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Active sitting – give the users a more mobile 
library experience

Stefan Fleig  @zekekengen | (co-author: Lina Karlsson)

Umeå University, Sweden

“I really love the standing desk, the exercise balls and the bike! I want to use it in my 
future workplace!”

This quote is from a graffiti wall evaluating the study environment at Umeå 
University Library in the spring of 2018. We see it as a fantastic confirmation that 
we are on the right path in terms of making the Library a place that users will enjoy 
to study in and not just endure because they need the facilities.

Background

In 2015, the team responsible for the development of the library premises was 
asked to make a draft of what we saw as the most important areas to focus on if we 
were given the chance to refurbish them. 

To understand the needs it is important to give a short background to the library 
and the development of Umeå University. When the University was founded 
in 1965 it had only 2000 students, and when the University Library opened in 
December 1968 it was built to support a University with 8000 students. Over the 
years there have been some extensions built to the library but it is has not been 
enough to keep up with the growing collection and the fact that the university 
today has about 34000 students and 2100 faculty staff. One problem with the 
extensions and the small-scale renovations of the library that have been conducted 
over the years, is that they have left us with a patchwork of different premises and 
so it is not always clear how the floorplan should be organized to make the library 
easy to navigate. The amount of students has of course also had an impact on the 
Library space. The intense usage from 4000-5000 visits/day is hard on the furniture 
as well as on the floor and wall surfaces in the library. 
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It is not only the increased use that has had an impact, but also the change 
in how the physical library is used. Over the years there has been a shift from 
the researchers’ library into the students’ library. And with a more collaborative 
approach to learning with a lot of group study, the requirements of the study envi-
ronment are very different to the requirements of fifty years ago.

The study 

The draft that was produced became a first attempt to set a course for the develop-
ment of the library premises. Two objectives were presented:

• To create an appropriate and creative physical library for our main user 
groups by improving the study and learning environment.

• To make the library feel like a unit, and particularly to make it easier for 
the users to navigate their way in the library and to find our services.

Even if we as members of the library staff had a notion that we knew the needs 
of our users, we didn’t have anything solid to go on because we had never really 
investigated how the library is used by different user groups and what their needs 
actually are. Reflecting on this, we realised that this lack of deeper understanding 
to some extent could explain why we haven’t always been satisfied with the results 
when it came to some of the construction projects completed over the years. We as 
librarians need to become better at conveying our knowledge of the library users 
when we get involved in construction projects and refurbishment. And if we want 
to be listened to by architects and construction project managers we cannot simply 
say that we have a feeling that things are a certain way but we also need to be able 
to show some ‘proof ’.

Back then we had never heard about UX in libraries and how to do it so we 
started to search for articles on library users’ needs. An article that affected us a 
lot was one by Pierard and Lee (2011) that points out the importance of moving 
beyond the literature and to instead use our own users when designing spaces. So 
instead of searching for how others have designed their space we started to look for 
ethnographic techniques with which to conduct research on our users. 

We decided to conduct some research in March 2015. The questions that we 
wanted to answer were:

• How many of the seats were occupied?
• How are the seats being used, what is going on in the room?
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• The users’ behaviour, needs and wishes
• Number of visitors at different times

Among the techniques read about in different articles, we chose to use:

• Observations
• Work as a patron
• Photography
• Graffiti walls

The reason that we used so many different techniques was not only for gathering as 
much information as possible but also as a way for us to learn how to use them and 
to see whether they would work for us or not.

Observations
One method that we got interested in is a kind of observation called ‘seating sweeps’ 
(Dominguez, 2016). The purpose is to see how many users there are in an area at 
a given time, see the patterns in the use, identify heavy or low use of areas, and 
analyse user behaviour when it comes to how they study and if they prefer certain 

Figure 1 Floor plan showing the occupancy at a specific time in one part of the library.
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seats. Firstly, we constructed floorplans with information of where the single seats 
and the group study is located and if the seat was equipped with a computer. The 
sweeps were done in pairs, with one marking the use and whether the user was male 
or female on one map, and the other doing qualitative observations focusing on the 
general impression of the area and what was going on in the room. This was done 
over a period of one week, four times a day, at 10 am, 2 pm, 4 pm and 8 pm. One 
unexpected effect of the sweeps was that some of the library users got curious and 
wondered why we were taking notes, which opened up the possibility for guerrilla 
interviews.

Work as a patron
This very easy-to-do technique gave us some really interesting insights. For example, 
how annoying the sound of a clock or the ventilation can be. Or how frustrating it 
is when you find a free seat only to realise that the seat is unoccupied only due to 
the fact that the table is almost falling apart.

Figure 2 Floor plan showing the collective impression of one part of the library.
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Photography
One thing we wanted to do was to document what happens in the library with the 
help of photography. A concern was how the library users would react to this. The 
solution that we came up with was more of an archaeological approach. Instead of 
taking photos during the day, we waited until after closing and took photos of how 
the users had left chairs and tables. Another advantage to this was that we got an 
opportunity to walk through the library alone and really investigate the condition 
of the space. This is something I highly recommend.

Graffiti walls
We wanted to use the graffiti walls to help us to find the answer to two questions. 
Firstly what the users like about the space, and secondly what they would like to 
improve. When we put out our first graffiti wall we didn’t know what to expect. 
Would we get any comments and if so would they be useful or nonsense? To our 
great joy it was a success. The users did not only respond to our questions, they also 
responded and commented to each other. 

Figure 3 Photos taken after closing showing how the users arrange the furniture in the library.
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Outcome

When we analysed our findings we could see that many of the students spend a 
lot of time in the library. Some even spend their whole day there. For the areas 
dedicated for group study we saw that there was a lack of seats and power outlets. 
There was also a need for more variety in table sizes and the students needed more 
space for all the things they bring with them, such as laptops, books, tablets, coffee 
thermoses, etc. Better lighting and Wi-Fi were also requested. 

For the individual seats we found that we have an excess and could have fewer 
seats but with more variety. There was a need to make a clearer distinction between 
silent individual seats and group seats in areas were both types of work is conducted. 
It was also obvious that many of the users were working with laptops. 

When we started the ideation phase using our data, we focused on the fact that 
we wanted the library to be able to meet different types of needs, have a greater 
variety and also to have something that adds value to the room. Basically this is 
about giving the library users a better user experience and to do so we started 
thinking about what our needs would be if we should have to work all day in the 

Figure 4 The collage and graffiti wall used for promoting active sitting.
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library. The first thing we did was to buy new bigger tables for the individual seats. 
We equipped them with good lighting, power outlets and a silencing screen that 
was not only a benefit for the sound in the room but also added some privacy. By 
searching online for inspiring office environments we saw that many use ergonomic 
furniture to create a healthier working environment. We therefore decided that we 
would buy some ergonomic furniture, e.g. desk bikes and Pilates balls, and test 
how it would work out in a library environment. To promote the venture we made 
a collage of what we have to offer and where they can find the equipment. Next to 
the collage we put a graffiti wall asking for feedback. The response was very positive 
and it didn’t take long for the users to grasp the new ergonomic concept. Because of 
this we soon decided to increase the number of bikes and also to buy more Pilates 
balls in different sizes.

The success with the ergonomic concept inspired us to try to give the library 
users something that gives the room an added extra. We came up with the proposal 
of creating an ‘Idea box’. We had a room that we couldn’t really find a good use for, 
and therefore decided to use it to create a room for pause, playfulness and creativity. 

Figure 5 Students using some of the ergonomic furniture.
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One should be able to use the 
room in different ways – it can 
be used seriously, for relaxation 
or just to have fun for a while. 
We wanted it to stand out in 
the Library and be something 
unexpected around the corner. 
To do this we decorated the 
room with plastic leaves and 
coloured lamps and filled it 
with easy-to-do activities like 
LEGO, magnetic poetry and 
jigsaw puzzles. We even tried 
embroidery but found that the 
threshold for users to get started 
with that was too high. 

We can see from what is 
produced in the room that it 
is frequently used, and when 
we evaluated the Idea box with 
the help of a graffiti wall we saw 
that is highly appreciated. One 
comment was, “When you do 

so much theoretical work at the University it is nice to be able to take a break and 
do something practical,” and that grasped the very essence of what we wanted to 
achieve.

What we learned

When I look back on this, our first attempt to do UX, I can identify four steps that 
have laid the foundation of how we work with change and develop new concepts:

• Dare to try. The worst thing that can happen is that you fail, which is a 
great learning opportunity. 

• Start on a small scale. This way you don’t risk making huge investments 
that you can’t back away from.

Figure 6 Photo from outside of the Idea box.
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• Evaluation is absolutely crucial since this is the only way to find out if 
you are doing the right things for your users. Today we use graffiti walls in 
combination with observations and/or guerilla interviews. We have found 
that graffiti walls are a fast and easy way to get feedback from our users 
and often the comments given start discussions between users. At the same 
time, graffiti walls advertise that changes have been done, which is a bonus 
when we go out to interview users. 

• Feedback to our users. By giving feedback the users become more willing 
to comment when you ask them to do so.

And finally, the fact that we in the team responsible for the development of the 
library premises are using agile methodology to organise our work is also worth 
mentioning. To work in short sprints of four weeks makes it easy to adjust plans 
and focus if necessary.
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