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Non-participant Observation: 
University of Michigan Shapiro Undergraduate Library 

 
Today’s modern academic library is about more than just locating and using books. These 
libraries are rapidly become a central hub of campus activity, facilitating not only academic 
study and research, but also social activities, computing, and entertainment. As a future 
academic librarian, I am particularly interested in understanding how users discover, approach, 
and utilize a variety of resources this new type of library has to offer. Therefore, to gain a better 
understanding of how users interact with an academic library, for my non-participant 
observation fieldwork, I chose to observe the first floor of the Shapiro Undergraduate Library. 
Through five hours of observation, I learned more about how the library’s physical environment 
and systems can support, hinder, or influence users’ information behavior. Through my 
observations and their implications, I have a better understanding of how academic libraries 
and their systems or resources can be designed support or enhance users’ library experiences. 
 

Observation Site and Methods 
 

About the Shapiro Library 
 

The University of Michigan Library has supported the research needs of the University since its 
founding in 1838.1 Situated just west of the University of Michigan “Diag” and the Hatcher 
Graduate Library, the Shapiro Library building, so named for the University of Michigan’s tenth 
president, Harold T. Shapiro,2 houses three of MLibrary’s over twenty system-wide libraries. 
The Shapiro Undergraduate Library (referred to affectionately by students as the “Ugli”) is 
located on the basement, first, and second floors; the Askwith Media Library is located on the 
second floor, and the third and fourth floor house the Shapiro Science Library. For the purpose 
of this observation, I was particularly interested in the Undergraduate Library because it 
supports the widest range of users and needs. While the Shapiro Undergraduate Library is open 
to all University of Michigan Library users, its mission, services, and collection are particularly 
aimed at serving the University’s undergraduate students in their first and second years of 
study. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
1 University of Michigan. (n.d.).  Libraries. Retrieved from http://www.lib.umich.edu/libraries 
2 University of Michigan. (n.d.) Undergraduate Library: Meet the Shapiros. Retrieved from  

http://www.lib.umich.edu/shapiro-undergraduate-library/undergraduate-library-meet-shapiros 
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First Floor Shapiro Undergraduate Library 
 
For the non-participant observations, I chose to observe user behavior specifically in the first 
floor of the Shapiro Undergraduate Library because it is where the majority of library services 
are found. The best way to understand the layout of the first floor is to take a “tour” of the area 
as a library patron might upon their arrival. At the time of observation, the library’s lobby was 
undergoing renovation, and therefore all traffic from the main entrance directed through the 
library’s café’, “Bert’s” and then into the library’s main spaces. After walking through Bert’s, 
patrons can take elevators to all floors of the library, or they are directed into the main area of 
the first floor. The first floor of the Undergraduate Library is a large, open space, and serves a 

FIGURE 1 - SHAPIRO UNDERGRADUATE LIBRARY FIRST FLOOR 
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variety of student needs.3 As users enter the area, they first encounter an array of open study 
tables on the east side, and to the west are a computer lab with approximately twenty-five 
computers, four networked printers, and a combined printer/copier/scanner. Continuing to the 
west of the computer lab is the reference desk, a small collection of reference books, and a 
selection of “new arrival” books. South of the computer lab and reference desk are also a 
number of additional study tables.  
 
Farther into the area is the library’s “Browsing Collection” which, arranged by author and 
subject area (e.g. Literature, Science Fiction, etc.), is purposefully designed to welcome 
“browsing” the collection for serendipitous findings. The Browsing Collection also surrounds a 
small collection of current, primarily non-academic periodicals, as well as a few additional study 
tables and chairs. Due to the lobby construction, the temporary location for the main 
circulation desk is behind the Browsing Collection, on the south wall. Near the circulation desk 
there are smaller study tables, and the University Library Course Reserves are shelved on the 
back wall. A number of additional important and popular library services are located around the 
perimeter of the first floor. The “TechDeck,” a popular destination for student seeking help with 
multimedia-related projects, is located on the east side of the perimeter, along with the 
Espresso Book Machine and a quiet “Reflection Room.” On the west side are a number of study 
rooms, the Sweetland Writing Center, the Circulation Department office, and the James Edward 
Knox Center Adaptive Computing Site.  
 

 

 

 

                                                           
3
 See Figure 1 for a full diagram of the Shapiro Undergraduate Library First Floor 

FIGURE 2 - SHAPIRO UNDERGRADUATE LIBRARY COMPUTER LAB AND 

REFERENCE AREA 
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Methods 
 

Attempting to find fruitful observation sites proved a more difficult aspect of the Non-
Participant Observation activity than anticipated. My initial plan was to capture user 
information behavior, in general, across the majority of the Shapiro Undergraduate Library first 
floor, and I spent approximately one hour prior to my designated observation times attempting 
to scout out the best observation locations. I soon realized, however, that due to the large, 
spread-out, multi-use nature of the floor it is impossible to gain an accurate view of all areas 
and user behaviors from just a few vantage points. Therefore, for the purpose of this 
assignment, I decided to focus primarily on the reference desk and computer lab areas because 
they were easy to observe simultaneously and I assumed they would experience the largest 
amounts of user traffic throughout my observation times.4  
 
Although the library itself is open from 8:00 a.m. to 5:00 a.m. most days of the week, to best 
gauge user behavior in the reference area I restricted my observations to times when the 
reference desk is open. In addition to the one hour I spent researching observation locations, I 
conducted five hours of observations during a typical Wednesday morning and afternoon, from 
9:00am – 11:00am and 1:00pm – 4:00pm. Although observing on different days or at a later 
time may have provided additional insight, there was sufficient traffic in the library during my 
observation times to provide an interesting picture of user behavior. I conducted my 
observations from three locations near the computer and reference areas.5 I spent 
approximately two hours at location “one,” one hour at location “two,” and two hours at 
location “three.” In order to blend into the environment and the majority of library users who 
were using library computers or their own personal laptops, I recorded my time-stamped field 
notes into a word document on my personal computer and later added additional details and 
observer comments to supplement the field notes, as necessary. 
 
In an attempt to remain unobtrusive and inconspicuous in the library’s environment, I simply 
observed from my three posts and did not attempt to physically follow users around the space. 
Additionally, due to the way the computer lab is arranged, it was difficult to discretely see 
computer screens and observe user’s computer behavior. Additionally, information seeking, 
particularly in an academic or research setting, is a largely internal, cognitive activity and 
without interviewing users it is difficult to gain a lot of insight into users’ specific information 
needs and seeking behavior. Therefore, I generally relied on more overt physical behaviors to 
deduce user motives and to gain a better understanding of how students use the library space 
and to understand the type of information behaviors they display when attempting to navigate 
the environment. After the observations were complete, I reviewed and organized my field 
notes to reveal patterns of behavior related to users’ library behavior. While there were a 
number of interesting field observations, I chose to focus specifically on a few examples of how 
users navigate the library’s environment, physical space, and technological resources. 
 

                                                           
4
 See Figure 2 for a diagram of the reference and computer lab area. 

5
 Observation locations are depicted as numbered yellow stars in Figure 1 and Figure 2. 
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Findings and Discussion 
 

User Demographics 
 
Although the University Library is open to a variety of users – including University of Michigan 
faculty, staff, and students, as well as “guest” users not affiliated with the university – during 
the observation time the vast majority of library users appeared to be undergraduate students. 

 
9:25am - A few people entering the main entrance, one after the other, rapidly walking 
through the door –the vast majority of them are young people in their teens or early 
twenties, casually dressed (many in snow jackets, jeans, and boots), and are carrying 
backpacks or other types of book bags or laptop cases. They walk determinedly in the 
direction of their destination, mostly either to the computer lab or to the stairs leading to 
the rest of the library. [OC – I am guessing these are “traditional” undergraduate 
students because they look young, carry school materials, and appear to know where 
they are going in the library, like they have been here before] 

 
Given the Shapiro Undergraduate Library’s main mission to support this demographic, it is not 
surprising that the majority of users are undergraduate students; even the name of the library 
itself implies that it is primarily a space for these types of students. Throughout the 
observation, undergraduate students were the most abundant and most active users in the 
library environment and therefore form the basis for most of the observations. 
 
Given the time of day in which the observations were conducted – during typical business hours 
– these user demographics are not surprising. Students are likely in the middle of a school day, 
and therefore on campus going to class or meetings, for the library staff it is a typical day at the 
office. Further observations during non-business hours, such as after 5pm or on the weekend, 
may reveal a different pattern of people present in the library. However, since the library’s 
collection and physical space are designed primarily to support the University’s undergraduate 
population, the current observations are valuable in understanding the needs of the Library’s 
core demographic. 
 

Rhythm of the Library 
 

Throughout the observation time, a rather distinct “rhythm” to the library emerged. There 
were times when the library would be very quiet, still, or empty and other times when large 
numbers of users were coming or going from the first floor area and the environment was 
much more chaotic. This suggests a distinct pattern to library patron flow - there are times 
when many users are up and about, moving to or from the library and navigating the library’s 
resources, and there are other times when students are either absent or primarily seated at 
computers or tables for more private information use.  
 

9:15am –Beginning of observation period. It is very quiet - there are no conversations 
happening in the first floor area and there are very few users present. The reference 
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librarian is settling into the reference desk, starting the computer and checking phone 
messages. There are only two users in the library computer lab and a handful of users at 
the study tables. [OC – no observable information behavior at the moment, the early 
morning hours must not be a popular information seeking time] 

 
Then, just after 10:00am, the scene rapidly changed. All at once, users began pouring in the 
door to the library, many of them chatting together, heading in different directions throughout 
the building. After this flourish of activity, about fifteen minutes later the rush was over and the 
library went back to a mostly “restful” state. 
 

10:06am - Many students are starting to enter the library, very sudden 
commotion; about one person per second is coming through the door from 
outside, and a few students are also attempting to leave. Many of the students 
entering are talking to each other and it is loud in the library. Other students are 
wearing head phones and walking alone. Most of the students are walking 
quickly in distinct directions, either towards the computer lab or the stairs in the 
back of the library. A few students stop briefly to scan the environment, but very 
few look lost or confused. Many look at the study table areas [OC – probably for 
a place to sit down], then walk over to a table and sit down. One person heads 
directly to the reference desk. [OC – it is just after the 10 o’clock hour, maybe 
students are getting out of their morning class. Each of them seems to have a 
“mission” at the library, they are coming with a distinct plan for using the library, 
rather than wandering around aimlessly] 

 
10:20am - A few students (about one every 45 seconds) still coming and going 
through the doors, but the previous rush appears to be over. There is a “buzz” in 
the environment, with small conversations happening all around me, but the 
noise level as greatly reduced. There is little motion around the library, and most 
users are seated at this point. 

 
The rhythm of the library is important to understand when considering the types of information 
behaviors in which users are most likely to be engaged. Understanding more about what types 
of users are likely to be present in the library at any given time, what they are trying to 
accomplish, and what type of information resources they are using is important for designing a 
library space and library resources to best support library users’ information needs. One 
particularly notable observation with regards to the types of information sought and used 
throughout the natural rhythm of the library is the times at which students users are more 
likely to use library services. That is, the times just before or just after the “rush” at the top of 
the hour were times when students were most engaged in active use of library resources. At 
these times, there was more user turnover with regards to the computers and printers, library 
users were more likely to be visiting the circulation and reference desks to check out materials 
or ask for help in information seeking, and there was more active use, in general, with regards 
to the physical library space.  
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It is also important to understand this rhythm and use of the library space when considering 
things like resource allocation and staffing trends. For instance, if users are most likely to be 
approaching a service point near the top of the hour, when should shift changes at these spots 
occur? Particularly given the nature of one-on-one reference interviews, it could be disruptive 
in the information seeking and search processes for librarians to change shifts in the middle of a 
reference interaction. If shift changes are scheduled during times when users are less likely to 
be utilizing the reference desk, this disruption could be more easily avoided. Therefore, 
although the library “rhythm” itself may not give clues as to the specific types of information 
users are likely seeking, it has implications for how the library can best support the natural way 
in which users approach, utilize, and navigate the library’s resources. 
 

Directions and Way-finding 
 

When using the library, one of the most basic types of information seeking in which library 
users might engage is to find directional or way-finding information necessary to navigate the 
library’s environment and resources. Interestingly, the vast majority of users in the Shapiro 
Undergraduate Library during the observation time seemed to already know exactly where they 
were going when they entered the library, or at least the direction in which they should be 
headed. The most common behavior seen when entering the library was users walking quickly 
in a specific direction without pausing to consider where they should go. This was a bit 
surprising since, as mentioned previously, the library’s main lobby was under construction and 
therefore the anticipated behavior was for users to spend more time finding directions. Since 
the lobby construction had been occurring for a few months’ time, users who easily found their 
way were likely repeat visitors who had already discovered the alternate routes to their 
destinations. This assumption was backed up through observations: 
 

10:51am - Two students walking quickly from temporary entrance, directly past 
my observation location [OC – Location #1], and to the back of the library. One 
says, “Hopefully it’ll be done soon” – while gesturing to construction in lobby. 
They continue on their way to the stairs at the back of the library, but they do not 
stop to investigate the construction. [OC – they have probably been here before 
and noticed the construction or know how the lobby looked previously. Their 
statement indicates they come to the library often enough to notice changes and 
will likely return at some point after the construction is finished.] 

 
Although the typical user appeared not to need help with directions or way-finding, this 
consistency in behavior made it very easy to spot users who indeed were more confused or 
unsure. That is, users who were not already familiar with the library or were attempting to 
gather information related to directions or navigating the library environment were easy to 
spot amongst the crowd.  
 

 3:10pm - A student is walking slowly from the back of the library, coming 
from the direction of the southeast stairs. His coat and backpack are on like he’s 
ready to leave. He reaches the computer lab area, and I can see that he is 
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carrying a few library books. He walks much slower and more aimlessly than the 
other students around him; his head is up and he is scanning the environment. He 
is scanning the perimeter of the library, paying close attention to the “front” near 
the entrance, and also looks at signs hanging around the library. He is squinting 
and he looks confused [OC – clearly trying to find something but cannot. His 
behavior is not typical of someone who knows where they are going]. The 
student walks past the computers, printers, and reference desk, and then doubles 
back past the reference desk. He tentatively approaches the librarian, and 
indicates he wants to check out the books. The librarian points to the circulation 
desk in the back of the library the user says… “Oh, sorry. I just thought it was 
always in the front of the library, I didn’t know where to go.” [OC – even though 
the circulation desk is marked with a large sign the user is accustomed to 
checking out books in a particular location in the library rather than a specific 
type of service point. Maybe he doesn’t understand the sign.] 

 
This type of interaction suggests that, even though the majority of users seem to know where 
to go and how to use the library, when the environment changes or they need to do something 
they have not done before (e.g. check out a book for the first time) they will attempt to use 
their surroundings and past experiences to inform their current behavior. Users who were 
actively engaged in finding directions or attempting to locate a particular library resource were 
most frequently observed displaying the “scanning” behavior mentioned in the field note 
excerpt. They were more likely to have their head “up” and to be actively scrutinizing the 
environment for directional cues. Although the library has a number of signs labeling various 
service points, like “Circulation,” user behavior indicates that this type of signage is not always 
the type of information that is helpful for users. The user in the field note example had seen the 
“Circulation” sign, but did not associate it with checking out books. This suggests that signs and 
directions presented in this type of technical library jargon will not support users’ actual 
information needs, nor will they help users address gaps in their existing knowledge.  
 
Alternatively, even if a user understands that the circulation desk is responsible for checking 
out books, they may not know it is also the location for other services not traditionally 
associated with a circulation desk – like the location of the library’s “lost-and-found” and the 
service point at which study rooms may be reserved. Libraries should consider the most 
common types of services users need, how the service need is likely to be presented as an 
information need (e.g. “How do I find out where the lost-and-found is?”), and how the 
environment can support that information need. For instance, supplementing the world 
“Circulation” on signage with more user-friendly details about the services provided at the 
circulation desk will better support users as they attempt to use directional information in an 
attempt to find their way. 
 

Navigating Computers and Printing 
 
The computer lab was by far the busiest area of the library during the observation periods. The 
computers themselves were used for a variety of academic purposes, including accessing 
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course materials via the University’s CTools sites and using databases or the library’s website to 
access scholarly articles, as well as personal uses such as accessing email, computer games, and 
online videos. This suggest that the library’s computer lab is a heavily used space which 
supports a wide number of students and their information needs beyond simply academic or 
library-related research. There was also extremely heavy use of the library’s printers. Since the 
printers are linked on a university-wide network, users can print documents from the library’s 
computers or their personal computers. Overall, heavy use of the library’s technological system 
led to many observations about users’ information needs with regards to using the system and 
making judgments as to the best way to solve problems when the networks malfunction. 
 
Users spent a significant amount of time seeking information to help them successfully use the 
computers and printers. The most common technology issue students seemed to encounter 
was related to printing documents and determining which specific library printer would actually 
be printing their document. The system is set up such that print jobs are sent to a single 
printing “queue” and from the queue each job is then assigned to one of four first-floor 
printers. This presents two primary places that users must find specific information to 
successfully use the printers. First, since all University of Michigan printers are networked 
through a single system, when printing from personal computers through the University’s 
printing interface “MPrint” users must know the specific name of the printer (or in the case of 
the Shapiro printers, the print queue) to which they would like to print - this is not a problem 
for users of the library computer lab because the default is printing to first floor printers. 
Second, once users have successfully chosen the correct printer or queue, they must determine 
where that printer or group of printers is located and, specifically for the Shapiro printers, 
which printer actually printed their document. Both of these issues – selecting the correct 
printer and finding the document once it has printed – require users to gather and interpret 
information from the system. Each issue was easily seen through user behavior during the 
observation time. 
 

1:19pm - A tall male student gets up from his personal laptop at a study table near the 
center of the first floor and walks over to the library’s four printers. He takes the printed 
documents lying on each printer and leafs through them all, systematically working from 
one printer to the next, right to left. Evidently not finding his print job the first time, he 
looks through all of the printed papers again, once again moving from left to right. He 
then moves to look at a monitor just to the left of the printers – this monitor shows the U 
of M user names which have completed print jobs through the print queue and will 
display which of the four printers has processed the print job. [OC – Why did he not use 
the monitor first, instead of looking through all of the printouts? I assume he now does 
not see his user name] The student walks from the monitor to the nearby reference 
librarian and asks if these are the “Shapiro Lower Level” printers. The librarian replies, 
“No, these are the ‘Shapiro Public’ printers, the lower level printers are in the basement” 
and points in the direction of the stairs to the basement level of the library. [OC – the 
name of the printer is confusing for the student. There is a sign above the “public” 
printers that says what the name of the print queue is, but it is barely legible from where 
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I am sitting, at one of the computer tables, relatively close to the printer. How are 
student’s expected to know the correct name of the printer?] 

 
In this one example, both issues related to gathering information necessary for navigating the 
printing system are present. When printing from personal computers, users must choose from 
twelve different printers or print queues within the Shapiro Library. The only information 
provided in the MPrint interface is the name of the printer – there is no location or description 
given. If users do not already know the name of the printer to which they would like to print, 
they must rely solely on clues in the name of the printer as to which one is the correct option. 
One problem, however, is that many of these printer names do not necessarily provide 
accurate contextual information to help inform users’ decisions. For instance, in the field note 
excerpt the user chose what he thought was a logical option for printers located on the first 
floor of the library – “Shapiro Lower Level.” However, the printers are actually referred to in the 
system as “Shapiro Public,” a name which likely made sense to the person who created the 
system but is not helpful for users. This type of ambiguity leads a lot of users to simply problem 
solve through trial-and-error. That is, since the system does not provide helpful information, 
they simply must choose what they think is the best option and then determine if they guessed 
correctly. This type of trial-and-error produces information in the form of feedback – either 
they were successful in printing to the desired printer and will receive confirmation that their 
inferences were correct, or they were unsuccessful and may need to seek additional 
information or help (for instance, from a librarian). In either instance, users are attempting to 
fill a gap in their existing knowledge through trial-and-error, and the feedback received may or 
may not function to bridge the gap. 
 
Libraries and information centers should consider how they can facilitate use of these types of 
systems, rather than forcing users to rely on this type of trial-and-error information gathering. 
For instance, although the library has a sign posted near the printers displaying the correct 
printer names, the sign is too small and cannot be clearly read beyond the perimeter of the 
computer lab area. Since the default printer on the lab computers already the “Shapiro Public” 
printers, this sign is not providing information to the users that really need it. Users who are 
printing through their personal printers, typically from a study table or private study room, are 
the people who need this information the most, but are least likely to find this sign at all useful 
because they cannot see it. Libraries should consider posting this information around study 
areas in which users are likely to need it the most. Additionally, system designers need to 
consider how users are likely to form a query in the system or conceptualize the information 
they seek (e.g. a user trying to select a printer might know the printer’s approximate physical 
location but not necessarily its system-approved name) and produce designs that will best 
support this type of use.   
 
The second issue related to navigating the library’s printing system, a user’s need finding their 
printed document, is also evident in the field note excerpt. Although the library has set up a 
system designed to provide users with information about which printer has processed their 
document (the print queue monitor mentioned in the field notes), nearly all users choose 
instead to look through the printed documents lying on the printers to find their documents 
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rather than relying on the monitor. It is only after their preferred method does not work that 
they then turn to the print queue monitor for more information. From an outside perspective, 
this is puzzling – it would save the user time and frustration to look at the print queue monitor 
first, and then look through the printed documents from only one printer, rather than looking 
through them all and then looking at the monitor. Why then, do users choose to not utilize the 
information provided to help them navigate the system? There are at least two potential 
explanations for this. One idea is that users may not initially see the print queue monitor or 
may not understand its use. There are no signs or other types of information present to explain 
to users how the system works; therefore many people may just not be aware of the 
information system in place and must serendipitously discover its existence. The library should 
perhaps consider offering more explicit instructions on how the system works. Another 
explanation could be that users are simply falling back on a behavior that can be transferred 
across systems – that is, not all library printing locations will have the same type of queuing 
system, but in any type of environment users can always simply look at the printed pages to 
find their information. This pattern suggests that even if a system is in place to provide users 
with specific information intended to help them use resources, if they do not understand or like 
the system they will find other, more environment-agnostic types of behavior to find the 
information they need. 
 

Conclusion 
 

Although it is important to understand aspects of information seeking behavior in academic 
libraries related to users’ information source usage or their social and interactions with library 
staff or fellow students, for the purpose of this assignment it was interesting to look beyond 
these traditional ideas of information seeking and look for more subtle ways in which users 
gathered basic information needed for navigating the library itself. Findings related to 
directions and way-finding, the rhythm of the library and its users, and computer and printer 
navigation show how users gather information from the environment (or influence the 
environment themselves) to utilize the library and its resources. Implications of each finding 
can inform how libraries design and implement services and resources to be meet users’ typical 
everyday behaviors and needs. 
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