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This article describes a qualitative mixed-method study of studentsÕ 
perceptions of place and space in an academic library. The approach is 
informed by Scott BennettÕs model of library design, which posits a shift 
from a Ôbook-centeredÕ to a technology supported Ôlearning centeredÕ 
paradigm of library space. Two surveys gathered data on (a) studentsÕ 
perceptions of places in an academic library, and (b) on occupancy rates in 
the same library. When triangulated, the results identiÞed two distinct and 
contrasting models of place: a more traditional model based on individual 
study near stacks of books, and an emergent technologically-supported 
group study model. The results suggest that academic libraries should 
develop new metrics to measure library place and space in settings of 
technologically-supported group work.
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Place, Space, and Technology
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Methodological Approach
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The Space Survey (n = 112)
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a percentage of the potential occupancy. For instance, a zone with four seats and an 
average recorded occupancy of 2 patrons had a calculated average occupancy of 50 
percent. Overall, the average occupancy of the basement (total seats, 312) was 95 seats, 
or 27.8 percent; the average occupancy of the entrance level (total seats, 377) was 128 
�œ�Ž�Š�•�œ�ð�1�˜�›�ð�1�Y�_�1�™�Ž�›�Œ�Ž�—�•�ò�1�Š�—�•�1�•�‘�Ž�1�Š�Ÿ�Ž�›�Š�•�Ž�1�˜�Œ�Œ�ž�™�Š�—�Œ�¢�1�˜�•�1�•�‘�Ž�1�œ�Ž�Œ�˜�—�•�1���˜�˜�›�1�û�•�˜�•�Š�•�1�œ�Ž�Š�•�œ�ð�1�W�[�W�ü�1
was 67 seats, or 48.2 percent. With the caveat that, due to factors such as the quarter-
�•�Ž�›�–�1�œ�¢�œ�•�Ž�–�ð�1���—�Š�•�1�Ž�¡�Š�–�œ�ð�1�‘�˜�•�’�•�Š�¢�œ�ð�1�Š�—�•�1�˜�•�‘�Ž�›�1�Œ�Š�•�Ž�—�•�Š�›�,�›�Ž�•�Š�•�Ž�•�1�Ž�Ÿ�Ž�—�•�œ�ð�1�•�‘�Ž�›�Ž�1� �Š�œ�1�—�˜�1
such thing as a “typical” week in the Library, overall, the busiest times for all three 
���˜�˜�›�œ�1� �Ž�›�Ž�1�Ž�Š�›�•�’�Ž�›�1�’�—�1�•�‘�Ž�1� �Ž�Ž�”�ð�1�•�›�˜�–�1���˜�—�•�Š�¢�1�•�˜�1���Ž�•�—�Ž�œ�•�Š�¢�ð�1� �‘�’�•�Ž�1���›�’�•�Š�¢�1� �Š�œ�1�•�‘�Ž�1
least busy day.!���•�•�1�•�Ž�Ÿ�Ž�•�œ�1�˜�•�1�•�‘�Ž�1���’�‹�›�Š�›�¢�1�Š�›�Ž�1�‹�ž�œ�’�Ž�œ�•�1�’�—�1�•�‘�Ž�1�•�Š�•�Ž�1�Š���Ž�›�—�˜�˜�—�1�û�Y�ñ�V�V�1�™�ï�–�ï�.�[�ñ�V�V�1
�™�ï�–�ï�ü�ò�1�Š�—�•�1�•�‘�Ž�1�œ�Ž�Œ�˜�—�•�1���˜�˜�›�ð�1� �‘�’�Œ�‘�1�‘�Š�•�1�•�‘�Ž�1�•�Ž�Š�œ�•�1�•�˜�•�Š�•�1�™�˜�œ�œ�’�‹�•�Ž�1�Œ�Š�™�Š�Œ�’�•�¢�ð�1� �Š�œ�1�•�‘�Ž�1�‹�ž�œ�’�Ž�œ�•�1
at all times observed.

���‘�Ž�1�™�Ž�›�Œ�Ž�—�•�Š�•�Ž�1�˜�Œ�Œ�ž�™�Š�—�Œ�¢�1�›�Š�•�Ž�œ�1� �Ž�›�Ž�1�Œ�˜�—�Ÿ�Ž�›�•�Ž�•�1�•�˜�1���	���1�Œ�˜�•�˜�›�1�Ÿ�Š�•�ž�Ž�œ�ð�1�›�Š�—�•�’�—�•�1�•�›�˜�–�1
red (255, 0, 0) to represent 100 percent occupancy, to blue (0, 0, 255) to represent 0 per-
�Œ�Ž�—�•�1�˜�Œ�Œ�ž�™�Š�—�Œ�¢�ð�1�Š�—�•�1�ž�œ�Ž�•�1�•�˜�1�Œ�˜�•�˜�›�1�•�‘�Ž�1���’�‹�›�Š�›�¢�1���˜�˜�›�1�™�•�Š�—�œ�1�Š�™�™�›�˜�™�›�’�Š�•�Ž�•�¢�ï�1���—�1�•�‘�Ž�1�›�Ž�œ�ž�•�•�’�—�•�1
heat maps, zones occupied at a higher rate appeared as orange or red “islands” in the 
generally blue and green maps.24�1���—�1�Ž�¡�Š�–�™�•�Ž�1�˜�•�1�•�‘�Ž�1�‘�Ž�Š�•�1�–�Š�™�1�•�˜�›�1�•�‘�Ž�1�Ž�—�•�›�Š�—�Œ�Ž�1���˜�˜�›�1
�˜�•�1�•�‘�Ž�1���’�‹�›�Š�›�¢�1�’�œ�1�™�›�Ž�œ�Ž�—�•�Ž�•�1�’�—�1���•�ž�›�Ž�1�Y�ï�1���—�1�•�‘�’�œ�1�–�Š�™�ð�1�Š�—�1�Ž�¡�Š�–�™�•�Ž�1�˜�•�1�Š�1�Œ�›�˜� �•�Ž�•�1���’�œ�•�Š�—�•���1
is the reference hub on this entrance level, where average occupancy was recorded at 
�Š�™�™�›�˜�¡�’�–�Š�•�Ž�•�¢�1�_�V�1�™�Ž�›�Œ�Ž�—�•�ï�1���
�˜�•�1�œ�™�˜�•�œ���1�’�•�Ž�—�•�’���Ž�•�1�Ž�•�œ�Ž� �‘�Ž�›�Ž�1�’�—�1�•�‘�Ž�1���’�‹�›�Š�›�¢�1�’�—�Œ�•�ž�•�Ž�•�1
�•�‘�Ž�1�œ�Ž�Œ�˜�—�•�,���˜�˜�›�1�Œ�Š�›�›�Ž�•�œ�ð�1� �‘�’�Œ�‘�1� �Ž�›�Ž�1�›�Ž�Œ�˜�›�•�Ž�•�1�Š�•�1�Š�™�™�›�˜�¡�’�–�Š�•�Ž�•�¢�1�]�_�1�™�Ž�›�Œ�Ž�—�•�1�Š�Ÿ�Ž�›�Š�•�Ž�1
occupancy, and the desks around the atrium balcony, which were recorded at approxi-
mately 83 percent overall occupancy.
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The Place Survey (n = 98)
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TABLE 2
Summary Demographic Data from the 

Face-to-face Place Survey (!  varies 
slightly with survey completion rates)

Frequency of Library Visits (n=97)
�1�H�Y�H�U �� ��������

�2�Q�F�H���S�H�U���T�X�D�U�W�H�U���V�H�P�H�V�W�H�U���� ����������

�0�R�Q�W�K�O�\ ���� ����������

�:�H�H�N�O�\ ���� ����������

�6�H�Y�H�U�D�O���W�L�P�H�V���D���Z�H�H�N���� ����������

�'�D�L�O�\ ���� ����������

�6�H�Y�H�U�D�O���W�L�P�H�V���D���G�D�\�� ��������

Enrollment Level (n=98)
�8�Q�G�H�U�J�U�D�G�X�D�W�H���� ����������

�0�D�V�W�H�U�V �� ��������

�&�R�P�E�L�Q�H�G���%�6���0�6 �� ��������

Program Status (n=96)
�)�X�O�O���W�L�P�H ���� ����������

�3�D�U�W���W�L�P�H �� ��������

Gender (n=98)
�)�H�P�D�O�H ���� ����������

�0�D�O�H !" ����������

Age (n=98)
���������� ���� ����������

���������� ���� ����������

���������� �� ��������

���������� ! ��������

���������� �� ��������

Years at the University (n=93)
�� ���� ����������

�� ���� ����������

! ���� ����������

�� ���� ����������

�� �� ��������

�� �� ��������

�$�Y�H�U�D�J�H�������������\�H�D�U�V
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FIGURE 6
A Section of the Basement Open Area
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Outcomes of the Study
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researchers, it may also, despite iterative pilot testing, have been unfamiliar or hard to 
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A more general objection might be that the study provides nothing new beyond this 
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of solo and group study and of the crowded nature of study tables. Many readers, espe-
cially in the academic library world, are indeed aware of these phenomena, informally 
or anecdotally. However, there has been a lack of formal study of these issues, either 
quantitatively or qualitatively, and it is possible that these nuanced understandings 
of academic library usage may not be so widespread among higher-level university 
administrators (for example), who may take it at face value that a group space that 
is recorded as being occupied at (say) 40 percent on average is in fact underused. 
One important contribution of this article is therefore to provide a detailed empirical 
analysis of why the occupancy characteristics of group spaces need to be considered 
in new ways, not just by libraries, but by those who fund them.

Another objection could be that, while useful information was obtained to support 
decision making about spaces and services, it is questionable how much of this is 
more widely useful. Here, we would like to distinguish between generalizable results 
that are of relevance to academic libraries and transferable results that can be used to 
inform further case studies. As this is a case study that is exploring a complex theoreti-
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spaces and group study spaces, are transferable to other case studies at the moment, 
although with further research they may become more generalizable. In terms of wider 
relevance, the study generated novel results that are generalizable to wider library 
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and social institutions) vary greatly in character, they may have to be adapted to local 
conditions. Also generalizable is the theoretical framework that informed the survey, 
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and interpretations of data.

Conclusion
Student use of libraries is changing as the result of the adoption of new information 
technologies. To understand these changes, a multifaceted and mixed method research 
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digms. Data were collected in two surveys, and the analysis pursued multiple paths 
to understand the relationships between place, space, and technology. Triangulation 
of the data built a wider picture than that obtainable from each individual survey. On 
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neither group were revealed fully by just one of the survey methods. Theoretically, the 
library paradigm model was informative, usefully framing the results to demonstrate 
the existence of both second and third paradigm spaces in the Library, with the dy-
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complex phenomena, which include changes in social and pedagogical practices, and 
that there is a continuing need for library evaluation practices to evolve accordingly. 
Overall, the study contributes to a broader understanding of the library place and space. 
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