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INTRODUCTION: 

Academic libraries can be difficult to navigate, both virtually and physically, and the 

amount of resources and spaces is overwhelming, particularly for new users who are unfamiliar 

with the facilities.  The 2009 Project Information Literacy Progress Report states that 63% of the 

frustrations reported by students regarding course related research involve not being able to find 

the right materials (Head & Eisenberg 2009).  Over the main entrance to the original library at 

Florida State University are the words rendered in gold leaf, “The half of knowledge is to know 

where to find knowledge.”  Unfortunately, unforeseen and unreasonable barriers can hinder 

access to information and encumber the process of research and study.  Assessment of the 

facilities, the wayfinding tools, and the thought processes that guide a user’s experience is an 

important component to discovering and eliminating those access barriers.   

The Florida State University (FSU) main library, Robert A. Manning Strozier Library, is 

over 223,400 gross square feet and houses approximately 3 million volumes in the business, 

education, humanities, and social sciences disciplines. Originally built in 1956, the library 

contains six floors, two of which are located in the annex space of the building, which was added 

in 1967.  In 2007, the basement of the library was renovated to create a unique space for faculty 

and graduate students, and in 2010, the main floor was renovated to create an almost book-free 

space for undergraduate research, collaborative study, and a Starbucks coffee shop. Both 

renovations included a shift in how services and spaces meet user needs, resulting in smaller help 

desks and a concierge service model.  The Strozier Library, which serves over 41,000 students, is 

a busy space on campus. For the spring 2012 semester, turnstile counts totaled 589,782 with 

31,921 individual, unique visits to the library (Perry Dean Rogers Partners Architects & Lewis 

and Whitlock architects 2012).   

After the physical renovations were completed in 2010, a sizable monetary investment 
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was made to hire a wayfinding consultant to assess, recommend, and construct necessary signs 

and directories.  Recently, library administration wanted to discern whether the directories were 

being used, how they were being used, and by whom.  Because patrons tended to stand in front of 

the directories for lengthy periods of time, it was our hypothesis that the directories were 

overloading students with too much irrelevant information.  In addition, recent staff 

reorganizations, as well as shifting and weeding in the stacks, necessitated major directory 

updates.   

In order to answer library administration’s inquiries, the Assessment and Collections 

Access departments collaborated to plan a two-phase assessment project.  In the first phase, in the 

2013 fall semester, two different surveys were implemented:  a student survey on how they locate 

materials in the building and a survey of the library staff on what kind of directional questions 

they receive at the help desks.  Survey results did confirm the overall usefulness of the directories, 

but we were surprised to learn that the majority of students prefer to speak with a human being 

when looking for directional help.  The surveys also confirmed our hypothesis that the directories 

were too cluttered, and revisions to simplify the directories according to patron needs are 

currently under way.  As part of the second phase of the project, in order to further understand our 

patrons’ wayfinding habits and roadblocks, we will conduct an observational study in spring 

2014.   

Finally, as it has become apparent to us that we are assessing our patron’s wayfinding 

needs after we have invested money into the directories, it is our hope that this study will 

encourage other libraries to assess their unique environments before financially investing in 

wayfinding consultants or signage.   

LITERATURE REVIEW 

There is a good deal of wayfinding research available, and authors tend to approach 
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wayfinding with one of two methodologies:  observation (patron-centric) or space syntax 

(facility-centric).  Observation, by far the most popular approach to wayfinding assessment within 

libraries, can be implemented in a number of ways.  Barclay and Scott (2012) recommend a 

simple but close observation of patrons to determine the “bump points” (i.e., those places where 

people routinely stop or slow down to make navigational decisions).  Once the bump points have 

been identified, then directional signs can be placed in those strategic positions.  Barclay and 

Scott also found that signs ought to be minimal and as simplistic as possible.  Stempler (2013) 

observed her patrons and noticed that there were two primary groups wandering the stacks:  those 

wishing to browse a general subject area and those searching for specific call numbers.  She then 

redesigned her library’s signage system based upon the unique needs of those two patron groups.  

In a complementary study, Stempler and Polger (2013) conducted an audit of their signs and 

surveyed their patrons to assess the relevance and clarity of the signs’ language.  Finally, three 

significant studies took an empathetic approach to observation.  Eaton (1991), Larsen and Tatarka 

(2007), and Hahn and Zitron (2011) all selected volunteers unfamiliar with their libraries and 

asked them to locate selected materials.  Critical to the studies, volunteers were asked to “think 

aloud” as they navigated the buildings.  Researchers followed closely behind, notating the routes 

taken, finding aids used, decision points, failure points, as well as thoughts and emotions.  

Important to all three studies was gaining an awareness of both the cognitive and emotional 

experiences of the individual user. 

Li and Klippel (2012) took a different approach to wayfinding and studied the “space 

syntax” of their library facility by looking at three factors:  visibility, connectivity, and layout 

complexity.  Visibility, or visual access, refers to how much or how far an individual can see from 

a specific location.  Connectivity is the ability to connect or distinguish one area from another, 

and complexity is simply assessed by the number of possible destinations and routes, and whether 
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the routes intersect at right angles or not.  Li and Klippel discovered that patrons, regardless of 

familiarity, spent more time, and had greater difficulties, in areas where visibility and 

connectivity were low and where layout complexity was high (2012).  The authors argue that an 

evaluation of the space syntax can predict wayfinding problems, thus enabling library leadership 

to strategically solve signage or staffing problems in a proactive manner (Li & Klippel 2012). 

What we did not find was literature (or statistics) analyzing the amount of funds that 

libraries spend on wayfinding and signage.  A comparison of libraries that invest in wayfinding 

consultants and sign companies with those who perform their own analyses and create their own 

signs in-house would be interesting.   

STROZIER DIRECTORY SURVEY METHODOLOGY: 

Two different IRB (Institutional Review Board) approved surveys were conducted in 

October 2013, in order to assess the effectiveness of the directories in Strozier Library.  The first 

analysis was a self-report survey administered on a Monday.  Researchers were positioned on the 

inside of the library entrance, and convenience sampling was the sampling method used.  

Potential recruits were approached with the following statement and question:  “We are doing a 

survey on how people find their way around the library.  Would you please help us by answering 

six questions?”  Candy was offered as an incentive.  Initially, the questions were distributed via 

Qualtrics on iPads; however, due to WiFi issues, the iPads were abandoned and paper forms were 

printed and used.  The survey was conducted in multiple times throughout the day to try and 

capture a diverse population, and later in the day, in an attempt to recruit more graduate students, 

researchers set up a second survey location in the Scholars Commons.  The subjects’ identities 

were unknown, other than their patron status, which was the first question of the survey.  The 

survey questions were: 

Q1:  I am a(n)  undergraduate, graduate student, faculty, staff member, or visitor: 
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Q2:  How do you typically get directional help in Strozier Library? 

Q3:  Please describe what was hard to find when you first came to Strozier Library? 

Q4:  Do you use the directories to find what you’re looking for? 

Q5:  If so, what have you used the directories for? 

Q6:  Are the directories helpful? 

The paper administrations of the survey had to be manually input into Qualtrics at a later 

time by a librarian and two staff members.  The responses from each question were then 

categorized in a spreadsheet by word/phrase frequency and themes.  For example, in Question 2, 

the majority of participants said that they typically get directional help by going to the help desk, 

but because it was an open-ended question, responses included statements such as:  ask someone 

up front, ask the front desk, go to the desk, the circulation desk, etc.  These responses were 

grouped together into the category of ‘help desk.’   

Comments with more than one answer (particularly in Q2, Q3, and Q5) were analyzed 

both individually and in their original pairings.  The individual counts were necessary of course, 

but we also wanted to assess the types of combinations that were most frequently employed.  

Finally, a comparison of the undergraduate and graduate student responses was conducted to see 

if there were differences in wayfinding preferences or habits.  

STROZIER DIRECTORY SURVEY RESULTS: 

Q1:  “I am a(n)  undergraduate, graduate student, faculty, staff member, or visitor:  

Of the 267 respondents, seventy-four percent were undergraduates and 20% were graduate 

students; only 2% were faculty, 2% staff, and 2% visitors.  This is a fairly close representation of 

the FSU population:  the 2013 FSU Factbook lists undergraduate students as 77.3% of the student 

population.  And we were not surprised by the low participation of faculty members.  Since the 

inception of the Library Express Delivery Service in 2007, the majority of faculty members prefer 
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to have library materials delivered directly to their department offices.  In addition, comparison 

results between graduate and undergraduate students show similar response level rates for each 

survey question.  In other words, there are no statistical differences between how graduate and 

undergraduate students responded to the survey. 

FIGURE 1:  Patron status of survey respondents 

 

Q2:  How do you typically get directional help in Strozier? 

The 267 responses to this open-ended question were grouped into the following 

categories (in order of greatest response):  help desk (n=130; 49%), using online sources to find 

things (n=62; 23%), ask a person (n=53; 20%), independent and/or wanderers (n=28; 10%), and 

use directories or maps (n=22; 8%).  Many had a combination of things they used in their answer 

(n=42; 16%) and there were several miscellaneous answers (n=8; 3%).  Interestingly, there were 

a total of 183 (69%) who said that they seek directional help from either the help desk or from a 

person.   
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FIGURE 6:  Are the directories helpful? 

 

RESULTS ANOMALY DUE TO PAPER VS. ONLINE RESPONSES TO Q 4,5,6 

The assessment was designed to be answered by using two iPads loaded with a Qualtrics 

survey.  The online format allowed for the survey to automatically conclude if the participant 

answered ‘never’ for Question 4 (Q4):  “Do you use the directories to find what you’re looking 

for?”  However, on the particular day of the survey, the WiFi worked for only the first few 

participants, and paper forms were used as an immediate alternative. The paper format did not 

have directions to indicate that an answer of ‘never’ in Q4 ought to prevent the participant from 

advancing to Question 5 (Q5): “If so, what have you used the directories for?” and Questions 6 

(Q6): “Are the directories helpful?”  As a result, 30 different paper responses indicated in Q4 that 

they ‘never’ used the directories, but then proceeded to affirmatively answer Q5 and Q6 that they 

indeed used the directories to locate materials or that they felt the directories were helpful. 

Those seeming contradictory answers between the three questions could result from a 

number of possibilities. Students could be answering as if to say that directories are generally 

helpful, but not for them, or that they are useful but have simply never used them.  Furthermore, 

some participants asked researchers what the directories were, so there certainly could be students 

who answered Q4, Q5, and Q6 with a complete misunderstanding of the subject. 
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DIRECTIONAL QUESTIONS METHODOLOGY: 

A parallel assessment was conducted the week after the survey to tally the kinds of 

directional questions most asked at the service desks in the Scholars Commons (graduate and 

faculty space) and Learning Commons (undergraduate space).  Tally marks for directional 

questions were made to fit one of 12 categories on how to find:  the administrative office, 

bathrooms, collections, computers, printing, the fines office, instruction rooms, study rooms, 

special collections, staff/librarian offices, testing drop off/pick-up location, and other.  Those 

working at the help desks simply placed a mark next to the appropriate category after answering a 

directional question.  The results of the tally marks were then transferred into a spreadsheet and 

analyzed. 

DIRECTIONAL QUESTIONS RESULTS: 

In order of frequency, the directional questions most asked were:  study rooms (26%), 

printing (11%), collections (9%), staff or librarian offices (8%), and computers (7%).  The 

difference between the Scholars Commons and the Learning Commons was minimal:  the primary 

question for graduate students in the Scholars Commons was the location of the librarians’ 

offices, while the undergraduate students’ greatest need was to find the study rooms.  Study 

rooms, printing, and collections were among the top questions at both help desks.  A number of 

directional questions (22%) had to be marked in the ‘other’ category.  Examples include 

Interlibrary Loan, scanners, stairwells, vending machines, and lost and found.   
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FIGURE 7:  Combined directional questions at both help desks 

  

FIGURE 8:  Comparison of directional questions at both help desks 

 

SUMMARY OF FINDINGS 

Interestingly, there was a combination of 183 responses (69% of the total survey 

responses) who said that they either ask the help desk or ask a person when they need to find 

something in the library—more than twice the amount of people who use the website and 

more than eight times the amount of people who use the directories.  In short, people are seen 

as more valuable in wayfinding assistance than the directories.  Our objective was to assess 
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the effectiveness of the directories, and the preference for seeking help from a human being 

was surprising.  However, when asked specifically if they use the directories, 76% said that 

they will ‘sometimes’ or ‘always’ use the directories.  This tells us that while their initial 

response is to ask a person for help, the students do see the directories as helpful, and as a 

valuable resource.   

Locating collections is the primary reason why students will use the directories, and 

the majority of directional questions at the help desks are related to study rooms, printers, 

collections, and librarian offices.  Furthermore, the majority of the students said that books 

and journals are the hardest to find, and the results show that they will use both the help desks 

and directories to gain assistance locating print materials.  However, students will go directly 

to the help desks when looking for directions to study rooms and staff or librarian offices.  

For those students who responded with a combination answer, the greatest percentage was 

those who use both people and the website to navigate the building.   

It is not surprising that 72% said that finding spaces, which includes the annex and the 

4
th

 and 5
th

 floors, was the most difficult thing when they first came to Strozier Library.  

Assessing the space syntax as defined by Li and Klippel (2012), the annex in Strozier Library 

has both low visibility and low connectivity.  This is an area that needs significant 

improvement in signage and staff visibility. 

Of all the responses, only 18% said they use online resources to find what they are 

looking for.  Students could be referring to electronic resources, or they could be talking 

about using the Floor Map feature in the online catalog—a feature that identifies the floor and 

row number of each item.  

IMPLICATIONS 

Two major implications of the study have been identified.  Foremost is the need for staff 
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members to assist patrons as they navigate the library.  If the majority of students prefer to speak 

with a human being when attempting to locate spaces or collections, then we must think about 

the most strategic use of our staff and student assistants.  Numerous questions come to mind:  

Where are the major decision points in the facility, and where do students most often need 

navigational help?  Could staff members or student assistants provide a greater presence in those 

areas?  Are staff members and student assistants visible and easily identified?  Are the help desks 

structured to provide the wayfinding help that students are seeking?  Are we training our staff 

and student assistants to provide quality wayfinding help?  It is our intention that the results of 

this study will encourage library leadership to grapple with these questions in an attempt to 

provide wayfinding experiences for students that involve a pleasant and personal human 

experience. 

The second implication of the study involves the directories themselves.  Currently, the 

directories in Strozier Library display a large amount of detailed information.  If collections are 

the most difficult thing to find in the building, and if the primary directional questions asked by 

students include collections, computers, printers, study rooms, and librarian offices, then the 

directories ought to be simplified to display only those critical spaces and collections.  As a 

result, our goal is to remove unnecessary information in order to more prominently highlight the 

help desks and those spaces and resources most asked about by students.  These revisions are 

currently underway, and it is now painfully clear that we should have conducted this research 

before investing in the design and construction of the directories.   

FUTURE RESEARCH 

As a result of this study, it has become obvious that further research needs to be done on 

this important topic.  First, it would be beneficial to replicate the directional survey when the 

revisions are complete, with several modifications:  An image of the directories ought to be 
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provided, or the survey conducted in front of a directory, so that survey participants are fully 

aware of the object of the assessment.  If paper surveys are distributed, clear instructions 

regarding Q4, Q5, and Q6 ought to be provided.  Also, it would be interesting to make a 

comparison of the survey responses by gender differences.  Do men and women approach 

wayfinding in similar ways, or do they have specific wayfinding needs?  Furthermore, the 

majority of participants said that they go to a human being for wayfinding help.  Some students 

mentioned that they rely on friends or peers to get directional help and others said that they go to 

the front desk or ask library staff.  For the purpose of this study, we were interested in whether 

students preferred to use the directories or a person for directional help.  Future research could 

further assess whether there is a distinction between those who prefer peer help versus 

professional help.   

Surprisingly, only 18% mentioned that they use online resources to find what they are 

looking for in the library.  Future research should be conducted on what students are looking for 

online and what mobile navigation tools they would prefer.  Furthermore, it would be interesting 

to assess the compatibility and consistency of both online and physical wayfinding aids.   

In addition to enhancing and replicating the above survey, it is our intention to conduct the 

second phase of our assessment project by replicating the study described by Eaton (1991), 

Larsen and Tatarka (2008), and Han and Zitron (2011), a study we are calling the Wayfinding 

Behavioral Observation Study.   We believe that the directional survey reveals only a portion of 

the wayfinding issues within Strozier Library.  What we do not know is the significant decision 

points (and fail points) in the building, how the students choose to navigate the library, and what 

students are actually thinking and feeling as they attempt to locate materials.  In order to 

empathize with our students—to truly understand their behavior and thought processes in the 

stacks—the ‘think aloud’ protocol will be used.  Researchers will follow volunteers as they search 
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for materials in the stacks, observing and notating the students’ behaviors, decisions, thoughts, 

and emotions.  We are considering the idea of having the volunteers carry video cameras, or a 

GoPro with a chest harness, instead of being accompanied by a researcher.  Our hypothesis is that 

this form of documentation will create less anxiety for student volunteers.  Volunteers unfamiliar 

with the library will be selected, and follow-up interviews will conclude each session to talk about 

the students’ experiences.  It is our hope that both wayfinding patterns and trouble points will be 

identified, and that the results will prescribe further improvements to the directories and signage, 

as well as to staff organization and practice.  As Peter Morville (2005) states, “Only by 

understanding and caring about the perspective of the individual can we design useful, usable 

solutions” (p. 31).  IRB approval has already been obtained for this future study. 

CONCLUSION 

The results of this study have immediate implications regarding staff practice and training 

and simplifying the design of the directories.  A revision of the directories based upon survey 

feedback is already underway.  We hope that the next phase of the study, the Wayfinding 

Behavioral Observation Study, will further identify the wayfinding tools that students tend to use, 

as well as the navigational road blocks that are most prevalent in our building.  Ultimately, it is 

our goal to act in empathy for our users and to improve access to information.  By gaining a clear 

understanding of their individual perspectives, we aim to create an environment where students 

feel empowered to navigate the building independently as well as interact with helpful and caring 

human beings.  And finally, while there certainly is value to consultants and signage companies, 

this experience has shown us that we are more than capable of performing our own wayfinding 

assessment—a project we should have undertaken before going to a signage company.   
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