
Researching user behaviour on the web

How do we provide library and bibliographic services that appeal to 
today’s digital natives?



We provide national library & bib services 







How do postgrad humanities researchers conduct 
and manage online research? 



A neglected group:

» How are they using social media right now?
» What value would personalisation features 

add to services?



We talked to people through focus groups & 
interviews



Focus group details:
» 3 focus groups conducted, all with PhD students:

› University of Bristol 
› University of Manchester 
› Manchester Metropolitan 

» 9 respondents in each group
» Wide range of humanities-based PhDs
» Mix of ages, genders and nationalities
» Discussions based on a broadly-structured guide
» Mock-ups of possible user interfaces presented to 

groups
» Kept research diaries



Not quite…



Unsophisticated searchers?



Relied on a small range of resources

Unaware of some fundamental stuff

Operated within a personal bubble



Centrifugal searchers

‘Berry-picking’ from various trails

Quite isolated and prone to pit-falls



Once these habits form they are hard to change

Few opportunities to ‘upskill’

Some confessed to having limited confidence



Resources: 
General and 

Specialised – used 
for different 
purposes

Importance of habit

Habits deepen 
over time

Importance of 
‘search inside’ Some supervisor 

influence –
especially early on

Expectation of 
direct access 

online to 
resources, docs, 

journals etc.

Lack of contact  / 
chances to refresh 
skills and range of 

resources used

Postgraduate 
students: ‘private 

worlds’

Unsophisticated 
use of ICT No strong desire to 

change

Little 
personalisation / 

saving / 
organisation of 

searches

Constant anxiety 
about delivering 
new research

Little awareness or 
usage of alerts 

(journals, articles 
etc.)

(However…)



What we weren’t expecting

Lack of interest in using new techs for research



And suspicious about UGC, especially ratings & 
reviews 



From solutions without a (perceived) problem…

…to real problems in search of a solution



Respondents had strong & constructive views



“It’s way too big for mobile phones, too much 
information” London Focus Group, Male

“To be honest as well this is not the kind of thing 
I’d use on my mobile. This is something that 
you do, you sit there and you learn it … Mobile 
Web sites are kind of like reference, a quick 
check … and you’d have to have a serious 
condensation of information there, you’d have 
to have one page – don’t forget that, don’t 
forget that. That would be the only way I’d 
probably look at it on the mobile.’” Manchester 
Focus Group, Female



Unsophisticated?



No ‘personalisation’ functions for online services

Support mobile functions ASAP!



Did we really want to learn this?

What about innovation? Library 2.0?

Can’t technology change behaviour & attitudes?



We’re constantly dealing with conflicting drivers:

Rapidly changing technology & expectations



Emergent trends
» Increasing adoption of ‘open approaches’
» Growing importance of webscale
» Text mining vast corpora of unstructured 

data
» UGC & crowdsourcing
» Leveraging attention data
» Tapping potential of ‘real-time’ data flows
[Paul Miller, David Kay ‘Survive or Thrive’ Conference 

Discussion Paper, June 2010]



and demands for VFM

And at the same time a global economic crisis



from letting a thousand flowers bloom…



…to demonstrating

value

sustainability

Where’s the BUSINESS CASE?

user demand



Economies of Scale

Shared services

Threat? Opportunity?





ATTENTION!
Getting it 

Exploiting it 

“The more you 
use [Amazon] the 
more it gets to 
understand you”



The Social. Where’s the action at?



Remember those ‘personal bubbles?’



The repurposing & sharing is happening 
elsewhere



How do we enable this?

If you love your content, set it free



How do we provide library and bibliographic services that appeal to 
today’s digital natives?

Be courageous and do market research. This is 
going to be increasingly critical as we’re 
required to provide a business cases for 
developments & evidence of impact & 
performance. 

Accept that we might not understand users as well 
as we think we do. 

Examine our pre-existing assumptions (and desires!) 
about what users want or need. What do we 
presume when invoking the ‘Digital Native’?

As we engage in this dialogue, keep reimagining 
what we mean by ‘service’ 

Does Library 2.0 = OPAC 2.0?



Thanks for listening…  

joy.palmer@manchester.ac.uk  

lisa.charnock@manchester.ac.uk  


