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Getting the right fit betw een a 
library and  users is an ever evolving 
environment. Libraries are no longer 
archetypal, but with constant 
refurbishment and build of new spaces 
and constructs, design plays an ever 
increasing central role in the right fit for 
all who use a  library. The right fit is not a 
‘now thing', but has been evolving for a 
number of years. It is perhaps now that 
library design is actually  considering users 
within this co ncep t. Both of the Australian 
articles presented provide w elcom e 
content for the use of library spaces, 
while the third article discusses this from a 
school perspective.

Nimmo, an arch itect, explores the 
process of innovation in spatial design 
and the process of design, " ...a n  
interactive design ...betw een  architects, 
librarians and stakeholders". This is a 
w elcom e statem ent. The process as 
outlined seems to provide a  worthy 
consensus outcom e. Nimmo looks at 
two projects he has been  involved in, 
refurbishing the UNSW Menzies Library, 
a  ten year venture, and a  green fields 
build for the Gold Coast City Council, a 
som ewhat quicker outcom e. Critical is 
expounding one's first principle: w hat are 
w e actually  going to do? A three stage 
workshop process is explored, from basic 
concepts to the final m aster design.

Further, " .n e w  libraries are often 
an e c le c tic  assem bly of design 
com ponents...w ithout a  coherent 
fram ework for strategic intent" To 
overcom e this, a  qualitative "workshop 
process" w as used and described in 
some detail, to include all stakeholders. 
Through this process all gain insight on 
issues outside their own areas of concern  
and , likewise, all gain insight of others' 
concerns. The stakeholders beco m e  part 
of the process and not just onlookers 
accep ting  a  fait acco m p li, and the 
final product, a  consensus model of

design. A parallel process, separate  
consultative meetings as the kernel of 
the working design, is also essential, as 
this is w here the first principles are m ade 
into practicalities. Data such as visits, 
loans, and  various uses are important as 
this quantitative a rea  then supports and 
fuses with the qualitative, supporting the 
initial m ove to refurbish or build.

What are w e  looking for when it 
com es to design for use? This has to 
be the basis of any m ove to redesign 
libraries and their spaces: flexible spaces, 
few er books, more digital acce ss , a 
com m unal/social centre . O ne gets 
a  sense that the process is lengthy 
and requires comm itm ent from all 
for the betterm ent of the com m unal 
environment. The formal process has

solid merit, particularly as there are 
varying inputs for a  costly building.

Norman's views (a Sydney-based 
librarian) are broad, challenging, and 
in the public dom ain, in that in order 
for public libraries to survive, they 
must and are regenerating their roles, 
constantly repositioning themselves to 
take ad van tag e  and align themselves 
with their paying communities. The 
com m unity (users) must be at the table ; 
they cannot be ignored. The issues raised 
can  be articulated for both tertiary 
and  m any school libraries, all finding 
themselves in a  similar position. The m any 
topics briefly discussed are realistic, 
and  intertwining throughout the article 
is the user. What does the user w ant 
from the design of sp aces? How are 
libraries reimagining services and their 
p la ce  in society, both in general and in 
particular?

Perrault and Levesque's small 
article begins with a  quote from To Kill 
a M ockingbird , a  text well known to 
most from secondary school. It is this 
connection that they use to look at 
library design from the point of view 
of the student. The term "em pathic 
design" offers a  m eans of em pathy,

putting oneself in p la ce  of another, such 
as organisations to better understand 
users' needs. The co ncep t is taken from 
an earlier article and  used in their article 
as a  "relatively low cost, low risk w ay  
to identify potentially critical custom er 
needs". O ne would think this applied 
in terms of time and finance . Again 
quantitative d a ta  is useful to ad d  weight 
to chang e . Com plem enting this is the 
qualitative aspect; that is, observing the 
user in the environment and how the 
user engages, w hat they do or don't do.

They discuss a  relatively easy five-step 
process, in contrast to Nimmo's detailed 
design process. "The em path ic process 
offers a  p roactive  and  purposeful 
strategy to offer fully inclusive programs 
and services". It is not articulated in any 

detail, but others can  
get a  snap shot of its 
characteristics and , if 
interested, the reader 
is lead  to investigate 
the original article.

Em path ic 
design addresses 
unarticulated user 
needs -  its strongest 
feature. This user- 
centred app roach  
becom es an intimate 
model as distinct from 
a  more structured 
model.

O ne gets the sense that library design 
of today is about legitimising the users, 
their use of the sp ace , the services 
they require, and not so m uch about 
collection . It is the users who are driving 
library use. This is a  critical facto r to 
rem em ber at all stages of design and, 
ultimately, the practicalities of daily use. 
To be flexible now, in 10, or 20 years -  
libraries must have  built-in fluidity.

What users need , their experiences, 
how are they articu lated , establishing a 
broad consensus for the final design is 
param ount and one can  only wish that 
such detailed processes really infiltrate 
the design process so that users and 
libraries are one fit.

These offerings provide solid 
insight and  practica l directions for all 
stakeholders to contribute and m ake the 
library experience an ever evolving and 
co llaborative environment. Proactive 
connections is the future for libraries and 
users.

E d w a rd  K o s t ra b y
m em ber of ALIA Research Com m ittee 
Head of Library St M ichael's G ram m ar 
School, St Kilda, Victoria
e k o s t r a b y @ s t m i c h a e l s . v i c . e d u . a u

B o t h  o f  t h e  A u s t r a l i a n  

a r t i c l e s  p r e s e n t e d  p r o v i d e  

w e l c o m e  c o n t e n t  f o r  t h e  

u s e  o f  l i b r a r y  s p a c e s ,  w h i l e  

t h e  t h i r d  a r t i c l e  d i s c u s s e s  t h i s  

f r o m  a  s c h o o l  p e r s p e c t i v e .

10 | INCITE Volume 34 Issue 6/7

mailto:ekostraby@stmichaels.vic.edu.au

