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A Framework for Crisis 
Leadership Using 
the Martin Library 
Leadership Definition
BY JASON MARTIN

INTRODUCTION
America spends an enormous amount 
of money each year on leadership train-
ing, and sadly, a crisis might be the best 
leadership training available. An emergency 
or catastrophe shines a bright light on 
an organization’s leadership and brings 
any shortcomings in leadership front and 
center. What makes for good leadership in a 
crisis is often grounded in what leaders do 
during non-crisis times. The Martin Library 
Leadership Definition states, “Leadership is 
influencing followers through the creation 
and managing of organizational 
meaning, building and main-
taining relationships, and the 
consistent demonstration of 
professional and managerial 
competence.”

This definition provides a 
framework for a library leader’s 
approach to leadership that is 

equally valid for day-to-day operations as 
it is in crisis management. While the best 
leaders will have worked on and developed 
these areas of their leadership before an 
emergency, during a crisis is just as good 
a time as any for a leader to start building 
these abilities and skills. The three elements 
of this definition – meaning, relationships, 
and competence – are just as critical in 
emergency operations – if not more – as 
they are in day-to-day regular operations.

MEANING
“In times of crisis, people reach for mean-

ing. Meaning is strength. 
Our survival may depend on 

our seeking and finding 
it.”—Viktor Frankl During 
a crisis, moral leader-

ship takes precedent. A 
library and its leadership must emphasize 
its principles and values. A good library 
leaders needs to keep reinforcing values 
and reminding the library staff of what is 
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important: the health, welfare, well-being, 
and safety of those who work in the library. 
Finances, the collection, and everything else 
comes second. The meaning a library leader 
gives the work of the library – the mission 
and vision of the library and the importance 
the work has for the library’s community 
– is grounded in the values of the library. 
When a library is well-functioning in a crisis, 
these values are already guiding the work 
and thought processes of the library staff, 
but it is still important for a library leader 
to regularly remind everyone of what is im-
portant at this time and the importance the 
library’s work has. In a library that is strug-
gling to adjust to emergency operations, a 
library leader needs to emphasize the core 
values of the library and the importance of 
everyone’s health and well-being regu-
larly. A library leader can turn anxiety into 
confidence by focusing on what individuals 
and the library can control and directing 
everyone’s efforts to those things. Another 
important part of managing and creating 
meaning is the idea we are part of some-
thing much bigger than ourselves.

Everyone in the library is part of the 
library, the library is part of the community 
it serves, and the whole is always greater 
than its parts. Individual actions are ampli-
fied through the shared community of the 
library. Being part of something larger than 
the self, also means individuals are not 
alone. Those who are struggling in a crisis – 
whether with mental health, family issues, 
or financially – are not alone. They have the 
others in the library to turn to for help. This 
coupled with the importance of library staff 
well-being makes for an important meaning 
any library leader can emphasize in a crisis.

RELATIONSHIPS
Relationships are built on trust, and ideally a 
library leader has cultivated these relation-
ships in good times. Library staff need to be 
able to trust a library leader – what they are 
saying is truthful and what they are doing 
is in the best interest of the library – and 
a library leader also needs to trust middle 
managers to make good decisions and show 
good judgement. The last thing a library 
needs is a dean/director micromanaging the 
reference schedule and one-time purchases, 
or for librarians and library staff to question 
and even work against every decision the 
library’s leadership makes. But even without 
or enough of this previous work, library 
leaders can create, build, and strengthen 
relationships during a crisis.

With an emphasis on the well-being of 
individuals, library leaders need to take the 
time to inquire about library staff, learn how 
they are holding up, ask what staff needs 
from leadership, and in general stay in close 
contact with those who work in the library. 
Looking after the morale of people in the 
library and taking steps to actively raise it 
builds trust. Library leaders also need to 
model good behavior in a crisis. If they want 
their staff to take care of themselves, then 
leaders need to take care of themselves. 
During a crisis, leaders are often working 
seven days a week and in the early morning 
and late at night, but leaders still need to 
take the time to care of themselves. They 
need to maintain their health – eat right, 
rest, exercise, etc. – and find ways to bring 
themselves comfort and inspiration, find 
support, and re- energize themselves.

During a crisis, library leaders need to 
be emotionally accessible. Too often society 
thinks of effective leaders as being made 

of rock, displaying little to no emotion and 
definitely not fear. While leaders need to 
not let emotions get the better of them and 
remain even-handed and centered, effective 
leaders need to be emotionally accessible. 
They need to show they are real people who 
are scared and worried just like everyone 
else. Emotional accessibility is also critical 
when showing empathy and compassion to 
those in the library. A shared emotional mo-
ment can go a long way to helping someone 
through a tough time. Critical for library 
leaders to remember is the emphasis on 
health and well-being does not end when 
the crisis does. Once the crisis is over, library 
staff still need to process what they and 
the library have gone through. This requires 
emotional accessibility on the part of the 
leader in order to ask the question how do 
we help each other not just get through but 
get over this?

A main key to any and all relationships 
is communication, and during a crisis com-
munication is of the utmost importance, 
and this includes listening to the ideas and 
needs of others and being visible. A leader 
who hides away during a crisis has lost 
contact and cannot effectively communi-
cate. The people of the library need to know 
what is happening, what has been done, 
and what is being talked about. How often 
a library leader communicates is important. 
Too little communication and people are 
left uninformed, which means they will 
start filling in their own information gaps 
with stories that may or may not be true. 
They also will quickly lose faith in library 
leadership and conclude their library leaders 
either do not know much or are incapable of 
communicating and leading. Communicate 
too often and the library might tune you 
out. When in doubt, err on the side of too 
much communication. But of even greater 
importance than the frequency of commu-
nication is the way in which a library leader 
communicates. Library leaders should be 
candid, mixing honesty with optimism. 
Leaders should never sugar coat the present 
realities, but they also must never lose belief 
that the future will be better.

To Aristotle, rhetoric had three compo-
nents: Logos (logic), Pathos (passion), and 
Ethos (ethics). Logos is a library leader’s 
vision and mission and is a large part of cre-
ating and managing organizational mean-
ing. Logos is important in a crisis because 
a library leader must clearly communicate 
the current state, possible future states, 
and how the library can continue to meet 
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its vision and mission. Ethos is critical to all 
aspects of leadership at all times. It reflects 
the leader’s character and the trust library 
employees have in their leader. Without 
ethos and all it encompasses, a leader will 
not be able to create and manage meaning, 
build relationships, or appear competent. 
Mistakes are forgiven, but broken trust is 
hard to fix.

The middle principle – pathos – is the 
one most overlooked by leaders but is 
the most crucial during times of distress. 
Passion is an overused term in leadership 
and organizational literature. Many people 
are quick to stop listening to a message 
urging them to find and follow their 
passion or to be passionate about their 
work. Pathos in this context can better be 
thought of as an appeal to more than just 
rational thought. This requires a leader to 
be human, be vulnerable, and to commu-
nicate to others on a human level. After 
all, libraries consist of human beings who 
work with, serve, and help other human 
beings. Library employees all have lives 
outside of the library, and they have fears 
and anxieties about their own life and the 
lives of those they care about. As a crisis 
unfolds, questions and concerns move 
from the practical to the existential. Com-
munication that appeals to something 
deeper in the people of the library helps 
alleviate those existential fears.

Once the crisis ends, communication 
does not, especially pathos. Regular, honest, 
and open communication during a crisis cre-
ates a transparency that cannot and should 
not be covered up once a crisis is over. After 
an initial crisis is over, other related crises – 
financial and organizational – often follow. 
Open and honest communication is needed 
just as much then.

Library leaders need to create a plan to 
continue effective communication even 
during the most humdrum of times. Library 
leaders need to be able to lead conversa-
tions during and after a crisis about being 
effective organizational citizens and how 
we can help each other through and to 
recover from a crisis. Logos and ethos will 
not suffice. A library leader must be able to 
use pathos.

PROFESSIONAL AND MANAGERIAL 
COMPETENCE
Even during a crisis, the work of the library 
cannot stop, but it very well might go on in 
different ways. Having a strong knowledge 
of the work of the library allows a library to 
understand and formulate plans for new 
approaches to the delivery of library services 
and for library work to continue in innovative 
ways. In case the library needs to be closed to 
the public during a crisis, this understanding 
is crucial in convincing boards and adminis-
trators that a library can still meet many of 
its community’s needs while closed. Once 
the library gets out of crisis mode, it needs 
to proceed with as much normal as possible. 
A library should try to be one of the things 
that is predictable and steady in the lives of 
its employees and community. Even during a 
crisis, it is critical for a library leader to keep 
an eye on the long-term and think about the 
vision, mission, and direction of the library. 
Leaders should prepare for the worst and 
prepare for multiple futures, which is a sign 
of high emotional intelligence.

Ideally, the library would have been proac-
tive about enterprise risk management and 
had an up-to-date disaster and emergency 
plan in place. This, however, might not be the 
case for many if not most libraries, so there is 
nothing like a disaster to encourage creating 
a disaster plan. Many libraries make it up as 
they go along, which is fine the first time. 
But an effective library leader will document 
what is happening, adjust on the fly, and 
use this experience as a base for an effective 
emergency plan. Decisions must be made 
quickly, but a leader must be careful to make 
knee-jerk reactions. Yet, at the same time, a 
library leader does not have time for deep 
contemplation. The best approach is to make 
decisions based in the values of the library. 
An effective library leader should work to 
strip away as much bureaucracy as possible 
while also keeping strict lines of communi-
cation and decision making. Library leaders 
must establish who is in charge of what deci-
sions, and allow those people to act as they 
see best. This means it is crucial for a library 
leader to have all of library administration on 
board. Building relationships and making al-
lies amongst the leadership is an important 
task for a library leader. Leaders need to set 

aside their ego in order to accept better plans 
and ideas and have the courage and ability to 
be flexible. They also need to exhibit humility 
when they forget certain details or tasks. A 
strong library leader has a strong leadership 
team who work to help and support in good 
times and bad.

Much innovation happens during a 
crisis, and it can be a catalyst for broad and 
deep organizational change in the library. A 
time of crisis can also be used to examine 
and reevaluate daily operations. An emer-
gency can bring to light useless paperwork, 
redundant procedures, and all the rest of 
the trappings of an ineffective organization. 
But a crisis can also illustrate deeper orga-
nizational issues that must be addressed 
like unhealthy cultures, inequity, and a lack 
of up-to-date training. During a crisis, many 
people pine for the “normal days” before the 
crisis, but library leaders should not be so 
quick to go back to the pre-crisis days. Lead-
ers must take time to reflect on weaknesses, 
strengths, effective, and ineffective work 
and make the needed changes that will 
make the library better after the crisis.

CONCLUSION
A crisis tends to bring out either the best in 
a person or the worst, and it will show who 
is a good leader and who is not. The Martin 
Library Leadership Definition provides a 
framework for effective library leadership 
through creating and managing of mean-
ing, building relationships, and exhibiting 
professional and managerial competence. 
This framework for leadership works in good 
times and in bad. Ideally, by the time a crisis 
hits a library leader would already be firmly 
grounded in these three areas, but even if 
they are not they can use this framework to 
guide their leadership during a crisis. n
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BY MAURA SEALE

I distinctly recall when I saw the call for 
proposals for Critical Library Instruction: 

Theories and Methods; I was in a one-year 
position as a liaison librarian at an academic 
library three hours from where I was born 
and grew up. I had been a credentialed 
academic librarian for less than a year and 
had very little library instruction experience. 
My library school did not offer a course in 
instruction, so I observed library instruction 
sessions when I could, did a few summer 
orientations, and when I started my first job, 
began asking more practiced librarians for 
lesson plans, slides, and advice. The call for 
proposals nonetheless caught my attention, 
as I had been both a teaching assistant and 
composition instructor in my Ph.D. program 
and library school. I was a teaching assistant 
for two American studies courses, which 
broadly focused on the politics of mass 
culture, and for a course on the sociology 
of information, which critically engaged 
with and historicized information systems 
and technology. My first-year composition 
classes similarly emphasized politics as well 
as race, class, gender, and sexuality. Despite 
the reputation of first-year composition 
(among both students and teachers), I very 
much enjoyed teaching these courses and 
helping students develop a critical stance 
towards texts by unpacking their assump-
tions and implicit ideologies.

Library instruction, in contrast, seemed 
kind of boring. The librarians I observed 
and sought out for advice were good teach-
ers, just caught between conveying the 
information students needed to know to 
successfully complete their assignments 
and the confines of a fifty-minute one-shot 
instruction session - a situation many of 
us continue to negotiate. Much of my early 
instruction sessions focused on navigat-
ing the library website, helping students 
distinguish between scholarly and popu-
lar sources, and using Academic Search 
Premier to find three scholarly articles. I 
thought it could be different, but I didn’t 

know how to bring a focus on critical 
thinking about information to my library 
instruction and didn’t necessarily have 
the time to do so. The call for proposals 
for Critical Library Instruction offered the 
opportunity to do that, as did getting a per-
manent position as an academic librarian 
at a different institution. And I was thrilled 
to hear that others felt similarly about the 
potential of library instruction.

I had written a literature review on 
information literacy in library school 
(which was way too broad for a literature 
review) and so was somewhat familiar with 
the Association of College and Research 
Libraries (ACRL, 2000) Information Literacy 
Competency Standards for Higher Education. 
I found them to be reductive in how they 
described learning and the research process, 
both of which were boiled down to a series 
of discrete steps. Nothing was messy or 
recursive or emotional or took several tries. 
Additionally, neither learning, nor research, 
nor the production and consumption of 
knowledge seemed to take place within 
any sort of context that might constrain or 
otherwise affect them. In researching my 
essay for Critical Library Instruction, I found 

that other library scholars and practitioners 
had critiqued the Standards as mechanistic, 
universalizing, and positivist; my essay built 
on this work by specifically foregrounding 
knowledge production in the Standards, 
arguing that they erased the social and 
political nature of information. They also 
reproduced neoliberal ideology (something 
I expanded on later in Seale, 2013), relied 
on notions of objectivity, unproblemati-
cally promoted traditional hierarchies of 
knowledge and authority that led to a 
dualistic vision of information as good or 
bad, and ultimately endorsed an uncritical 
and ahistorical approach to information, 
information systems, and technology. In or-
der to counter this in the library classroom, 
I suggested working with user-generated 
information to help students understand 
information as always political and to 
expose the infrastructures of dominant 
forms of knowledge production. Although I 
wasn’t aware of it at the time I was writing, 
my essay overlapped with those of Jonathan 
Cope (2010), who looked at social power in 
information literacy, Sara Franks (2010), who 
explored the implicit assumptions of the 
“information cycle,” Benjamin Harris (2010), 

Critical Library Instruction, 
Causing Trouble, and 
Institutionalization
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who also takes on the Standards, and Heidi 
Jacobs (2010), who described incorporating 
the user-generated content of Wikipedia in 
the library classroom. Despite the commu-
nity of librarians embodied in Critical Library 
Instruction and the broader community of 
library practitioners and scholars revealed 
through our reference lists, approaching 
library instruction critically still felt some-
what lonely in 2010.

Critical library instruction and the 
broader, loosely aggregated movement 
of critical librarianship occupies a very 
different position within academic 
librarianship now. Recently, Karen P. 
Nicholson and I (2018) attempted 
to trace a genealogy of criti-
cal librarianship and identi-
fied the publication of Critical 
Library Instruction as central to critical 
approaches and methods entering main-
stream library discourse, although critical, 
progressive, and social justice-oriented per-
spectives on librarianship had been around 
for decades. We also suggested that the 
replacement of the Standards by the ACRL 
(2016) Framework for Information Literacy 
for Higher Education, editorials in College & 
Research Libraries that emphasized human-
istic and theoretical approaches to research, 
ACRL’s publication of the Critical Library 
Pedagogy Handbook, the presence of critical 
librarianship presentations at ACRL and ALA 
conferences, and ACRL’s development of 
continuing education offerings focused on 
critical librarianship indicated that critical 
librarianship was becoming institutional-
ized. That is, despite its oppositional and 
critical stance, critical librarianship (or at 
least critical library instruction, given that 
many items in this list are connected to 
instruction) has become part of regular, 
generic, (mostly academic) librarianship.

In On Being Included, Sara Ahmed (2012) 
seeks to “think how institutions acquire the 
regularity and stability that allows them 
to be recognizable as institutions in the 
first place. Institutions can be thought of 
as verbs as well as nouns: to put the ‘doing’ 
back into the institution is to attend to 
how institutional realities become given, 
without assuming what is given by this 
given” (p. 21). Although Ahmed is primarily 
concerned with the role of diversity work 
within higher education, institutions such 
as academic librarianship function similarly. 
They might appear static and transparent, 
but they must be continually produced and 
reproduced. This process of production and 

reproduction of institutions — institutional-
ization—can be difficult to perceive, Ahmed 
notes: “When things become institutional, 
they recede. To institutionalize x is for x 
to become routine or ordinary such that x 
becomes part of the background for those 
who are part of an institution” (p. 21).

Institutions and the practices and 
knowledge that comprise them eventually 
come to seem natural. Institutionaliza-
tion, to Ahmed, is “‘becoming background,’ 
when being ‘in’ the institution is to ‘agree’ 
with what becomes background” (p. 25); 
it is when things stop “caus[ing] trouble” 
(p. 27). Given the list above, it seems that 
critical librarianship (or at least critical 
library instruction, or at least some forms 
of critical library instruction) has perhaps 
stopped causing trouble for our profes-
sional organizations.

I had been thinking that my interest in 
the institutionalization of critical librarian-
ship and critical library instruction had 
emerged from being a somewhat observant 
academic librarian since 2007, but in reread-
ing my Critical Library Instruction essay to 
prepare for writing this essay, I was more 
than a little surprised to find this in the last 
paragraph: “There is undoubtedly value in 
a clearly articulated and institutionalized 
conceptualization of information literacy - 
in terms of defining professional identity, 
offering clear, easy to explain and easy to 

promote instructional goals, and providing 
a way to think about library instruction in 
broader terms than just the ability to use 
the library catalog and databases” (Seale, 
2010, p. 233). I don’t really remember writ-
ing this, or even thinking it, and while I don’t 
entirely disagree with this sentiment now, I 
have been feeling more conflicted about the 
institutionalization of critical librarianship 
and critical library instruction. In The Reorder 

of Things: The University and Its Pedago-
gies of Minority Difference, Rod 

Ferguson (2012) analyzes 
the institutionalization 
of the minority inter-
disciplines (e.g., ethnic 

studies, women’s stud-
ies) within institutions 
of higher education. As 
the minority interdis-

ciplines became part 
of the background in higher 

education through higher educa-
tion’s position of “adaptive hegemony” 

(p. 6), legitimacy and recognition become 
their goals rather than radical critique, to 
use Ahmed’s framing of institutionalization. 
Their “insurgent possibilities” (Ferguson, 
2012, p. 4), their oppositionality, is man-
aged, absorbed, and incorporated by higher 
education into its own logics. These fields 
stop causing trouble for institutions of 
higher education but are simultaneously 
legitimized as part of higher education. In-
stitutionalization can be productive but also 
seeks to foreclose possibilities and manage 
into nonexistence opposition the institution 
cannot absorb. The process of institution-
alization entails the affirmation of some 
elements of that which is being institution-
alized, and the corresponding marginaliza-
tion of trouble-causing others. And yet, for 
critical librarians, the value of critical librari-
anship and critical library instruction lies 
precisely in their ability to cause trouble: to 
question, to promote reflection and rethink-
ing, to critique discourses and practices, and 
to thereby open up space for changing our 
everyday work as well as our profession.

Critical library instruction has to some 
extent been recognized and legitimized by 
arbiters of academic librarianship; it has 
moved toward becoming background within 
this institution. Its oppositional nature is 
managed, although arguably it still causes 
trouble. Despite criticism of both the criti-
cally inflected Framework and the process 
that produced it, the Framework now 
functions as our “clearly articulated and 
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institutionalized conceptualization of 
information literacy” (Seale, 2010, p. 233). 
The Standards, contrary to my prediction 
that they would not be discarded (p. 223), 
have instead emphatically been. The 
Framework has become our background. 
What I have been feeling more keenly 
recently is broader than library instruc-
tion and goes beyond the Framework, 
though. It is how the institutionaliza-
tion of critical library instruction within 
librarianship represents the manage-
ment of critical librarian-
ship’s wider-ranging and 
more troublesome 
critiques of the 
profession.

Like the editors of 
Critical Library Instruc-
tion, who described themselves in the 
introduction as “practicing instruction 
librarians” committed to praxis (Accardi, 
Drabinski, Kumbier, 2010, p. ix), I wrote 
the original chapter and am writing this 
follow-up essay as a liaison librarian who 
works with students nearly every day, and 
the centrality of instruction to academic li-
brarianship appears obvious. But instruction 
is affective and interpersonal work, and as 
such is perceived to be unskilled, feminized, 
and of little value (see, for example, Arellano 
Douglas & Gadsby, 2019; R. M. Harris 1992). 
Unlike other forms of library work, it is not 
centered in technology, and not seen as a 
site of innovation (Mirza & Seale, 2017). The 
2018 Ithaka Faculty Survey, perhaps unin-
tentionally, reproduces this marginalization 
by focusing primarily on collections, data, 
and publishing and only arriving at library 
instruction near the end:

Additionally, about half of respon-
dents continue to indicate strong 
agreement since 2015 that librarians 
at their college or university library 
contribute significantly to their students 
by helping them find, access, and use 
secondary and primary resources in their 
coursework, as well as by helping them 

to develop their research skills. A new 
item was included in this survey cycle 
to capture faculty’s perception of the 
library’s contribution towards developing 
skills in identifying media manipulation 
and disinformation. About four in ten 
respondents agreed that the library con-
tributes significantly to helping students 
develop these skills. (Blankstein & Wolff-
Eisenberg, 2019, pp. 62-63)

These are healthy numbers, and given 
library staffing, it is probably unlikely that 
many of us could handle more instruc-
tion, but these sorts of reports are widely 
influential among library and university 
administrators, and these numbers are 
not impressive. Similarly, while ACRL did 
invest considerable time and effort in the 
development of the Framework, it is not at 
all comparable to the resources that have 
been given the Value of Academic Libraries 
project for the past ten years and continue 
to be given to it and related projects.

This project primarily focuses on as-

sessment in various forms, including 
learning analytics, and frequently relies 
on reductive understandings of value. 
I have been wondering, then, if library 

instruction is as central or important 
to academic librarianship writ 

broadly as instruction librarians 
want to think? Or is it some-
what marginal compared to 

more prestigious work 
dealing with collections, 
technology, and data? 
Given that instruction is 

generally marginalized with-
in academic librarianship, and that 

this marginalization is related to both 
the gendered nature of the work and an 
understanding of this work as always al-
ready marginal within professional and 
policy organizations, the institutionaliza-
tion of critical library instruction offers a 
low stakes means of managing the more 
expansive critiques offered by critical li-

brarianship. That is, because library instruc-
tion is itself marginal, the trouble caused 
by critical library instruction can (generally) 
be absorbed, legitimized, and affirmed by 
academic librarianship.

Although the ACRL publication Value 
of Academic Libraries: A Comprehensive 
Research Review and Report, prepared by 
Megan Oakleaf, was issued in 2010, the 
same year as Critical Library Instruction, the 
Value project has seemed to proceed largely 
unaffected by critical librarianship. In my 
Critical Library Instruction essay, I wanted 
librarians to make questions of power 
and the politics of knowledge production 
central to their instruction sessions and 
indeed, thinking through the politics of 
library instruction is what brings together 
the disparate essays in the book. The Frame-
work embraced critical library instruction 
in foregrounding the political and historical 
nature of information and research, the em-
beddedness of both in the social world with 
its concomitant inequities, and the messy, 
recursive, and affective nature of learning. 

http://esteyshelving.com


Strateg ic L ibrary™ ©2020 <7> 

But the insights of the Framework, and the 
critiques offered by critical librarianship 
that attempt to push librarianship to think 
about inequities, power, and politics more 
comprehensively, frequently begin and end 
with library instruction. Consider how ACRL 
promotes economically precarious diversity 
residencies, rather than seeking to address 
systemic racism within the profession (Ha-
thcock, 2018).

Academic librarianship’s uncritical 
embrace of learning analytics and ever-
narrowing definitions of student “success” 
stem from an inability to think politically 
about platform and surveillance capitalism 
and about what higher education could 
mean. Our discussions of student learning 
and success rely on and reproduce myths of 
meritocracy and deny the role of systemic 
inequalities and privilege (Fisher, 2018). The 
profession embraces management speak, 
or what Jane Schmidt (2018) has called 
“bullshit,” in order to advance neoliberal 
ideology and policies, ignoring the insights 
of critical management studies (Leebaw, 
2019). We reproduce hierarchies of prestige, 
continue to work with vendors who are 
bad or dishonest actors, devalue our own 
expertise, and uncritically parrot narratives 
about academic libraries in crisis in an era of 
constant change. Critical library instructors 
want to help students become critical and 
reflective researchers, information consum-

ers, and information creators, but so often 
our profession can’t manage the same. Aca-
demic librarianship desperately needs to be 
troubled, but instead legitimizes marginal 
forms of criticality while seeking to manage 
out of existence or deny the trouble posed 
by critical librarianship and the questions 
raised by the critical librarians cited here. 
The arbiters of academic librarianship, like 
ACRL, have chosen and continue to choose 
to invest in and promote practices like 
residencies, learning analytics, reductive 
forms of assessment, and corporate models 
that are undergirded by neoliberalist and 
meritocratic ideology. Indeed, these arbiters 
may understand their continued existence 
as inextricable from these practices and 
ideologies; the troublemaking performed by 
critical librarianship might be an existential 
threat, or merely a nuisance, but either way, 
cannot be absorbed. The trouble posed by 
critical library instruction, in contrast, is 
more limited due to library instruction’s 
tangential and devalued position; it can 
be institutionalized and made legitimate 
because it is marginal.

One of the essays in Critical Library 
Instruction that has stuck with me, so to 
speak, is Dolsy Smith and Cathy Eisen-
hower’s (2010) “The Library as ‘Stuck Place:’ 
Critical Pedagogy in the Corporate Univer-
sity.” They argue that education, and more 
specifically information literacy instruction, 

produces the neoliberal worker. Although 
often constrained by the contexts we work 
within, critical information literacy has the 
potential to do more. At the same time, neo-
liberal rationality finds expression in critical-
ity; at the same time, education is a site of 
emotion, affect, and feeling and contradicts 
neoliberal rationality. Our criticality suggests 
we are in opposition to the corporate library 
and university, but our instruction creates 
value for both. Academic librarianship is 
not seen as prestigious or important and 
is frequently invisible. As such, it can elude 
the logics of efficiency that currently drive 
higher education. Smith and Eisenhower 
suggest that “perhaps the most that we can 
hope for is to hit those ‘stuck places’ where 
thinking occurs” (pp. 316-317). Maria T. Ac-
cardi (2010) echoes this, contending that

At our place in the margins, where 
we contribute to general education but 
are not of general education, where 
we are forgotten or misunderstood, 
where we are subject to uninterrogated 
standards, there can be, paradoxically, 
great freedom...We can, however, in our 
own ways, however small, for thought-
ful experimentation, and for subtle but 
satisfying interruptions of the structures 
that govern us. (p. 262)

Seeking out stuck places and interrupt-
ing the systems that govern us through our 

» Seeking out stuck places and interrupting the systems 
that govern us through our teaching, despite the 
institutionalization of some aspects of critical library 
instruction, also remain troublesome because teaching 
is marginal. The critiques and interruptions we enact in 
these spaces resist absorption by escaping the notice of 
the institution.
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teaching, despite the institutionalization of 
some aspects of critical library instruction, 
also remain troublesome because teaching 
is marginal. The critiques and interruptions 
we enact in these spaces resist absorption 
by escaping the notice of the institution.

Library instruction has felt like a stuck or 
marginal place within academic librarian-
ship to me since I entered the profession, 
which is probably why I felt comfortable 
with doing something different and then 
writing authoritatively about it as a new 
librarian. As a no longer new librarian, I 
continue to approach my own instruction 
sessions as a site for causing trouble and 
interrupting structures. In my sessions for 
new history majors, we talk about the histo-
ricity of primary sources, how libraries and 
archives preserve what we value, in both an 
economic and moral sense, and how what 
we value changes over time. We talk about, 
as one faculty member I work with framed 
it, without prompting from me, “capital-
ism and libraries:” how books, journals, and 
databases come to be in the library, how 
scholarly knowledge is produced, how librar-
ies are enmeshed in and also reproduce 
social, political, and economic inequities. 
We talk about how information systems 
are not natural or neutral but imbued with 
the biases and assumptions of their human 
creators. Informal feedback from students—
namely that they remember these conver-
sations several semesters later—seems to 
indicate that they are indeed thinking about 
these issues. The institutionalization of criti-
cal library instruction may have made library 
instruction seem less stuck, but we know it 
continues to occupy a marginal role within 
our professional organizations and higher 
education. As Smith and Eisenhower (2010) 
and especially Accardi (2010) note, and the 
experiences of critical library instructors 
with their students bears out, this doesn’t 
mean that library instruction is unimport-
ant. Marginality may make critical library 
instruction open to institutionalization, 
but it is also the source of its troublemak-
ing. Critical library instruction (and Critical 
Library Instruction) has and continues to 
serve as a place where thinking can occur 
and then diffuse outward into broader 
library discourse. Despite efforts to man-
age critique through the institutionaliza-
tion of critical library instruction, academic 
librarianship’s inability to think politically is 
increasingly and forcefully challenged. n
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BY SANDRA VALENTI, BRADY LUND, AND 
TING WANG

ABSTRACT
Virtual reality (VR) has emerged as a popular 
technology for gaming and learning, with 
its uses for teaching presently being inves-
tigated in a variety of educational settings. 
However, one area where the effect of 
this technology on students has not been 
examined in detail is as tool for new student 
orientation in colleges and universities. 
This study investigates this effect using an 
experimental methodology and the popula-
tion of new master of library science (MLS) 
students entering a library and information 
science (LIS) program. The results indicate 
that students who received a VR orienta-
tion expressed more optimistic views about 
the technology, saw greater improvement 
in scores on an assessment of knowledge 
about their program and chosen profes-
sion, and saw a small decrease in program 
anxiety compared to those who received the 
same information as standard text- and-
links. The majority of students also indicated 
a willingness to use VR technology for learn-
ing for long periods of time (25 minutes or 
more). The researchers concluded that VR 
may be a useful tool for increasing student 
engagement, as described by Game Engage-
ment Theory.

LITERATURE REVIEW
Computer-assisted instruction (CAI) has, 
for many years, been considered an ef-
fective method of instructional delivery 
that improves student engagement and 
outcomes.1 New technologies, such as 
the learning management system (LMS), 
online video, laptops and tablets, word 

processors, spreadsheets, and presentation 
platforms, have all significantly altered how 
knowledge is transferred and measured 
in students. When adopted by instructors, 
these technologies can improve the quality 
of student learning, work, and their evalu-
ation of this work. Empirical research has 
shown that learning technologies do indeed 
contribute to better learning than a lecture 
alone.2 Positive reaction to the adoption of 
new learning technologies among student 
populations has been shown across all 
grade levels, from pre-K through postgradu-
ate education.3

Research in the fields of instructional 
design technology (IDT) and information 
science (IS) have shown that the novelty of 
new learning technology provides short-

term improvement in outcomes.4 This sup-
ports the broader hypothesis that engage-
ment increases retention of knowledge. 
These findings would suggest that, at least 
in the short term, instructors could antici-
pate improvement in knowledge retention 
through the use of a new technology like 
virtual reality. When used in sustained 
instructional efforts, many learning tech-
nologies show some promise for improv-
ing the attainment of learning outcomes.5 
This is why interest in learning technology 
has grown so significantly in the past two 
decades and the job outlook for instruc-
tional designers is increasing faster than the 
national average.6

A large proportion of instructional tech-
nologies are not truly “adopted” by instruc-

Virtual Reality as 
a Tool for Student 
Orientation in Distance 
Education Programs
» A Study of New Library and Information Science Students

Table 1. Information needs expressed 
by new MLS students

Information Need Number of Respondents
(out of 55)

Information about ESU’s curriculum 50

What courses professors normally teach 42

Information about information access 41

Information about librarianship in general 39

Professors’ research interests 35

Information about ESU’s faculty 27

To see who they are via a video introduction 25

Information about ESU’s library 24

Why they teach for ESU’s MLS program 23

A little personal information about faculty 20

Information about my regional director 14

To which associations do faculty belong 13

Information about ESU’s physical spaces 5

Information about ESU’s archives 4
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tors, but rather used only in one-off sessions 
and then discarded.7 There seem to be some 
common factors among those technolo-
gies that are adopted and used regularly by 
instructors:
1. Practicality, or the amount of work the 

new technology requires versus the per-
ceived value of said technology;

2. Affordability, or the cost of a new technol-
ogy versus the perceived value of said 
technology; and

3. Stability, or the likelihood of the product 
to be continuously supported and updat-
ed by its manufacturer (e.g., a product like 
Microsoft Office has a higher likelihood of 
ongoing maintenance).8

As noted by Lund and Scribner, only 
recently, with the introduction of free VR 
development programs and inexpensive 
viewers/headsets like Google Cardboard, 
has VR fit this criteria.9 It is finally practical 
to use VR as a learning tool for classrooms 
with large numbers of students.

“Virtual reality is the computer-created 
counterpart to actual reality. Through a 
video headset, computer programs present 
a visual world that can, pixel-perfectly, rep-
licate the real world—or show a completely 
unreal one.”10 Virtual reality is distinct 
from augmented reality, which augments 
a real-world, real-time image (e.g., viewed 
through a camera on a mobile device) with 
computer-generated information, such as 
images, text, videos, animation, and sound.11 
The focus of the present study is virtual real-

ity only, not related augmented (or mixed) 
reality technology.

An important contribution to the study 
of virtual reality in library and information 
science (LIS) is Varnum’s Beyond Real-
ity.12 This short introductory book covers 
both theoretical and practical consider-
ations for the use of virtual, augmented, 
and mixed reality in a variety of library 
contexts. While the book describes how 
VR can be utilized in a variety of library 
education (for non-LIS majors) contexts, it 
does not include an example of how vir-
tual reality may be used for library school 
education. It also does not investigate in 
significant detail the use of virtual reality 
for a virtual orientation to an academic 
program. These are the gaps in which the 
following study attempts to address.

The present study may be viewed 
through the framework game engage-
ment theory, as described by Whitton.13 
Game engagement theory suggests that 
five major learning engagement factors 
exist and that using gaming activities may 
improve how well learning activities ad-
dress these factors.

These factors include:
• challenge, motivation to undertake activ-

ity; control, the level of choice;
• immersion, extent to which an individual 

is absorbed into activity;
• interest, an individual’s interest in the 

subject matter; and
• purpose, the perceived value of the out-

come of the activity.

• It has been suggested by several research-
ers, including Dede, that immersive expe-
riences like VR touch on similar factors of 
engagement.14

EMPORIA STATE UNIVERSITY’S SCHOOL OF 
LIBRARY AND INFORMATION MANAGEMENT
The setting for this study is Emporia (KS) 
State University’s School of Library and 
Information Management (ESU SLIM). ESU 
SLIM is the oldest library school west of the 
Mississippi River, founded in 1902. Compared 
to other LIS education programs, ESU SLIM 
is unique in that it offers a hybrid course 
delivery format. The six core courses in the 
MLIS degree program are online with two 
in-person-class weekends for each class. 
Each class weekend is eleven hours: from 6 
to 9 p.m. Friday and 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. Saturday 
at one of nine distance education locations 
scattered throughout the western half of 
the United States. Due to this course delivery 
format, the student population of ESU SLIM 
may skew slightly older and have more 
individuals who are employed full- time in re-
lation to residential master’s programs. ESU 
SLIM uses a cohort system, with a new group 
of students beginning annually at each of 
the eight distance locations as well as the 
main Emporia, Kansas campus. Before each 
new cohort begins its first course, a one-day, 
in-person student orientation is offered on 
the campus in which the cohort will attend 
classes. The purpose of this experimental 
study is to examine how well VR technol-
ogy can support or satisfy the role of the 
in-person student orientation by emulating 
the experience/information students receive 
during this informational session.

METHODS
This study was designed with a pre-test/
post-test experimental design. Depending 
on the state in which the students reside, 
they were assigned either to the experimen-
tal or control group. The experimental group 
received a cardboard VR headset (similar to 
Google Cardboard) and a set of instructions 
on how to use them. They were instructed 
to utilize this headset to view an interac-
tive experience that introduced elements 
of library service and library education as a 
form of new student orientation. Students 
in the control group received a set of links 
that contained the same information as the 
VR experience, but in a more static (non-
immersive or interactive) setting.

Participants for this study were library 
school students from four states: South 

Figure 1. New MLS Students 
Reception to Using VR as an 
Orientation Tool
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Dakota, Idaho, Nevada, and Oregon. These 
students were all enrolled in a mixed-deliv-
ery program in LIS. For each core course in 
the program, students attend two intensive, 
in-person, weekend class sessions. The 
rest of the course content is delivered via 
a learning management system. For this 
study, the researchers were particularly 
interested in understanding the role of VR 
orientation for distance education students, 
as these students do not have access to the 
physical university campus and thus miss 
out on information that in-person interac-
tion with faculty and the library environ-
ment might provide. This also seemed like a 
worthwhile population to study given that a 
large portion of LIS programs have adopted 
the distance education (online or mixed-
delivery) format.

In March 2019, a sample of this popula-
tion was asked to complete a short survey 
to indicate their interest in virtual reality for 
new student orientation and the extent to 
which acquiring information via this me-
dium may relieve their anxiety and increase 
their success in the program. Sixty-one 
percent of students indicated at least some 
elevated level of anxiety about their first 
MLS course, while 55 percent agreed that 
knowing more about the program’s faculty 
and course structure and purpose would 
decrease that anxiety. Students were also 
asked to indicate the most pressing infor-
mation needs they have about the program. 
These needs are displayed in table 1 below. 
This information was used to guide the 
design of the VR content for this study.

These students were also asked to indi-
cate the extent to which they would like to 
use VR to virtually “meet” faculty, learn more 
about the program’s format, see program 
spaces, and learn about library services, us-
ing a five-point Likert scale. The findings for 
this question are displayed in figure 1.

Based on the largely positive response 
towards using VR for new student orien-
tation, the researchers progressed to the 
experimental phase of the study. A VR expe-
rience was developed using Veer VR (veer.tv), 
a completely free and intuitive VR-creation 
platform. Within this platform, creators are 
able to upload images that were captured 
using a 360-degree VR camera (we used a 
Samsung Gear 360 camera) and drag-and-
drop interactive elements, including text 
boxes, videos, audio, and transitions to new 
images. Thus, it was possible to create a VR 
experience within the setting of an aca-
demic library where users could navigate 

throughout the building and virtually meet 
faculty and learn about fundamental con-
cepts in librarianship.

For this phase of the study a set of 
research questions were defined, hypothesis 
created, and independent and dependent 
variables identified:

RESEARCH QUESTIONS
1. Research Question 1: Will VR improve stu-

dents’ knowledge of topics related to their 
library school and basic library topics, rela-
tive to those without a VR experience?

2. Research Question 2: Will VR reduce stu-
dents’ anxiety about their library program, 
relative to those without a VR experience?

3. Research Question 3: Will students’ per-
ceptions towards the usefulness of VR be 
significantly different based on whether 
or not they utilized the VR experience?

Hypothesis
Use of VR will improve students’ knowledge 
of topics related to library schools and li-
brarianship, reduce their anxiety, and result 
in a more positive perspective towards VR 
technology.

Variables
Independent variable: Whether a student 
viewed the VR experience for a virtual orien-
tation or viewed the web links for an online 
orientation.

Dependent variables: Change in stu-
dents’ scores on a post-test assessment of 
orientation knowledge, compared to their 
pre-test scores. Change in students’ anxiety 
levels and perceptions of VR.

EXPERIMENTAL PHASE
The experimental phase of the study was 
conducted in August 2019. Twenty-nine 
students agreed to participate in this study. 
The age and gender characteristics of this 
population are as follows: fourteen under 
age 35, eleven age 35–44, four age 45+; nine 
male, seventeen female, and three fluid or 
transgender. Thirty-three percent of the 
students who agreed to participate were in 
the control group, while 67 percent were in 
the experimental group.

All participants in the study received a 
free VR headset, which was theirs to keep. 
Funding for these VR headsets was provided 
by a generous grant from a benefactor at 
the researchers’ university. Participants in 
the control group were encouraged to use 
the VR headset after they had completed 
their participation in the study. Both groups 
received instructions with their viewer that 
instructed them to complete a pre-test 
survey, embedded within a module of their 
learning management system account. Fol-
lowing the pre-test, the experimental group 
was instructed to use the VR experience cre-
ated by the researchers to learn about their 

Figure 2. Amount of Time 
Experimental Group Participants 
Spent in VR Experience
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library school, its faculty, and the library 
concepts. The control group was instructed 
to use links provided in the module to 
experience the same content, but without 
the VR experience. Following the experience, 
both groups were instructed to complete a 
post-test survey in the module, as well as a 
follow-up survey that asked questions about 
how long they interacted with the content, 
how the experience affected their program 
anxiety, and additional comments.

Once the data was collected for all par-
ticipants, the researchers’ conducted a series 
of analyses on the data, including an analy-
sis of covariance (ANCOVA) for post-test 
scores among the control and experimental 
groups, and ANCOVA for program anxiety 
following the experimental treatment.15

RESULTS
Figure 2 displays the amount of time par-
ticipants in the experimental group spent 
using the VR experience. Nearly 60 percent 

of participants spent more than 25 minutes 
using the virtual reality experience. This 
finding may seem remarkable, given the 
average attention span of students is gener-
ally no more than a handful of minutes, 
but aligns with that of Geri, Winer, and 
Zaks, who found that engagement with 
interactive video lengthens the attention 
span of users, and supports the premise 
of engagement theory as discussed in the 
literature review.16 Only 10 percent of indi-
viduals assigned to the experimental group 
decided not to use the headset. Additionally, 
about one-third of participants in both the 
experimental and control groups indicated 
that they used the VR headset to view other 
content after they completed the study.

In table 2, responses for Likert question 
about the participants’ post-test perspec-
tives of VR are shown. Participants in the 
VR group generally had more favorable 
perspectives on their experience than par-
ticipants in the control group. Participants in 

the control group, however, were a bit more 
optimistic on the idea that VR has promis-
ing uses for education and librarianship 
(though both groups expressed optimistic 
perspectives on these questions). There was 
some indication that participants would 
be willing to use VR for student orientation 
again, as both groups responded favorably 
to the idea that VR orientation information 
is appropriate and negatively to the idea 
that it would be better to get information 
from other sources.

Tables 3 and 4 display the ANCOVA for 
pre-test/post-test score change among 
groups and the change in anxiety among 
the groups, respectively. Post-test scores 
for the experimental (17.23 correct out of 
20 questions, or 86 percent) and control 
group (17.38/20, or 87 percent) were virtu-
ally identical; however the pre-test scores 
differed (experimental group, 72 percent, 
scored worse on the pre-test than control 
group, 78 percent), so the change in scores 
was actually greater for the experimental 
group. As shown in table 3, though, this 
difference in score change was not found to 
be statistically significant, F (1, 20) = .641 p 
= .4, r = .01. That is, no significant difference 
was found as to whether VR improves scores 
compared to links. It can be concluded, 
however, that the links and VR together 
did improve scores from the pre-test to the 
post-test, with ANCOVA values of F (1, 20) = 
7.6, p < .01, r = .47.

Though the VR group generally reported 
less anxiety on a five-point Likert scale 
following the experiment than the control 
group (both groups showed some reduc-
tion), this difference was not statistically 
significant at p<.05 (though it was signifi-
cant at p<.1). It is worth noting that few 
students indicated prior experience with VR 
before this study, so it may have simply been 
the unfamiliar technology that resulted in 
anxiety not dropping as far as anticipated, 
not the nature of the content. At the same 

Table 2. Post-test Perspectives of VR 
for Experimental and Control Groups

Question Control (text- links)* Experimental (VR)*

The instructions were easy to understand and follow 3 3.38

The viewer/text-links were fun to use 3 3.63

The VR/text-links content was engaging 3 3.13

I would recommend continuing VR/text-
links use

2.67 3

I felt better informed about the topics presented 2.5 3.11

The information given was helpful 2.5 3.38

I feel more connected to the school than before 2.5 2.88

Virtual reality is just a fad 2 2.88

There are exciting uses for VR in education 4 3.5

There are exciting uses for VR in librarianship 4 3.5

Using VR is too time consuming 2 3

I’d rather get information in formats other than VR 2.5 2.89

VR orientation information is appropriate 4 3.38

*Five-point Likert Scale (level of agreement—1, strongly disagree; 5, strongly agree)

» Once the data was collected for all participants, the 
researchers’ conducted a series of analyses on the 
data, including an analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) for 
post-test scores among the control and experimental 
groups, and ANCOVA for program anxiety following the 
experimental treatment.



Strateg ic L ibrary™ ©2020 < 13> 

time, it is worth noting, as Bawden and 
Robinson did, that information overload, 
which could certainly be the product of 
immersive VR orientations, is connected to 
information anxiety.17 Thus, it may be better, 
in the design of VR orientations, to keep the 
amount of new information at a minimum, 
only introducing broad concepts and allow-
ing more freedom and flexibility for the user.

DISCUSSION
Participants in this study expressed willing-
ness to use VR for extended periods of time 
(over 25 minutes) and demonstrated strong 
levels of engagement. Based on this finding, 
it seems possible that a well-designed VR 
orientation could be a suitable substitute 
for the in-person orientation for distance 
students. This is a significant finding, given 
that the majority of existing research on 
orientation for distance education students 
focuses on the design of online course 
modules or video streaming for orientation, 
which are not nearly as immersive and dy-
namic as physical presence in the environ-

ment.18 VR much more closely emulates 
physical presence than non- interactive/
immersive videos and text.

Those among the participants who were 
in the experimental (VR) group expressed 
more favorable perspectives towards the 
technology. This suggests that experience 
with the technology increases comfort and 
interest in the technology. This aligns with 
the findings of Theung, Mei-Ling, Liu, Cheok, 
among others, who found that use of VR 
were more likely to accept the technology 
after usage.19 Additionally, stated interest 
in using VR for other purposes, including 
one-third of participants who have already 
utilized the technology to explore other 
apps suggested by the researchers.

The findings of this study align with 
game engagement theory in several of its 
key aspects. VR is shown to have garnered 
the interest of the students who partici-
pated in the study, as indicated in table 2, 
aligning with the aspect of interest. They 
could see the purpose of the experience and 
were able to take control of the experience 

to ensure that they interacted with neces-
sary information to satisfy this purpose. This 
is opposed to the control group, which had 
to follow links and read text in a sequen-
tial order with little control or creativity 
involved. Accordingly, greater improvement 
in scores was observed for the experimental 
group. Even though the improvement was 
not statistically significant, this could likely 
be explained by the relatively small sample 
size. With a larger number of participants, 
the statistical strength of the differences be-
tween the two study groups may have been 
more pronounced. This is one limitation of 
the present study.

In addition to a small participant group, 
several other limitations exist with this 
study. Participants came from only a small 
sample of states, all in the western half 
of the United States. A less homogeneous 
sample may have produced more robust 
results. Some VR headsets arrived late due 
to delays in distributing them, giving the 
students less opportunity to review the 
content than they otherwise may have had. 
Finally, the researchers were not able to 
easily troubleshoot problems with access-
ing the VR experience for distance students. 
While the best was done to help all partici-
pants figure out how to use the technology, 
several students opted to discontinue par-
ticipation when the technology gave them 
trouble. This also led to a smaller study 
sample population than initially anticipated.

CONCLUSION
The findings of this study may have several 
important implications for library profes-
sionals who are considering using VR tech-
nology for library orientations or instruc-
tion. This study found VR to have a positive 
effect on students’ interest and to slightly 
increase scores and reduce anxiety among 
them. While there is no indication from this 
study whether VR would produce positive 
effects over a sustained period of time (e.g., 

Table 3. ANCOVA for Pre-test/Post-test 
Change in Scores

Degrees of Freedom F-value p- value

Pretest 1 .135 .7

Group 1 .641 .4

Error 18

Total 19

Corrected Total 20

Table 4. ANCOVA for Anxiety 
Following the Orientation Experience

Sum of Squares df Mean Square F Sig.

Between Groups 3.219 1 3.219 3.44
9

.07
9

Within Groups 17.733 19 .933

Total 20.952 20

» Participants in this study expressed willingness to use 
VR for extended periods of time (over 25 minutes) and 
demonstrated strong levels of engagement. Based on 
this finding, it seems possible that a well-designed VR 
orientation could be a suitable substitute for the in-
person orientation for distance students.
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every class session over the course of a 
semester), in limited usage it appears to at 
least draw students’ attention more so than 
the traditional online teaching options like 
static text and links. The same VR experi-
ence developed to introduce students to 
basic concepts within the librarianship/
the library could be used for undergraduate 
and graduate students in all majors during 
library orientation sessions. This may make 
the library a more memorable component 
of students’ early university experiences, 
as opposed to lecture information that 
students are likely to easily forget. Library 
professionals may consider these factors 
when deciding whether to opt for the more 
traditional methods of instruction/orienta-
tion or experimenting with a more innova-
tive method of teaching like virtual reality. n
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INTRODUCTION
Communicating the scope and value of li-
brary collections is a perennial problem that 
has only come into sharper focus as more 
and more libraries adopt a user-centered 
approach to design and outreach. One key 
element of a user-centered library is creat-
ing effective labels for library collections 
and services that make sense to users and 
reflect their natural language. For digitized 
materials, particularly in the areas of special 
collections and archives, labeling can be an 
especially difficult problem. Special col-
lections are, by nature, esoteric and often 
require mediation by archival specialists to 
access and use. When digitized and placed 
online, these unique materials are likely 
to attract a new and wider audience who 
may have little or no experience navigating 
special collections. Adding to this potential 
confusion, a diverse range of terminology 
exists for describing digitized archival col-
lections on the websites of Association of 
Research Libraries member libraries (Table 
1). Although the term digital collections 
appears to be increasingly popular, the use 
of digital library, digital archives, and similar 
variations continue to persist, and are still 
quite popular. Additionally, disparate terms 
sometimes occur together, appearing at 
different points in website navigation, and 
in the case of state libraries and historical 
societies, may be supplanted altogether by 
“branded” names that may or may not be 
meaningful to users. This creates an overall 
confusing environment for online users, 
who without the benefit of mediation by 
archival specialists, are left to form their 
own interpretations for the vast range of vo-
cabulary they may encounter. In this article, 
we will explore how users perceive different 
labels and associate them with different 

types of digital materials, shedding light on 
this problem and pointing towards a poten-
tial solution for digital library designers. 

THE HISTORY OF THE TERM “DIGITAL 
LIBRARIES” 
Part of the problem with the term digital 
library stems from the history of digital 
library development and the conflicting 
definitions that emerged from different 
disciplines working in the field of digital 
libraries. The term digital library was first 
used in the library literature to describe a 
system combining the “conventional archive 
of current or historically important informa-
tion and knowledge, along with ephemeral 
material such as drafts, notes, memoranda, 
and files of ongoing activity” (Kahn & Cerf, 
1988, p. 3). However, the inspiration for such 
a system can be traced back to the prolifera-
tion of scientific research and publications 
in the post-war United States. Questions of 
how libraries could store and make avail-
able a growing number of volumes, and 
how scholars would make sense of it all, 
prompted many to consider technologi-
cal solutions to this information surplus 
(Calhoun, 2014). Bush’s (1945) “As We May 
Think” imagined a “memex” device capable 

of storing one’s entire library of books and 
personal documents and allowing for new 
ways of discovery through “associative in-
dexing.” Many researchers such as Calhoun 
(2014), Fox and Marchionini (1998), and 
Harter (1997) also point to Licklider’s (1965) 
Libraries of the Future, which predicted 
many features common to today’s online 
information environments (p. 2; p. 36). 

In 1993, the influential Research in 
Digital Library Initiative was launched as 
a joint initiative of the Defense Advanced 
Research Projects Agency, the National Sci-
ence Foundation, and the National Aeronau-
tics and Space Administration. Designed to 
spur innovation in large-scale information 
storage and retrieval, the program initially 
provided grants to projects in computer 
and information science. Later, after the 
program was extended to include the Na-
tional Endowment for the Humanities, the 
Library of Congress, and the National Library 
of Medicine, more emphasis was placed on 
projects focused in the arts and humanities. 
These disparate communities—computer 
and information science, library science, 
arts, and humanities—each provided their 
own specialized definition of the term 
(Borgman, 1999, p. 228). Although libraries 

What We Talk About 
When We Talk About 
Digital Libraries
» UX Approaches to Labeling Online Special Collections

Table 1. Sample of terms used by ARL 
libraries to label digitized cultural 
heritage collections (n=25)*

Term Number of Occurrences

Digital Collections 17

Digital Library 6

Digital Repository 1

Digital Archives 1

e-Archives 1

Digitized Collections 2

Special Collections Online 1

*Different terms often occurred across the same website.
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were involved in early projects to digitize 
cultural and other artifacts and create digi-
tal libraries, the field was largely character-
ized by the work of computer scientists and 
the need to develop technical infrastructure, 
and definitions that emerged reflected this 
tension (Pomerantz, Choemprayong, & Ea-
kin, 2008). For example, Kahn and Wilensky 
(1995) proposed the concept of digital ob-
jects organized within a network-accessible 
repository, which Cleveland extends into “a 
collection of disparate resources and dispa-
rate systems, catering to specific communi-
ties and user groups” (1988, p. 3). 

For many librarians, however, the term 
digital library was inherently problematic. 
While more evocative than “electronic data-
base,” the term reduced libraries to content 
repositories, discounting the broader sense 
of community-oriented service organiza-
tions (Borgman, 1999, pp. 230–231). Battin 
(1998) rejected the term’s reliance on famil-
iar metaphors of the physical library, which 
might be limiting in the emerging digital 
information landscape. Definitions from the 
library and information science community 
reflected uncertainty about the shape digi-
tal libraries would take and how well they 
would be merged with traditional library 
practices. Harter (1997) described a con-
tinuum of forms that digital libraries could 
evolve into, including something similar to 
the web with “control zones” for authorita-
tive content, and narrower, self-contained 
systems with features very similar to today’s 
digital libraries. Schwartz (2000) noted the 
muddled line between digital libraries and 
the growth of “hybrid” libraries, reflecting an 
increasing mix of print and electronic collec-
tions. Each of these approaches attempted 
to get at what made digital libraries distinct 
from their non-digital counterparts and 
how these two units within the library 
would use terminology and structures to 
define difference. 

While some scholars saw the digital 

library as a distinct form, others posi-
tioned digital libraries as an evolution of 
the conventional library organization. For 
example, Lynch (1997) described digital li-
braries as having many of the same struc-
tural elements of traditional librarianship, 
with content only stored and accessed 
in a digital form. Reflecting this focus on 
a structured, institutional approach, the 
Digital Library Federation proposed the 
following definition:

Digital libraries are organizations that 
provide the resources, including the special-
ized staff, to select, structure, offer intellec-
tual access to, interpret, distribute, preserve 
the integrity of, and ensure the persistence 
over time of collections of digital works so 
that they are readily and economically avail-
able for use by a defined community or set 
of communities (Waters, 1998).

In this sense, a digital library is not a 
container for digital objects, but a commu-
nity-enabling organization that provides 
access and value-added services for user 
communities. Similarly, Lynch (2002) distin-
guishes between digital collections as raw 
content, and digital libraries “as the systems 
that make digital collections come alive, 
make them usefully accessible, that make 
them useful for accomplishing work, and 
that connect them with communities.” Even 
without a common definition or a shared 
understanding of what digital library meant, 
usage of the term became widespread as 
a result of the Digital Library Initiative pro-
gram grants (Fox, Akscyn, Furuta, & Leggett, 
1995, p. 24). 

Over the last half century, we have seen 
many meanings for the term digital librar-
ies used to the point where users often do 
not know what they will find when they 
enter the digital library. While the usage of 
the term digital library has shifted over the 
years from the memex device to digitized 
special collections, the incorporation of elec-
tronic resources and e-books have thrown 

a wrench into an agreed upon usage of the 
term. As we will show, by considering our 
users’ assumptions we can find an easier 
and more usable path for our digitized spe-
cial collections materials to meet the needs 
and expectations of our community.

THE USABILITY OF CONTEMPORARY DIGITAL 
LIBRARIES
If defined as community-service organiza-
tions, the success and sustainability of 
a digital library should be closely tied to 
understanding and catering to the needs 
of its user communities. Although digital 
libraries are no longer a novel concept, how 
to relate these collections to users with 
coherent, user-centered branding and termi-
nology remains an open question. Borgman 
(1999) noted that a digital library could be 
thought of as a standalone branch within a 
library system (p. 237). While this provides 
a helpful model for understanding the 
relationship between digital libraries and 
their sponsoring institutions, unlike physical 
libraries, it is much more difficult to define 
the user community of a digital library. 
Because so much usage occurs virtually and 
often originates from locations beyond the 
local library community, Lynch (2002) cau-
tioned against making assumptions about 
the motivations and end goals of the users 
of digital libraries.

Although much research has been 
conducted regarding users’ perceptions and 
usability issues related to digital libraries, 
the problem of what to call digital librar-
ies so that users can make sense of them 
has not been well explored. Kelly (2014) 
provided a comprehensive overview of user 
research within the broadly-defined area of 
digital libraries. Usability studies of digital 
libraries have mostly involved case stud-
ies, while a few explored specific interface 
problems (Dickson, 2008; Xie, 2007), or is-
sues like multilingual support (Smith, 2006) 
and content accessibility (Southwell & 
Slater, 2012; Xie, Babu, Joo, & Fuller, 2015). 
Surveys of users’ perceptions and accep-
tance of digital libraries are more relevant, 
but provide limited insight into the problem 
of collection branding. Thong, Weiyin, and 
Kar Yan (2004) pointed to factors like clear, 
relatable terminology in digital library inter-
faces, and previous exposure as important 
factors in user acceptance of a digital library. 
Although the authors did not discuss the 
specific term digital library, their findings 
suggest overlap between usability terminol-
ogy and the marketability of digital libraries. 

Table 2. Survey Participants by 
Group.

Population Number of Participants

Library Undergraduate Student Workers 6

General Undergraduate Students 16

Undergraduate Students in History Class 9

Community Members 19

USU Library Staff 20

Local Public Librarians 11

Total 81
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Xie (2008) pointed to lack of cohesiveness 
across digital library collections, noting that 
digital libraries, broadly, were difficult for 
users to search and use, and suggesting 
that developers consider branding separate 
digital libraries by the scope or theme of 
collections.

RESEARCH QUESTIONS
While this terminology for digital libraries 
is acceptable and perhaps necessary for 
researchers in particular fields and library 
professionals, what about the end-users of 
digital libraries? Fox et al. note, “the phrase 
‘digital library’ evokes a different impression 
in each reader” (1995, p. 24). What does this 
label evoke for the users of special collec-
tions? What about the typical undergradu-
ate student user of an academic library? 
Is it clear to these and other users what a 
digital library may contain, and importantly, 
what parts of the larger academic library 
are not included? Longstanding usability 
research indicates that people do not read 
websites in detail. Instead, they scan for 
keywords, headings, and links that seem 
related to their information need (Nielsen, 
1997; Nielsen Norman Group, 2014). Users 
hunt for links that have a high “information 
scent” based on the presence of descriptive 
link text that suggests a high probability 
of finding the needed content (Nielsen, 
2003). With this in mind, how usable is the 
label digital library as an access point for 
digitized archival materials? What keyword 
terms might have a stronger information 
scent for users, and how can those terms 
be incorporated into access points for our 
digital materials? More than just an issue 
of semantics, the branding and labeling we 
employ in digital library interfaces plays a 
critical role in helping users find, utilize, and 
understand archival and special collections 
in the online environment. 

To address this issue, we designed and 
administered a survey-based test to answer 
the following questions:
• What terms are library users most likely 

to associate with different materials com-
monly found in digital libraries?

• What terms are potentially confusing or 
likely to be misunderstood by users? In 
particular, does the term digital library 
get confused for other general material 
types, such as e-books?

For purposes of clarity and accuracy, 
it is important to distinguish between 
terminology, user interface labels, and 

branding. While each is important for how 
we communicate to users, they impact the 
user experience in different ways. Here we 
refer to terminology as a general usage of 
a word to describe an object in a technical 
sense. Even though terminology may be 
useful and accepted by a community of 
practitioners, this does not mean a given 
term is understandable to end users. On 
the other hand, it is essential that labels 
for links and other user interface controls 
are understandable to end users and free 
of jargon. Similarly, a “brand” still needs to 
be relatable and communicate value to the 
user but can take more creative liberties 
in how it represents a service or collection. 
Generally, jargon and brand names are 
problematic when used as labels in library 
websites (Kupersmith, 2012). For the pur-
poses of this study, we use digital library 
and similar terms to refer to mainly online 
collections of digitized cultural heritage ob-
jects and other materials. As we will show, 
this term is clearly jargon, poorly defined 
within the library community, and prob-
lematic both for the labeling and branding 
of digitized cultural heritage materials. 

METHODS
Over the past three years, Utah State 
University Libraries engaged in a signifi-
cant overhaul of its main library website, 
employing a user-centered approach that 
entailed user testing and iterative design. 
Prior to this project, all digitized materials 
from our Special Collections & Archives, as 
well as the institutional repository, were 
accessible through a link labeled digital 
library. In developing a new information 
architecture for the website, including 
more user-friendly navigation, the lack of 
consensus in the community, on campus, 

or inside the library itself over what digital 
library represented was obvious. This was 
confirmed in usability testing of the library 
homepage. While doing this usability 
testing it became clear that users tasked 
with finding a historic photograph of the 
campus struggled to locate the link to the 
digital library and expressed confusion 
with the terminology. This project sought 
to address this problem by refining the 
terminology to be more user-centered. 

Throughout the spring and summer 
of 2016, we developed and administered 
a Qualtrics survey with two sections. The 
first section presented participants with 
a reverse category test, a method that is 
commonly used in testing library navigation 
labels (Hennig, 2001; Whang, 2008). For our 
test, participants were given five task-based 
questions that asked them to choose the 
label they would be most likely to click on 
to find different material types commonly 
found in digital libraries. In addition, a sixth 
task asking participants which label they 
would choose for a science e-book was 
included to test whether any labels might 
be associated with a more traditional, non-
archival item. Label options were selected to 
represent the range of terms found in our 
analysis of ARL member websites. The term 
digital was selected because it was more 
common than other synonyms, such as e- or 
online, and was included for each option in 
order to remove it as a factor in participants’ 
decision-making. Instead, we wanted to 
test users’ perceptions of more semanti-
cally distinct variations on the term library, 
such as archives and collections. Along with 
“Digital Collections,” the variant “Digital 
History Collections” was also included to 
test whether the modifier history might 
impact participants’ label choices for differ-

Table 3. Where would you click to find 
online photographs of USU from the 
1930s?

Population
Digital 
Library

Digital  
Collections

Digital 
Archives

Digital History 
Collections

Library Undergraduate Student Workers 
(n=6)

0 2 1 3 

General Undergraduate Students (n=16) 1 2 6 7 

Undergraduate Students in History Class 
(n=9)

1 2 2 4 

Community Members (n=19) 1 0 8 10 

USU Library Staff (n=20) 1 5 6 8

Local Public Librarians (n=11) 1 2 5 3

Total (n=81) 5 13 28 35 (43%)
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ent items. This approach was advantageous 
for testing the usability of opaque terms like 
Digital Library. As opposed to a category test 
in which users simply list what they expect 
to find for different labels, the inclusion of 
task-based scenarios helped to contextual-
ize the label choices as a whole, eliminating 
the need to explain the nature of our digital 
collections to users in order for them to 
understand the purpose of the test. This 
reduced the potential for bias and increased 
the chances that participants would model 
real-world behavior based on accomplishing 
a task, rather than considering what to call 
our broad set of collections.

Text of Survey: 
The Library is trying to improve the labels 
we use for links on the library website. We 
need your help to make sure the labels we 
choose are appropriate and make sense to 
you. The row at the top includes potential 
labels for links on the website. For each 
question on the left, please select the label 
you would most likely click on to find that 
item. Don’t worry about where things are 
on the current website. There are no right or 
wrong answers—we want to know which 
one you think makes the most sense.

Task-based questions:
• Where would you click to find online pho-

tographs of USU from the 1930s?
• Where would you click to find an e-book 

on particle physics?
• Where would you click to read online 

diaries of Mormon pioneers?
• Where would you click to find newspa-

pers from the 1950s?
• Where would you click to find old USU 

yearbooks that you can read online?
• Where would you click to find recorded in-

terviews with Latino immigrants to Cache 
Valley [Utah]? 

Label options:
• Digital History Collections
• Digital Library
• Digital Archives
• Digital Collections

Participants were not given a “none of 
the above” option, but were not required to 
select an option for each task. Instead, the 
second section provided an open-ended 
question that asked: “What term(s) would 
you suggest for a link to the Library’s data-
base of digitized photographs, newspapers, 
regional history, and folklore items?” 

We recruited survey participants from 
several user groups considered part of the 
target audience of USU’s Special Collec-
tions & Archives: undergraduate students 
enrolled in a history class; undergraduate 
students from our general student popula-
tion; student employees in the library; and 
community members, primarily retirees 
enrolled in a continuing education program. 
Although virtual access outside of the local 
campus community makes up a significant 
percentage of overall use of the digital col-
lections, we felt these local groups could 
serve as a reasonable stand-in for virtual 
users. Archives staff have also observed 
that these groups will often seek in-person 
assistance with locating materials that are 
available through online collections, making 
them an important source of information 
for improving the findability and overall 
user experience of digital collections. We 
administered surveys in-person to these 
groups, either by recruiting participants 
from around the library building, by visit-
ing classrooms, or by attending outreach 
events. In addition, the survey was distrib-
uted electronically to university and local 
public library staff. Because users often have 
a limited understanding of the full scope 
of library collections, we felt it was impor-

tant that results from library patrons were 
qualified by the experience and expertise of 
librarians and other library staff. This would 
allow for comparisons between the percep-
tions of end users and how library staff 
conceptualize these collections both from 
their own personal experience, and based 
on their knowledge of users in a reference 
environment.

RESULTS
In total, we received fifty responses from 
target end users, and thirty-one responses 
from library staff members in area libraries 
(Table 2). Tables 3–8 show responses for 
each reverse category question. Despite USU 
Libraries’ original choice of “digital library” 
for special collections materials, overwhelm-
ingly, participants identified digital library as 
the label they would select to find e-books. 
The remaining items were associated with 
a broader range of labels. Newer materials 
or materials associated with the contempo-
rary community or University were spread 
amongst the labels “Digital Collections” and 
“Digital Archives.” It is not surprising that 
“history” was a favorable term for respon-
dents, based on several of the survey’s 
scenarios. Many participants selected the 
label “Digital History Collections” for sce-
narios related to materials that were clearly 
historical. For example, in response to the 
question about Mormon pioneer diaries, 61 
percent favored “Digital History Collections” 
over 17 percent for “Digital Collection,” and 
for photographs from the 1930s, 43 percent 
chose “Digital History Collections” over 16 
percent for “Digital Collections.” Curiously, 
the interviews with Cache Valley immigrant 
families, described as oral histories by 
scholars, were not associated as often with 
historic collections with only 15 percent of 
participants placing it in “Digital History 
Collections” and 53 percent placing it in 
“Digital Collections.” 

These preliminary results suggest some 
level of discomfort with items which are 
temporally new (i.e., created in the past 
decade) identified as historical along with 
other older special collections materials. 
Participants can be partially forgiven for this 
because of the well-tread scholarly tension 
between what is history and what is not 
(Carr, 1961; Hobsbawm & Ranger, 1983). 
A potential solution would be to have two 
collections, one historical and one contem-
porary, and yet this does not seem to make 
much sense in terms of usability and only 
complicates our issues.

Table 4. Where would you click to find 
an e-book on particle physics?

Population
Digital 
Library

Digital Col-
lections

Digital 
Archives

Digital History 
Collections

Library Undergraduate Student Workers 
(n=6)

6 0 0 0

General Undergraduate Students (n=16) 12 4 0 0

Undergraduate Students in History Class 
(n=9)

9 0 0 0

Community Members (n=19) 14 3 2 0

USU Library Staff (n=20) 16 4 0 0

Local Public Librarians (n=11) 11 0 0 0

Total (n=81) 68 (84%) 11 2 0
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Results were consistent across the vari-
ous age groups, with very little difference 
except for community members suggesting 
different terms in response to the open-
ended question than the student or library 
staff groups. Overall “Digital History Collec-
tions” was the most popular label. The label 
“Digital Archives,” popular in some library 
circles, was picked as the classification for 

many of the University archival materials, 
like yearbooks, newspapers, and photo-
graphs, but less often for historical objects 
like the diaries or interviews.

In response to the open-ended question, 
participants suggested many novel combi-
nations of “archives,” “digital,” and “history,” 
but most responses used one or more of 
the label choices from our previous ques-

tion (Table 9). The most popular response 
was “Digital Archives,” followed by more 
traditional terms like archives or collections, 
indicating little consensus among partici-
pants. Some participants also dropped the 
term “digital” entirely, favoring terms like 
“archives” or “historical archives.” As an 
example, the preference for “historical” and 
“archives” over “digital library” for older ma-
terials were different than how we labeled 
our collections, since “digital library” was the 
term for all this material. On the other hand, 
e-books have never been associated with 
the title “digital library” within our system, 
yet respondents overwhelmingly chose that 
term for those materials. 

DISCUSSION
Our findings demonstrate that our survey 
participants struggle to interpret many 
popular terms used to label digital library 
collections. Despite many attempts at a 
formal definition, as our ARL survey above 
shows, conflicting uses persist in the li-
brary literature, ranging from collections of 
digitized archival materials, to subscription 
databases, to broad information access 
points like library web sites (Comeaux, 
2008, p. 461). Additionally, significant 
variation continues to exist in how libraries 
and other cultural heritage institutions 
label their digital collections. Confusing, 
jargon-heavy labels and brand names are a 
well-documented usability problem (Kuper-
smith, 2012), and while librarians have de-
bated the merits of different terms, there 
has been little to no discussion of what 
labels like digital library, digital archive, and 
digital collection actually mean to users. 
In particular, the term digital library is not 
only ill-defined in the library community, 
but based on our findings, seems to be 
poorly understood by library users. 

Interestingly, several participants 
seemed to recognize the limitations of using 
a single term to describe such broad col-
lections and use cases from our scenarios. 
Instead of just a single link label, some 
participants suggested a secondary level of 
navigation based around material type, with 
one participant suggesting categorization 
based around whether it was a USU-related 
collection or non-USU collection. Together, 
these findings suggest that there are inher-
ent problems not only with the specific 
label digital library, but with the concept of 
digital libraries as distinct entities that can 
be fully understood without understanding 
their constituent parts. 

Table 5. Where would you click to read 
online diaries of Mormon pioneers?

Population
Digital 
Library

Digital Col-
lections

Digital 
Archives

Digital History 
Collections

Library Undergraduate Student Workers 
(n=6)

1 2 1 2

General Undergraduate Students (n=16) 1 2 2 11

Undergraduate Students in History Class 
(n=9)

0 0 1 8

Community Members (n=19) 1 4 1 13

USU Library Staff (n=20) 1 4 5 10

Local Public Librarians (n=11) 1 2 3 5

Total (n=81) 5 14 13 49 (61%)

Table 6. Where would you click to find 
newspapers from the 1950s that you 
can view online?

Population
Digital 
Library

Digital Col-
lections

Digital 
Archives

Digital History 
Collections

Library Undergraduate Student Workers 
(n=6)

0 0 3 3

General Undergraduate Students (n=16) 1 1 10 4

Undergraduate Students in History Class 
(n=9)

0 1 3 5

Community Members (n=19) 2 2 8 7

USU Library Staff (n=19)* 2 5 7 5

Local Public Librarians (n=11) 1 2 5 3

Total (n=80)* 6 11 36 (44%) 27

*Indicates that not all participants selected an answer for this question.

Table 7. Where would you click to find 
old USU yearbooks that you can read 
online?

Population
Digital 
Library

Digital Col-
lections

Digital 
Archives

Digital History 
Collections

Library Undergraduate Student Workers 
(n=6)

0 0 2 4

General Undergraduate Students (n=16) 0 5 5 6

Undergraduate Students in History Class 
(n=9)

2 1 4 2

Community Members (n=19) 1 6 8 4

USU Library Staff (n=20) 3 4 7 6

Local Public Librarians (n=11) 2 2 4 3

Total (n=81) 8 18 30 (37%) 25
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Several participants suggested labels 
that did not include the term “digital,” 
which raises the question of how popular 
a format-neutral label might have been if 
included as a survey option. It is worth con-
sidering whether users now expect libraries 
to be hybrid, with some resources available 
online, and others located in a physical col-
lection. If this is the case, it would indicate 
a need to fundamentally shift how we have 
been branding and integrating special col-
lections into the larger (increasingly digital) 
library environment. When items from spe-
cial collections are digitized do the scanned 
objects become something different and 
something no longer in special collections? 
Should the inverse be used, with special col-
lections that are not available digitally being 
separated and branded differently from 
those that are easily available online? From 
a user-centered perspective, this dichotomy 
may no longer be necessary, let alone 
desirable. This was clear in the differences 
amongst the suggestions from the commu-
nity members, many of which were retirees, 
versus younger participants more familiar 
with digital objects. The retirees suggested 
we continue to use terms like “archives” 
and “microfiche” even if the objects were 
digital; which illuminates a comfort with 
one format (or, in the case of microfiche, an-
other transformation) than with the newer 
digitized format. For items housed in USU’s 
Special Collections & Archives, the connec-
tion with the physical object is important; 
however, all objects from the collection will 
not be digitized, and therefore, a separate 
online portal, with a descriptive label, will 
be necessary for those interested in the full 

weight of the collection. 
The explosion of digitization efforts, 

coupled with a find-it-now attitude of schol-
ars and students, means the online distribu-
tion of special collections materials is not 
showing signs of slowing down. Overholt 
(2013) identified “distribution” as the key to 
the future of special collections in uncertain 
and challenging times:

...it hardly needs to be said that digi-
tization, and the ability to share digitized 
materials widely, is enacting a wholesale 
transformation [yet] frustratingly, there 
is still far too much friction in the process 
of matching users with the materials they 
need. (p. 15).

Overholt identifies several potential 
stumbling blocks for access for patrons, 
including institutional silos and lack of 
openness. While this addresses the larger 
searchability issues amongst many digitized 
collections, it does not settle the user expe-
rience issues within the individual institu-
tional collections. This will continue to be 
an ongoing problem and more research is 
needed. With the confusion surrounding the 
naming of our digital collections, how do we 
cater to the user that searches specifically in 
our institution’s collections? For institutions 
with a range of collections and services, 
how does this and other confusing jargon 
weigh down the overall user experience, not 
just for special collections materials, but 
online catalogs, e-books, and other elec-
tronic materials that could all be reasonably 
considered part of a digital library from the 
perspective of end users? 

As a result of this survey, we settled on 
the term “digital collections,” as a catch-

all for digitized and born-digital material 
from USU’s Special Collections & Archives, 
with “Digital History Collections” serving 
as the specific branding or label for our 
Digital Asset Management System portal. 
The word “digital” tells users the format of 
the objects, while “collections” signifies to 
users that the items are from our special 
collections because this term reflects the 
physical location. In an assessment of 
library jargon, Hutcherson (2004) found 
that nearly 60 percent of undergraduate 
students could identify what librarians 
meant when they used “collection,” which 
put it on par with “citation” and “catalog” 
and well above more obscure terms like 
“controlled vocabulary” or “Boolean” (p. 
352). While not the most popular of the op-
tions in the survey, it was preferred enough 
over digital library to justify the change. 
We anticipate that this name change will 
not solve all the search issues and labeling 
confusion, but it is a step in the right direc-
tion. Further outreach and marketing will 
be necessary to highlight the collections 
and connect users to the materials. 

It is necessary to balance the needs 
of users with different backgrounds and 
levels of expertise in navigating library 
environments. As a naming device, the word 
digital does not describe the item or the 
collections, even in the case of born-digital 
materials, rather it describes the format of 
the item or the collection. Within our dis-
cussions, both with users and with our col-
leagues, it is clear there is a distinct tension 
surrounding the word digital. Internet savvy 
special collections consumers wish that all 
items be accessible online, but, on the other 
hand, less technologically-inclined users 
do not want real objects superseded by the 
digital, nor in most cases would archivists.

In user experience circles, a tension 
exists between experts and novices; one 
where novices may be confused by arcane 
structures and naming systems, while 
experts may be frustrated by a more guided 
and easy-to-use approach (Hassenzahl, 
2004, p. 34). To extend this example to 
libraries and archives, an expert scholar 
well-versed in library jargon and collection 
structures would be frustrated by a design 
built to guide and teach new patrons. A 
classic example is “catalog,” a term that 
endures from analog libraries and may be 
very relatable to more expert library users, 
and yet can be easily confusing for newer 
patrons. Both the branding of our services 
and how we label our websites and user 

Table 8. Where would you click to 
find recorded interviews with Latino 
immigrants to Cache valley from 
2012?

Population
Digital 
Library

Digital Col-
lections

Digital 
Archives

Digital History 
Collections

Library Undergraduate Student Workers 
(n=5)*

1 1 3 0

General Undergraduate Students (n=16) 1 10 3 2

Undergraduate Students in History Class 
(n=9)

1 6 1 1

Community Members (n=18)* 4 8 1 5

USU Library Staff (n=20) 5 12 2 1

Local Public Librarians (n=11) 2 5 1 3

Total (n=79)* 14 42 (53%) 11 12

*Indicates that not all participants selected an answer for this question.
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interfaces need to account for all levels 
of user knowledge and experience while 
considering how these factors impact the 
accessibility of our collections. This becomes 
difficult in the case of digital libraries which, 
while comparable to commercial search en-
gines or websites like Flickr, exhibit many of 
the same complexities as physical archives. 
In our survey results, users’ choices were 
telling in terms of how we as librarians view 
special collections and what our patrons ex-
pect, but also demonstrate the limitations 
of universal labels. 

An additional layer of complexity stems 
from the fact that many digitized collections 
are created as surrogates for the physical 
collections within the archives or library and 
connect with a “real object” in the archives. 
Thus, the digital form is just an expression 
of an object, and not, as is central to our 
naming struggles, a defining feature of the 

object itself. Despite fears to the contrary, 
archival materials are not in danger of be-
ing lost to the digital. On this transforma-
tion towards digital libraries, Battin (1998) 
reminds us that “books and paper will not 
disappear, and digital capacities continue 
to be add-ons rather than simple replace-
ments” (p. 273). Digitization is a supple-
ment to the rich materials housed in USU’s 
Special Collections & Archives. This results 
in the term “digital” being added to labels 
for these materials to note their difference 
from the real object.

CONCLUSION
Digitization, as Prochaska (2009) suggests, 
has opened collections to broader audi-
ences and become the center of attention 
within the library. As the drive for digital 
surrogates of cultural heritage objects 
increases, the need to create online collec-

tions that are meaningful and useful to 
our communities must be at the forefront 
of these discussions. As popular culture 
becomes increasingly tied to the web and 
online media, “digital” becomes less a signi-
fier of uniqueness, and more an expecta-
tion among users. For library collections 
to remain relevant, we need to consider 
whether digital library and similar terms 
are still useful for communicating the value 
of an institution’s unique online materials 
and their relationship with wider library 
collections, both print and electronic.

Good labeling is a key factor for mak-
ing usable websites. In the case of library 
websites, our goal of connecting users with 
information resources, and presenting those 
resources accurately, is further complicated 
by what we know about user behavior, 
including how users read (or don’t read) on 
the web, confusion over library and research 
jargon, and continued problems with 
library technology and systems integration. 
With increasing focus placed on library 
user experience, how should we confront 
these problems in order to highlight library 
materials, rather than hiding or hindering 
their use, while also supporting users’ desire 
for speed and simplicity? In some cases, 
separate branding and distinct labeling may 
be necessary, but for many libraries it may 
be time to consider repositioning their digi-
tal collections as part of the wider library 
ecosystem. Is a distinct, branded portal for 
digital collections necessary for end users 
who already expect nearly everything to 
be online? For users seeking to fulfill an 
information need, this may be a case where 
the whole is not greater than the sum of its 
parts. Instead, more usable digital libraries 
may be those that favor bringing objects to 
the surface rather than expecting users to 
navigate self-contained, curated collections. 
With this in mind, perhaps attention needs 
to shift toward providing closer integration 
with web-scale discovery services and other 
starting points for user research, like com-
mercial search engines. 

Problems with library jargon are un-
likely to go away. Even as older terms are 
replaced with more accessible, user-centric 
language, new library services and changes 
in technology promise a continuous supply 
of obscure vocabulary terms. Even still, as 
librarians, we should make it our mission 
to elucidate these terms and clarify the na-
ture of our collections, both through user 
research and user-centered information 
design, as well as support strategies like 

Table 9. What term(s) would you 
suggest for a link to the Library’s 
database of digitized photographs, 
newspapers, regional history, and 
folklore items?

Population Suggested Terms

Library Undergraduate Stu-
dent Workers (n=1)

• Digital Special Collections

General Undergraduate 
Students (n=7)

• Historical Database
• Digital archives
• Digital archives, with subcategories for different types
• Digital media collection
• Digital Library
• Historical archives with sub sections

Undergraduate Students in 
History Class (n=2)

• Regional collections
• For photos...digital images

Community Members (n=6) • Pre - Digital Data - Historical
• Digital archives
• Microfish [sic] 
• Digital History Database
• Archives
• Archives

USU Library Staff (n=4) • Either Digital Library or Digital Archives
• Digital Archives or Digital History Collections
• Digital Historical Media
• USU related = archives; General materials (not specific to USU) = 

library; fewer choices, less confusion

Local Public Librarians (n=5) • Digitital [sic] library
• Digital Collections - I think that the resulting page would benefit 

from having a menu of options (hierarchy of sorts) that use words 
like e-books, digital history collections, USU history, or other 
categories represented in the Digital Collections that people could 
choose. 

• Digital Collections seems best. Digital Archives sounds more 
academic to me, so it may depend on the audience that you’re 
catering to.

• Digital Archives
• All in one database? If so, then digital collections (digital library 

second choice)



<22> Strateg ic L ibrary™ ©2020

library instruction. As more users discover 
our unique materials, librarians will need 
to bridge the gap between their expertise 
as collection creators and managers and 
the goal of making online environments 
that are accessible for a broad range of 
audiences. While seemingly minor, labeling 
our collections in ways that are meaning-
ful to our users is an important first step 
towards realizing such environments. n
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