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Libraries. 
Introduction

The recent outbreak of the new coronavirus 
changed the way we work, live, and hopefully, 
even the way we think about what is important 
in life and what is not. Communities seemed to 
be one of the few pillars of our societies that 
people relied on for what previously provided 
by the big industries – workspaces (our o�ces, 
coworking companies such as WeWork), enter-
tainment (Net�ix, Amazon), food (McDonalds, 
Nando’s, Tesco), health, communication (Face-
book, Skype), companionship and psychologi-
cal support, etc. 

Taking the asset-based community develop-
ment approach, we – the Flotilla group – devel-
oped an interest in communal spaces (public 
parks, o�ces, churches, theaters, markets, 
shops, libraries and community centres) that, 
due to Covid-19, went through tremendous 
changes, implementing safety measure from 
limiting the number of people that can use 
them at the same time to shutting all the way 
down. Echoing many of the conversation that 
our friends and family and society were having, 
we asked ourselves, as citizen and as designers, 
what is the future for these spaces? How can 
we help them withstand such health and �nan-
cial crises like the coronavirus pandemic? How 
can their shape and role �t the new reality? 03



The Library 
– irrelevant 
for the new 
reality? 

As we were discussing this, we realized what a 
great service one particular institution – the 
library – provides an incredible array of 
services to our societies – from lending books 
to reskilling vulnerable populations to �nd 
employment, without asking for anything in 
return from its customers. In the UK, it is the 
local authorities ‘duty under the Public Librar-
ies and Museums Act 1964 «to provide a com-
prehensive and e�cient library service for all 
persons’ for all those who live, work or study 
in the area» (Libraries as a statutory service, 
https://www.gov.uk/). Therefore, libraries 
function because the local government must 
fund its activity, otherwise the local govern-
ment is failing to provide a service to the 
public. However, we know that funding for 
libraries is constantly decreasing, and librar-
ies start to generate revenue by themselves  
[1]. Let us �rst look in more detail at some of 
the functions of the library and how it com-
petes by providing these services with many 
other (big) service providers. 

[1] In the year running 
2013/14, libraries had 85.1 
million British pounds of 
self-generated income, a 
�gure which excludes 
parent authority and 
institutional funding. In 
the �scal year running 
2012/13, spending 
reached 963.3 million 
British pounds, down 
from over a billion British 
pounds in 2010/11. 
h t t p s : / / w w w . s t a t i s -
ta.com/topics/1838/li-
braries-in-the-uk/
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Library functions

Figure 1. Functions of the library and its 

place amongst other/big industry players
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The Brief. 

The Brief for this project is asking us to apply 
‘the combined skills and perspectives of 
service designers and social innovators’ in 
order to make small (maybe existing) busi-
nesses to successfully compete with indus-
try (Internet) giants that are described as 
“disruptive”, but which,  in reality, provide 
ordinary services (transportation, accommo-
dation, shopping) but in a slightly di�erent 
way, and by doing so concentrated a great 
deal of economic power and ‘brought with it 
a whole host of negative side e�ects, from a 
lack of consumer choice to the marginalising 
of producers, artists and suppliers’ (MDes 05, 
The Brief ).

Traditionally, libraries were about providing 
access to books, magazines, journals, news-
papers, some even local/state archives and 
more recently they started to include elec-
tronic sources and even e-readers. The 
library always was an alternative to buying 
books and could be regarded as a disruptor 
for the bookstores. Except, often, local librar-
ies fail to keep up with the latest publica-
tions and have a limited supply for niche 
subjects such as, for instance, design. This is 
one reason why bookshops win over librar-
ies. Another is, of course, convenience and 
user-friendliness of the services provided by 
giants like Amazon, Waterstones, and Spotify. 
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“I used to borrow CDs with Christmas 
music so I can play them at Christ-

mas. That was before Spotify”. 

(Helen White, 
2020, interview)

 “I don't particularly want to go to 
this unattractive place at a time 

that doesn't fit me, and then have to 
remember to bring the bloody book 
back and read it within 30 days”. 

(Dann Jessen, 2020, 
online interview)  



[2] Despite the ubiquity 
and relative a�ordability 
of electronic devices and 
of the Internet, 34% of 
people admit using librar-
ies for Internet access, 
while 24% admit to not 
having an alternative for 
accessing a PC (https://w-
w w. s t at i s t a . co m / to p -
i c s / 1 8 3 8 / l i b r a r -
ies-in-the-uk/). The 4,145 
public libraries in the UK 
account for 10 worksta-
tions and 29,672 amount 
of web visits per library (in 
the year 2013). 

Today, some people visit UK public libraries 
mostly to gain access to computers, printers 
and the Internet [2]. For many freelancers and 
other professionals, public libraries became 
an alternative to coworking spaces. For 
instance, it is reported that about 15% of 
library visitors in Australia already use librar-
ies as coworking spaces, which is why State 
Library Victoria is undergoing a major pro-
gramme, part of which will be o�ering busi-
ness training for startup companies 
(https://www.the�fthestate.com.au). 

As we can see, the library of today o�ers a 
variety of services normally attributed to 
di�erent industries – the bookstore, the 
record shop, the print shop, the hardware 
store, the café, collaborative workspaces, 
education and reskilling, innovation centres, 
child development, place to meet new 
people, and bene�t from government 
services, and even entertainment. How can a 
place with so many much to o�er lose in this 
race for distributed capitalism? Why does 
Amazon take all and leave nothing to librar-
ies? 

Borrowing or leasing a product service is not 
old-fashioned. Although the number of visits 
to the public  libraries and borrowing num-
bers decrease, the world slowly realizes what 
is the true (hidden) cost of the things one 
own and the subsequent impact of owning 
everything at once – starting with houses and 
cars and �nishing with such things like tents, 
children’s toys, and garden tools. Hence, such 
places as the Library of Things (https://ww-
w.libraryofthings.co.uk/). The library always 
was a light product-service system – a system 
that provides a customer with access to the 
products, tools, opportunities and capabilities

07



[3] Designing libraries is a 
2004 initiative that aimed 
at ‘provid[ing] a 
web-based database of 
recent public library 
building projects in the 
UK, [...] relating to library 
building and library 
planning and design.” The 
project started with an 
interest in architecture, 
but their work included 
service design, too. Read 
more at http://www.de-
signinglibraries.org.uk/in-
dex.asp?PageID=81

one needs to get a job done and service design 
is about making that connection (Thackara, 
2006, p. 19). So how can design help? 

The modern library faces many challenges – 
from limited human resources to limited fund-
ing. The perception of libraries as book-bor-
rowing places has shifted towards regarding 
libraries as important community information 
centres. Thus, some libraries change their titles 
to Idea Stores (https://www.ideastore.co.uk/). 
Libraries around the world look like modern 
galleries – spacious, colourful and multi-pur-
poseful (The Danish Royal Library, The Walker 
Library of the History of Human Imagination, 
The Library @ the Lightbox, etc.). Architects 
and designers give the space, the atmosphere 
and the experience of going the library just as 
much thought as librarians give to the book 
collections. Much work has been done in this 
area by Designing Libraries [3] . 

All this points out to the fact that the role of the 
librarian has changed. The librarian is not just 
taking care of the book collections and helps 
readers �nd, borrow, and return a book. Their 
role expands with every new service a library 
provides: ‘All four speakers were erudite, vision-
ary, energetic, con�dent, eloquent, humorous 
and inventive, not a single librarian stereotype 
in sight. They were scholars, publishers, lead-
ers, managers, public speakers, collaborators, 
event and PR managers, project managers, and 
IT, design and marketing savvy’ (https://ww-
w.libfocus.com). The library in Surrey even 
renamed their sta�’s roles from librarians into 
Library Advocates (http://www.designinglib-
raries.org.uk). 
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The Walker Library of the History of Human Imagination, Ridgefield, Connecticut, USA.

© Dorothy Hong for The Wall Street Journal



Libraries as 
places that 
transform 
information 
into knowledge 

After having discussed the role of libraries and librar-
ians changed over time, we realized that librarians 
and library sta� represent an asset of the library just 
as much as a library book collection. The research we 
undertook suggested that librarians need a great 
deal of support to respond to the needs of today 
library’s users. We once again applied the 
asset-based community approach and took a closer 
look at the assets withing the library. What parts of 
the library are underused and undervalued? How 
can we as designers support librarians in providing 
better services? 

We quickly arrived at the idea that libraries hold 
valuable information and knowledge not only on 
their bookshelves or computer memory disks. We 
realized that the librarians and the library visitors are 
themselves holders of knowledge. And that valuable 
information is daily created within the library when 
library customers interact with librarians, with the 
building and physical objects withing the library, 
and amongst other library visitors. Some of this data 
is tangible – numbers of books borrowed, some-
times harnessed even digitally, but some of the data 
is intangible – people’s moods and tacit interests. 01



Figure 2. Mapping out information flows in libraries. 
Hard line means informaion is tangible. The dotted line means 
the information exists, but is intangible.  
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“We lack good data on how libraries are 
used and the changes they’ve been un-

dergoing”. 

(CIPFA statistics and the 
future of England's libraries)

“Ways of regularly assessing what our 
users need”. 

(What librarians need/want. 
DotEveryone)

“...gaining more information about the 
people who use the library can only be 
useful having something to backup fig-
ures, to backup any kind of funding ap-

plication, also incredibly useful”. 

(Simon Higgs, 2020, 
online interview)

 



Key insights 

From the research that we subsequently 
undertook – literature review, autoethnog-
raphy (Annexes 1-3) and interviews with 
library sta� or library users  (Annexes 4-8), 
we learned that there is a great appetite for 
information about library users to be cap-
tured and put to use. 

From this research, we developed a list of 
insights (see full list in Annex 9). We selected 
several key insights that had to do with data 
and information. See below. 
Key insights from research: 

- libraries are currently losing out 
because they are not collecting information 
on visitors
- library visitors data is a resource gen-
erated within the library ready to harness
- digital technology is essential to the 
future of libraries

We asked ourselves – how can this informa-
tion and knowledge be captured and capi-
talized? How can data be transformed into 
information and then, knowledge? How can 
librarians make use of this data for the 
library? Can this information be made avail-
able for the community? And how can we as 
designers make this all happen? 12



Thinking 
by doing 

We developed low �delity prototypes of a 
possible service that would collect informa-
tion about library visitors, their interests and 
needs. The early prototypes included a 
voice-recognition and collection device (sim-
ilar to Amazon’s Alexa) that would record, 
with the visitor’s permission, the conversa-
tions between librarians and library visitors 
(Figure 3), a customized feedback booth that 
would be dedicated to collecting (digitally 
and analogue) visitor’s feedback about 
library’s services (Figure 4), and a blueprint of 
a librarian’s toolkit that will teach librarians 
how to extract, collect and interpret data in 
order to improve library’s services (Figure 5). 
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Figure 4. Prototype of a Feedback Hub. 
© Zarida Zaman

Figure 3. Prototype of a voice recording device. 
© Loren Hansi Gordon



Figure 5. Prototype of a toolkit for transforming 
data into knowledge. © Iulia Tvigun



“I do understand about 
mailchimp, [...] but I 

don't have a really de-
tailed understanding”. 

(Silvana Altamore, 2020, 
online interview)

From this exercise, it became clear to us that 
we wanted to develop a service that would 
enable librarians and library sta� to perform 
some sort of activity through which they 
would collect valuable information about 
their customers such as their satisfaction 
with library services, their interests and 
wants. The prototypes were describing how 
this information would be collected, but not 
how it will be transformed into knowledge – 
or practical recommendations for internal use. 

As a team, we discussed the advantages of all 
the prototypes and decided that there is no 
reason why all these ideas cannot be uni�ed 
into one service. We decided that the most 
suitable form for such a comprehensive 
service could be the toolkit. And so, we 
decided to further develop this idea, drawing 
from the multiple insights we gathered in our 
research. 
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“I do understand about mailchimp, but 
you understand about this and that, 
but I don't have a really detailed 

understanding”. 

(Silvana, 2020, 
online interview)

“I would be very happy to share that, 
of course, in whatever format, really 

[…]  the question for me is really 
how do you ask these questions […] 
I'm well aware that it's all just 

going to be registered somewhere in 
some pie chart. […] And so I'm not 

too excited by that. […] it needs to 
be based around something that makes 

sense to people, and that way you 
know if you feel like there's a 

mutual benefit in sharing 
the information”. 

(Dann Jessen, 2020, 
online interview)



Figure 6. Service blueprint of the 
librarian’s toolkit © Flotilla

Figure 7. A leaflet of the Get-to-know toolkit.



The research suggested that librarians are 
interested in collecting information about 
their customers and that library visitors are 
willing to give information to librarians if 
they know that this information is truly useful 
to the library (and the community) and if it is 
collected in a friendly way. The question to 
us, the designers, is how can we enable that? 
How will the toolkit work? How will the tool-
kit transform information about library users 
into insights and recommendations for 
better library services? 

To answer these questions, we collectively 
developed a blueprint of the service. The 
blueprinting revealed that we needed to 
think about how the librarian will become 
aware of the service and that the librarian 
might need more support than the toolkit 
can o�er by itself. To solve these two addi-
tional needs, we decided that the service 
should include an outreach activity such as 
sending out lea�ets (Figure 7, see on previ-
ous page) to libraries and a support line that 
would o�er one-to-one advice to librarians 
that don’t feel con�dent that they know how 
to implement the activities. 

After developing the overall logic of the 
service, we designed the core of the toolkit 
(Figure 8). We proposed three main activities 
that will: help librarians engage with the cus-
tomers through storytelling, help librarians 
work with digital data produced in the 
library, and help librarians observe library 
visitors’ experience in the library. 
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The Toolkit

The Digital Guru

Learn how to use digital tools such as 
email, social media pages and data visu-
alisation tools to better understand and 
communicate with your library visitors. 
After applying some of these techniques 
and learning new tips you will be able to 
engage with your visitors more than 
before.

The Ethnographer

Learn how to turn observations into 
insights and get to know your library visi-
tors better. At the end of this activity you 
will have generated information about 
how people interact within your library, 
how goals are achieved, and how the 
building is navigated.

The Wise One

The librarian takes ownership of engag-
ing library users in conversations 
through storytelling and explains why 
feedback is needed, what it will be used 
for, and how it can be used to improve 
library services. The librarian also has an 
opportunity to understand if members 
do not wish to engage and why.
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Figure 8. Mockups of Get-to-know, 
the digital toolkit. Home page and 
the Wise One page (in detail). 



“[...] it would be amazing to have an 
email list through MailChimp, and 

have people clicking and telling me 
what kind of activities they want to 
see in the library. And I can send 

them targeted advertising for what we 
are doing and be sure that people can 

come. But I don't have it. Yeah, I 
have to create it”. 

(Silvana Altamore, 2020, 
online interview)

”I prefer to just go around the room 
and talk to people and ask them if 

they enjoy the event. […] collecting 
this kind of information in a natural 

way like having a conversation”. 

(Silvana Altamore, 2020, 
online interview)

 



“Yeah, that's useful. But if you're 
not an anthropologist, you know, 

looking at what people do, it's not 
easy. It's easy if you have some 

prompts […]”. 

(Silvana Altamore, 2020, 
online interview)

“[...] it's a lot about signposting 
in the right direction and it's a lot 
about trying to help people more than 
it ever was. You know, 30 years ago, 
that wasn't what it was about. It was 

about disseminating information”.

 (Simon Higgs, 2020, 
online interview)

“I feel like somebody is giving value 
to my experience to my being there”. 

(Dann Jessen, 2020, 
online interview)

 



Key insights 
from testing 
the prototypes 

After having developed the prototypes (the service blueprint and mockups) 
we tested them with one library manager (Silvana Altamore, Crofton Park Com-
munity Library) and one community library director (Simon Higgs, Director V22 
Libraries). The general feedback from them was that the toolkit is a good idea 
and that it serves the needs of the librarians. However, we needed to make a 
series of adjustments to the toolkit, and speci�cally to the three core activities 
of the toolkit – all of them had to do with simplifying. 

- the service must be accessible and user-friendly to suit fulltime and 
volunteer sta�.
- community support line would enable library teams fully embrace the 
new tools and build con�dence.
- data needs to be simple and digestible to be useful.  

The simpli�cation of all activities has mainly to do with how little time the 
library sta� have in order to understand and implement an activity. We saw 
earlier in this report how complex is the role of the librarian today. Moreover, 
libraries are severely understa�ed institutions, employing 19.3 thousand librar-
ians as of 2014, which accounts to between 4 to 5 librarians per institution – a 
number that is trending down (https://www.statista.com). This is why, the pro-
posed toolkit should be accessible even to library volunteers who have limited 
time and training but who should be able to use the toolkit just as much as any 
permanent member of the library sta�. 
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“[…] basically without the volun-
teers, the library would be shocked 
because I am the only person tied in 

there […]”.  

(Silvana Altamore, 2020, 
online interview)

“Yes, as volunteers come in, they get 
to learn the basics, […]. We're just 
currently developing the system be-
cause it's all a little bit been a 

little bit ad hoc”. 

(Simon Higgs, 2020, 
online interview)

“Time definitely would be an issue. 
[…] if I have to input all the data 
myself or ask other volunteers, or 

train my volunteers, you know, to do 
that, […]  so you have to train 

them”. 

(Silvana Altamore, 2020, 
online interview)



Another set of insights that we were 
able to get form testing the toolkit with 
the two library managers regards the 
support line and the visualization part 
of the toolkit. One of the two main pur-
poses/elements of the toolkit is the 
toolkit’s ability to provide the necessary 
means to librarians to transform the 
collected data about library visitors/vis-
its into knowledge or recommenda-
tions as to how improve the library 
services. 

We were �rst thinking whether the 
service should have had an embedded 
AI element to it that would be custom-
ized to do all the work of turning data 
into insights and that the librarians will 
only have to input data and learn how 
to read the output. However, because 
we believed that our toolkit had to be a 
tool that would empower librarians to 
make this judgement themselves. After 
all, librarians are more than capable to 
do it and should be practicing what 
they are preaching – critical thinking 
and knowledge and skills acquisition.   

Therefore, our team envisaged that this 
should be done through existing 
resources (Flourish, Google Sheets, Info-
gram, etc.) and should be not very frag-
mented and digestible. Moreover, the 
toolkit will include a list of di�erent digi-
tal tools for the creation of online sur-
veys (Google Forms, Typeform,  Doodle 
Poll, etc.) and recording conversations 
(Otter.ai) and concrete tailored tips on 
how to use those to reach the goals that 
toolkit users will set for themselves.

28



“How much the support line 
might know about you? And 
maybe then if you download 

the toolkit at the same time, 
you should upload some infor-
mation about your library?”   

(Silvana, 2020, 
online interview)

Lastly, during testing, one of the library 
managers expressed concern with the 
ability of the community support line to 
provide useful information to the librari-
ans. Initially, we envisaged that the sup-
port line should o�er information about 
the activities presented in the toolkit – 
explain how to implement them if they 
were unclear, which could have been 
done by anybody who understands the 
activities rather than understand the 
library as an organism. However, after 
discussing it with the library managers, 
it became clear that the support line 
should be run by someone within the 
library community, someone who know 
what libraries struggle with like librari-
ans themselves or the someone withing 
such institutions like the Libraries Task-
force [4]. 

[4] The Libraries Taskforce is 
UK Governmental taskforce 
reporting to Department 
for Digital, Culture, Media 
and Sport (DCMS) and the 
Local Government Associa-
tion (LGA). Its role is to 
‘enable the delivery of the 
recommendations from the 
Independent Library 
Report for England and to 
build upon and add value 
to existing good practice, 
partnerships and other 
activities that are already 
supporting public libraries. 
It also promotes libraries to 
national and local govern-
ment and to potential 
funders and creates a 
strong and coherent narra-
tive around the contribu-
tion public libraries make to 
society and to local 
communities. Read more 
at: https://www.gov-
.uk/government/groups/li-
braries-taskforce. 
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Avondale Heights Library, Melbourne, Australia. 

© Trevor Mein 
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Get
To
Know
A toolkit to empower
community librarians



Source: Analysing data: CIPFA statistics and the future of
England's libraries. Published 16 August 201802

205 million visits
“In the financial year 2016 to 2017, libraries in England received

more visits than the Premier League football games, A&E
services, and the cinema combined.”
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“We lack good data on how
libraries are used and the

changes they’ve been
undergoing”.

 Research for the UK Government’s
Libraries Taskforce, published 2018

 

#research                                                                                                                               #interview

“...gaining more information about
the people who use the library can
only be useful. Having something
to backup figures, to backup any
kind of funding application, is also

incredibly useful”.

Community Library Director
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literature
reviews,
interviews
and auto-
ethnography:

Key insights

libraries are currently losing out
because they are not collecting
information on visitors

library visitors data is a resource
generated within the library ready to
harness

digital technology is essential to the
future of libraries



06

Sonia, 
Community Library Manager

runs a workshop

Sonia is approached by a local artist, Joanne
who is interested in running a workshop at the
library Joanne runs three events and only has
two attendees. She’s really disappointed

reviews the library data 

With Get-to-know Sonia can quickly review the
library visitors’ interests and see what the
demand  is for activities and what those
activities are

put together a calendar of events

Sonia then begins to put a calendar of events
together, informed by the library users
feedback. She shares this on social media
platforms. Sonia is continuously getting
feedback to inform what happens. She’s able to
create an ever changing vibrant calendar of
events.



Get 
To
Know

Our service

digital toolkit

 
 
a simple digital toolkit
for library teams to
learn more about their
library visitors and
improve services based
on data and insight.

observation &
engagement

 
introduces data
collection through
observation and
engagement methods to
support decision making
and improvements.

community
supportline &
visualisation

a dedicated community
supportline and easy to
use data entry, analysis
and visualisation
features.
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www.get-to-know.library.uk

The Digital Guru

Learn how to use digital tools such as
email, social media pages and data

visualisation tools to better understand
and communicate with your library

visitors. After applying some of these
techniques and learning new tips you will
be able to engage with your visitors more

than before.

The Ethnographer

Learn how to turn observations into
insights and get to know your library

visitors better. At the end of this activity
you will have generated information about

how people interact within your library,
how goals are achieved, and how the

building is navigated.

The Wise One

The librarian takes ownership of engaging
library users in conversations through

storytelling and explains why feedback is
needed, what it will be used for, and how
it can be used to improve library services.

The librarian also has an opportunity to
understand if members do not wish to

engage and why.
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prototyping,
service
blueprinting,
and testing:

Key insights

the service must be accessible and
user friendly to suit fulltime and
volunteer staff.

community support line would enable
library teams fully embrace the new
tools and build confidence.

data needs to be simple and digestable
to be useful.  
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Polly,
Writer and library member

visits her local library 

Polly visits the library to look for an illustrated
book on birds, she finds a book but doesn't
interact with anyone.
 

engages in conversation

When Polly returns the book a volunteer asks
her to take part in a conversation. Polly shares
her interests. 

feels part of the community

Polly spots a library post about an event to
connect local writers with artists in the area. It's
exactly what she needs.   
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Information generated within libraries is a
resource to build closer relationships with

visitors and innovate services to best respond
to changing local community needs.

That's why we created Get-to-know



Designed by Flotilla. 
Funded by UFI Voc Tech Trust. 
Approved by Public Services UK.

Thank you. 
 
Any questions?

Email

get-to-know@library.uk

Website

www.get-to-know@library.uk

Community Support Line

020 75694 999


