

Overall, the library space itself was useful to him: it was a supportive study 

environment, and communicated that purpose to him in its resources and facilities. He 

appreciated that other people sometimes worked in different ways to him, and needed 

�Q�R�L�V�H���R�U���W�K�H���R�S�S�R�U�W�X�Q�L�W�\���W�R���W�D�O�N���W�R���E�H���D�E�O�H���W�R���V�W�X�G�\�����8�Q�I�R�U�W�X�Q�D�W�H�O�\�����&�U�D�L�J�¶�V���S�H�U�V�R�Q�D�O��

preferences and needs relating to his learning diffic ulties frequently left him feeling 

excluded from the library.  

 

Usually both Craig and Juhi relied on the library to provide them with a study space that 

would allow them to work successfully, completing their assignments and reading, but 

sometimes they fou nd themselves excluded by other library users.  The environment 
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itself was us eful and supportive. I asked Craig if he  thought behaviour  of other library 

users  could be improved b y modifying the building layout :  

 

you can have the best facilities in the world  �E�X�W���W�K�D�W���G�R�H�V�Q�¶�W���P�H�D�Q���D�Q�\�W�K�L�Q�J��

�>�%�5�����P�P�@���L�I���L�W�¶�V���D�O�U�H�D�G�\���E�U�R�N�H�Q���D�Q�G���S�H�R�S�O�H, �R�U���H�Y�H�Q���L�I���L�W�¶�V���M�X�V�W���O�L�N�H���E�X�V�\���D�Q�G��

�S�H�R�S�O�H���D�U�H���W�D�O�N�L�Q�J���D�Q�G���W�K�H�\�¶�U�H���Q�R�W���X�V�L�Q�J���W�K�H���O�L�E�U�D�U�\,  just checking Facebook 

or whatever and you know , �L�W�¶�V���M�X�V�W���O�L�N�H���,���G�R�Q�¶�W���W�K�L�Q�N���W�K�H���I�D�F�L�O�L�W�L�Hs matter 

you can have pretty awful facilities just people [unintelligible] you know 

�\�R�X���G�R���W�K�H���E�H�V�W���R�X�W���R�I���W�K�H���V�L�W�X�D�W�L�R�Q���W�K�H�\�¶�Y�H���J�R�W, that might be a better 

�V�L�W�X�D�W�L�R�Q���W�R���E�H���L�Q���W�K�D�Q���D���I�X�O�O�\���V�W�R�F�N�H�G���S�H�U�I�H�F�W���O�L�E�U�D�U�\���W�K�D�W�¶�V���M�X�V�W���Q�R�L�V�\���D�Q�G��

hard to work in . 

[Cra ig, staff/ex -student, Institute 2]  

 

As Craig and Juhi imply, the facilities themselves are not necessarily an issue: they both 

had extensive support available, both libraries provided access to assistive software 

should they require it, textbooks and compu ters, and physically comfortable spaces. 

Both Juhi and Craig fell into the majority group range as young undergraduate students.  

However,  both also fell into other groups, meaning the libraries they used were not 

always sufficiently accommodating for them because the  spaces  were primarily designed 

for the majority groups who were perceived as requiring largely social learning 

environments �����V�X�S�S�R�U�W�L�Q�J���$�Q�G�U�H�Z�V�¶���V�X�J�J�H�V�W�L�R�Q���W�K�D�W���V�W�X�G�H�Q�W�V���D�U�H���O�D�U�J�H�O�\��viewed as �³�D��

�K�H�W�H�U�R�J�H�Q�H�R�X�V���E�X�Q�F�K�´��(2016, p. 114) . The problems stemmed from having their 

�F�D�S�D�F�L�W�\���W�R���V�W�X�G�\���O�L�P�L�W�H�G���E�\���R�W�K�H�U���S�H�R�S�O�H�¶�V���E�H�K�D�Y�L�R�X�U���D�Q�G���D�Ftivities, and curbed by the 

���L�Q���&�U�D�L�J�¶�V���F�D�V�H���W�R�R���O�D�W�H�����S�U�R�Y�L�V�L�R�Q���R�I���V�L�O�H�Q�W���V�S�D�F�H�V�� In these cases, other library users 

not only focussed primarily on their own use, but were  also  ignorant of the potential 

impact their use had for excluding people with (uns een) disabilities  trying to share the 

same environment. Library users cannot be blamed for using a space that encourages 

social use or loud discussio n in a social or loud manner , but consideration of other library 

users was perceived as lacking by Juhi and  Craig. Unseen disabilities do not always 

receive the same level of support and recognition that visible disabilities might , 

�J�H�Q�H�U�D�W�L�Q�J���S�R�Z�H�U���V�W�U�X�J�J�O�H�V���Z�K�H�U�H�����L�Q���&�U�D�L�J�¶�V���F�D�V�H���D�W���,�Q�V�W�L�W�X�W�H���������W�K�H���P�D�U�J�L�Q�D�O�L�V�H�G���R�I�W�H�Q��

become further marginalised.  

 

Potential st andpoints of disabled students here diverge according to their capacity to use 

a space successfully, but they share the position of needing silent spaces that allow them 

to focus on their studying : like anyone else using the library, disabled students woul d 

benefit from being provided with a variety of spaces to suit their needs.  Additionally, as 

discussed in chapter 1, library design often involves statement architecture and facilities, 
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incorporating colour , and new technology  where budget allows. However,  as Andrews 

(2016)  and Cohen and Cohen (1979)  suggest , including high technology and/or strong 

colour as design features can exclude  some library users before they even try to study, 

something that Juhi confirmed with her rejection of one area because of its facilities.  The 

standpoints encountered in this chapter so far indicate a shared need for quiet or  silent 

facilities, but no guaranteed one -size - fits -all solution in terms of design provision: what 

stimulates and interests one person may overstimulate another. However , the desire  to 

use a space with other people for quiet or  silent use is common and can create 

opportunities for libraries to rethink  their spaces.  

 

Having discussed the influence of library users on the experiences of other inhabitants, I 

will now move on  to consider how a changing Higher Education environment may 

influence perceptions of HE institution provisions and services, and thus the behaviour 

within and towards these services.  Many participants, including Juhi and Craig above, 

referred to the libra ry with reference to either professionalism, the influence of a 

changing HE environment, or social climate overall  impacting on their life in HE , and it is 

importa nt to consider  this further .  

 

6.3  The marketisation of Higher Education  and inclusion/exclusi on  

I now move on to discuss how a changing HE environment has potentially influenced the 

perceptions of students. I raise the issue here because the social circumstances of most 

student interviewees meant they could be classed as WP  (Widening Participation ) 

applicants, and thus targeted marginalised attendees of their institution. They were in 

HE to further  themselves , like most (if not all) students, but because of social 

circumstances, HE is potentially critical to the ability to access a professional car eer, and 

therefore participation in the working world.  This is important to consid er in terms of the 

research aim  (to discover whether academic libraries provide a supportive and inclusive 

learning environment )  and questions , where power  dynamics  and inclu sivity of libraries 

are both key issues :  library users should feel and be empowered by the space to be able 

to study successfully. However, empowerment can also reflect a change in perception of 

entitlement.  As discussed in the intr oduction to this thesis in chapter 1 , the Higher  

Education environment has changed significantly over the last decade. As this section 

will demonstrate, a marketised educational environment will encourage students to 

approach their education in relation to  what they can gain in e conomic terms, which 

inevitably has an impact on their educational life as well as those around them. As 

�0�R�O�H�V�Z�R�U�W�K�����1�L�[�R�Q���D�Q�G���6�F�X�O�O�L�R�Q���V�X�J�J�H�V�W�����³�P�D�Q�\���+�(�,�V���S�U�H�S�D�U�H���W�K�H���V�W�X�G�H�Q�W���I�R�U���D���O�L�I�H���R�I��

consumption by obtaining a well - �S�D�L�G���M�R�E�´��(2009, p. 278) , and that consumption is a 

process that begins before s tudents even begin their course. Consumerism is  already 
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embedded into culture before they leave school , as customers  �Z�K�R���K�D�Y�H���µ�F�K�R�L�F�H�¶���E�H�F�D�X�V�H��

they can obtain various pro ducts (as long as they earn enough money to do so), 

including, eventually, the product of a degree. A student arriving at university will 

immediately feel in a position to make demands on their educational development 

because they are making a monetary exc �K�D�Q�J�H�����³�(�G�X�F�D�W�L�R�Q���D�V���D���F�R�P�P�R�G�L�W�\���W�K�D�W���F�D�Q��

�Q�R�Z���E�H���µ�E�R�X�J�K�W�¶���L�V���W�K�H�U�H�I�R�U�H���U�H�G�X�F�H�G���W�R���M�X�V�W���R�Q�H���U�R�X�Q�G���R�I���F�R�Q�V�X�P�H�U���G�H�V�L�U�H���L�Q���D�Q���H�Q�G�O�H�V�V��

�V�H�U�L�H�V���R�I���F�R�Q�V�X�P�S�W�L�R�Q���H�[�S�H�U�L�H�Q�F�H�V���´��(Molesworth et  al., 2009, p. 280) . When students 

perceive their university as a provider of a product, the library becomes part of that 

product development process, an ingredient in the  burger meal of their degree. Because 

they are paying for a library as part of their  degree , students begin to approach the 

library in different ways, use it in different ways, behave within the library environment 

in different ways. When also factoring in for Widening Participation schemes in many 

universities, students can represent  a b road spectrum of attendees who ultimately want 

to successfully apply for a job on completing their degree , but with potentially differing 

ideals and perceptions of the degree process, and thus differing interpretations of how 

learning spaces are used.  

 

Wid ening Participation  (WP)  is a widely adopted philosophy  across many universities, 

with the aim of supporting and encouraging applications from students in under -

represente d groups at HE level. WP approaches  usually include  increasing participation 

of  those  from low income groups/working class in an attempt to help them improve their 

situation and enabl e individuals to move out of  lower socio -economic brackets (which in 

neoliberal terms would ideally mean they have more opportunities to improve the 

economy w ith more income to spend and more opportunities to support markets).  Class 

was one issue raised by Ewan  at Institute 1 , as he discussed how his progression 

through the various levels of study in HE helped him realise just how differently teaching 

and learn ing operated, and how differently  students  at various educational levels  

behaved. Ewan talked of how he had always used the library from his undergraduate 

days, but felt that the processes within undergraduate teaching were more akin to 

�³�V�S�R�R�Q���I�H�H�G�L�Q�J�´�����S�D�U�W�L�F�X�O�D�U�O�\���L�Q���F�R�P�S�D�U�L�V�R�Q���W�R���U�H�V�H�D�U�F�K���G�H�J�U�H�H�V�����7�K�H���F�R�Q�F�H�S�W���R�I���³�V�S�R�R�Q��

�I�H�H�G�L�Q�J�´���F�R�X�O�G���H�D�V�L�O�\���E�H���F�O�R�V�H�O�\���D�O�L�J�Q�H�G���W�R���W�K�H���S�U�R�F�H�V�V���R�I���F�U�H�D�W�L�Q�J���D���J�U�R�X�S���R�I���J�U�D�G�X�D�W�H�V��

ready to find employment without questioning the market s they are designed to serve: 

Mole sworth et al (2009, p. 278)  argue  students see the purpose of undergraduate 

�O�H�D�U�Q�L�Q�J���L�V���W�R���³�¶have �D���G�H�J�U�H�H�¶���U�D�W�K�H�U���W�K�D�Q���µbe �O�H�D�U�Q�H�U�V�¶���´���>�D�X�W�K�R�U�V�¶���L�W�D�O�L�F�V�@�����D�O�W�K�R�X�J�K��

Ewan did not take into account how some students ma y need extra support to become 

accustomed and acclimatised to the nature of HE. Ewan attributed  undergraduate 

�V�W�X�G�H�Q�W�V�¶���O�D�F�N���R�I���D�Z�D�U�H�Q�H�V�V���R�I���R�W�K�H�U�V�¶���Q�H�H�G�V���D�Q�G���W�K�H�L�U���O�D�F�N���R�I���U�H�V�S�H�F�W���D�Q�G���L�J�Q�R�U�D�Q�F�H���R�I��

other people needing the libr ary in different ways from po st graduates to the comparative 
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ease of their studying (he did not comment on undergraduates who might also struggle 

to use the library while others behaved disruptively). Nevertheless, when considering his 

library use as an undergraduate and Masters studen t, he realised he had never 

consciously  considered whether his behaviour at the time h ad any impact on other 

library users.  As mentioned previously Ewan labelled himsel f as working class and 

remembered  �W�K�D�W���³�,���Z�H�Q�W���W�R���V�F�K�R�R�O���D�Q�G���,���Z�D�V���W�R�O�G���W�K�D�W���\�R�X���J�R���W�R���X�Q�L�Y�H�U�V�L�Wy in order to 

�J�H�W���D���E�H�W�W�H�U���M�R�E�´�� He felt great discomfort  when taking a break between courses  and 

hearing his peers at work  �L�Q���D���³�O�R�Z���Z�D�J�H���M�R�E�´���U�H�I�H�U�U�L�Q�J���W�R���³�E�O�R�R�G�\���V�W�X�G�H�Q�W�V�´�����(�Z�D�Q���I�H�O�W��

guilt in being a student because:  

 

having then worked to come in to university I can empathise with how 

people feel about students er and that makes me feel guilty  for being 

here having known how difficult it is to have money taken out of your 

wage every month to go towards things like this  

 

yet:  

 

�L�W�¶�V���Y�H�U�\���G�L�I�I�L�F�X�O�W���W�R���V�R�P�H�W�L�P�H�V���U�H�P�H�P�E�H�U���W�K�D�W���\�R�X���D�U�H���W�U�\�L�Q�J���W�R��

contribute to society , �\�R�X�¶�U�H���M�X�V�W���G�R�L�Q�J���L�W���D���G�L�I�I�H�U�H�Q�W way than going to 

get a job when you are 16.  

[Ewan, student, Institute 1]  

 

What Ewan demonstrated an understanding of was the desire to improve and further 

�R�Q�H�¶�V���V�H�O�I���I�R�U���E�R�W�K���W�K�H���V�H�O�I���D�Q�G���V�R�F�L�H�W�\�����E�X�W���K�H���Z�D�V���D�O�V�R���D�Z�D�U�H���R�I���K�R�Z���S�U�L�Y�L�O�H�J�H�G���K�H���Z�D�V��

in compari son to people he met who worked at the university: he expressed a guilt in 

knowing that he was:  

 

�V�H�U�Y�H�G���E�\���S�H�R�S�O�H���Z�K�R���D�U�H���S�U�R�E�D�E�O�\���H�D�U�Q�L�Q�J���T�X�L�W�H���D���O�R�Z���Z�D�J�H���Z�K�H�Q���,�¶�P��

being paid to read books and I find that quite erm quite an 

uncomfortable place to be.  

[Ewa n, student, Institute 1]  

 

He went on to say that he was glad students were employed by the library, as it meant 

�³�W�K�H�U�H�¶�V���Q�R- �R�Q�H���I�U�R�P���W�K�H���R�X�W�V�L�G�H���Z�K�R���O�R�R�N�V���G�R�Z�Q���R�Q���V�W�X�G�H�Q�W�V���L�Q���D�Q�\���Z�D�\���´���(�Z�D�Q�¶�V���V�H�O�I-

awareness reflects research on class, Widening Participatio n and identity amongst HE 

students . Finnegan and Merrill (2015)  interviewed working class students in Ireland and 

England and found that students attending non -elite universities felt more comfortable in 

student lif �H���W�K�D�Q���W�K�R�V�H���Z�K�R���Z�H�U�H���D�W���H�O�L�W�H���X�Q�L�Y�H�U�V�L�W�L�H�V�����Z�K�R���I�H�O�W���W�K�H�\���Z�H�U�H���R�Y�H�U�W�O�\���µ�R�W�K�H�U�¶��
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students. They also found that working class students tended to try and use the 

opportunity to study at HE level as a means of escaping working life, both longitudinally 

in ter ms of finding a better life, but also in terms of escaping their current life and 

�F�U�H�D�W�L�Q�J���D�Q���³�¶�L�Q- �E�H�W�Z�H�H�Q�¶���V�S�D�F�H�����K�R�Z�H�Y�H�U���W�H�P�S�R�U�D�U�\�����I�R�U���U�H�I�O�H�F�W�L�R�Q�����L�Q�G�L�Y�L�G�X�D�O���D�J�H�Q�F�\��

�D�Q�G���F�U�H�D�W�L�Y�L�W�\���´��(Finnegan & Merrill, 2015, p. 311) . As we shall see in a moment, there is 

some concern as to whether students drawn into HE via WP processes could also have 

the potential to be disruptive themselves.  

 

Howev �H�U�����L�Q���F�R�Q�W�U�D�V�W���W�R���(�Z�D�Q�¶�V���P�R�U�H���S�R�V�L�W�L�Y�H���H�[�S�H�U�L�H�Q�F�H���R�I���V�W�X�G�H�Q�W�V���E�H�L�Q�J���H�Q�F�R�X�U�D�J�H�G��

at school to study at HE level to get better jobs, those students Finnegan and Merrill 

interviewed were often not in a position to apply because of the need to support their 

family, ending their education at 16. While both men and women were expected to leave 

�V�F�K�R�R�O���W�R���V�X�S�S�R�U�W���W�K�H�L�U���I�D�P�L�O�L�H�V���D�Q�G���I�R�O�O�R�Z���L�Q���W�K�H�L�U���S�D�U�H�Q�W�¶�V���I�R�R�W�V�W�H�S�V�����Z�R�P�H�Q���L�Q���S�D�U�W�L�F�X�O�D�U��

�L�Q���)�L�Q�Q�H�J�D�Q���D�Q�G���0�H�U�U�L�O�O�¶�V���V�W�X�G�\���Z�H�U�H���D�V�V�X�P�H�G���W�R���E�H���O�H�D�Y�L�Q�J���V�F�K�R�R�O���W�R���K�H�O�S���D�W���K�Rme, 

�P�D�U�U�\���D�Q�G���K�D�Y�H���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�����E�X�W���U�H�W�X�U�Q�H�G���W�R���H�G�X�F�D�W�L�R�Q���O�D�W�H�U���E�H�F�D�X�V�H���L�W���³�R�I�I�H�U�V���D���K�R�S�H���R�I���D��

�E�H�W�W�H�U���D�Q�G���P�R�U�H���I�X�O�I�L�O�O�L�Q�J���O�L�I�H���D�Q�G���D���P�H�D�Q�V���R�I���H�V�F�D�S�L�Q�J���µ�G�H�D�G- �H�Q�G���M�R�E�V�¶���R�U���K�R�X�V�H�Z�R�U�N���D�Q�G��

�F�D�U�L�Q�J�´��(Finnegan & Merrill, 2015, p. 317) . The ethos of hope expressed in Finnegan  and 

�0�H�U�U�L�O�O�¶�V���U�H�V�H�D�U�F�K���K�D�V���O�L�Q�N�V���Z�L�W�K���P�D�Q�\���R�I���W�K�H���V�W�X�G�H�Q�W�V���,���V�S�R�N�H���W�R, with most of them 

coming from groups who could be place d in WP brackets (i.e. class, age, (dis)ability, 

race/ethnicity), whether they expressed themselves in WP terms or not, but they also 

�R�I�W�H�Q���S�U�H�V�H�Q�W�H�G���W�K�H�P�V�H�O�Y�H�V���D�V���µ�R�W�K�H�U�¶���L�Q���W�K�H�L�U���R�Z�Q���S�H�U�V�R�Q�D�O���H�[�S�H�U�L�H�Q�F�H�V�����-�X�K�L (at 

Institute 1)  and Craig (at Institute 2) �S�U�H�V�H�Q�W�H�G���W�K�H�P�V�H�O�Y�H�V���D�V���µ�R�W�K�H�U�¶���E�H�F�D�X�V�H���R�I���W�K�H�L�U��

learning difficulties and the need (and sometimes failure) to find supportive learning 

spaces in the library. Mahnoor  at Institute 1 spoke of coming to the UK from a 

developing country where university life and the amount of technology in the library 

differed greatly from her own experiences  (where there was limited access to computers  

and online resources ) �����D�Q�G���L�W���I�H�O�W���G�L�I�I�L�F�X�O�W���D�Q�G���³�F�K�D�O�O�H�Q�J�L�Q�J�´���L�Q���V�S�L�W�H���R�I���K�H�U���F�R�P�S�X�W�H�U��

studies background (which made her fe el more prepared than her peers may have 

been). The mature home female students I spoke to (Grace, Katherine, and Halle  (all at 

Institute 1) , as well as the friend Gemma at Institute 2 spoke of) all were already 

working but returning to study at varying le vels to further their opportunities, and spoke 

of feeling out of place because of their age or because of feeling conf used by the library 

space. All  �W�K�H�V�H���V�W�X�G�H�Q�W�V���U�H�I�H�U�U�H�G���W�R���I�H�H�O�L�Q�J���µ�R�W�K�H�U�¶���D�W���V�R�P�H���S�R�L�Q�W���G�X�U�L�Q�J���W�K�H�L�U���V�W�X�G�L�H�V����

Only Robin  (Institute 1)  and  Gemma did not express themselves in terms of feeling out 

of place because of their personal situation or qualities, but Robin and Gemma were not 

of mature age for the degree levels they were undertaking, and did not disclose any 

personal circumstances tha �W���Z�R�X�O�G���S�O�D�F�H���W�K�H�P���D�V���µ�R�W�K�H�U�¶�� �)�H�H�O�L�Q�J���µ�R�W�K�H�U�¶���F�D�Q���G�L�V�H�P�S�R�Z�H�U��

�V�W�X�G�H�Q�W�V�����P�D�N�L�Q�J���W�K�H�P���I�H�H�O���O�L�N�H���W�K�H�\���G�R���Q�R�W���I�L�W���L�Q���E�H�F�D�X�V�H���R�I���W�K�H�L�U���µ�R�W�K�H�U�Q�H�V�V���¶���%�X�U�N�H���D�Q�G��
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Crozier (2014)  argue that students attending HE from under - represented groups are 

�D�O�U�H�D�G�\���µ�R�W�K�H�U�H�G�¶���L�Q���W�K�H���S�U�R�F�H�V�V���R�I���U�H�F�U�X�L�W�P�H�Q�W�����D�Q�G���W�K�D�W���+�(���S�U�R�F�H�V�V�H�V���H�Q�G�H�D�Y�R�X�U���W�R���I�L�W��

these studen �W�V���L�Q�W�R���V�W�D�Q�G�D�U�G���W�H�D�F�K�L�Q�J���D�S�S�U�R�D�F�K�H�V���W�K�D�W���P�R�U�H���µ�W�U�D�G�L�W�L�R�Q�D�O�¶���V�W�X�G�H�Q�W�V��

already have experience of, such as academic writing skills.  

 

It is important here to remember that all the people I spoke to are complex people who 

cannot just be labelled by age, gende r, class, but most  fell into referring to using the 

library or attending university in a form of consumer/business language. Robin referred 

�W�R���V�W�X�G�H�Q�W�V���X�V�L�Q�J���V�R�F�L�D�O���P�H�G�L�D���D�V���³�F�R�Q�V�X�P�L�Q�J���U�D�W�K�H�U���W�K�D�Q���S�U�R�G�X�F�L�Q�J���Z�R�U�N�´�����E�X�W���Z�D�V���D�O�V�R��

very aware that companies pro viding specialist software to students for free/low cost via 

the IT department implied the companies expected students to buy into and use the 

software when in professional practice . The companies were effectively being endorsed 

by the Institute, which can  of benefit to students and the I nstitute in that they have 

experience of software used in the workplace. However, it was also problematic in that 

the institution was developing a sponsorship of that software company 36, further 

�G�H�Y�H�O�R�S�L�Q�J���D�Q���µ�H�G�X�F�D�W�L�R�Q���D�V���F�R�P�P�R�G�L�W�\�¶���S�H�U�V�S�H�F�W�L�Y�H���L���H�����µ�\�R�X���E�X�\���D�Q�G���X�V�H���W�K�L�V���V�R�I�W�Z�D�U�H��

�D�Q�G���\�R�X�¶�O�O���E�H���V�X�F�F�H�V�V�I�X�O�¶. Mahnoor  �U�H�I�H�U�U�H�G���W�R���O�L�E�U�D�U�\���Y�L�V�L�W�R�U�V���D�V���³�F�X�V�W�R�P�H�U�V�´�����D�O�W�K�R�X�J�K��

she admitted that language stemmed from her business degree). Ewan frequently 

referred to feeling under press ure to contribute to society in more monetary terms, 

linking this to the socioeconomic situation and to his own class concerns. Juhi referred to 

�V�R�P�H���V�W�X�G�H�Q�W���E�H�K�D�Y�L�R�X�U�V���V�X�F�K���D�V���V�R�F�L�D�O���P�H�G�L�D���X�V�H���D�V���E�H�L�Q�J���³�X�Q�S�U�R�I�H�V�V�L�R�Q�D�O�´�����D�Q�G��

�F�R�Q�V�L�G�H�U�H�G���W�K�H���O�L�E�U�D�U�\���D���³�S�U�R�I�H�V�V�L�R�Q�D�O���H�Q�Y�L�U�R�Q�P�H�Q�W�´�����D�Q�G���I�H�O�W���³�S�U�R�I�H�V�V�L�R�Q�D�O�´���Z�K�H�Q���Z�H�D�U�L�Q�J��

a lanyard with her student card attached to it. Juhi in particular was seeking respect 

�I�U�R�P���R�W�K�H�U�V�����D�Q�G���I�H�O�W���D���µ�S�U�R�I�H�V�V�L�R�Q�D�O�¶���D�S�S�H�D�U�D�Q�F�H���D�L�G�H�G���F�U�H�D�W�L�Q�J���D���S�H�U�V�R�Q�D���R�I���L�P�S�R�U�W�D�Q�F�H��

that would generate r espect. Gemma referred to her favourite seat being taken when we 

�P�H�W�����D�Q�G���Z�K�H�Q���Z�H���O�D�W�H�U���G�L�V�F�X�V�V�H�G���Z�K�D�W���K�D�S�S�H�Q�H�G���Z�K�H�Q���V�K�H���F�R�X�O�G�Q�¶�W���X�V�H���W�K�D�W���V�H�D�W�����V�K�H��

�F�R�P�P�H�Q�W�H�G���W�K�D�W���³�H�Y�H�U�\�R�Q�H���S�D�\�V���W�R���X�V�H���L�W�´���D�Q�G���V�R���V�K�H���I�H�O�W���Q�R���J�U�X�G�J�H�V���D�J�D�L�Q�V�W���D�Q�\�R�Q�H��

using a space she usuall y used herself. No matter the approach to or perceptions of HE 

and academic library use, a consumer  agenda is manifest in the comments above, in the 

need to improve personal situations, in feeling guilt/discomfort about not contributing to 

the economy, in relating academic studying directly to the working world, in equal 

access to facilities because of individual investment in HE. That marketisation has seeped 

into student speak means a (subconscious) awareness of the power the state has over 

them, and an a cceptance of that hierarchy, an acceptance that they must pay to get a 

[better] job, if the market allows. The impact of marketized  HE on perceptions and 

                                                           
36 This is clearly not unique to specialist software, but computer software as a whole. While the endorsement 
of specific software and products within an HE environment is usual, it endorses the approach of HE as a 
business model 
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approaches to education is not overtly problematic in the cases above, but demonstrates 

the links betw een self - improvement and economy which can impact on behaviours and 

shifting emphasis from broader societal needs to economic and personal needs. If 

students are paying for HE for self - improvement and to get better jobs, they have a 

perception of what shou ld be available to them, what should be allowed, what 

behaviours are acceptable and appropriate (which as we will see next, is becoming more 

fluid for some groups).  

 

Staff at I nstitute  1 provided an example of an incident that, while a single specific even t, 

was also one that proved to be a common representation of problematic, disruptive 

behaviour within the library. Marlon, Greg, Muzaffar and Claudia were all  staff  involved in 

dealing with a group of students who had behaved in a manner that prioritised t heir own 

usage while excluding others. A female student had been working alone in a quiet study 

area in the evening . Juhi referred to  this area  �D�V���W�K�H���³�F�U�L�E�´���V�S�D�F�H at one point, feeling 

too intimidated and uncomfortable to study there because of other inha bitants who were 

rowdy and would stare at her if she tried to work there.  A large group of British Asian 

males were socialising in the same area. The group was comprised of subgroups who 

were moving around the area to socialise with each other. The female was attempting to 

study and was already struggling to do so when a male sat next to her began to use his 

mobile phone. She challenged his behaviour, he left the area, and on his return argued 

with the female, who felt threatened and left the library, filin g a complaint later. All 

members of above staff referred to the floor the incident occurred on as a problem area. 

Two of them referred to gendered (mis)behaviour differences: Muzaffar reported females 

�S�D�U�W�L�F�L�S�D�W�L�Q�J���L�Q���µ�V�X�S�S�R�U�W�L�Y�H�¶���U�X�O�H���E�U�H�D�N�L�Q�J���V�X�F�K���D�V���O�H�Qding their ID cards to friends so 

�W�K�H�\���F�R�X�O�G���X�V�H���W�K�H���O�L�E�U�D�U�\���L�Q���W�K�H���D�E�V�H�Q�F�H���R�I���W�K�H�L�U���R�Z�Q���,�'���F�D�U�G�����Z�K�L�O�H���P�D�O�H�V���Z�H�U�H���³�E�R�\�V�´��

�E�H�L�Q�J���³�V�L�O�O�\�´���E�\���S�D�U�W�L�F�L�S�D�W�L�Q�J���L�Q���D�F�W�L�Y�L�W�L�H�V���W�K�D�W���F�R�X�O�G���G�L�V�U�X�S�W���R�U���S�R�V�V�L�E�O�\���H�Y�H�Q���H�Q�G�D�Q�J�H�U��

others. Greg specifically felt males tended to be dismissive of and rebellious against 

attempts to police be haviours. All staff  at Institute 1  (including Muzaffar, a British Asian 

himself) primarily referred to British Asian students  as being the main perpetrators of 

problematic actions/behaviours i n the library, responding to attempts to curb behaviours 

with rudeness, answering back, and ignoring staff requests to modify their actions . In 

the case of the incident above, staff had visited the area twice and spoken to the 

students creating a disturban ce, as well as spending time in the area creating a 

�µ�S�U�H�V�H�Q�F�H�¶���W�R���L�Q�G�L�F�D�W�H���W�K�H�\���Z�H�U�H���R�E�V�H�U�Y�L�Q�J���D�Q�G���P�R�Q�L�W�R�U�L�Q�J���E�H�K�D�Y�L�R�X�U�V�����1�H�L�W�K�H�U���R�I���W�K�H�V�H��

actions had any particular impact on the students, and as was suggested in one 

interview with a member of staff that any further actions to deter behaviour were limited 

�E�H�F�D�X�V�H���V�W�X�G�H�Q�W�V���Z�H�U�H���³�S�D�\�L�Q�J�´���I�R�U���D�F�F�H�V�V�����,�Q�G�H�H�G�����0�D�U�O�R�Q���H�[�S�U�H�V�V�H�G���F�R�Q�F�H�U�Q�V���W�K�D�W��

students who broke library rules would fail to learn how to operate normally in society: 
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�³�U�X�O�H�V���D�U�H���O�L�N�H���D���O�H�D�U�Q�L�Q�J���F�X�U�Y�H�� �,�I���\�R�X���G�R�Q�¶�W���K�D�Y�H���U�X�O�H�V�����K�R�Z���G�R���\�R�X���O�H�D�U�Q���E�R�X�Q�G�D�U�L�H�V�" 

[ ... ]  How are you going to be adult enough to take the consequences when you get out 

�W�K�H�U�H�"�´�� 

 

All staff referred to hoping to try and curb behaviours by modifying the furniture and 

environment to move  away from social activity to individual use, but students appeared 

to either ignore the changes and increased signage or simply move to another area. 

Changes were primarily made to remove large group study tables and change rows of 

computers from open des ks to ones with separators. The goal was to reduce the 

opportunities for interaction between students by removing furniture designed to 

encourage collaboration, while adding ways of reducing conversations via the separators 

between desks. However , given th at Claudia pointed out that there were multiple 

security cameras in the problem area that did not seem to curb behaviours, the furniture 

modifications , while worth trying , could have been seen as an attempt still likely to have 

little impact on modifying b ehaviour, and indeed the changes to furniture later 

demonstrated that students who wanted to meet and converse in that area would still 

find opportunities to do so, albeit in reduced numbers. The disruptive, threatening 

behaviours, while featuring , to a le sser extent , women in the groups, were primarily 

produced by young males, and as we will see next, this is becoming a common problem 

in HE.  

 

As mentioned earlier (see the introduction  in chapter 1)  reports of laddism and 

inappropriate behaviour  in HE  have  been increasing 37, and while emphasis on solutions 

tend to be towards addressing drinking cultures and social situations, laddism has 

become a problem within the HE lecture theatre/classroom (Jackson et al., 2015) . 

Jackson et al (2015)  refer to laddism manifesting in the teaching context as behaviour 

disruptive to other students, with those engaging in inappropriate behaviour as primarily 

males (some females will engage to a lesser extent, primarily by laughing and making 

noise, but not to the disruptive levels of throwing things around and making noise during 

lectures that males do). This kind of laddish behaviour bleeds into the library spaces, as 

�-�X�K�L���L�Q���S�D�U�W�L�F�X�O�D�U���V�X�J�J�H�V�W�H�G���L�Q���K�H�U���P�H�Q�W�L�R�Q���R�I���W�K�H���³�F�R�R�O�´���´�F�U�L�E�´���I�O�R�R�U�����,�Q�W�H�U�H�V�W�L�Q�J�O�\����

Jackson et al admitted it was beyond the scope of the research to learn where laddism 

had arisen from, but they connect ed  policing behaviours of other students to a neoliberal 

agenda: women, usually mature, were the people w ho would attempt to police the 

laddish behaviours in lectures. Jackson et al report  that  one student interviewed 

                                                           
37 While laddism is not a new concept, for example see Willis (1993), Dolby, Dimitriadis and Willis (2004), or 
Mac an Ghaill (1994) for research into young working class males at school and beyond, laddism in HE is a 
newer issue of discussion. 
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�L�P�S�O�L�F�D�W�H�G���L�W���Q�H�H�G�H�G���W�R���E�H���R�W�K�H�U���V�W�X�G�H�Q�W�V���W�R���S�R�O�L�F�H���E�H�K�D�Y�L�R�X�U�V���E�H�F�D�X�V�H���³�¶�S�H�H�U���S�U�H�V�V�X�U�H��

�J�H�W�V���W�K�H�P���D���O�R�W���P�R�U�H���F�R�]���V�X�G�G�H�Q�O�\���W�K�H�\�¶�U�H���P�D�G�H���W�R���O�R�R�N���Iools by a girl, and actually, 

�W�K�H�\���G�L�G�Q�¶�W���O�L�N�H���W�K�D�W���¶�´��( Jackson et al., 2015, p. 307) . The notion of mature women 

challenging th e laddish behaviours was connected  �W�R���W�K�H���Z�R�P�H�Q�¶�V���Q�H�H�G���W�R���H�Q�V�X�U�H���Y�D�O�X�H��

was obtained on their investment in HE, so was not for the benefit of  all present, but out 

of concern  for their own undergraduate life and personal success: Jackson et al 

attributed this personal concern directly to fee paying and the neoliberal individualism 

ethos. The authors also referred to many of the students engaging  in laddish behaviour 

as being from a working class background, and expressed concerns over whether the 

recruitment of these students through Widening Participation may show a lack of support 

for the transition to HE levels, as laddish behaviour may stem f �U�R�P���I�H�H�O�L�Q�J���µ�R�W�K�H�U�¶���L�Q���D�Q��

unfamiliar educational setting. However, the laddism itself is attributed by Phipps and 

Young (2015)  to a neoliberal self - interest, competition and dominance manifesting in a 

worsening form of sexism/misogyny acting as a backla sh to feminism that has increased 

and become normalised amongst young men in neoliberal HE environments: indeed  

Phipps and Young argue that  modern HE provides an environment in which it can 

�³�I�O�R�X�U�L�V�K�´��(Phipps & Young, 2015, p. 316) . Laddism here is from a sense of privilege and 

entitlement, and in any environment excludes others. In short, while laddism is not 

acted out by the majority of students, those who behave inappropriately on cam pus 

whether in a formal learning space like a classroom or lecture theatre, or an informal 

learning space such as those in a library, will act with no concerns over respect for other 

people in that setting. Those engaging in laddish behaviour are unlikely to care what 

design the environment features: they will e ngage in those behaviours regardless .  

 

Referring to his experience at I nstitute  2, Craig attributed the behaviours of students in 

the library to how the university marketed itself to applicants and thus a problem not 

easily remedied by changing library space. Applicants perceived the university as having 

�D���³�P�R�U�H���U�H�O�D�[�H�G���D�W�W�L�W�X�G�H�´���W�K�D�Q���R�W�K�H�U���³�P�R�U�H���D�F�D�G�H�P�L�F���I�R�F�X�V�V�H�G�´���L�Q�V�W�L�W�X�W�L�R�Q�V�����D�O�W�K�R�X�J�K���K�H��

was quick to clarify the university was  academic focussed, b ut that the applicant 

perceptions of relaxed and social atmosphere were taken too far on attendance. He said 

a major issue was space and that the university was taking on increasing numbers of 

students, thus reducing the amount of library space available t o accommodate them all 

sufficiently  (as quoted above, he referred to a library being the best it could be in terms 

of design and resources, but could not be successful if large number of people use it for 

social and non -academic purposes).  

 

The key problem  for HE libraries is that some undergraduates on first starting their 

degrees will feel a sense of privilege and entitlement encouraged by the paying of fees, 
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resulting in behaviours that are felt to be appropriate by the actors as 

consumers/purchasers of a service, but must be policed by staff and other students in 

�R�U�G�H�U���W�R���H�Q�G���W�K�D�W���E�H�K�D�Y�L�R�X�U�����6�R�P�H���V�W�X�G�H�Q�W�V���P�D�\���D�F�W���R�X�W���R�I���I�H�H�O�L�Q�J���µ�R�W�K�H�U�¶���L�Q���R�U�G�H�U���W�R���I�L�Q�G��

a community they can relate to: these students are potentially out of the reach of library 

support but can hopefully be assisted via various services across the university. Those 

who engage in laddism out of a sense of entitlement are also out of reach of library 

assistance, and potentially also of support services: Jackson et al (2015)  refer to one 

interviewee describing a reduction in disruptive behaviour in later academic years, 

attributing it in part to many students not returning to univers ity after the first year 

(whether because of failing or choosing to drop out).  

 

The main ways that academic libraries could try to  improve the environment in cases of 

laddism  and similar behavioural issues  is to create clear, understandable rules within 

spaces that have overt  uses, thus making it easier to  identify (in)appropriate behaviours 

within those spaces, leading to areas feeling safer, more comfortable. However, given 

the evidence from staff at I nstitute 1 and the research carried out by Jackson et  al 

(2015) , design modifications would be highly unlikely to have any influence over 

individuals and groups who would behave as they wish. Th e new silent spac e created at 

I �Q�V�W�L�W�X�W�H�������G�L�G���D�S�S�H�D�U���W�R���K�D�Y�H���E�H�H�Q���V�X�F�F�H�V�V�I�X�O���E�D�V�H�G���R�Q���R�E�V�H�U�Y�D�W�L�R�Q�V���D�Q�G���&�U�D�L�J�¶�V��

feedback, and could provide an opportunity for students to find a normally quiet place to 

study, but other spaces would still likely be susceptib le to being manipulated. Social 

spaces should not be eradicated altogether, but as staff discussing the incident at 

I nstitute  1 suggested, creating overt silent use areas and overt group/social use areas 

separate from each other would block noise bleed and  (particularly if  �X�V�L�Q�J���*�U�H�J�¶�V��

suggestion of using hermetic doors) clearly indicate differentiation in space types/use. 

Creating a library space with predominantly or more overt silent use areas would match 

�0�D�U�O�R�Q�¶�V���D�Q�G���(�Z�D�Q�¶�V���S�H�U�F�H�S�W�L�R�Q�V���R�I���K�R�Z���D���O�L�E�U�D�U�\���V�K�R�X�O�G���E�H���G�H�V�L�J�Q�H�G�����D�V���Z�H�O�O���D�V���*�U�D�F�H�¶�V��

���Z�K�R���R�Q�O�\���S�D�U�W�L�D�O�O�\���M�R�N�H�G���Z�K�H�Q���H�[�F�O�D�L�P�L�Q�J���³�¶�Z�K�R���E�U�R�X�J�K�W���\�R�X���X�S�����Q�R-one talks in a 

�O�L�E�U�D�U�\���¶�´�����D�Q�G���.�D�W�K�H�U�L�Q�H�¶�V�����Z�K�R���S�D�U�W�L�D�O�O�\���M�R�N�H�G that  �³�,���I�H�H�O���O�L�N�H���D���J�U�X�P�S�\���R�O�G���Z�R�P�D�Q��

�V�R�P�H�W�L�P�H�V�����,�¶�P���O�L�N�H���µ�R�K���P�\���J�R�G���,�¶�P���W�R�R���R�O�G���W�R���E�H���L�Q���W�K�L�V���O�L�E�U�D�U�\���¶�´���E�H�F�D�X�V�H���R�W�K�H�U���S�H�R�S�O�H 

disturbed her by talking) . However, there is a risk here of making people who are 

already nervous or anxious about using a library even more uncomfortable, so finding 

the line between supportive, clearly designed spa ces and mentally and physically 

comfortable, access ible spaces could be difficult.  

 

To summarise, the changing HE environment has impacted on library provision. In a 

positive approach, students feel more enabled to attend university. However, the library 

space is converting from one of educational development to one that is a precursor to 
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office space, if not effectively an office space itself. The perception of the library as 

office/professional environment is not always reflected in user behaviour, but th e nature 

of paying  substantial amounts  for education  does appear to have influenced a sense of 

entitlement and ownership that can exclude. A space that is meant to be inclusive and 

supportive of students holds little influence over the feeling that someone  can develop as 

they pay for access to resources, services and facilities and thus feel entitled to use the 

space as they wish. Libraries are designed with the intention of reflecting a variety of 

learning practices, with the aim  that they can  be modified by students to suit their 

needs, which indicates that library visitors can control and  thus own a space . This type of 

ownership  not only develops a sense of security and ownership that can positively enable 

inhabitants, but also one that can negatively ena ble inhabitants  to the point of exclusion 

of others : in the sense of the latter, the library space has little to no influence over how 

an inhabitant will interpret the �µ�D�S�S�U�R�S�U�L�D�W�H���X�V�H�¶���R�I���W�K�D�W���D�U�H�D�� 

 

6.4  Chapter summary  

Throughout this chapter, I have  discussed the needs of specific groups of students, and 

found that throughout, the predominant need is that of a quiet place to avoid being 

disturbed by others. There were exceptions  outside of specific groups , where some felt 

that while they appreciated some  privacy sometimes, they preferred to have 

opportunities to converse and discuss their work, but amongst those interviewed within 

groups of mature students, and those with learning difficulties, there was a strong need 

to work within a quiet or silent spac e. This need varied between finding a place that was 

unavailable elsewhere, because of family, or because of lack of room at home, and 

because learning difficulties meant an additional need for space to allow concentration.  

 

However, as has already been se en through observation data in the previous chapter on 

usage patterns, and throughout this chapter, outside of silent -specific spaces, the use of 

inhabitants can vary greatly and cause disruption to others whether intentionally or not. 

The marketisation of  Higher Education contributes to behaviours and perceptions of 

provisions across all aspects of HE, and library services are no exception. The nature of 

the language used by many interviewees demonstrates that a consumer, business 

culture has entered into students, whether intentionally or not. In student participants, it 

frequently represented dismay or disappointment in the way other students behave 

within their library.  Amongst staff , the commodification of library services is represe nted 

�L�Q���U�H�I�H�U�H�Q�F�H�V���W�R���µ�F�X�V�W�R�P�H�U�V�¶���D�F�U�R�V�V���W�K�H���I�L�H�O�G�����7�K�H���L�Q�F�U�H�D�V�H���L�Q���W�X�L�W�L�R�Q���I�H�H�V���K�D�V���O�H�G���W�R���D�Q��

increase in a perceived entitlement to make demands of service provisions and spaces, 

�D�Q�G���G�R�H�V�����L�Q���H�I�I�H�F�W�����P�D�N�H���V�W�X�G�H�Q�W�V���µ�F�X�V�W�R�P�H�U�V�¶�����+�R�Z�H�Y�H�U�����D���F�X�V�W�R�P�H�U���D�S�S�U�R�D�Fh to library 
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services can reinforce the perception that students are paying to use resources and 

spaces and thus create a sense of ownership that excludes others. In some cases,  this 

means the influence of space design on behaviour is minimal to non -existe nt . In others, 

�W�K�H���V�H�Q�V�H���R�I���H�Q�W�L�W�O�H�P�H�Q�W���I�H�O�W���E�\���W�K�R�V�H���Z�K�R���µ�R�Z�Q�¶���O�L�E�U�D�U�\ spaces  through paying for access 

develops that sense of exclusive ownership  through the options to manipulate  said 

space . 

 

Wit h ref erence to the research questions:  

�x What impact does de sign have on use and perceptions of use?  I have 

shown that library design has an impact for people who have no other space or 

opportunities to study elsewhere  as it gives them the capacity to use a space to 

create their own focussed study area . The develop ment of a sense of ownership is 

important to this group. However, the marketisation of HE has also helped reify a 

sense of ownership in terms of transactions: those who use and manipulate 

spaces to confirm their ownership through entitlement exclude others  in the 

process. This ownership can mean an ignorance of the  needs of other library 

users.  

�x Referring to the research aim  of discovering whether academic libraries 

provide a supportive and inclusive learning environment ,  the library space 

is here both incl usive and exclusive of those in need  and  is caught in a dichotomy  

of encouraging  inequalities of access  while also trying to discourage these 

inequalities.  

 

While some student s rely on the library to support their solo use, others use 

communities to collab orate and support each other. Group use has already been 

discussed in chapter 5, but in the next chapter, I move on to focussing on how larger 

groups or communities can form and use library spaces with varying success, and 

varying impacts on other users.  Some students  and their behaviours  have been 

racialized by staff, and I discuss staff perceptions of student use in several  contexts.  
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�&�K�D�S�W�H�U���������$�Q�D�O�\�V�L�V�����������&�R�P�P�X�Q�L�W�L�H�V���R�I���X�V�H 
In chapter 6 I demonstrated that the library is key in providing access to a f ocussed, 

usable study space to those who do not have the opportunity to study at home. I also 

demonstrated that the marketisation of HE is influencing the perceptions of library users, 

whether they realise it or not, and generates a sense of ownership in b oth positive and 

negative ways.  Library users can feel empowered at the access to HE they have been 

given, and the level of professional development they can reach, but they can also be 

further marginalised by the process of WP, and the entitlement demonst rated by other 

( inconsiderate  behaviours of ) library users can exclude  the marginalised fu rther.  

 

In this chapter I  focus on how communities can form within or be supported by the use 

of library spaces. For the purposes of this chapter I define community a s a group of 

people sharing common interests, goals and/or personal values. While communities are 

common across HE, such as within a subject of study , or social interests, for the 

purposes of this chapter I refer largely to students of a particular ethnic group, British 

Asians, primarily at Institute  1, whose patterns of use, while common across different 

types of users, feature unique properties that have been raised during interviews and 

were also observed. The university has a large populat ion of students classed as British 

Asians (as opposed to that at Institute  2) , i.e. whose families originally came from South 

Asian countries including Pakistan, India, and Bangladesh to live in the UK and are 

second to third generation UK residents  (As mentioned in 6.3,  staff perceive some British 

Asian groups using the library as trouble makers , and that perception will be discussed in 

more detail here, but, perhaps in contrast to some interview data, many observations at 

Institute 1 demonstrate a sense of collaboration, support and community amongst 

groups  of British Asians  using the library who were often considerably larg er in member 

numbers than any other ethnicity. Institute  2 had very little observed library use from 

South Asian students (who because they were not observed much i.e. only 9 incidents of 

logging an actor as Asian, they could not easily be identified as Br itish Asian) or large 

group use in comparison to Institute  1, so it is difficult to know if the practices that 

appeared in Institute  1 are common beyond this institution, but certainly they were 

common within  that university library . However, interview dat a from Institute 2 

suggested that large groups were not unique  to the British Asian usage patterns , and 

this point will be considered later, in section 7.3 . I  begin this chapter by discussing the 

racialization of education and how this might continue to  ma nifest at  HE levels, and 

move on to discussing staff perceptions of student behaviours , using interview extracts 

to demonstrate how these perceptions manifest . I then move to relating the different 

patterns of use that were observed, or that were described  by interviewees, and how 

they manifest different aspects of a sense of community in order to justify labelling the 
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groups as such. I also consider how these patterns support or disrupt library users both 

within and outside of the group membership, how the  library environment enables or 

�G�L�V�U�X�S�W�V���W�K�H���X�V�H���R�I���W�K�H���J�U�R�X�S�V�����D�V���Z�H�O�O���D�V���K�R�Z���W�K�H���J�U�R�X�S�V�¶���Q�R�Q- traditional/non -conformist 

�E�H�K�D�Y�L�R�X�U�V���P�D�\���E�H���S�H�U�F�H�L�Y�H�G���L�Q���G�L�I�I�H�U�H�Q�W���Z�D�\�V���E�\���V�W�D�I�I�����*�H�P�P�D�¶�V���J�U�R�X�S�¶�V���X�V�H���R�I���W�K�H��

library at Institute  2 will also be examined in mor e detail, based on her interview data: 

she referred to her group extending to ten people on some occasions.  

 

During the data analysis, interviews and observations  indicated usage practices of larger 

groups manifest in both institutions.  One code/theme that  emerged in this process was 

one of discrimination. Sometimes this was subtle, sometimes it was positive, sometimes 

it was negative. For the purposes of understanding how staff perceptions of student use 

of libraries, and the inclusivity  of library spaces  (and the inequalities that can manifest) 

as per my research que stion s and overarching aim to discover whether academic 

libraries provide a supportive and inclusive learning environment , I will discuss how 

some student behaviours and practices have been rac ialized (whether knowingly or not) .  

The observation included in 7.3 demonstrates a contrast to most staff comments, in that 

the students in the group largely followed rules , used the library to study,  and responded 

to staff comments.  In this chapter in par ticular, because of the staff racialization of 

student behaviours involved, and my whiteness in comparison to the primary student 

group  (British Asians)  whose behaviour was racialized,  I employed transversal politics 

methods to try and understand the persp ectives of both staff and students. I attempted 

to consider that the staff members �¶���Q�H�J�D�W�L�Y�H���H�[�S�H�U�L�H�Q�F�H�V���R�I���E�H�K�D�Y�L�R�X�U���L�Q�I�O�X�H�Q�F�H�G���W�K�H�L�U��

perceptions of all library users matching the race label staff designated them:  regular 

negative experiences of behaviour  and lack of respect for staff on a daily basis could 

easily develop into racialization. However, considering the positive experiences of 

students of the same race could  help  staff  understand that, because the act  of  NOT 

policing studen ts passes without in cident, positive behaviours  can eas ily go unnoticed. I 

also used a transversal  approach to understand why some racialized students might 

need the library space (even if it put others at risk or excluded them) because of lack of 

opportunities elsewhere: unf ortunately interview data  with students  was not available  to 

discuss group use and investigate further .  

 

�,���V�K�R�X�O�G���D�G�G���D���U�H�P�L�Q�G�H�U���D�W���W�K�L�V���V�W�D�J�H���W�K�D�W���,�¶�P���Y�H�U�\���D�Z�D�U�H���R�I���P�\���R�Z�Q���Z�K�L�W�H�Q�H�V�V���D�Q�G��

privileges in comparison to some of the participants detailed below ( in both my own data 

and the data of other researchers cited). While I come from a working class background, 

�,�¶�Y�H���V�H�H�Q���P�\���D�F�D�G�H�P�L�F���S�U�R�J�U�H�V�V���V�X�S�S�R�U�W�H�G���I�U�R�P���P�D�Q�\���Q�H�W�Z�R�U�N�V���L�Q���W�H�U�P�V���R�I���I�X�Q�G�L�Q�J���D�Q�G��

moral support. As a mature female, I might experience some discr imination in HE 

because of my age and gender, but as white I am privileged because I am not 
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�D�X�W�R�P�D�W�L�F�D�O�O�\���µ�R�W�K�H�U�H�G�¶���E�\���W�K�H���F�R�O�R�X�U���R�I���P�\���V�N�L�Q���L�Q���Z�K�D�W���L�V���D���S�U�H�G�R�P�L�Q�D�Q�W�O�\���Z�K�L�W�H��

�H�Q�Y�L�U�R�Q�P�H�Q�W���D�V���D���Z�K�R�O�H�����,�¶�P���D�O�V�R���D�Z�D�U�H���W�K�D�W���R�I���P�\���V�W�X�G�H�Q�W���S�D�U�W�L�F�L�S�D�Q�W�V���R�Q�O�\���R�Q�H���Z�Ds a 

British Asian and preferred to work alone, and (as touched on above) only one person 

described their membership of a large group, and they were white, so my first person 

data is limited in this respect.  I acknowledge that this gap in student voice limi ts the 

capacity to draw firm conclusions about the patterns of behaviour and usage needs of 

large communal groups.  As a white person, I am also limited in my understanding of 

how cultural  and individual  variations impact on personal use, if at all, and whi le I might 

endeavour to avoid othering practices identified via racialization, I am still at risk of 

slipping into racializing behaviours myself  (see Troyna and Carrington (1989) ) . The data 

analysis process incorporated identification of British Asians and other races in  actors, 

and in interviews regarding references to race by participants, and as shall become clear 

below, this process was important in terms of addressing racism /racialization of 

behaviours , including references to large groups at Institute 1 .  In this chapter  I attempt 

to provide a representation of both staff perceptions and student practices with the hope 

that it will start to break down stereotyping and help generate conversation on 

institutional and cultural racism . 

 

7.1 Racialization of education  

Prior to  �G�L�V�F�X�V�V�L�Q�J���W�K�H���G�D�W�D���F�R�O�O�H�F�W�H�G���W�K�D�W���F�R�Q�V�W�L�W�X�W�H�V���W�K�L�V���F�K�D�S�W�H�U�¶�V���I�R�F�X�V�����L�W���L�V���L�P�S�R�U�W�D�Q�W��

to consider issues of race and racialization . Racialization is the concept of applying 

attributes  that identify different populations as superior or inferior to others  wh ich 

ultimately skirts around being overtly �µ�V�W�U�R�Q�J�¶���U�D�F�L�V�W���D�Q�G���G�H�P�R�Q�V�W�U�D�W�H�V that  �U�D�F�L�V�P���L�V�Q�¶�W��

always a straightforward dichotomy of racist or not racist  (Rattansi, 2007) , although 

racialization is usually a racist process (Troyna & Williams, 1986) . Examples of this could 

be references to Iri sh people being stupid in jokes  to referring  to Japanese and Chinese 

people being very clever.  Racialization extends to an  educational context when we 

conside r the focus government departments have placed on improving the education of 

certain groups: in the 1970s and 80s concern was raised through a number of council 

and Local Education Authority (LEA) reports over what was classed as �W�K�H���µ�O�R�Z��

�D�F�K�L�H�Y�H�P�H�Q�W�¶���R�I���µ�:�H�V�W���,�Q�G�L�D�Q�¶���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q and Afro -Caribbean boys (Rattansi, 1992) . 

Achievement was linked to the capacity for these racialized groups to learn and study , 

initially without considering whether racism amongst teachin g staff or other pupils had 

any impact on learning . Troyna and Williams  (1986)  refer to othering pup ils based on 

their ethnicity via the process of  LEAs referring t �R���µ�V�S�H�F�L�D�O���Q�H�H�G�V�¶���V�X�S�S�R�U�W���D�Q�G���I�X�Q�G�L�Q�J in 

an attempt  to improve achievement .  
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Racialization continues today in  education, and in  HE, particularly with the efforts of 

Widening Participation  in HE , where targets are set  by universities  to increase 

application s from ethnic minorities , a process Pilkington refers to as being �³�F�R�O�R�X�U���E�O�L�Q�G�´��

(2015, p. 8) . Increasing applications and attendance in HE through ethnic categories 

does not equate to  address ing improved  access to academia without  racialization  or 

discrimination . Such measures do not address the (often white -centred) curriculum or 

identify issues where students are expected to conform with the dominant (aga in often 

white -centred) ideologies of the academic institutions  (Clegg, Parr, & Wan, 2003; Edmin, 

2012) . Mac an Ghaill and H aywood (Mac an Ghaill & Haywood, 2014)  argue that the use 

of Prevent training  in educational settings  has further marginalised young Muslim males  

in particular , shifting emphasis away from  ra cialization of  colour or country of origin  and 

towards  racialization of  religion.  The implications these developments  might have on 

perceptions of student study behaviours must be considered :  as will be seen below, 

racialization was id entifiable in staff c omments about how students used and behaved in 

the library, and is presented in the next section.  

 

7.2  Staff interpretation of community use  

As discussed in section 6.3, male British Asian students  at Institute 1  had been identified 

in a situation where be haviour became intimidating to an individual woman working in 

the same area, and the situation had escalated to a complaints procedure. Problematic 

behaviour amongst students was something I felt important to discuss to learn whether 

the behaviour was actu ally an issue, or if it was something that could be attributed to 

�V�W�D�I�I���S�H�U�F�H�S�W�L�R�Q�V���R�I���µ�F�R�U�U�H�F�W�¶���E�H�K�D�Y�L�R�X�U���L�Q���O�L�E�U�D�U�L�H�V, and as I interviewed staff I wanted to 

�O�H�D�U�Q���P�R�U�H���D�E�R�X�W���K�R�Z���µ�S�U�R�E�O�H�P�D�W�L�F���E�H�K�D�Y�L�R�X�U�¶���Z�D�V���L�G�H�Q�W�L�I�L�H�G���Z�L�W�K���%�U�L�W�L�V�K���$�V�L�D�Q�V. When 

discussing  the behaviour of student s with staff, a ll the staff I spoke to at Institute 1 

mentioned some level of non -conformity  amongst library users  in terms of noise levels, 

referring to British Asian students  as being most common culprits.  Two members of staff 

at tributed the noise levels to socialising, and questioned whether the noise could be 

associated with  a lack of opportunity to socialise outside of visiting campus. One British 

Asian member of staff I spoke to was concerned as to why it did seem to primarily  be 

�%�U�L�W�L�V�K���$�V�L�D�Q���V�W�X�G�H�Q�W�V���Z�K�R���Z�H�U�H���D�F�W�L�Q�J���L�Q���D�Q���³�D�Q�W�L�V�R�F�L�D�O�´���Z�D�\�����D�Q�G���Z�D�Q�W�H�G���W�R���O�H�D�U�Q���P�R�U�H��

about what might lead to such behaviour (especially given he did not behave that way or 

see others do so when he was at university). He felt he was at an advantage in being 

�D�E�O�H���W�R���W�D�O�N���W�R���W�K�H���V�W�X�G�H�Q�W�V���Z�K�R���K�D�G���E�H�H�Q���D�F�W�L�Q�J���³�V�L�O�O�\�´���Z�K�H�Q���S�O�D�\�L�Q�J���Z�L�W�K���F�K�D�L�U�V���D�Q�G��

�P�D�N�L�Q�J���Q�R�L�V�H���D�V���W�K�H�\���S�H�U�F�H�L�Y�H�G���K�L�P���D�V���F�X�O�W�X�U�D�O�O�\���V�H�Q�L�R�U���W�R���W�K�H�P�����D�Q�G���W�K�H�\���W�K�X�V���³�G�L�G�Q�¶�W��

�J�L�Y�H���P�H���D�Q�\���O�L�S���R�U���D�W�W�L�W�X�G�H���E�D�F�N�´�����2�Q���F�R�Q�I�U�R�Q�W�L�Q�J���W�K�H�P���W�K�H�\���G�H�V�F�U�L�E�H�G���W�K�H�Lr behaviour as 

a way of reducing stress, so he warned them of the risks to the safety of other library 

users, and how they could be interpreted by other people outside of their group as 
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�D�J�J�U�H�V�V�L�Y�H�����E�X�W���D�O�V�R���M�R�N�H�G���Z�L�W�K���W�K�H�P���D�Q�G���G�H�Y�H�O�R�S�H�G���D���³�E�D�Q�W�H�U�´���Z�L�W�K���W�K�Hm. He used this 

�µ�E�D�Q�W�H�U�¶���W�R���L�P�S�O�\���K�H���Z�R�X�O�G���U�H�S�R�U�W���W�K�H�L�U���E�H�K�D�Y�L�R�X�U���W�R���W�K�H�L�U���S�D�U�H�Q�W�V�����S�U�R�Y�R�N�L�Q�J���D���S�H�Q�L�W�H�Q�W��

response  from them,  the students reacting from fear, but he also  point ed out that they 

�³�V�K�R�X�O�G���E�H���P�D�N�L�Q�J���D���J�R�R�G���H�[�D�P�S�O�H�´���� 

 

When the staff member refer �U�H�G���W�R���D���³�J�R�R�G���H�[�D�P�S�O�H�´�����,���K�D�G���Q�R�W���\�H�W���U�H�D�O�L�V�H�G���W�K�H��

implications of this statement, but on reading Bhopal �¶�V���Z�R�U�N��(Bhopal, 2008, 2011, 2016) , 

�,���E�H�F�D�P�H���P�R�U�H���F�R�Q�V�F�L�R�X�V���R�I���W�K�H���L�P�S�O�L�F�D�W�L�R�Q�V���W�K�H���V�W�X�G�H�Q�W�V�¶���P�L�V�E�H�K�D�Y�L�R�X�U���K�D�G���R�Q��

perceptions of British Asians. Certainly, that all staff referred to British Asian students as 

appearing to be the main source of non -conforming behaviours in  particular types of 

�V�S�D�F�H�V�����D�Q�G���W�K�H���V�W�X�G�H�Q�W�V�¶���I�H�D�U�V���R�I���W�K�H�L�U���S�D�U�H�Q�W�V���K�H�D�U�L�Q�J���R�I���W�K�H�L�U���E�H�K�D�Y�L�R�X�U, suggested 

serious implications linked to social mobility and concerns about perceptions of race. 

Whether British Asians behave in ways perceived as non -confor ming more often than 

other students or not, that they are SEEN to do so  can  have implications for how staff 

interpret their actions, and potentially how they are monitored in th eir library use as a 

result. Staff in interviews referred to large groups of Br itish Asians obstructing access to 

some areas because of crowding around a computer (and thus preventing access for 

anyone with visual or mobility impairments), making more noise than other students, or 

excluding other visitors to an area by numbers , but a  large group I observed  (detailed 

below in section 7.3)  were studying, and other students were policed alongside them.  

Staff perceived the  behaviours  they listed  as being non -conforming, and  the library  as 

being inappropriate for such usage patterns, but d id not question whether or not the 

library should actually try to cater for these uses: they questioned why the students felt 

the need to use the library in that manner.  

 

What probably did not  aid staff perceptions of the groups they spoke to was that the 

students were seen as disrespectful towards them and towards authority figures in 

general.  Staff I spoke to felt that in cases where behaviour was extreme they were 

ignored when trying to control it.  Staff talked of a broad range of students who were 

disre �V�S�H�F�W�I�X�O�����Q�R�W���M�X�V�W���%�U�L�W�L�V�K���$�V�L�D�Q�V�����E�X�W���V�W�X�G�H�Q�W�V���Z�H�U�H���U�H�I�H�U�U�H�G���W�R���D�V���³�K�R�P�H�´����

�³�&�K�L�Q�H�V�H���L�Q�W�H�U�Q�D�W�L�R�Q�D�O�´���D�Q�G���³�$�V�L�D�Q�´�����D�Q�G���W�K�H���E�H�K�D�Y�L�R�X�U���R�I���K�R�P�H�����V�S�H�F�L�I�L�F�D�O�O�\ �³Asian �  ́

stu dents was lamented:  

 

If I  went to a group of international students Chinese students I know �,�¶�P��

going to get a response from them , �W�K�H�\�¶�U�H���J�R�Q�Q�D���V�L�W���W�K�H�U�H���D�Q�G���W�K�H�\�¶�U�H��

gonna listen . I f I go to a group of , say , our own students , home grown 

students , particularly er the Asian students , �W�K�H�\���Z�R�Q�¶�W���D�F�N�Q�R�Z�O�H�G�J�H���\�R�X��

�W�K�H�\���Z�R�Q�¶�W���O�R�R�N���D�W���\�R�X���\�R�X�¶�U�H���W�D�O�N�L�Q�J to their backs . 
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       (Staff 1) 38 

 

T�K�H�U�H�¶�V���N�L�Q�G���R�I���G�L�I�I�H�U�H�Q�W���F�X�O�W�X�U�D�O���D�V�S�H�F�W�V���E�X�W���L�W���G�R�H�V���V�H�H�P���W�R���E�H���W�K�H���%�U�L�W�L�V�K��

Asians I think that you know , �F�H�U�W�D�L�Q�O�\���W�K�H���R�Q�H�V���,�¶�Y�H���G�H�D�O�W���Z�L�W�K���D�Q�G���\�R�X��

�N�Q�R�Z���P�R�V�W���R�I���W�K�H�P���K�D�Y�H���N�L�Q�G���R�I���F�R�P�H���F�O�H�D�Q���D�S�R�O�R�J�L�V�H�G���D�Q�G���W�K�D�W�¶�V���W�K�H���Hnd 

of it ,  but I just felt you know I mean the [time] �,�¶�Y�H���E�H�H�Q���K�H�U�H���L�W�¶�V���µkind of 

getting a bit silly this , I probably just need to kind of make them a bit 

aware  �>�R�I���L�Q�D�S�S�U�R�S�U�L�D�W�H���E�H�K�D�Y�L�R�X�U���I�U�R�P���%�U�L�W�L�V�K���$�V�L�D�Q�V�@�¶ I think they were 

�D�F�W�X�D�O�O�\���N�L�Q�G���R�I���µ�R�K���U�H�D�O�O�\���L�V���L�W�¶���,���V�D�L�G���µ�\�H�D�K���V�R���\�R�X���F�D�Q���V�H�H���Z�K�\���L�W���G�R�H�V�Q�¶�W��

look particularly good does it �"�¶ 

 (Staff 2)  

 

�,���Z�R�X�O�G�Q�¶�W���V�D�\���L�W�¶�V���D�O�Z�D�\�V���$�V�L�D�Q���V�W�X�G�H�Q�W�V���E�\���D�Q�\���P�H�D�Q�V���\�R�X���N�Q�R�Z���H�U���L�W�¶�V���L�W��

can be any any students , and we try and be scrupulously fair erm where 

we can [BR: m m] erm but certainly you know a large portion of our 

students are from that background and I think because , because of their 

youth culture some of them at these tend to have a wide network of friends 

and acquaintances [BR: mm] and then you know erm it only  takes a group 

�R�I���W�K�H�P���W�R���F�R�P�H���L�Q�W�R���W�K�H���O�L�E�U�D�U�\���W�R���P�L�V�E�H�K�D�Y�H���L�I���W�K�H�\�¶�U�H���D�V�N�H�G���W�R���E�H���T�X�L�H�W��

�E�\���W�K�H���Z�D�U�G�H�Q���L�I���W�K�H�U�H�¶�V���D���V�D�I�H�W�\���L�Q���Q�X�P�E�H�U�V���L�Q���W�K�D�W���W�K�H�\���P�L�J�K�W���I�H�H�O���D���E�L�W��

cocky they can answer back you know and it becomes more difficult to 

manage than it might b e if it was just one or two people misbehaving  

 (Staff 3)  

 

I think sometimes students from an Asian family background can be telling 

�W�K�H�L�U���S�D�U�H�Q�W�V���W�K�D�W���W�K�H�\�¶�U�H���L�Q���W�K�H, you know , �W�K�D�W���W�K�H���U�H�D�V�R�Q���W�K�H�\�¶�U�H���Q�R�W���D�W��

�K�R�P�H���L�Q���W�K�H���P�L�G�G�O�H���R�I���W�K�H���Q�L�J�K�W���L�V���W�K�D�W���W�K�H�\�¶�U�H revising in the library , when 

�D�F�W�X�D�O�O�\���W�K�D�W���P�L�J�K�W���E�H���S�D�U�W�O�\���W�U�X�H���E�X�W���W�K�H�\�¶�U�H���D�O�V�R���W�D�N�L�Q�J���W�K�H���R�S�S�R�U�W�X�Q�L�W�\��

for a bit of socialising  

 (Staff 3)  

 

�,�G�H�Q�W�L�I�\�L�Q�J���µ�S�U�R�E�O�H�P�¶���V�W�X�G�H�Q�W���J�U�R�X�S�V���V�S�H�F�L�I�L�F�D�O�O�\���D�V���³�$�V�L�D�Q�´���D�V���D���Z�K�R�O�H���O�L�Q�N�V���E�D�F�N���L�Q���W�R��

�µ�R�W�K�H�U�L�Q�J�¶���R�I���V�S�H�F�L�I�L�F���Jroups, staff comments above about provi �G�L�Q�J���D���³�J�R�R�G���H�[�D�P�S�O�H�´ 

�D�Q�G���%�K�R�S�D�O�¶�V���I�L�Q�G�L�Q�Js that British Asians in HE are  aware that they must work harder and 

behave in ways that prove themselves (2008) . A process of racialization was taking place 

here where , in the case of Staff 1, behaviours  of a number of different races were 

                                                           
38 While multiple quotes from different individuals with pseudonyms are provided here, they are further 
anonymised here to help protect their identity. 
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identified with specific responses without any kind of critique or consideration of 

homogenising  people in a racialized manner.  The British Asians were a specific band of 

�µ�K�R�P�H�¶���V�W�X�G�H�Q�W�V�����D�Q�G���D�W���R�Q�H���S�R�L�Q�W���G�X�U�L�Q�J���D�Q���L�Q�W�H�U�Y�L�H�Z�����R�Q�H���P�H�P�E�H�U���R�I���V�W�D�I�I���V�S�H�F�L�I�L�H�G��

even further that they thought Muslim students were the main source of exclusive 

behav �L�R�X�U���Z�L�W�K�L�Q���W�K�H���F�R�Q�W�H�[�W���R�I���J�U�R�X�S�V���R�I���³�$�V�L�D�Q�V�´�����F�R�X�O�G���W�K�H�\���K�D�Y�H���L�G�H�Q�W�L�I�L�H�G���Z�K�L�F�K��

students were Muslim and which were not in a group of British Asians? How did they 

come to this conclusion?  �*�L�Y�H�Q���P�D�Q�\���R�I���,�Q�V�W�L�W�X�W�H�����¶�V���%�U�L�W�L�V�K���$�V�L�D�Q���V�W�X�G�H�Q�W�V���D�U�H���S�U�L�P�D�U�L�O�\��

fro m Pakistan and Bangladesh, countries that are predominantly Muslim, the assumption 

is not surprising, but also an inappropriate assumption to make.  The assumption was 

based primarily on the large size of the group. Specific groups of British Asians became 

representative of all British Asians using the library, with staff thus potentially perceiving 

�V�W�X�G�H�Q�W�V���W�K�H�\���L�G�H�Q�W�L�I�L�H�G���D�V���E�H�L�Q�J���³�$�V�L�D�Q�´���D�V���U�H�T�X�L�U�L�Q�J���P�R�Q�L�W�R�U�L�Q�J���I�R�U���S�U�R�E�O�H�P�D�W�L�F��

behaviour �����M�X�V�W���D�V���µ�D�O�O�¶���³�&�K�L�Q�H�V�H�´���V�W�X�G�H�Q�W�V���Z�H�U�H���S�H�U�F�H�L�Y�H�G���D�V���U�H�V�S�R�Q�G�L�Q�J���U�H�V�S�H�Ftfully . 

Mufazzar, a British Asian member of staff, was concerned that British Asians were 

regularly reported for inappropriate behaviour, but British Asians constitute a substantial 

population of Institute 1: if white students feature less frequently in re cords of 

inappropriate behaviour, is that because British Asians are identified more often, or, as 

suggested by Collins (2000) , do they begin to perf orm to match expectations or 

racialized stereotypes?  

 

Staff referred to groups of British Asian students taking up a large amount of space on 

the different floors, dominating some areas to the point where other library users 

struggled to physically pass th e group. Staff spoke about how students could be deterred 

from using comparatively small areas because of large groups inhabiting the space: even 

�L�I���W�K�H���J�U�R�X�S���Z�D�V�Q�¶�W���V�L�W�W�L�Q�J���W�R�J�H�W�K�H�U���D�V���D���Z�K�R�O�H�����W�K�H�\���Z�H�U�H���F�R�P�P�X�Q�L�F�D�W�L�Q�J to each other  

across the area, so any  remaining seats may have been rejected by any non -group 

member wishing to use the space. Youth culture and body language were also described 

as action s potentially d eterring  or disrupting other library users: the act of loudly verbally 

greeting and slappi �Q�J���H�D�F�K���R�W�K�H�U�¶�V���E�D�F�N�V���L�P�S�O�L�H�G���W�R���R�W�K�H�U���X�V�H�U�V���D�V���Q�R�W���M�X�V�W���D�X�G�L�E�O�H��

disruption but the suggestion that groups may engage in distracting behaviours 

throughout their visit.  This sense of youth culture seemed to be racialized, made specific 

to British Asians rat her than one of a broader context of youth behaviour  (it was never 

used in reference to students of, for example white or black origin) . Certainly observation 

5.10(i2) indicated that white males could behave in a rowdy (and in this case 

misogynistic) manne r�����E�X�W���W�K�H���µ�\�R�X�W�K���F�X�O�W�X�U�H�¶���S�H�U�F�H�S�W�L�R�Q���D�P�R�Q�J�V�W���V�W�D�I�I���D�W���,�Q�V�W�L�W�X�W�H������

seemed to reflect one of camaraderie rather than one that involved sexist behaviours  and 

was only referred to in discussion of  British Asian library users . One member of staff 

questioned w hy British Asian students in particular felt the need to visit the library in 
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large groups, citing an occasion when they had seen a group of around 15 -16 students 

attempting to view one PC, and later stated that the library was simply not big enough to 

cat er for student numbers as a whole.  

 

Leading on from this discussion of group size, I shall now identify the one occasion where 

I observed a large group of British Asians, and discuss how this group could be identified 

as behaving in a pattern that is not e xclusive to BA culture.  

 

7. 3  Patterns of use  

When I was carrying out observations at I nstitute  1, it was surprising to see what I 

would consider to be unusually large groups. Groups usually contained two to four 

members, sometimes five, but there were a s mall number of occasions when I saw 

groups num bering up to ten  or even more  (for comparison, the largest group size Mckay 

and Buchanan observed during their research was seven (2014, p. 101) ) . The larger 

groups would usually split into smaller sub groups, but visited the library t ogether or 

appeared to have arranged to meet up in the library to collaborate. One particular 

incident intrigued me in a number of ways, and provides some examples of typical group 

behaviours I observed amongst British Asians in particular.  

 

Observation 7. 1 , I nstitute  1 (see appendix  6  for map of area)  

I am seated in a mixed use area, with some rows of PCs running both parallel and 

perpendicular to the walls to my right. There are some round tables with PCs for small 

group use on each side (i.e. 2 -3 people  simultaneously sitting at the computer), some 

larger group use tables towards the centre of the area, and two couches further away. 

There are 4 females sat at one round table, and 3 males and one female sat at another 

table close by. They are definitely s tudying as I hear them talking about numbers, and 

they know each other as sometimes one group will refer to another to swap answers. 

Less than 10 minutes after I begin the observation, two females enter and join the group 

of females. The mixed table splits  so that the female (now known as Female A) is sat at 

the table with one male (now known as Male A) and they are leaning over something 

together to look at it. The other two males from that table have moved to a nearby row 

of computers, standing over someo �Q�H���,���F�D�Q�¶�W���V�H�H���Z�K�R���L�V���V�H�D�W�H�G���D�W���D���3�&���E�X�W���Z�K�R���,���O�D�W�H�U��

find out is another male. Male A asks how to do something, pointing at one of the papers 

Female A has, takes the paper from her and places it on the table, looking over it. They 

then move to join the gro up of females, meaning that there are now 7 females and one 

male at the table, while there are still 3 males over by the computer. There follows much 

group -switching from Female A, who wheels her chair between the groups until settling 

with the males at th e PCs. Two new males enter the area, one leaving shortly after, and 
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one joining the computer group.  Male A joins the computer group, standing over them. 

They laugh and seem to be facing each other more than the computers. The female -only 

group continue to study, asking each other questions, discussing the answers.  

 

However, they start to talk socially, and just as they do, a white male warden enters the 

�D�U�H�D�����V�S�H�D�N�V���W�R���W�K�H���I�H�P�D�O�H���J�U�R�X�S���L�Q���D���W�R�Q�H���,���F�D�Q�¶�W���K�H�D�U���E�X�W���Z�K�L�F�K���S�U�R�P�S�W�V���R�Q�H���I�H�P�D�O�H���W�R��

move to the bin to dispose of a drinks can (the rules for this library are for bottled water 

only, but I was told that as long as drinks are in bottles they are usually allowed). He 

continues to talk to them for a moment, then moves to the other part of the group at the 

computers and talks to them. He then returns to the female group and says that he 

appreciates they are doing work but that they are working in a quiet discussion area, 

and could they please keep the noise down. He repeats his request to two other females 

no t part of the group at a computer row to my right, then leaves the area. Personally, I 

have never felt any of the conversations to be  �L�Q�W�U�X�V�L�Y�H�����E�X�W���,���G�R�Q�¶�W���N�Q�R�Z���L�I���V�R�P�H�R�Q�H���K�D�V��

reported the noise as too much, and of course not everyone has the same percept ion of 

what counts as noisy. Less than 10 minutes after he first visited the area, the warden 

returns, using his phone  with it held to his ear �����E�X�W���V�D�\�V���³�W�K�D�Q�N���\�R�X���O�D�G�L�H�V�´���D�V���K�H���S�D�V�V�H�V��

the group of females. There is a noticeable drop in volume as he passes  through the 

area, and the females look at their papers and notes with heads bent downwards.  

 

Once the warden leaves the area, the group at the PCs moves over to the females for a 

brief moment to discuss studying, then moves back to the PCs. Male A has re turned to 

the female group and Female A moves to join him, standing over him and ruffling his 

hair, then returns to the computer. This pattern of various members moving between 

groups continues: the final group membership overall is 6  British  Asian females , one 

black female, one white female (who works primarily alone at a PC but moves to 

converse with the females), and four British Asian males. They all stand, and spend 

around 10 minutes organising themselves, talking and waiting for all group members to 

be ready before leaving together. The whole observation takes place over a period of 90 

minutes.  

--  

 

Several themes emerge from the observation above: collaboration, break out groups, 

membership switching, space needed (both the amount of space and the type  of facilities 

available), and interactions with staff.  

 

In the observation above, smaller groups supported each other in their revision actions: 

they questioned and tested each other, asked each other for information on answers and 
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reasoning, and acted as  a supportive network. They occasionally broke out of study 

discussion to socialise, giving themselves a chance to relax. The computer -use sub -

�J�U�R�X�S���Z�D�V�Q�¶�W���D�V���Y�L�V�L�E�O�H���D�X�G�L�E�O�H���D�V���W�K�H���U�H�Y�L�V�L�R�Q���V�X�E-groups, but the main purpose of their 

visit was to study, and  the collaboration around the PC was physically problematic (I 

shall discuss this in more detail in a moment), but seemed to provide what they needed 

for computer access: they could easily have moved to another computer with more room 

around it to share th e screen, such as the group use PC tables (although there would 

likely still have been the need to have some people standing over to view the screen). 

Collaboration appeared to be  essential for this group. Collaborations were present both 

within each sub -group and across the entire larger group. Collaboration is a key 

component for group work: I define collaboration here as the capacity to work together 

and be able to contribute as individuals to a shared learning goal. It is a mutually 

supportive process f or those who are participating in the collaboration, so even if 

contributions are not equal, all benefit from the process. Those who ask their peers 

revision questions are asked questions themselves, and knowledge is confirmed and 

validated, gaps identifie d and filled. Those who act as tutors to their peers find again 

their own knowledge consolidated, while supporting and increasing the knowledge of 

their tutees. Interactions within the collaboration can only exist if there are pre -existing 

relationships th at allow each participant to trust the others in their knowledge and 

contributions. Collaboration is thus a result of community, and a way of confirming the 

relationships within that community: should the collaboration fail, the strength of the 

community i s reduced and the relationships within it may be weakened.  

 

 

The need for community, particularly amongst British Asians, is a key point here.  As 

Bhopal (2008)  points out, communities of the same ethnicity studying at HE level 

gathered because of a need for shared understanding of familial and societal pressures 

on their lives. The communities need a space that allows them to bond and support each 

other,  and Bhopal found that the library featured as one of a number of meeting spaces 

that provided an opportunity to improve bonds and collaboration (2008, p. 189) . The 

group in the above observation were studying, collaborating, and the playful ruffling of 

�0�D�O�H���$�¶�V���K�D�L�U���V�X�J�J�H�V�W�V���V�W�U�R�Q�J���E�R�Q�G�V���E�H�W�Z�H�H�Q���P�H�P�E�H�U�V�����W�K�H���O�L�E�U�D�U�\���V�S�D�F�H���Z�D�V���O�D�U�J�H���D�Q�G��

open enough to allow the grou p members to switch sub -groups as appropriate and/or 

necessary, and to let them exist as independent sub -groups as well as one large 

simultaneous whole. The group were operating with some flexibility, mirroring the 

flexible design of the space, and represe nt what can be considered a successful use of 

design intentions matching use (although the whole group size may not have been 

expected or planned for in the design process). As we have seen above , while the 
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existence of study communiti es of British Asians is important for the community 

members to help reach those goals, their library use can sometimes be interpreted in 

different ways by other library users and staff  to the point of racialization . 

 

It is interesting that research demonst rates different opinions on whether, even at HE 

levels, it is appropriate for genders to mix  in British Asian groups �����%�K�R�S�D�O�¶�V���U�H�V�H�D�U�F�K��

suggests it can be, albeit with greater importance placed on female friendships than 

those with males because her partic �L�S�D�Q�W�V���I�H�O�W���W�K�H�\���Q�H�H�G�H�G���V�X�S�S�R�U�W���L�Q���W�K�H���³�Z�K�L�W�H���P�L�G�G�O�H-

�F�O�D�V�V�����P�D�O�H���´���H�Q�Y�L�U�R�Q�P�H�Q�W���R�I���+�(��(Bhopal, 2011, p. 520) �����Z�K�L�O�H���%�D�V�L�W�¶�V���Z�R�U�N���L�P�S�O�L�Hs the 

mixing of gender s can be frowned upon in school , with genders tending towards  

separat ion  on reaching  post -compulsory education (Basit, 2012) . There was no 

indication in observations that it was inappropriate for genders to mix, but certainly the 

genders predominantly remained separated yet together , such as in the observation 

detailed above . The females were primarily using paper note s for revision, the males the 

computer  for unknown but stu dy - related tasks, but the group -switching female who 

acted as tutor for the male was abl e to move easily between the female group, male 

group, and her own mini -group with the male, implying that they had separate yet 

similar purposes, or at least different methods of approaching the same work. Their 

study pattern is most closely aligned to wh at McKay and Buchanan (2014)  refer to as 

�³�O�R�R�V�H���V�W�X�G�\�´�����Z�K�H�U�H���W�K�Hy are not collaborating to any formal tangible result such as a 

project or assignment but are working towards a common goal in terms of revision and 

�F�R�Q�V�R�O�L�G�D�W�L�R�Q���R�I���N�Q�R�Z�O�H�G�J�H�����%�\���0�F�.�D�\���D�Q�G���%�X�F�K�D�Q�D�Q�¶�V���G�H�I�L�Q�L�W�L�R�Q�����W�K�H���³�O�R�R�V�H���V�W�X�G�\�´��

groups rely on individual  materials, but do share materials and information, and also will 

�I�R�U�P���V�X�E�J�U�R�X�S�V���Z�L�W�K���G�L�I�I�H�U�H�Q�W���W�D�V�N�V���P�H�W�K�R�G�V���R�I���V�W�X�G�\���Z�K�H�U�H���³�V�K�D�U�H�G���Y�L�H�Z�V�´�����L���H����

referring to the same documents or computer screen) are common (McKay & Buchanan, 

201 4, pp. 100 �±101) �����³�/�R�R�V�H���V�W�X�G�\�´���F�R�X�O�G���E�H���D�S�S�O�L�H�G���W�R���D���Q�X�P�E�H�U���R�I���R�W�K�H�U���%�U�L�W�L�V�K���$�V�L�D�Q��

groups, such as those in observation 5 .5  (in section 5.1.2)  or in an observation in a 

silent PC room where a smaller group of males were working individually but liaising t o 

support each other when difficulties arose (leaving the room to talk when necessary), 

with group membership fluctuating as new people of both genders entered and left). 

Membership may gravitate towards just one gender, but mixing of genders occurred 

regu larly. It should be noted that gender mix (or lack of it) is often seen across all types 

of visitors during my observations, but the reasons for separation can differ between 

different ethnicities, will serve different purposes, and can be a reflection of the gender 

ba lance on the course attended. I n the case of British Asians, while research implies 

�J�H�Q�G�H�U���P�L�[�L�Q�J���L�V�Q�¶�W���D�O�Z�D�\�V���O�R�R�N�H�G���X�S�R�Q���Z�L�W�K���I�D�Y�R�X�U���E�H�F�D�X�V�H���R�I���W�K�H���L�P�S�O�L�F�D�W�L�Rns it has 

within cultural norms, it was seen frequently across observations, and Ju �K�L�¶�V���U�H�I�H�U�H�Q�F�H�V��

to her friends suggests she had good friends of both genders.  



184  

 

 

The British Asians constituting the group present in the observation detailed  above 

showed signs of a community of collaboration. However, where any group practice within 

a libr ary exists, there are difficulties that arise in attempting to create that provision, as 

we have already seen in section 5.2 . The libraries involved in this study provided 

�µ�I�O�H�[�L�E�O�H�¶���V�S�D�F�H�V���D�F�F�R�P�P�R�G�D�W�L�Q�J���D���Y�D�U�L�H�W�\���R�I���I�D�F�L�O�L�W�L�H�V�����L�Q�G�H�H�G�� as already mentione d the 

observation above was situated in a flexible space incorporating soft furnishings, tables 

without computers, rows of desks with or without computers. However, as in opposing 

specific use areas in libraries when placed in close proximity i.e. silent n ext to group use, 

flexible spaces easily create conflict in usage patterns because of the variety of tasks 

undertaken in that area. The observation above demonstrates what appeared to be a 

successful study group operating in the area while concurrently inh abited by individual 

users (albeit not in close proximity: the nearest was approximately 7 metres away from 

the group), but other observations on other occasions as well as interviews with staff 

proved that groups and individual users did not always comfor tably co -exist. Students do 

want collaborative spaces to work in (Montgomery, 2014; Yoo �æLee et al., 2013) .  

 

�8�Q�I�R�U�W�X�Q�D�W�H�O�\�����F�R�O�O�D�E�R�U�D�W�L�Y�H���µ�I�O�H�[�L�E�O�H�¶���V�S�D�F�H�V���F�D�Q���E�H���S�U�R�E�O�H�P�D�W�L�F�����Z�L�W�K���Z�D�U�Q�L�Q�J�V���R�I��

creating a confusing atmosphere with no study value due to conflicting messages should 

the space be designed to cater for too many purposes (Joint Information Services 

Committee, 2006, p. 23) .  Conflict between uses of space can unfortunately manifest as 

actual verbally or physically aggressive behaviour between  or towards library users, as 

has been detailed in section 6.3, but has also been observed in other research (Bedwell 

& Banks, 2013) . While there were no overt conflicts of use in the observation above, 

staff interactions s uggested that either someone had reported noise levels escalating 

beyond their personal comfort levels, or staff had interpreted behaviour as not 

conforming to rules.  The group I observed were respectful of the staff member  and 

responded to his requests . I n spite of this, it was clear that the member of staff who 

spoke to students in the area perceived behaviour as at the very least pushing  against 

the limit of what was appropriate noise/use. He began with asking the females to 

dispose of their drinks, then  policing their volume levels, and moving around the area 

speaking to groups to remind them of what was considered appropriate noise level by 

staff .  

 

This group behaved in a manner that contradicts perceptions of staf f at Institute 1 in all 

ways but by num ber of group members.  The students were respectful of other library 

users and staff, there was no obvious behaviour that would deter other people from 

using the space (indeed people entered the  area to study for prolonged periods). Other 



185  

 

observations of Br itish Asian groups, such as those in observation 5.5, also at Institute 

1, demonstrated a desire to study and no issues with behaviour . There might be 

incidents where students of any race or gender break the rules or disrupt spaces  

(observations 5.8(i2) wi th white males and 5.9(i1) with Asian males come to mind as 

examples of space disruption, which I would identify with gender above all else) , as is 

clear throughout chapters 5 and 6, but does the regular identification of British Asians 

mean that they genu inely misbehave more than other races, or does it mean that they 

are noticed or reported more often?  

 

 

 

In contrast to large groups perceived as non -conforming, when I spoke to Gemma about 

�W�K�H���O�D�U�J�H���J�U�R�X�S�����³�V�R�P�H�W�L�P�H�V���>�Q�X�P�E�H�U�L�Q�J�@�������´�����V�K�H���Z�D�V���D���P�H�P�E�H�U���R�I���D�Q�G���W�K�H�L�U���O�L�E�U�D�U�\��

use  at I nstitute 2 , they successfully used the library by accessing the social study area. 

This area had much of the same furniture provision of I nstitute 1 of soft furnishings with 

sofas, rows of computers, de sks and cubbies large enough to support groups of around 6 

members, but it was a large open space, clearly labelled as suitable for group discussion. 

The area was based on the same floor as the support desk, thus it was clear noise would 

always be present to any visitor choosing to use that space to study. While I never 

observed large groups inhab iting this area, Gemma felt her and any other large group  

could be easily accommodated, use laptops or break out into a cubby to use a computer, 

use their headphon es if they wanted to block out external noise (peers or otherwise) if 

necessary. The layout of the floor seemed to buffer noise levels within that floor for the 

�P�R�V�W���S�D�U�W�����V�R�X�Q�G���W�U�D�Y�H�O�O�H�G���E�X�W���Z�D�V���P�X�I�I�O�H�G�����*�H�P�P�D�¶�V���X�V�H, combined with my active and 

passing ob servation s,  demonstrated that the space extended far enough to allow a range 

of different sized groups to claim their own area of collaboration without excluding or 

deterring others from using that floor themselves. The area was not a perfect study 

space f or everyone given the potential for noise levels with multiple groups, and the 

design of the building incorporating an atrium above this floor meant that noise would 

easily travel upwards to other floors, disrupting others. However, the capacity and design  

of the area meant it provided opportunities for people to collaborate as long as the 

potential volume of noise was not considered an issue in task completion.  Additionally, an 

important differentiation to make here is that Gemma and her group members were  

white. Had  their group used the space at I nstitute 1 for social purposes, would they have 

been policed in the same way  the group in observation 7.1 were ? Judging by s taff 

behaviour observed at I nstitute 1, comments would have been made to them, but it is 

debatable whether they would be policed in the same way. Unfortunately, I saw no staff 

policing of behaviours at  I nstitute 2, and I cannot answer any of these questions, but 
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they are important ones to consider . Nevertheless, the behaviour and usage pattern s of 

�*�H�P�P�D�¶�V���J�U�R�X�S���D�W���,�Q�V�W�L�W�X�W�H�������I�X�U�W�K�H�U���H�P�S�K�D�V�L�V�H�V���W�K�H���O�H�Y�H�O���R�I��staff racialization of large 

group use at Institute 1.  

 

Here we need to consider the standpoints represented in this chapter: those of large 

communities of practice, and those who are racial ized �E�\���R�W�K�H�U�¶�V���E�H�K�D�Y�L�R�X�U�V���D�Q�G��

practices  (an issue that is primarily discussed in the context of British Asians, but 

appears to be something that can be applied to any race considered �µ�R�W�K�H�U�¶ by those 

adopting racialized perceptions ) . Both are marginalised  at Institute 1 in terms of 

suitability of library facil ities and staff perceptions. Institute 2 did not appear to represent 

the same problems at Institute 1, but I saw  and heard of  little to no staff interventions at 

Institute 2 , and as mentioned above an d in chapter 4, Institute 2 had a predominantly 

white population.  Both communities of practice and racialized students  need 

representation and identification to help move towards eradication of marginalization and 

oppression . However, we can also consider a standpoint which locates the racialized 

behaviours as a way of asserting power and domination of space, in the processes of 

gestures and noise levels  and large groups. This particular standpoint can also be viewed, 

in combination with the di srespectful m anner of responding  to policing  in some cases, as 

a means of resisting the dominant hierarchies of (for example) staff and/ or whiteness . 

 

From a design perspective, while it seems students like to be able to create a personal 

space, that should not always be interpreted as a small personal space: the variety of 

open but self - contained groups of furniture and computers across the whole floor worked 

�Z�H�O�O���I�U�R�P���W�K�H���S�H�U�V�S�H�F�W�L�Y�H���R�I���*�H�P�P�D�¶�V���O�D�U�J�H���J�U�R�X�S�����E�X�W���O�D�U�Je groups at I nstitute 1  had no 

such library space ava ilable and were forced into using other mixed use spaces at the 

possible detriment to other users, leading to problems for everyone inhabiting that 

space. Should a suitable space be provided, staff concerns over usage patterns could be 

reduced as the need felt in smaller highly populated areas to control noise or similar non -

conforming behaviours would no longer be an issue: the space and overt, transparent 

rules would allow for such behaviours to manifest within reason (i.e. safe (to the actors 

and others in the environment), non - intimidating (i.e. non -aggressive) activities). The 

problem is still that HE libraries endeavour to be social yet studying environments, and 

while socialising will always exist between students no matter the rules, what is 

acceptab le social, communal activity in a communal space is a moot point. Yet library 

space is tailored to specific user demographics of the homogeneous undergraduate 

student population without factoring in for groups who thrive in larger communal groups. 

Library design is led by the ethos that featuring all different types of study spaces in one 

place answers all study questions, which are considered answers when these spaces 
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become highly populated, rather than considering whether they actually serve purposes 

app ropriately and influence behaviours to the desired direction e.g. silent spaces create 

silent use. As soon as behaviours perceived as non -conformist enter the usage lexicon, 

they are perceived as a problem to be solved, rather than a usage pattern to be ca tered 

for in a more appropriate design/space.  It is important for academic libraries to support 

and provide a variety of space types to suit student needs. However, the question arises 

as to whether they CAN provide appropriate spaces to the level of diver sity of needs 

demonstrated given the limitations a refurbishment rather than a new build can create.  

 

7.4 Chapter summary  

I n this chapter I have presented staff reports of problem atic  behaviour that can be 

considered racialized . The nature of what is consi dered problematic behaviour is open to 

debate, but it commonly involved some level of disruption to other inhabitants or rule 

breaking:  however , is disruption measured by other library inhabitants, or by staff 

perceptions?  Observation data did not present  any incidents that staff at Institute 1 

could consider representative of the problematic behaviour they encountered, unless 

they considered the large group problematic via size.  Because Gemma at Institute 2 

referred to her own large group, using a library in this way is not unique,  and  not 

necessarily a racial behaviour  (as some staff suggested at Institute 1)  just because it is 

an uncommon /infrequently observed  practice  amongst students who are not British 

Asian .  

 

Referring back to the research aim  and th e point of this thesis,  to discover whether 

academic libraries provide a supportive and inclusive learning environment , there are 

inequalities developed from staff racializing behaviours and practices . There are also 

issues arising from facilities that can not cater sufficiently for larger group use. Leading 

on from these, library staff need to discuss and address the extent of the racializing 

process, whether identifying genuine  problem behaviour perpetuates more of the same 

behaviour, or whether staff and students need to meet and liaise in a manner akin to 

transversal politics in an effort to understand  each other better. Both in  large group use 

of the library and  in  staff racialized perceptions, the library is problematic, unsupportive, 

and not inclusive.  Since concluding the research, Institute 1 carried out racial awareness 

training. I do not have  details on what the training constituted, but it was considered 

important (if not mandatory) for all staff to attend if available  to  when the training was 

cond ucted.  
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�&�K�D�S�W�H�U���������&�R�Q�F�O�X�V�L�R�Q�V 
The research I have conducted was developed in order to deal with several gaps  

identified in studies of academic library use in chapter 2  and thus develop a deeper 

understanding of the use and needs of library users . There is a distinct  lack of  research 

into library use  that was needed to help address this lack of understanding , over more 

than one academic year  because of changing student populations and because of those 

who remain studying and have changing study needs thro ughout their time at university . 

Library research has frequently glossed over or ignored whether or not all demographic 

groups are sufficiently catered for in libraries and thus whether libraries successfully  

create an inclusive, supportive environment  (or  even attempt to do so to the extent that 

a library should for its own specific student body ) . This thesis has described a variety of 

usage patterns across different types of parties: single and mixed gender groups; 

individual use; and specific demographic  groups. This broad range of users is 

accommodated within a variety of spaces in each institution. Ethnographic -based 

methods were employed to observe the nature of use and power manifest within library 

spaces  over two academic years , and to discuss with l ibrary users and staff what 

happened when they used the library. Basing my theoretical approach on Feminist 

Standpoint Theory has allowed me to begin to develop an understanding of the particular 

practices and needs of specific groups: of students with lim ited capacity to study at 

home (usually female undergraduates who have limited access to reliable technology 

and study space outside of campus provisions); of large communities of students (who 

need spaces to gather, support each other, collaborate, and st udy).  This chapter will now 

summarise the research findings  and  relate them to previous research , and specify key 

findings that are areas for concern. It will also examine the limitations of this research 

and suggest further opportunities for investigation . 

 

I will now return to the research questions and answer each in turn. The first asked:  

How do students behave in and use academic libraries?  

�x What do students do when they visit the library?   

�x How do students interact with each other when they are in the l ibrary?  

�x How do students interact with staff in the library?   

 

As detailed in chapter 5 , students I observed visited the library primarily for studying. 

Social use was observed, but was often still linked to discussion of study - related topics 

such as lectu re content and academic staff. All students I spoke to visited the library 

with the purpose of studying. Studying entailed reading, writing, and use of specialist 
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software, which would sometimes be on personally owned laptops (and could then be 

used anywhe re that suited the study need). When groups used the library, their actions 

were primarily supportive of group members: guiding roles would be adopted by 

individuals to ensure the study purpose (if one was specified) was actioned, but bonding 

exercises (sh aring of difficulties, sharing of social activity) would also take place prior to 

and during dealing with the task , as in McKay and Buchanan �¶�V���J�U�R�X�S���X�V�H���U�H�V�H�D�U�F�K 

(2014) . However, bonding activities would sometimes create an atmosphere that could 

deter other people from the area, such as the generation of loud conversati on, use of 

videos with high volume sound, loud swearing. This atmosphere could thus lead to an 

environment dominated by the group via the act of exclusion, and occurred across both 

female -only and male -only groups. On some occasions, male -only groups addit ionally 

excluded others via body language: the nature of this type of exclusion was not one 

overtly supportive of the group itself, but one of space claiming and 

endorsing/reinforcing ownership. Female -only groups dominated primarily via volume 

which was m ore indicative of bonding processes. Mixed gender groups were more 

problematic: initially intending to undertake study practices, they could easily be 

disrupted by newcomers, non -members visiting to talk to group members. In these 

cases, the power dynamics  within the groups were shifted so that females within the 

group were more commonly individuals with reduced power.  

 

Students with disabilities saw library space as essential  (as discussed in chapters 5 and 

6) , but also encountered issues that, in Craig �¶�V��case, frequently excluded him from 

studying in the library, and in Juhi �¶�V���F�D�V�H���O�H�I�W���K�H�U���I�H�H�O�L�Q�J���S�V�\�F�K�R�O�R�J�L�F�D�O�O�\���X�Q�F�R�P�I�R�U�W�D�E�O�H���L�I��

not physically. These issues primarily stemmed from the usage practices of other 

inhabitants , demonstrating further problems wi th power dynamics that most often ste m 

from the perceptions of appropriate use those other inhabitants hold. Additionally , the 

way library space design  encourages a variety of usage patterns in some spaces enables 

the practices of those other inhabitants, but can disrupt and exclude students like Juhi 

and Craig.  Students with disabilities clearly found the library spaces important in their 

study practices yet problematic 40. While, as Andrews (2016)  states, and is evident in FST 

discussions (Flax, 1987; Letherby, 2003) , we s hould be wary of being too prescriptive of 

attributing individuals with their varied circumstances and needs to be representative of 

all �µ�V�W�X�G�H�Q�W�V���Z�L�W�K���G�L�V�D�E�L�O�L�W�L�H�V�¶�����L�Q���W�K�L�V���F�D�V�H�����-�X�K�L���D�Q�G���&�U�D�L�J���S�U�R�Y�L�G�H�G���L�P�S�R�U�W�D�Q�W���L�Q�V�L�J�K�W���L�Q�W�R��

the diffi culties encountered  in using library spaces.  Library spaces should be designed to 

accommodate a range of needs and accessibility, but currently they focus on visible 

disabilities, and we should remember Andrews �¶��(2016)  point that designing space to 

                                                           
40 While I acknowledge that the number of students who participated and declared a disability or learning 
difficulty to me were small in number, their voices are still an important contribution to this research. 
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make it as comfortable and easy as possible to use will mean that most user needs from 

all perspectives will be provided for.  

 

Policing of behaviours was a common interac tion, between individual users and other 

users creating noise, and between staff members and library users. In the case of 

individual users having to police other library users, individuals would often feel unhappy 

about having to carry out a task that sho uld have fallen to staff responsibility rather than 

themselves. What could have been considered by outsiders to policing incidents as an 

empowering act, one of taking control of the environment and its inhabitants, was 

actually an unwanted but necessary ac t, disrupting study processes and inducing anxiety 

in the individual policing the behaviour. In the cases of staff policing behaviours, 

students were observed to usually be respectful of the policing, responding with 

conformity, although staff reported pro blems with trying to encourage appropriate 

�E�H�K�D�Y�L�R�X�U���Z�L�W�K���P�D�Q�\���µ�K�R�P�H�¶���V�W�X�G�H�Q�W�V (as discussed in chapters 6 and 7) . In all cases of 

policing, whether they be self or from staff, as Hunter (2006)  suggests, all parties need 

to be aware of what counts as appropriate use. Awareness  needs to be developed from a 

consistent, clear understanding of what spaces serve what purpose and what 

expectations of behavi our staff and students can rea sonably have. However, a  

combination of a lack of understanding  of different user group needs, and ( in some 

cases )  the behaviour of some staff demonstrating an ignorance of library rules , suggests  

that there is no  consistency  in interpretations of library spaces . This may partly be 

connected to perceptions of library space inhabitants (both staff and �V�W�X�G�H�Q�W�V�¶ 

perceptions ), but may also, as below, be connected to confusion stemming from space 

design.  

 

What impact does design ha ve on use and perceptions of use?  

�x When students use academic library spaces, does the design of the space 

help or hinder their chosen use?   

In spaces that have overt purposes, communicating via furniture and/or explicit rules, 

use mirrors that design inten tion. This happens most commonly within silent spaces, as 

the rules are clear (no talking), and the design of the space usually incorporates 

furniture that discourages discussion between users via desks with separators attached. 

Silent spaces do not incorp orate larger tables that could encourage collaboration.  

Depending on individual preferences, silent space is highly supportive of those people 

using it, and given that they are usually used as intended, can be considered helpful. Not 

all students can study  successfully in total silence, and in cases where there is no silent 

rule but the space incorporates the use of furniture designed for individual use, the 

space also helps generate a study atmosphere where discussion/volume is discouraged 
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but allowed. Aga in, not all personal preferences will fit with this environment, but where 

they do, they are successful. Individuals are empowered in their capacity to study, 

although this can be easily disrupted by the behaviours of other users (see below 

regarding perce ptions of appropriate use). Users who find the library space essential to 

their study needs, such as those from certain socio -economic backgrounds with limited 

access to space and technology at home, use these kinds of spaces more often: they 

have a need f or quiet and f ocussed study that cannot be me t outside of the library 

space. For these students, the library is essential and they feel it contributes to their 

academic success  (see chapters 5 and 6) .  This finding mirrors that of Delcore et al 

(2009) , who demonstrated commuter students and those of particular socio -economic 

backgrounds and situations needed a quiet, study focussed environment on campus to 

successfully study  (naturally the demographics  and social background  of my research 

participants differed to  those of  Delcore  et al , but the need for quiet study space was still 

prevalent).  

 

Where design influence begins to fall short is in flexible, multipurpose areas. These 

spaces communicate multiple messages, leading to conflicting uses. Providing furniture 

for many differen t types of use in close proximity, combining facilities for individual and 

group collaboration, or placing areas in close contact to conflicting purpose areas (such 

as silent spaces next to group study areas) will create conflicting use, which leads to 

emp owerment of the dominant users. Groups will (as detailed above) create ownership 

of a space, which can be to the detriment of others: those who suffer will most likely be 

individual users who, again according to personal preference, may study more 

successf ully with noise and purposely place themselves within that environment, but 

may also find themselves excluded from a space because the group use escalates 

�E�H�\�R�Q�G���W�K�H���L�Q�G�L�Y�L�G�X�D�O�¶�V���W�R�O�H�U�D�Q�F�H���R�U���F�R�P�I�R�U�W���O�H�Y�H�O�V�����7�K�H���L�Q�G�L�Y�L�G�X�D�O�¶�V���F�D�S�D�F�L�W�\���W�R���V�W�X�G�\���L�V��

reduced, p assing power to the group(s) in the space. For those groups who have limited 

access to technology and space outside of libraries, the nature of these spaces will 

create further difficulties for them to access the resources they need.  What is clear is 

that there is a need for a variety of different types of space in  the library (as 

demonstrated by  the ERIAL project (Duke & Asher, 2012)  and by  McKay and Buchanan 

(2014) ). However,  the guidelines created by JISC (2006)  specifically warned against 

creating a layout that placed conflicting intended use i n close proximity, and against 

designs that communicated confusing messages about wh at use and purpose was 

intended and appropriate.  In spite of these guidelines, the academic libraries I visited 

still struggled  with developing spaces that met with and answered these issues, and 

were undertaking regular revisions to the space with the goa l of addressing the problems 

that arose.  As detailed above  and below  in the discussion of policing behaviours, libraries 
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need to ensure that their design is overt, does not conflict with neighbouring space, and 

that it is clear to all relevant parties (sta ff and students)  

 

�x How do staff understand and interpret the way students use the spaces 

in the library, and do they try to modify student behaviour as a result of 

that interpretation of use?   

�x Do differing perceptions of appropriate use create inequalities between 

students, and between students and staff?  

Staff primarily interpret use according to the rules of a space, but secondarily use their 

own judgement to assess whether behaviours are appropriate. Policing actions may 

reflect the total environment rath er than the self - contained space itself, such as in cases 

of conflicting purpose spaces in close proximity. Staff may intercept behaviours without 

any clear reason for doing so, interpreting noise levels as inappropriate based on their 

personal perceptions  of what is too loud. However, the nature of the rules of a space can 

conflict with what is considered an appropriate behaviour: group study and noise levels 

is one particular area that may even generate conflicting opinions between staff as to 

what is app ropriate. Staff will usually be present to monitor and intercept in what they 

perceive is inappropriate, or where they respond to reports from inhabitants of problems 

in specific areas. Where staff are not present, inhabitants must take policing into their  

own capacity, disrupting their own studying in the process, and taking on a power to 

police that they may not wish to have, and should not be expected to enact. In these 

cases, students can develop resentment towards what they may see as ineffective staff  

processes. Additionally, library user behaviour cannot alw ays be easily predicted by  the 

inhabitants  of a shared space , and so if an individual finds themselves  policing other 

inhabitants , they are potentially putting themselves  and their personal safety, at risk 

should the individuals being policed respond  negatively �����W�K�H���µ�S�R�Z�H�U�¶���R�I���V�H�O�I-policing is a 

false power, it is action necessitated by lack of  support.  Bedwell and Banks (2013)  

expressed concerns over disagreements on appropriate use of a library space between 

student inhabitants leading to aggression and conflict, and I raise my own concerns here 

in relation to self -policing in particular.  Students should not be assumed  to be happy to  

self -police  just because they engage with the process : students should  feel confident and 

satisfied that their concerns about other library users �¶���E�H�K�D�Y�L�R�X�U���F�D�Q���E�H���U�H�I�H�U�U�H�G���W�R���V�W�D�I�I��

and dealt with in a timely man ner with minimal disruption to their studying.  

 

However, the relationship between staff and those being policed is, in most cases, 

respectful, and policing produces a compliant reaction. In cases where compliance does 

not manifest, the power of staff is su bverted by library users: as described in chapter 7 

this was seen most commonly amongst the racialized �³�S�U�R�E�O�H�P�´���J�U�R�X�S�V���R�I���%�U�L�W�L�V�K���$�V�L�D�Q�V 
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who subverted power structures both within the library space (to the detriment of some 

other users of that space), but  also to the power dynamics between authority figures and 

group members. In cases of British Asian groups, and in group use overall, groups 

manipulated space irrespective of what it was designed for. The space intention was 

subverted, with groups adopting roles of power, which led to some staff interpreting the 

�Q�D�W�X�U�H���R�I���W�K�L�V���X�V�H���D�V���F�R�P�P�R�Q���D�F�U�R�V�V���W�K�H���P�D�M�R�U�L�W�\���R�I���%�U�L�W�L�V�K���$�V�L�D�Q�V���R�U���³�0�X�V�O�L�P�V�´ and thus 

racializing the behaviours . At Institute 1, a larger group of British Asians demonstrated a 

community of study practices that was dynamic and supportive of mem bers: these 

larger groups were not sufficiently catered for in library spaces, and their large number 

was racialized  as a behaviour  by staff. However, at Institute 2 , the group size was 

mirrored by white students, as per interview data . Literature on large  group use is 

limited to work by McKay and Buchanan (2014)  who on ly conducted focussed 

observation on groups of up to 6 members . It is hard to know if groups of the number 

observed during this research manifest at other institutions, but the fact that they do 

exist at both institutes  in this research  suggests larger gro ups will appear using other 

libraries . Large groups  needed the room to spread out into sub -groups without being 

split too far apart or having to work away from library resources , and this needs to be 

considered when designing library spaces . 

 

 

8.1  Key findings and thesis contribution  

Throughout the research, I have endeavoured  to discover whether academic libraries 

provide a supportive and inclusive learning environment . I have identified several 

position s to b ase standpoints on . The young, able, undergraduate that features as the 

most common demographic of HE library use is not the only type of library user that 

should be catered for. There are many more groups of people who find HE library space 

essentia l to their academic progression  who start their library use as a marginalised 

group, or progress into position that leaves them marginalised , representing several 

standpoints : the student with children at home; the student with limited resources; the 

stude nt who has learning difficulties and needs library space to develop productive levels 

of concentration; the student who needs room for their large group of peer support. 

These are students who need library space to function well, to cater for their needs, as 

valid as the stereotypical undergraduate persona. For these diverse ranges of groups, 

the library needs to provide sufficient accommodation.  

 

Institutes need to consider who is studying with them, and create or adapt facilities 

accordingly. Space desig n works best and has the most influence when it is clearly 

defined, and is used by students who have clear purposes and intentions for using the 
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space. In cases where space design fails, the reasons are twofold. Firstly, the facilities 

communicate a confus ing message for such a prolonged period that the space continues 

to communicate confusing messages, whether the furniture is moved or removed or not 

changed at all. Secondly, the nature of library users is not cleanly, simply predictable: 

some individuals will use an academic library in ways that cannot be planned for, and 

may result in conflict with other library users and staff. Their purpose for using library 

�V�S�D�F�H���L�V���X�Q�F�O�H�D�U�����7�K�H�V�H���D�U�H���Q�R�W�����D�V���2�¶�.�H�O�O�\���H�W���D�O��(2017)  suggest, students engaging with 

space in ways that demonstrate space influencing behaviour. They demonstrate that the 

space has little to no influence over inhabitan ts who do not wish to use the space for the 

purposes a designer intended, particularly when that purpose is not clearly 

communicated.  

 

8.2  Limitations of the research  

The number of interview participants was small, and certain groups such as those of 

minor ity ethnic groups and students with disabilities are under - represented in the 

research. Additionally, the preference for individual use was well represented in 

participants, meaning those who used the library for group work had limited voice. 

Whether or no t this response rate indicates a preference for individual use across the 

student body of the institutes is not clear, and I cannot make any firm conclusions on 

this matter. It is also highly likely that those volunteering for participation in the 

research  had some level of personal agenda, be that positive or negative: a passion for 

the library; a need to communicate problems with library services ; a wish to support a 

fellow student out in their research because of their own experiences of recruiting 

resea rch participants. All of these reasons became clear as the interviews proceeded. 

However, volunteering for research participation often means some level of engagement 

with the research topic, which will often lead to participants representing specific 

inte rests. This does not make their participation and experiences less valid, even if the 

data itself may be limited.  

 

As already discussed throughout the thesis, my own position of research placed me in a 

position of power. While I was a student at the time o f collecting data, I wa s also the 

researcher, which holds some level of power and privilege over participants. My own 

able -bodied whiteness also means that my capacity to stand for students from ethnic 

minorities or students with disabilities (combined wit h their limited numbers in 

participation) and  my efforts to represent these groups is limited.  

 



195  

 

8.3  Suggestions for future research  

Future research should focus on  finding ways of engag ing  more participants for 

interviewing, which was a particula r difficulty in this research. It should also consider the 

possibility of participant observation with groups to gain a better understanding of how 

members interact . Group members were not well represented in this research and a 

focus on group use and the structures and power dynamics within  groups  would be a 

way of better understanding how larger groups and communities operate . 

 

Additional research could also experiment with manipulating furniture in some spaces: 

while this research has demonstrated that m odifying spaces has little to no impact, that 

data is anecdotal, and responses to a space when it is changed would be useful data to 

develop an understanding of what happens in these situations.  

  



196  

 

�5�H�I�H�U�H�Q�F�H�V 
 

Aabø, S., & Audunson, R. (2012). Use of library space and the library as place. Library & Information 
Science Research, 34(2), 138�t149. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.lisr.2011.06.002 

Aabø, S., Audunson, R., & Vårheim, A. (2010). How do public libraries function as meeting places? 
Library & Information Science Research, 32(1), 16�t26. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.lisr.2009.07.008 

Adams, R. (2018, February 5). UK universities report rise in applications from EU students. The 
Guardian. 

Alabi, J. (2015a). Racial microaggressions in academic libraries: results of a survey of minority and 
non-minority librarians. Journal of Academic Librarianship, 41(1), 47�t53. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.acalib.2014.10.008 

���o�����]�U���:�X���~�î�ì�í�ñ���•�X���^�d�Z�]�•�������š�µ���o�o�Ç���Z���‰�‰���v�����_�W�����v�����v���o�Ç�•�]�•���}�(���o�]���Œ���Œ�]���v�•�[���Œ���•�‰�}�v�•���•���š�}�������•�µ�Œ�À���Ç�������}�µ�š��
racial microaggressions. Journal of Library Administration, 55(3), 179�t191. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/01930826.2015.1034040 

Andrews, P. (2016). User experience beyond ramps: the invisible problem and the special case. In A. 
Priestner & M. Borg (Eds.), User experience in libraries: applying ethnography and human 
centred design (pp. 108�t120). Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge. 

Applegate, R. (2008). Gender differences in the use of a public library. Public Library Quarterly, 27(1), 
19�t31. https://doi.org/10.1080/01616840802122468 

Applegate, R. (2009). The library is for studying: student preferences for study space. The Journal of 
Academic Librarianship, 35(4), 341�t346. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.acalib.2009.04.004 

Argyle, M. (1988). Bodily communication (2nd ed.). London, England: Routledge. 

Asemi, A., Kazempour, Z., & Ashrafi Rizi, H. (2010). Using LibQUAL +TM to improve services to libraries. 
The Electronic Library, 28(4), 568�t579. https://doi.org/10.1108/02640471011065382 

Association of Research Libraries. (n.d.). Libqual+. Retrieved November 9, 2017, from 
http://www.libqual.org/home 

Bagguley, P., & Hussain, Y. (2016). Negotiating mobility: south Asian women and Higher Education. 
Sociology, 50(1), 43�t59. https://doi.org/10.1177/0038038514554329 

�����•�]�š�U���d�X���E�X���~�î�ì�í�î�•�X���Z�Y���µ�š���š�Z���š�[�•���i�µ�•�š���š�Z�����•�š���Œ���}�š�Ç�‰���[�W���P���v�����Œ�����v�������š�Z�v�]���]�š�Ç���]�v���š�Œ���v�•�]�š�]�}�v���š�}�������µ�o�š�Z�}�}���X��
Race Ethnicity and Education, 15(3), 405�t423. https://doi.org/10.1080/13613324.2011.624507 

�������l���Œ�U���<�X���~�î�ì�í�í�•�X���î�ð���,�}�µ�Œ�•���]�v���š�Z�������Z�]�o���Œ���v�[�•���•�����š�]�}n: an observational study at the public library. 
Early Childhood Education Journal, 40(2), 107�t114. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10643-011-0499-0 

Beckers, R., van der Voordt, T., & Dewulf, G. (2016a). Learning space preferences of higher education 
students. Building and Environment, 104, 243�t252. 
https://doi.org/http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.buildenv.2016.05.013 

Beckers, R., van der Voordt, T., & Dewulf, G. (2016b). Why do they study there? Diary research into 
�•�š�µ�����v�š�•�[���o�����Œ�v�]�v�P���•�‰�����������Z�}�]�����•���]�v���Z�]�P�Z���Œ�������µ�����š�]�}�v�X Higher Education Research & 
Development, 35(1), 142�t157. https://doi.org/10.1080/07294360.2015.1123230 

Bedwell, L., & Banks, C. (2013). Seeing through the eyes of students: participant observation in an 



197  

 

academic library. Partnership: The Canadian Journal of Library and Information Practice and 
Research, 8(1). https://doi.org/http://dx.doi.org/10.21083/partnership.v8i1.2502 

Beers-Fägersten, K. (2012). �t�Z�}�[�•���•�Á�����Œ�]�v�P���v�}�Á�M���d�Z�����•�}���]���o�����•�‰�����š�•���}�(�����}�v�À���Œ�•���š�]�}�v���o���•�Á�����Œ�]�v�P. Not 
Available (Vol. not availa). Newcastle upon Tyne: Cambridge Scholars Publishing. Retrieved 
from http://www.c-s-p.org/flyers/978-1-4438-3793-4-sample.pdf 

Bhopal, K. (2008). Shared communities and shared understandings: the experiences of Asian women 
in a British university. International Studies in Sociology of Education, 18(3�t4), 185�t197. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/09620210802492773 

���Z�}�‰���o�U���<�X���~�î�ì�í�í�•�X���Z�t�����š���v�����š�}���•�š�]���l���š�}�P���š�Z���Œ�����v�����u�}�•�š�o�Ç���Á�����•�š�]���l���š�}���}�µ�Œ���}�Á�v���l�]�v���[�W�����Œ�]�š�]�•�Z���/�v���]���v��
women and support networks at university. Gender and Education, 23(5), 519�t534. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/09540253.2010.512271 

Bhopal, K. (2016). British Asian women and the costs of higher education in England. British Journal 
of Sociology of Education, 37(4), 501�t519. https://doi.org/10.1080/01425692.2014.952811 

Bilandzic, M., & Foth, M. (2013). Libraries as coworking spaces: Understanding user motivations and 
perceived barriers to social learning. Library Hi Tech, 31(2), 254�t273. 
https://doi.org/10.1108/07378831311329040 

Billingham, L. (2014). Improving academic library website accessibility for people with disabilities. 
Library Management, 35(8/9), 565�t581. https://doi.org/10.1108/LM-11-2013-0107 

Boone, M. D. (2003). Monastery to marketplace: a paradigm shift. Library Hi Tech, 21(3), 358�t366. 
https://doi.org/10.1108/07378830310494544 

Bourdieu, P., & de Saint Martin, M. (1994). The Users of Lille University Library. In P. Bourdieu, J.-C. 
Passeron, & M. de Saint Martin (Eds.), R. Teese (Trans.), Academic Discourse: Linguistic 
Misunderstanding and Professorial Power. (pp. 122�t133). Cambridge: Polity Press. 

Bourg, C. (2014). The unbearable whiteness of librarianship. Retrieved January 7, 2018, from 
https://chrisbourg.wordpress.com/2014/03/03/the-unbearable-whiteness-of-librarianship/ 

Bourg, C. (2017). On Charlottesville. Retrieved November 21, 2017, from 
https://chrisbourg.wordpress.com/2017/08/14/on-charlottesville/ 

Bradley, H. (1998). Gender and power in the workplace: analysing the impact of economic change . 
Basingstoke : Macmillan . Retrieved from 
http://hud.summon.serialssolutions.com/2.0.0/link/0/eLvHCXMwY2AQNtIz0EUrE0Aj15Z-vpY-
jiYh4UwMd2FbXzJKU_QSc3ITsexlAO1KBa1irITdI2WfCZ0-
B40imZh4hLrEAzu4IThiEBxZwE6zbSYoV4JOETMxAW1LMTEyMtSBjwW6-qkVlyWD1TmH-
KuV6mWm5-UXpYIEUuPB1oNUlRSVpqqVAe1A2GoFy8pqbvlFyUAN4AL 

Bradley, H. (2013). Gender (2nd ed.). Cambridge: Polity Press. 

Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2006). Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qualitative Research in 
Psychology, 3(2), 77�t101. Retrieved from http://dx.doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qp063oa 

Brook, F., Ellenwood, D., & Lazzaro, A. E. (2015). In pursuit of antiracist social justice: denaturalizing 
whiteness in the academic library. Library Trends, 64(2), 246�t284. 
https://doi.org/10.1353/lib.2015.0048 

Brown-Sica, M. S. (2012). Library spaces for urban, diverse commuter students: a participatory action 
research project. College and Research Libraries, 73(3), 217�t231. https://doi.org/10.5860/crl-
221 



198  

 

Brown, G. D. A., Wood, A. M., Ogden, R. S., & Maltby, J. (2015). Do student evaluations of university 
reflect inaccurate beliefs or actual experience? A relative rank model. Journal of Behavioral 
Decision Making, 28(1), 14�t26. https://doi.org/10.1002/bdm.1827 

Brown, L., & Holloway, I. (2008). The adjustment journey of international postgraduate students at 
an English university: An ethnographic study. Journal of Research in International Education, 
7(2), 232�t249. https://doi.org/10.1177/1475240908091306 

Browne, J. (2010). Securing a sustainable future for higher education: an independent review of 
higher education funding and student finance. Retrieved from 
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/the-browne-report-higher-education-funding-
and-student-finance 

Bryant, J. (2009). What are students doing in our library? Ethnography as a method of exploring 
library user behaviour. Library and Information Research, 33, 3�t9. 

Bryant, J., Matthews, G., & Walton, G. (2009). Academic libraries and social and learning space: A 
case study of Loughborough University Library, UK. Journal of Librarianship and Information 
Science, 41(1), 7�t18. https://doi.org/10.1177/0961000608099895 

Buchan, L. (2018, January 6). Brexit: More than 2,300 EU academics resign amid warning over UK 
�µ�v�]�À���Œ�•�]�š�Ç���^���Œ���Æ�}���µ�•�X�_��The Independent. Retrieved from 
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/politics/brexit-latest-news-uk-university-eu-
academics-resign-immigration-brexodus-citizens-europe-a8143796.html 

Burke, P. J., & Crozier, G. (2014). Higher education pedagogies: gendered formations mis/recognition 
and emotion. Journal of Research in Gender Studies, 4(2), 52�t67. 

Busch, L. (2017). Knowledge for sale: the neoliberal takeover of Higher Education. Cambridge, MA: 
The MIT Press. 

Butler, J. (2006). Gender trouble: feminism and the subversion of identity (2nd ed.). London, England: 
Routledge. 

Cain, J. O., & Treneman, G. (2015). New spaces for the space-strapped student: building a 21st-
century library. College & Research Libraries News, 76(July/August), 366�t369. 

Cain, M. (1990). Realist philosophy and standpoint epistemologies or feminist criminology as a 
successor science. In L. Gelsthorpe & A. Morris (Eds.), Feminist perspecitves in criminology (pp. 
124�t140). Buckingham: Open University Press. 

Caldwell, M. A., & Peplau, L. A. (1982). Sex differences in same-sex friendship. Sex Roles, 8(7), 721�t
732. 

Carlsson, H. (2011). How to study social media practises in converging library spaces. Making the 
case for deploying co-presence ethnography in studies of 2.0-libraries. In I. Huvila, K. Holmberg, 
& M. Kronqvist-Berg (Eds.), Information Science and Social Media Proceedings of the 
International Conferences Information Science and Social Media ISSOME 2011, August 24-26, 
Abo/Turku, Finland (p. 83). Abo: Abo Akademi University. Retrieved from 
https://lup.lub.lu.se/search/publication/2278544 

�����Œ�•�‰�����l���v�U���W�X���&�X���~�í�õ�õ�õ�•�X���d�Z���Œ�����]�•���v�}���•�µ���Z���š�Z�]�v�P�����•���^���Œ�]�š�]�����o ���š�Z�v�}�P�Œ���‰�Z�Ç�_�W�������Z�]�•�š�}�Œ�]�����o�����]�•���µ�•�•�]�}�v�����v����
outline of one critical methodological theory, 2, 29�t55. 

Catalano, A., Paretta, L., McGivney, C., & King, T. (2014). Library Study Behaviors in the Age of 
Ubiquitous Mobile Devices: An Observational Study in Four Academic Libraries. The Reference 
Librarian, (November), 37�t41. https://doi.org/10.1080/02763877.2014.932734 



199  

 

���Z���U���^�X���,�X�U���˜���<�]�u�U���d�X���t�X���~�î�ì�í�ñ�•�X���t�Z���š���D���š�š���Œ�•���(�}�Œ���^�š�µ�����v�š�•�[���h�•�����}�(���W�Z�Ç�•�]�����o���>�]���Œ���Œ�Ç���^�‰�������M��Journal of 
Academic Librarianship, 41(3), 274�t279. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.acalib.2015.03.014 

Chadderton, C. (2012). Problematising the role of the white researcher in social justice research. 
Ethnography and Education, 7(3), 363�t380. https://doi.org/10.1080/17457823.2012.717203 

Childs, S., Matthews, G., & Walton, G. (2013). Space in the university library - an introduction. In G. 
Matthews & G. Walton (Eds.), University libraries and space in the digital world (pp. 1�t18). 
Farnham, England: Ashgate Publishing Limited. 

Clegg, S., Parr, S., & Wan, S. (2003). Racialising Discourses in Higher Education. Teaching in Higher 
Education, 8(2), 155�t168. https://doi.org/10.1080/1356251032000052410 

Cohen, A., & Cohen, E. (1979). Designing and space planning for libraries: a behavioral guide. New 
York, New York, USA: R. R. Bowker Company. 

Collins, P. H. (1986). Learning from the outsider within: the sociological significance of black feminist 
thought. Social Problems, 33(6), S14�tS32. https://doi.org/10.3868/s050-004-015-0003-8 

Collins, P. H. (2000). Black feminist thought: knowledge, consciousness, and the politics of 
empowerment. London;New York; Routledge. 

Comeaux, D., & Schmetzke, A. (2013). Accessibility of academic library web sites in North America: 
Current status and trends (2002-2012). Library Hi Tech, 31(1), 8�t33. 
https://doi.org/10.1108/07378831311303903 

Crook, C., & Mitchell, G. (2012). Ambience in social learning: student engagement with new designs 
for learning spaces. Cambridge Journal of Education, 42(2), 121�t139. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/0305764X.2012.676627 

Daniels, W., Darch, C., & Jager, K. De. (2010). The Research Commons: a new creature in the library? 
Performance Measurement and Metrics, 11(2), 116�t130. 
https://doi.org/10.1108/14678041011064043 

Delcore, H. D., Mullooly, J., Scroggins, M., Arnold, K., Franco, E., & Gaspar, J. (2009). The library study 
at Fresno State. Retrieved from 
http://www.fresnostate.edu/socialsciences/anthropology/ipa/thelibrarystudy.html 

Delcore, H. D., Teniente-Matson, C., & Mullooly, J. (2014). The Continuum of Student IT Use in 
Campus Spaces: A Qualitative Study. Educause Review, (July/August). Retrieved from 
http://www.educause.edu/ero/article/continuum-student-it-use-campus-spaces-qualitative-
study 

Delgado, R., & Stefancic, J. (2012). Critical race theory: an introduction (Second). New York: New York 
University Press. 

Dolby, N., Dimitriadis, G., & Willis, P. E. (2004). Learning to labor in new times. London;New York; 
RoutledgeFalmer. 

Duke, L. M., & Asher, A. D. (Eds.). (2012). College Libraries and Student Culture: What We Now Know. 
Chicago: American Library Association. 

Edmin, C. (2012). Yes, black males are different, but different is not deficient. Phi Delta Kappan, 
93(5), 13�t16. 

Eigenbrodt, O. (2013). The multifaceted place: current approaches to university library space. In G. 
Walton & G. Matthews (Eds.), University libraries and space in the digital world (pp. 35�t50). 
Farnham, England: Ashgate Publishing Limited. 



200  

 

Elliott, T. (1997). Making strange what had appeared familiar. The Monist, 77(4), 424�t433. 

Elteto, S., Jackson, R. M., �˜���>�]�u�U�����X���~�î�ì�ì�ô�•�X���/�•���š�Z�����o�]���Œ���Œ�Ç�������^�t���o���}�u�]�v�P���^�‰�������—�M�����v���µ�Œ�����v�������������u�]����
library and diverse student experiences. Libraries and the Academy2, 8(3), 325�t337. 

English, L. M., & Irving, C. J. (2012). Women and transformative learning. In E. W. Taylor & P. Cranton 
(Eds.), The handbook of transformative learning: theory, research and practice (pp. 245�t259). 
San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 

European Institute for Gender Equality. (2017). Gender equality index. Retrieved from 
https://eige.europa.eu/gender-equality-index/2015/domain/power/UK 

�&�]�v�v���P���v�U���&�X�U���˜���D���Œ�Œ�]�o�o�U�����X���~�î�ì�í�ñ�•�X���Z�t���[�Œ�������•���P�}�}�������•�����v�Ç���}���Ç�����o�•���[�W���������}�u�‰���Œ���š�]�À�����•�š�µ���Ç���}�(���Á�}�Œ�l�]�v�P-
���o���•�•���µ�v�]�À���Œ�•�]�š�Ç���•�š�µ�����v�š�•�[�����Æ�‰���Œ�]���v�����•���]�v�����v�P�o���v�������v�����/�Œ���o���v���X��British Journal of Sociology of 
Education, 38(3), 307�t324. https://doi.org/10.1080/01425692.2015.1081054 

Flax, J. (1987). Postmodernism and gender relations in feminist theory. Signs, 12(4), 621�t643. 

Foster, N. F. (Ed.). (2013). Studying Students: A Second Look. Chicago: Association of College and 
Research Libraries. Retrieved from http://hdl.handle.net/1802/28781 

Foster, N. F., & Gibbons, S. (2007). Studying students: The undergraduate research project. (N. F. 
Foster & S. Gibbons, Eds.), Library. Chicago: Association of College and Research Libraries. 
Retrieved from 
http://w ww.ala.org/acrl/sites/ala.org.acrl/files/content/publications/booksanddigitalresources
/digital/Foster-Gibbons_cmpd.pdf 

Fraser, K. (2009). Investigating how the Theory of Change approach can inform the evaluation of a 
�o�����Œ�v�]�v�P���•�‰�������W���^�Z���(�(�]���o�����h�v�]�À���Œ�•�]�š�Ç�[�•��Information Commons. 

Gay, G. (2000). Culturally responsive teaching: theory, research, and practice. London;New York; 
Teachers College Press. 

Geertz, C. (1993). Thick Description: Toward an Interpretive Theory of Culture. In The Interpretation 
of Cultures (pp. 3�t32). London: Fontana Press. 

Ghuman, P. A. S. (2002). South-���•�]���v�������}�o���•�����v�š�•���]�v�����Œ�]�š�]�•�Z���^���Z�}�}�o�•
®�W�������Œ���À�]���Á�X��Educational Studies, 
28(1), 47�t59. https://doi.org/10.1080/0305569012009037 

Giroux, H. A. (2014). �E���}�o�]�����Œ���o�]�•�u�[�•���Á���Œ���}�v���,�]�P�Z���Œ�������µ�����š�]�}�v. Chicago, Illinois: Haymarket Books. 

G�]�À���v�U���>�X���D�X�U���˜���>�����l�]���U���'�X���:�X���~�î�ì�ì�ï�•�X���^�^�Á�����‰�]�v�P�_���š�Z�����o�]���Œ���Œ�Ç�W���D���‰�‰�]�v�P���š�Z�����•�}���]���o�������š�]�À�]�š�Ç���•�‰���������}�(���š�Z����
public library. Library & Information Science Research, 25(4), 365�t385. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0740-8188(03)00049-5 

Gohr, M. (2017). Ethnic and racial diversity in libraries: how white allies can support arguments for 
decolonization. Journal of Radical Librarianship, 3, 42�t58. 

Green, D. (2012). Supporting the academic success of Hispanic students. In L. Duke & A. Asher (Eds.), 
College libraries and student culture: what we now know (pp. 87�t108). Chicago: American 
Library Association. 

Green, D., Asher, A., & Miller, S. (2014a). ERIAL Project: Methodology. Retrieved December 26, 2017, 
from http://www.erialproject.org/project-details/methodology/ 

Green, D., Asher, A., & Miller, S. (2014b). ERIAL Project. Retrieved November 23, 2014, from 
http://www.erialproject.org/ 

Grenfell, M. (Ed.). (2012). Pierre Bourdieu: key concepts (Second;2;). Oxon: Routledge. 



201  

 

�'�Œ�}�À���U���:�X���~�î�ì�í�ó�•�X���d���&���š�}���o�]�u�]�š���µ�•�����}�(���Z�(�o���Á�����[���E�^�^���•���}�Œ���•��| THE News. Retrieved June 18, 2017, from 
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/news/tef-limit-use-flawed-nss-scores 

Hall, J. A. (2006). Nonverbal behavior, status, and gender: How do we understand their relations? 
Psychology of Women Quarterly, 30(4), 384�t391. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1471-
6402.2006.00313.x 

Hall, K., & Kapa, D. (2015). Silent and independent: student use of academic library study space. 
Partnership: The Canadian Journal of Library and Information Practice and Research, 10(1), 1�t
38. 

Hammersley, M., & Atkinson, P. (2007). Ethnography: principles in practice (3rd ed.). Oxon: 
Routledge. 

Harding, S. G. (1986). The science question in feminism. Milton Keynes: Open University Press. 

Harding, S. G. (1993). Rethinking standpoint epistemology: what i�•���^�•�š�Œ�}�v�P���}���i�����š�]�À�]�š�Ç�_�M���/�v���>�X�����o���}�(�(���˜��
E. Potter (Eds.), Feminist epistemologies (pp. 49�t82). New York: Routledge. 

Harding, S. G. (1998). Can men be subjects of feminist thought? In T. Digby (Ed.), Men doing 
feminism (pp. 171�t196). London: Routledge. 

Harding, S. G. (2004). Introduction: standpoint theory as a site of political, philosophic, and scientific 
debate. In S. G. Harding (Ed.), The feminist standpoint theory reader: intellectual and political 
controversies (pp. 1�t16). London, England: Routledge. 

Ha�Œ�Œ�}�‰�U�����X�U���˜���d�µ�Œ�‰�]�v�U�����X���~�î�ì�í�ï�•�X�������^�š�µ���Ç�����Æ�‰�o�}�Œ�]�v�P���>�����Œ�v���Œ�•�[���/�v�(�}�Œ�u���o���>�����Œ�v�]�v�P���^�‰�������������Z���À�]�}�Œ�•�U��
Attitudes, and Preferences. New Review of Academic Librarianship, 19(1), 58�t77. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/13614533.2013.740961 

Haug, J. C. (2008). Learning Curve: Adapting Library Workspaces. EDUCAUSE Quarterly, 31(4), 70�t74. 
Retrieved from http://er.educause.edu/articles/2008/11/learning-curve-adapting-library-
workspaces 

�,���À���Œ�P���o�U�����X���~�î�ì�í�ñ�U���E�}�À���u�����Œ�•�X�����o�]�š�����]�v�•�š�]�š�µ�š�]�}�v�•���^�Œ���o���Æ�����_���}�À���Œ���E�^�^���Á�Z�]�o�����}�š�Z���Œ�•���‰�µ�•�Z���(�}�Œ��
improvement. Times Higher Education Supplement, (2229). 

Head, A. J., & Eisenberg, M. B. (2011). How College Students Manage Technology While in the Library 
during Crunch Time. Retrieved from 
http://projectinfolit.org/pdfs/PIL_Fall2011_TechStudy_FullReport1.1.pdf 

Heath, F. (2007). The Impact of Evolving Information-Seeking Behaviors Upon Research Libraries. 
Journal of Library Administration, 46(2), 3�t16. https://doi.org/10.1300/J111v46n02_02 

Henley, N. M. (1977). Body politics. New York, New York, USA: Simon & Schuster Inc. 

Henley, N. M. (1995). Body Politics Revisted: What Do We Know Today? In P. J. Kalbfleisch & M. J. 
Cody (Eds.), Gender, power and communication in human relationships (pp. 27�t61). New 
Jersey: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates. 

Higher Education Funding Council for England. (2016). Teaching Excellence Framework factsheet. 
Retrieved from https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/teaching-excellence-framework-
factsheet 

Hobbs, K., & Klare, D. (2010). User Driven Design: Using Ethnographic Techniques to Plan Student 
Study Space. Technical Services Quarterly, 27(4), 347�t363. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/07317131003766009 



202  

 

Holmes, J. (1995). Women, men and politeness. New York: Longman. 

hooks,  bell. (2000). Feminist theory: from margin to center. London, England: Pluto Press. 

�,�µ�o�š�•�U���W�X���~�í�õ�õ�î�•�X���Z���(���Œ���v���������À���o�µ���š�]�}�v
®�W�����v���K�À���Œ�À�]���Á�X��The Reference Librarian, 17(38), 141�t150. 

Hunley, S. A., & Schaller, M. A. (2009). Assessment: The Key to Creating Spaces That Promote 
Learning. EDUCAUSE Review, 44(2), 26�t35. Retrieved from 
http://www.educause.edu/EDUCAUSE+Review/EDUCAUSEReviewMagazineVolume44/Assessm
entTheKeytoCreatingSpac/163797 

Hunter, B. (2006). The eSpaces study: designing, developing and managing learning spaces for 
effective learning. New Review of Academic Librarianship, 12(2), 61�t81. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/13614530701330398 

�,�µ�v�š���Œ�U���:�X�U���˜�����}�Æ�U�����X���~�î�ì�í�ð�•�X���>�����Œ�v�]�v�P���}�À���Œ���š����
®�J���^�š�µ���Ç�]�v�P���]�v���]�v�(�}�Œ�u���o���o�����Œ�v�]�v�P���•�‰�������•�X��New Library 
World, 115(Plate 1). https://doi.org/10.1108/NLW-08-2013-0063 

�,�µ�À�]�o���U���/�X���~�î�ì�í�ï�•�X���^�>�]���Œ���Œ�Ç���µ�•���Œ�•�����}�u�����š�}�������o�]���Œ���Œ�Ç���š�}���(�]�v�������}�}�l�•�_���d�Z�����•�š�Œ�µ���š�µ�Œ���š�]�}�v���}�(���š�Z�����o�]brary as a 
soft information system. Journal of Documentation, 69(5), 715�t735. 
https://doi.org/10.1108/JD-06-2012-0080 

Ijaz, A., & Abbas, T. (2010). The impact of inter-generational change on the attitudes of working-class 
South Asian Muslim parents on the education of their daughters. Gender and Education, 22(3), 
313�t326. https://doi.org/10.1080/09540250903289444 

�:�����l�•�}�v�U�����X�U�������u�‰�•�š���Œ�U���^�X�U���˜���W�}�o�o���Œ���U���>�X���~�î�ì�í�ñ�•�X���^�d�Z���Ç���i�µ�•�š�����}�v�[�š���•�����u���š�}���Œ�����o�o�Ç�������Œ���U���š�Z���Ç���i�µ�•�š���š�Z�]�v�l���]�š�[�•��
���}�}�o���š�}���•�]�š���š�Z���Œ�������v�����š���o�l�_�W���>�������]�•�u���]n university teaching-learning contexts. Educational 
Review, 67(3), 300�t314. https://doi.org/10.1080/00131911.2014.910178 

�:�����l�•�}�v�U���:�X�����X���~�í�õ�õ�ì�•�X���^�/�����u�������&�]���o���v�}�š���_�W���&�]���o���v�}�š���•�����•�������^�Ç�u���}�o���}�(���W�Œ�}�(���•�•�]�}�v���o���/�����v�š�]�š�Ç�X���/�v���Z�X���^���v�i���l��
(Ed.), Fieldnotes: The Makings of Anthropology (pp. 3�t33). Ithaca: Cornell University Press. 

Jacobi, L. L. (2014). Perceptions of profanity: how race, gender, and expletive choice affect perceived 
offensiveness. North American Journal of Psychology, 16(2), 261. 

Jamieson, P. (2003). Designing more effective on-campus teaching and learning spaces: a role for 
academic developers. International Journal for Academic Development, 8(1�t2), 119�t133. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/1360144042000277991 

Joint Information Services Committee. (2006). Designing spaces for effective learning: a guide to 21st 
century learning space design. Retrieved from http://www.jiscinfonet.ac.uk/infokits/learning-
space-design/evaluation 

Jones, S., Johnson-Yale, C., Millermaier, S., & Pérez, F. S. (2009). U.S. college studen�š�•�[���]�v�š���Œ�v���š���µ�•���W��
Race, gender and digital divides. Journal of Computer-Mediated Communication, 14(2), 244�t
264. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1083-6101.2009.01439.x 

Kayongo, J., & Helm, C. (2010). Graduate students and the library: a survey of research practices and 
library use at the University of Notre Dame. Reference & User Services Quarterly, 49(4), 341�t
349. Retrieved from http://www.jstor.org/stable/20865295 

Kennedy, C. W., & Camden, C. (1983). Interruptions and nonverbal gender differences. Journal of 
Nonverbal Behavior, 8(2), 91�t108. https://doi.org/10.1007/BF00986997 

Kinsley, K., Besara, R., Scheel, A., Colvin, G., Brady, J. E., & Burel, M. (2014). Graduate Conversations: 
Assessing the Space Needs of Graduate Students. College & Research Libraries, 756�t770. 
https://doi.org/10.5860/crl.76.6.756 



203  

 

Könings, K. D., Brand-Gruwel, S., & van Merriënboer, J. J. G. (2005). Towards more powerful learning 
environments through combining the perspectives of designers, teachers, and students. The 
British Journal of Educational Psychology, 75(Pt 4), 645�t660. 
https://doi.org/10.1348/000709905X43616 

Lanclos, D. (2014). ATRIUMS: we need to talk | Donna Lanclos�tThe Anthropologist in the Stacks. 
Retrieved June 27, 2017, from http://www.donnalanclos.com/atriums-we-need-to-talk/ 

Lee, Y. S., & Schottenfeld, M. A. (2014). Collaborative knowledge creation in the higher education 
academic library. Journal of Learning Spaces, 3(1). 

Letherby, G. (2003). Feminist research in theory and practice. Buckingham: Open University Press. 

Lippincott, J. K. (2006). Linking the information commons to learning. In D. G. Oblinger (Ed.), 
Learning spaces (p. 7.1-7.18). EDUCAUSE. 

Lowe, R. (2016). How to reverse the decline in part-time study? Learn from our overseas 
competitors. Retrieved May 30, 2017, from http://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/blog/Pages/how-
to-reverse-the-decline-in-part-time-study-learn-from-our-overseas-competitors.aspx 

Mac an Ghaill, M. (1994). The making of men: masculinities, sexualities and schooling. Buckingham: 
Open University Press. 

Mac an Ghaill, M., & Haywood, C. (2014). Pakistani and Bangladeshi young men: Re-racialization, 
class and masculinity within the neo-liberal school. British Journal of Sociology of Education, 
35(5), 753�t776. https://doi.org/10.1080/01425692.2014.919848 

Majinge, R. M., & Stilwell, C. (2013). Library services provision for people with visual impairments 
and in wheelchairs in academic libraries in Tanzania. South African Journal of Libraries and 
Information Science, 79(2), 39�t50. https://doi.org/http://dx.doi.org/10.7553/79-2-147 

�D���v�����o�U���>�X���,�X���~�î�ì�í�ì�•�X���d�}�Á���Œ�������v���µ�v�����Œ�•�š���v���]�v�P���}�(���o�]���Œ���Œ�Ç���‰���š�Œ�}�v���Á���Ç�(�]�v���]�v�P�W���K���•���Œ�À�]�v�P���‰���š�Œ�}�v�•�[��
entry routes in a public library. Library & Information Science Research, 32(2), 116�t130. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.lisr.2009.12.004 

May, F., & Swabey, A. (2015). Using and Experiencing the Academic Library: A Multi -Site 
Observational Study of Space and Place. College and Research Libraries, 76(6), 771�t795. 
https://doi.org/10.5860/crl.76.6.771 

Maynard, M. (1994). Methods, practice and epistemology: the debate about feminism and research. 
In �Z���•�����Œ���Z�]�v�P���Á�}�u���v�[�•���o�]�À���•���(�Œ�}�u�������(���u�]�v�]�•�š���‰���Œ�•�‰�����š�]�À�� (pp. 10�t26). London, England: Taylor 
& Francis. 

�D�����Œ�š�Z�µ�Œ�U���:�X�����X���~�î�ì�í�ñ�•�X���D���š���Z�]�v�P���/�v�•�š�Œ�µ���š�}�Œ�•�����v�����^�‰�������•���}�(���>�����Œ�v�]�v�P
®�W���d�Z�����]�u�‰�����š���}�(���•�‰���������}�v��
behavioral, affective and cognitive learning. Journal of Learning Spaces, 4(1). 

McCaffrey, C. (2013). LibQUAL in Ireland: Performance assessment and service improvement in Irish 
university libraries. Journal of Academic Librarianship, 39(4), 347�t350. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.acalib.2012.11.036 

McKay, D., & Buchanan, G. (2014). On the other side from you: how library design facilitates and 
hinders group work. In �K�Ì���,�/���[�í�ð���W�Œ�}���������]�v�P�•���}�(���š�Z�����î�ò�š�Z�����µ�•�š�Œ���o�]���v�����}�u�‰�µ�š���Œ-Human 
Interaction Conference on Designing Futures: the Future of Design (pp. 97�t106). New York, New 
York, USA: ACM Press. https://doi.org/10.1145/2686612.2686625 

McKechnie, L. E. F. (2000). Ethnographic Observation of Preschool Children. Library & Information 
Science Research, 22(1), 61�t76. https://doi.org/10.1016/S0740-8188(99)00040-7 



204  

 

McKechnie, L. E. F., Dixon, C. M., Fear, J., & Pollak, A. (2006). Rules of (mis) conduct: User behaviour 
in public libraries. In Information Science Revisited: Approaches to Innovation York University, 
Toronto, Ontario. June 1 - 3, 2006. (pp. 1�t10). Retrieved from http://www.cais-
acsi.ca/ojs/index.php/cais/article/view/580 

�D���<�]�v�o���Ç�U���:�X�U���˜�����^�����X���~�î�ì�í�ì�•�X���Z���]�•�]�v�P�����o�����l���^�š�µ�����v�š�•�[�������Z�]���À���u���v�š���d�Z�Œ�}�µ�P�Z�����µ�o�š�µ�Œ���o�o�Ç���Z���•�‰�}�v�•�]�À����
Teaching. ASCD. Alexandria: ASCD. 

McLennan, G. (1995). Feminism, epistemology and postmodernism: reflections on current 
ambivalence. Sociology, 29(2), 391�t409. 

�D���‹�µ���]���U���,�X���>�X�U���'�}���o�U�����X�U���˜���D���u���v�µ�•�U���D�X���~�î�ì�ì�ï�•�X���t�Z���v���Ç�}�µ�������v�[�š���š���o�l���š�}�����µ�•�š�}�u���Œ�•�W���µ�•�]�v�P��
storyboards and narratives to elicit empathy for users. In Proceedings of the 2003 international 
conference on designing pleasurable products and interfaces, June 23-26, Pittsburgh, 
Pennsylvania, USA. (pp. 120�t125). 

Melhuish, C. (2010). Ethnographic case study: perceptions of three new learning spaces and their 
impact on the learning and teaching process at the Universities of Sussex and Brighton. 
Architecture. Retrieved from http://arts.brighton.ac.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0011/18488/LS-
Case-Study-3.pdf 

Millen, D. (1997). Some methodological and epistemological issues raised by doing feminist research 
on non-feminist women. Sociological Research Online, 2(3). Retrieved from 
http://www.socresonline.org.uk/2/3/3.html 

Molesworth, M., Nixon, E., & Scullion, R. (2009). Having, being and higher education: the 
marketisation of the university and the transformation of the student into consumer. Teaching 
in Higher Education, 14(3), 277�t287. https://doi.org/10.1080/13562510902898841 

Montgomery, S. E. (2011). Quantitative vs. qualitative - do different research methods give us 
consistent information about our users and their library space needs? Library and Information 
Research, 35(111), 73�t86. Retrieved from 
http://www.lirgjournal.org.uk/lir/ojs/index.php/lir/article/view/482 

Montgomery, S. E. (2014). Library space assessment: user learning behaviors in the library. Journal of 
Academic Librarianship, 40(1), 70�t75. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.acalib.2013.11.003 

�D�µ�l�Z�}�‰�����Z�Ç���Ç�U�����X�����X�U���˜���D�}�•���•�U���z�X���d�X���~�í�õ�õ�ó�•�X���Z�����•�š�����o�]�•�Z�]�v�P���^�Z�������_���]�v�����v�š�Z�Œ�}�‰�}�o�}�P�]�����o�����]�•���}�µ�Œ�•���X��
American Anthropologist, 99(3), 517�t533. https://doi.org/10.1525/aa.1997.99.3.517 

Narayan, U. (2004). The project of feminist epistemology: perspectives from a nonwestern feminist. 
In S. G. Harding (Ed.), The feminist standpoint theory reader: intellectual and political 
controversies (pp. 213�t224). London: Routledge. 

National Union of Students. (2009). NUS to voice public horror over plans to hike fees. Retrieved 
May 16, 2017, from https://www.nus.org.uk/en/news/nus-to-voice-public-horror-over-plans-
to-hike-fees/ 

National Union of Students. (2015). Lad Culture Audit Report. 

National Union of Students. (2017). Three things you need to know about the Teaching Excellence 
�&�Œ���u���Á�}�Œ�l�Y���v�����}�v�����š�Z�]�v�P���Ç�}�µ�������v�����}���š�}�����Z���v�P�����]�š�X���Z���š�Œ�]���À�������:�µ�v�����í�ô�U���î�ì�í�ó�U���(�Œ�}�u��
https://www.nus.org.uk/en/news/three-things-you-need-to-know-about-the-teaching-
excellence-frameworkand-one-thing-you-can-do-to-change-it/  

�K�[�<���o�o�Ç�U���D�X�U���^���}�š�š-�Á���������Œ�U���>�X�U���'���Œ�Œ�]�•�}�v�U���:�X�U���˜���D���Ç���Œ�U���<�X���~�î�ì�í�ó�•�X�������v�������o�]���Œ���Œ�Ç�����µ�]�o���]�v�P�[�•�������•�]�P�v�����µ�����v���Á��
behaviors? A case study. Portal: Libraries and the Academy, 17(4), 843�t862. 



205  

 

Oakley, A. (2016). Interviewing women again: power, time and the gift. Sociology, 50(1), 195�t213. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0038038515580253 

Oblinger, D. (2006). Learning spaces. EDUCAUSE. Retrieved from 
http://facilitiesplanning.cofc.edu/learningspacestaskforce/lstf lit documents/oblinger.pdf 

Olson, H. A. (2001). The Power to Name: Representation in Library Catalogs. Signs, 26(3), 639�t668. 

Painter, S., Fournier, J., Grape, C., Grummon, P., Morelli, J., Whitmer, S., & Cevetello, J. (2013). 
Research on Learning Space Design: Present State, Future Directions. 

PAST CONFERENCES �t UXLibs. (2017). Retrieved March 1, 2018, from http://uxlib.org/conference-
reviews/ 

Phipps, A. (2013). �d�Z���š�[�•���Á�Z���š���•�Z�����•���]��. National Union of Students. 

Phipps, A., & Youn�P�U���/�X���~�î�ì�í�ñ�•�X���E���}�o�]�����Œ���o�]�•���š�]�}�v�����v�����^�>���������µ�o�š�µ�Œ���•�_���]�v���,�]�P�Z���Œ�������µ�����š�]�}�v�X��Sociology, 
49(2), 305�t322. https://doi.org/10.1177/0038038514542120 

Pilkington, A. (2015). The declining salience of race equality in higher education policy. In C. 
Alexander & J. Arday (Eds.), Race, inequality and diversity in the academy. London, England: 
Runnymeade. 

Pillow, W. S. (2003). Confession, catharsis, or cure? Rethinking the uses of reflexivity as 
methodological power in qualitative research. International Journal of Qualitative Studies in 
Education, 16(2), 175�t196. https://doi.org/10.1080/0951839032000060635 

Punch, M. (1985). Conduct Unbecoming: The Social Construction of Police Deviance and Control. 
London: Tavistock Publications. 

Punch, M. (1986). The Politics and Ethics of Fieldwork. California: Sage Publications. 

Ramesh, R. (2013). University places restriction lifted and funded by student loans sell-off. The 
Guardian. Retrieved from https://www.theguardian.com/education/2013/dec/05/university-
places-restriction-lifted-student-loan-george-osborne 

Ramsden, B. (2011). Evaluating the impact of learning space. Reference Services Review, 39(3), 451�t
464. https://doi.org/10.1108/00907321111161430 

Rattansi, A. (1992). Changing the subject? Racism, culture and education. In J. Donald & A. Rattansi 
(Eds.), �^�Z�������_�U�����µ�o�š�µ�Œ�������v�������]�(�(���Œ���v����. London, England: Sage Publications. 

Rattansi, A. (2007). Racism: a very short introduction. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

�Z���P���o�����}�U���D�X�U���˜���^�u���o���U���D�X�����X���~�î�ì�í�ñ�•�X���^�/�����u���u�}�Œ�����‰�Œ�}���µ���š�]�À�����]�v���š�Z�����o�]���Œ���Œ�Ç�����������µ�•�����]�š�[�•���‹�µ�]���š�W�_��
commuter students in the college library. College and Research Libraries, 76(7), 899�t913. 
https://doi.org/10.5860/crl.76.7.899 

Riddell, S. (1989). Exploiting the exploited? The ethics of school based action research. In R. G. 
Burgess (Ed.), The ethics of educational research (pp. 77�t99). Lewes: The Falmer Press. 

Royal College of Nursing. (2018). Left to chance: the health and care nursing workforce supply in 
England. Retrieved from https://www.rcn.org.uk/professional-development/publications/pdf-
006682 

�^�����Œ�]�U�����X���~�î�ì�í�ï�•�X���^�š�µ�����v�š�����À���o�µ���š�]�}�v�•���}�(���d�������Z�]�v�P�����•���^�&�����š-�d�}�š���u�•�_�W���d�Z���������•�����}�(���š�Z�����h�<���E���š�]�}�v���o��
Student Survey. Sociological Research Online, 18(4). Retrieved from 
http://www.socresonline.org.uk/18/4/15.html 



206  

 

Seldén, L. (2005). On Grounded Theory �t with some malice. Journal of Documentation, 61(1), 114�t
129. https://doi.org/10.1108/00220410510578041 

Sendaula, S. (2017). Libraries are not neutral spaces: social justice advocacy in librarianship | ALA 
Annual 2017. Retrieved November 21, 2017, from http://lj.libraryjournal.com/2017/07/shows-
events/ala/libraries-are-not-neutral-spaces-ala-annual-2017/#_ 

�^�u�]�š�Z�U�����X���~�î�ì�ì�ð���•�X�����}�u�u���v�š���}�v���,���l�u���v�[�•���^�š�Œ�µ�š�Z�����v�����u���š�Z�}���W���(���u�]�v�]�•�š���•�š���v���‰�}�]�v�š���š�Z���}�Œ�Ç���Œ���À�]�•�]�š�����X�_��
In S. G. Harding (Ed.), The feminist standpoint theory reader: intellectual and political 
controversies (pp. 263�t268). London, England: Routledge. 

�^�u�]�š�Z�U�����X���~�î�ì�ì�ð���•�X���t�}�u���v�[�•���‰���Œ�•�‰�����š�]�À�������•�������Œ�����]�����o�����Œ�]�š�]�‹�µ�����}�(���•�}���]�}�o�}�P�Ç�X���/�v���^�X���'�X���,���Œ���]�v�P���~�����X�•�U��The 
feminist standpoint theory reader: intellectual and political controversies (pp. 21�t34). London, 
England: Routledge. 

Spender, D. (1998). Man made language (2nd ed.). London: Pandora. 

Spradley, J. P. (1980). Participant Observation. Orlando: Harcourt, Inc. 

Stanley, L., & Wise, S. (1990). Method, methodology and epistemology in feminist research 
processes. In L. Stanley (Ed.), Feminist Praxis: research, theory and epistemology in feminist 
sociology (pp. 20�t60). London, England: Routledge. 

Stapleton, K. (2003). Gender and swearing: a community practice. Women and Language, 26(2), 22�t
33. 

Stoetzler, M., & Yuval-Davis, N. (2002). Standpoint theory, situated knowledge and the situated 
imagination. Feminist Theory, 3(3), 315�t333. https://doi.org/10.1177/146470002762492024 

Storey, C. (2015). Commons consent. Library Management, 36(8/9), 570�t583. 
https://doi.org/10.1108/LM-05-2014-0057 

Stuart, C., & Association of Research Libraries. (2008). ARL Learning Space Pre-Programming Tool Kit. 
Director. Association of Research Libraries. Retrieved from 
http://www.arl.org/bm~doc/planning-a-learning-space-tool-kit.pdf 

Suarez, D. (2007). What Students Do When They Study in the Library: Using Ethnographic Methods 
to Observe Student Behavior. Electronic Journal of Academic and Special Librarianship, 8(3), 1�t
19. Retrieved from http://southernlibrarianship.icaap.org/content/v08n03/suarez_d01.html 

Sztejnberg, A., & Finch, E. F. (2006). Adaptive use patterns of secondary school classroom 
environments. Facilities, 24(13/14), 490�t509. https://doi.org/10.1108/02632770610705275 

Temple, P., Callender, C., Grove, L., & Kersh, N. (2014). Managing the student experience in a shifting 
higher education landscape. York. Retrieved from https://www.heacademy.ac.uk/node/10145 

�d�Z�}�u���•�U���'�X�U���˜���:���u���•�U�����X���~�î�ì�ì�ò�•�X���Z���]�v�À���v�š�]�v�P���P�Œ�}�µ�v���������š�Z���}�Œ�Ç
®�W���•�}�u�����‹�µ���•�š�]�}�v�•�������}�µt theory, 
ground and discovery. British Educational Research Association, 32(6), 767�t795. 
https://doi.org/10.2307/30000004 

Thomas, J. (1993). Doing critical ethnography. Newbury Park, California: Sage Publications. 

�d�Œ�}�Ç�v���U�����X�U���˜�������Œ�Œ�]�v�P�š�}�v�U�����X���~�í�õ�ô�õ�•�X���^�t�Z�}�•�����•�]���������Œ�����Á�����}�v�M�_�����š�Z�]�����o�����]�o���u�u���•���]�v���Œ���•�����Œ���Z���}�v���^�Œ�������_��
and education. In R. G. Burgess (Ed.), The ethics of educational research (pp. 205�t223). Lewes: 
The Falmer Press. 

Troyna, B., & Williams, J. (1986). Racism, education and the state. London: Croom Helm. 

UK Higher Education Space Management Group. (2006a). Impact on Space of Future Changes in 



207  

 

Higher Education. Retrieved from http://www.smg.ac.uk/documents/FutureChangesInHE.pdf 

UK Higher Education Space Management Group. (2006b). UK Higher Education Space Management 
Project: Space management project summary. Retrieved from 
http://www.smg.ac.uk/documents/summary.pdf 

Uline, C. L., Tschannen-Moran, M., & Wolsey, T. D. (2009). The walls still speak: the stories occupants 
tell. Journal of Educational Administration, 47(3), 400�t426. 
https://doi.org/10.1108/09578230910955818 

University of Edinburgh Information Services. (2017). Space occupancy monitoring. Retrieved July 4, 
2017, from http://www.ed.ac.uk/information-services/students/study-space/space-occupancy-
monitoring-pilot 

UXLibs. (2018). WELCOME TO UXLIBS! Retrieved March 1, 2018, from http://uxlib.org/home/ 

Wajnryb, R. (2005). Expletive deleted: a good look at bad language. New York, New York, USA: Free 
Press. 

Walter, N. (2010). Living Dolls: the return of sexism. London, England: Virago. 

�t�����o���U���^�X�U���˜���K�[�����Œ�Œ�}�o�o�U���>�X���~�î�ì�í�ó�U�����‰�Œ�]�o���î�ñ�•�X�����Œ���Æ�]�š�����Œ���]�v�����Œ���]�v���š�Z�Œ�����š���v�•���h�<���µ�v�]�À���Œ�•�]�š�]���•�U���D�W�•���Á���Œ�v�X��The 
Guardian. Retrieved from https://www.theguardian.com/education/2017/apr/25/brexit-brain-
drain-threatens-uk-universities-mps-warn 

�t���v���o���Œ�U�����X�U���Z�����l�}�(�(�U���:�X�����X�U�����u���v�µ���o�U�����X���:�X�U���˜���'�Œ�����Ç�U�����X���~�î�ì�ì�î�•�X���d�Z�������š�Z�]���•���}�(���‰���Ç�]�v�P���(�}�Œ�����Z�]�o���Œ���v�[�•��
participation in research. The Journal of Pediatrics, 141(2), 166�t171. 
https://doi.org/10.1067/mpd.2002.124381 

What is LibQual+? (2017). Retrieved November 9, 2017, from https://www.sconul.ac.uk/page/what-
is-libqual 

�t�Z�]�š���U�����X���d�X�U���������l�U���^�X�U�����}�Ç�o���U���:�X�U���'�}�}���u���v�U���s�X�����X�U�����o�o�]�•�U���^�X�U���'���Œ���v���Œ�U���Z�X�U���Y���D�]�o�o�•�U�����X���~�î�ì�ì�õ�•�X���^�š�µ���Ç�]�v�P��
�^�š�µ�����v�š�•
®�W���d�Z�������š�Z�v�}�P�Œ���‰�Z�]�����Z���•�����Œ���Z���W�Œ�}�i�����š�����š���Z�µ�š�P���Œ�•���h�v�]�À���Œ�•�]�š�Ç�X���Z���š�Œ�]���À�������(rom 
http://www.libraries.rutgers.edu/rul/staff/groups/ethnography/reports/ERP_FinalReport_Phas
e_1.pdf 

�t�Z�]�š�u�]�Œ���U�����X���~�î�ì�ì�ð�•�X���d�Z���������u�‰�µ�•���Z�����]���o�����o�]�u���š�������v�����h�v�����Œ�P�Œ�����µ���š���•�[���W���Œ�����‰�š�]�}�v�•���}�(���š�Z���������������u�]����
Library. Portal: Libraries and the Academy, 4(3), 363�t378. 
https://doi.org/10.1353/pla.2004.0057 

Whitmire, E. (2006). African American Undergraduates and the University Academic Library. The 
Journal of Negro Education, 75, 60�t66. 

Wilkinson, L. (2017). The Nazis in your library | Sense &amp; Reference. Retrieved November 21, 
2017, from https://senseandreference.wordpress.com/2017/09/01/the-nazis-in-your-library/ 

Willis, P. E. (1993). Learning to labour: how working class kids get working class jobs. Aldershot: 
Ashgate. 

Wong, G. K. W. (2009). Piloting an information commons at HKUST Library. Reference Services 
Review, 37(2), 178�t189. https://doi.org/10.1108/00907320910957215 

�t�Œ�]�P�Z�š�U���W�X���,�X���~�î�ì�ì�ò�•�X���d�}�Á���Œ�������v�����Æ�‰���v���������}�Œ�]���v�š���š�]�}�v���š�}���š�Z�������}�u�‰���Œ���š�]�À�����•�š�µ���Ç���}�(���Á�}�u���v�[�•�����v����
�u���v�[�•���•���u��-sex friendships. In K. Dindia & D. J. Canary (Eds.), Sex differences and similarities in 
communication (2nd ed., pp. 37�t58). Mahwah, New Jersey. USA: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates. 

�z�}�}�r�>�����U�����X�U���,���}�v���>�����U���d�X�U���˜���s���o���Ì�U���>�X���~�î�ì�í�ï�•�X���W�o���v�v�]�v�P���o�]���Œ���Œ�Ç���•�‰�������•�����v�����•���Œ�À�]�����•���(�}�Œ���D�]�o�o���v�v�]���o�•�W�����v��



208  

 

���À�]�����v�����r�����•���� approach. Library Management, 34(6/7), 498�t511. 
https://doi.org/10.1108/LM-08-2012-0049 

Yuval-�����À�]�•�U���E�X���~�í�õ�õ�õ�•�X���t�Z���š���]�•���^�š�Œ���v�•�À���Œ�•���o���‰�}�o�]�š�]���•�_�M��Soundings, (12), 94�t98. 

Yuval-Davis, N. (1997). Gender and Nation. London: Sage Publications. 

Zhang, Y., & Barrett, P. (2010). Findings from a post-occupancy evaluation in the UK primary schools 
sector. Facilities, 28(13/14), 641�t656. https://doi.org/10.1108/02632771011083685 

  



209  

 

 

�$�S�S�H�Q�G�L�F�H�V 
Appendix 1 :  Library Spaces Research Information Sheet  

 
Thank you for asking about the research being conducted in this library.  I hope that this information 
sheet answers your questions, but feel free to contact me using the details below if you have any 
�I�X�U�W�K�H�U���T�X�H�V�W�L�R�Q�V���R�U���G�R�Q�¶�W���X�Q�G�H�U�V�W�D�Q�G���D�Q�\�W�K�L�Q�J�� 
 

1) Research purpose  
This research aims to find out how people visiting the library use its spaces, and whether use 
matches the purpose it was designed for.  It also aims to find out how library users interact with staff, 
if at all.  The data are intended to be used to aid library staff in creating a supportive environment for 
its users, and to develop a better understanding of how facilities are used, so in the long term anyone 
using the library will benefit from being observed.  There are no disadvantages to groups or 
individuals: you will not be disrupted, you will not be identified, and your privacy will not be invaded.  
The data will contribute to a doctoral thesis. 
 

2) How will data be collected?  
Data are being collected via observations of various areas within the library.  Observations will be 
conducted discreetly and without announcement. The observer will just sit, use facilities, and act as 
any other library user would, so there will be no disruption to anyone visiting during data collection. 
 

3) What kind of data will be collected?  
Observations will gather information on the nature of the use of a space e.g. studying, socialising, 
group work, and how these all use the facilities in different ways.  Types of studying will be noted, as 
will collaboration between library users.  Conversations will not be recorded, and no photographs will 
be taken. 
 

4) Do I have to take part?  
No.  If you do not wish to be included in any observations, please contact the researcher, Bryony 
Ramsden at b.j.ramsden@hud.ac.uk  
 

5) Do I have to do anything?  
Just be yourself!  Carry on using the library as you would normally.  The research is not designed to 
judge how people use the library, but to learn how it is used, so just behave as you would on any 
other day. 
 

6) What if something goes wrong?  
If you wish to make a complaint about anything you experience throughout the project or following 
results dissemination, contact the researcher, Bryony Ramsden at b.j.ramsden@hud.ac.uk or her 
PhD supervisor, Christine Jarvis, at c.a.jarvis@hud.ac.uk  
 

7) Will I be identifiable in the research?  
No �± all participants will be anonymised so that you cannot be identified in any reports or publications. 
 

8) What will happen to the results of the research?  
The results will contribute to a final PhD thesis, and may also be published in journal articles or 
discussed in conference presentations.  You will not be identified in these publications. 
 
Thank you for your  time and participation in this research.  
  



210  

 

Appendix 2a: Interview information sheet (student)  

Interview Participant Information Sheet  
 

1) Research project title and purpose  
This research aims to find out how people visiting an academic library use its spaces, and whether 
use matches the purpose it was designed for.  It also aims to find out how library users interact with 
staff, if at all.  The data will contribute to a doctoral thesis. 
 

2) Why have I been asked to take part?  
You are part of a sample across the �X�Q�L�Y�H�U�V�L�W�\�¶�V���X�Q�G�H�U�J�U�D�G�X�D�W�H���D�Q�G���S�R�V�W�J�U�D�G�X�D�W�H���V�W�X�G�H�Q�W�V���V�W�X�G�\�L�Q�J���D�W��
the participating institutions involved in the project. 
 

3) Do I have to take part?  
No.  If you decide to take part and then change your mind, you can leave at any point.  Any 
information you already contributed will be removed. 
 

4) What do I have to do?  
You will be asked to take the researcher on a tour of the library, showing where you study or avoid 
�J�R�L�Q�J�����D�Q�G���D�Q�V�Z�H�U���D���I�H�Z���T�X�H�V�W�L�R�Q�V���D�E�R�X�W���K�R�Z���\�R�X���G�R���R�U���G�R�Q�¶�W���X�V�H���O�L�E�U�D�U�\���I�D�F�L�O�L�W�L�H�V�������7�K�H���W�R�X�U���D�Q�G��
interview should take around 30 to 45 minutes.  The tour is an optional part of the process, so if you 
�G�R�Q�¶�W���W�K�L�Q�N���\�R�X���Z�R�X�O�G���E�H���F�R�P�I�R�U�W�D�E�O�H���S�U�R�Y�L�G�L�Q�J���D���W�R�X�U�����S�O�H�D�V�H���O�H�W���P�H���N�Q�R�Z�������3�O�H�D�V�H���W�U�\���W�R���E�H���D�V���K�R�Q�H�V�W��
as possible.  The research aims to find out why you choose to use or ignore various library provisions, 
and is not meant to be critical of your personal use in any way. 
 

5) What are the possible disadvantages/benefits of taking part?  
The only disadvantage should be sacrificing your time when you participate.  The data are intended to 
be submitted to library management to aid library staff to develop a better understanding of how 
facilities are used, so in the long term anyone using the library may benefit. 
 

6) What if something goes wrong?  
If you wish to make a complaint about anything you experience throughout your involvement in the 
research or following results dissemination, contact the researcher, Bryony Ramsden 
(b.j.ramsden@hud.ac.uk) in the first instance, or her PhD supervisor Prof. Christine Jarvis 
(c.a.jarvis@hud.ac.uk). 
 

7) Will my data be kept confidential?  
Yes �± any information you provide will be kept as confidential, and anonymised so that you cannot be 
identified in any reports or publications. 
 

8) What will happen to the results of the research?  
The results will be disseminated within the doctoral thesis, and may also be released in journal 
articles or conference presentations.  You will not be identifiable via the results published. 
 

9) Will I be recorded?  How will the recording be used?  
You will be recorded for the purposes of keeping track of the interview, as notes made by the 
researcher may not be sufficient data alone: the recording will be transcribed for analysis so that any 
comments you make can be used within appropriate context and will not misrepresent your library 
use.  You will not be identified by name (you may be referred to as, for example, student A).  The 
recordings will not be used outside of this process without your written consent, and will not be made 
available to anyone outside of the project. 
 

10) Contacts for further information  
If you require further information, email the project researcher, Bryony Ramsden 
(b.j.ramsden@hud.ac.uk). 
 
 
Thank you for your time and participation in this research.  
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Appendix 2 b: Interview information sheet (staff)  

 

Interview Participant Information Sheet  
 

1) Research project title and purpose  
This research aims to find out how people visiting an academic library use its spaces, and whether 
use matches the purpose it was designed for.  It also aims to find out how library users interact with 
staff, if at all.  The data will contribute to a doctoral thesis. 
 

2) Why have I been asked to take part?  
�<�R�X���D�U�H���S�D�U�W���R�I���D���V�D�P�S�O�H���D�F�U�R�V�V���W�K�H���X�Q�L�Y�H�U�V�L�W�\�¶�V���V�W�D�I�I���D�W���W�K�H���S�D�U�W�L�F�L�S�D�W�L�Q�J���L�Q�V�W�L�W�X�W�L�R�Q�V���L�Q�Y�R�O�Y�H�G���L�Q���W�K�H��
project. 
 

3) Do I have to take part?  
No.  If you decide to take part and then change your mind, you can leave at any point.  Any 
information you already contributed will be removed. 
 

4) What do I have to do?  
You will be interviewed by the researcher: the interview will take anywhere between 30 and 60 
minutes.  Other than that, nothing! 
 

5) What are the possible disadvantages/benefits of taking part?  
The only disadvantage should be sacrificing your time when you participate.  The data are intended to 
be submitted to library management to aid library staff to develop a better understanding of how 
facilities are used, so in the long term anyone using the library may benefit. 
 

6) What if something goes wrong?  
If you wish to make a complaint about anything you experience throughout your involvement in the 
research or following results dissemination, contact the researcher, Bryony Ramsden 
(b.j.ramsden@hud.ac.uk) in the first instance, or her PhD supervisor Prof. Christine Jarvis 
(c.a.jarvis@hud.ac.uk). 
 

7) Will my data be kept confidential?  
Yes �± any information you provide will be kept as confidential, and anonymised so that you cannot be 
identified in any reports or publications. 
 

8) What will happen to the results of the research?  
The results will be disseminated within the doctoral thesis, and may also be released in journal 
articles or conference presentations.  You will not be identifiable via the results published. 
 

9) Will I be recorded?  How will the recording be used?  
You will be recorded for the purposes of keeping track of the interview, as notes made by the 
researcher may not be sufficient data alone: the recording will be transcribed for analysis so that any 
comments you make can be used within appropriate context and will not misrepresent you.  You will 
not be identified by name (you may be referred to as, for example, student A).  The recordings will not 
be used outside of this process without your written consent, and will not be made available to anyone 
outside of the project. 
 

10) Contacts for further information  
If you require further information, email the project researcher, Bryony Ramsden 
(b.j.ramsden@hud.ac.uk). 
 
 
Thank you for your time and participation in this research.  
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Appendix 3: Consent form  

 

PhD Research on Library Space Use 
Interview consent form 

 
 
I have been fully informed of the nature and aims of this research and consent to taking part in it.   
 
I understand that I have the right to withdraw from the research at any time without giving a 
reason, and a right to withdraw my data if I wish. 
 
I understand that the interview will be recorded for transcription purposes. 
 
I give permission to be quoted (by use of a pseudonym). 
 
I understand that the recording will be kept in secure conditions. 
 
I understand that my identity will be protected by the use of pseudonym in the research report and 
that no information that could lead to my being identified will be included in any report or 
publication resulting from this research. 
 
I understand that someone other than the researcher may transcribe my interview and that data 
will be analysed by the researcher in a secure location. 
 
I understand that I can request a copy of the interview transcript and that the researcher will check 
that I still consent to data being used from the transcript. 
 
 
Name of participant: 
 
Signature: 
 
Date: 
 
Name of researcher: 
 
Signature: 
 
Date: 
 
Two copies of this consent from should be made: One copy to be retained by the participant and one 
copy to be retained by the researcher 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 














