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ESTABLISHING A PARTICIPATORY LIBRARY MODEL: A GROUNDED THEORY STUDY 

Linh Cuong Nguyen 

 

Abstract 

Purpose: The purpose of this research is to explore the idea of the participatory library in higher education settings. This 

research aims to address the question, what is a participatory university library? 

Design/methodology/approach: Grounded theory approach was adopted. In-depth individual interviews were conducted 

with two diverse groups of participants including ten library staff members and six library users. Data collection and 

analysis were carried out simultaneously and complied with Straussian grounded theory principles and techniques. 

Findings: Three core categories representing the participatory library were found including “community”, 
“empowerment”, and “experience”. Each category was thoroughly delineated via sub-categories, properties, and 

dimensions that all together create a foundation for the participatory library. A participatory library model was also 

developed together with an explanation of model building blocks that provide a deeper understanding of the participatory 

library phenomenon.  

Research limitations: The research focuses on a specific library system, i.e., academic libraries. Therefore, the research 

results may not be very applicable to public, special, and school library contexts.  

Originality/value: This is the first empirical study developing a participatory library model. It provides librarians, library 

managers, researchers, library students, and the library community with a holistic picture of the contemporary library.  

Keywords: Participatory library, Social media, Emerging technologies, Library users, Academic library, Library model, 

Grounded theory. 

Paper type: Research paper 

 

1. Introduction 

The use of Web 2.0 or social media in the library is commonly known as Library 2.0. While scholars have 
examined various aspects of Library 2.0, their investigations have tended to focus mainly on the practical use 
and application of technology. For example, some scholars introduce potential applications of Web 2.0 tools 
for building a Library 2.0 service model (Bradley, 2007; Courtney, 2007; Miller, 2005), focus on technical 
aspects of Library 2.0 (Yang, Wei, & Peng, 2009), or concentrate on a Library 2.0 model or the use of Web 

2.0 technologies in specific libraries (Cohen, 2007; Gross & Leslie, 2010; Pienaar & Smith, 2008). Similarly, 
Stephens and Collins (2007) have noted that the majority of discussions in conference presentations and 
journal articles have a strong focus on technologies. These discussions sometimes neglect to address the 
application of open and participatory thinking to library services. 

Lankes, Silverstein, Nicholson, and Marshal (2007) proposed the “participatory library” idea, referring to it 
as a truly integrated library system that must allow users to take part in core functions of the library, like the 
catalogue system, rather than the more peripheral functions. Whilst there has been some discussion of the 

term, it has not yet been fully adopted into mainstream library discourse and practice, nor has it been 
discussed in empirical studies. The library community is witnessing the birth of a new library model that is 
more firmly grounded in user engagement and participation than ever before. Emerging technologies are 
challenging libraries and librarians to re-conceptualise and re-position the role of users within the context of 
the contemporary library. This context highlights the need to understand what is happening to the library‟s 
evolution and the true nature of the contemporary library. 

This paper will first provide an overview of the existing literature. Next, it will describe the research design 
and research approach. This will be followed by a presentation of research findings and a discussion on the 

contribution of the research. The paper will then discuss the research‟s limitation and finally it will suggest 
directions for future research.  

 
2. Literature review 

Library 2.0 is a spin-off of Web 2.0 and there is a prevailing use of the “Library 2.0” term in library discourse. 
For this reason, though this research focuses on the participatory library, the literature review still provides 
details about Library 2.0. This helps to portray a fuller picture of the library evolution over time. 
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2.1. Emerging technologies and Library 2.0 

The term “emerging technologies” refers to Web 2.0, social media, and associated mobile and hand-held 
devices that have had a significant influence on libraries in the last ten years. Web 2.0 or social media include 
things such as wikis, social networking spaces, and microblogs. The practice of using these tools in libraries is 
often known as Library 2.0.  

The term “Library 2.0”, a derivative of Web 2.0, was coined by a public librarian, Michael Casey in 2005 
(Arif & Mahmood, 2012; Courtney, 2007; Crawford, 2006; Murley, 2008). Library 2.0 is defined as:  
a model for library service that encourages constant and purposeful change, inviting user participation in the 
creation of both the physical and the virtual services they want, supported by consistently evaluating services. 
It also attempts to reach new users and better serve current ones through improved customer-driven offerings 
(Casey and Savastinuk, 2006, p. 40).  

While several scholars assert that Library 2.0 is not purely technology (Crawford, 2006; Holmberg, Huvila, 

Kronqvist-Berg, & Widen-Wulff, 2009; Wallis, 2007), many scholars and practitioners hold the view that that 
Library 2.0 is about technology (or depends on technology). For instance, in early articles, Maness (2006a)  
states that Library 2.0 is “the application of interactive, collaborative, and multi-media web-based 
technologies to web-based library services and collections” (para. 8). In this line of thought, Library 2.0 is 
purported to be primarily web-based and hence involves the implementation of web tools, particularly Web 
2.0 tools. This perspective is one that gives the impression that Library 2.0 is primarily technology driven 
(Shoniwa & Hall, 2007). Those who see Library 2.0 as a technology-based library also reason that the increase 

in virtual services within the library environment is primarily the implementation and experiment of Web 2.0 
technologies (Bradley, 2007). The use of Web 2.0 technologies enables libraries to easily collaborate and 
create online communities, to explore new ways to communicate with, educate, and attract new users. 
Shoniwa and Hall (2007), found that Library 2.0 is predominantly considered to be the application of Web 2.0 
tools and techniques in which users were the centre of services. 

Though Library 2.0 was a heatedly debated topic, its heyday is past. In terms of statistics, Brantley (2010) 
found that the number of articles about Web 2.0 and Library 2.0 published in the library and information 
science journals increased dramatically in the period between 2005 and 2009, in which 2008 was recorded as 

the peak of Library 2.0 publication. For example, in the database, Library Literature and Information Science 
Full Text, the number of articles went from 89 in 2005 to 459 in 2008 and dropped to 340 in 2009 (Brantley, 
2010, p. 351). Similarly, Crawford (2011) found that the discussion on Library 2.0 peaked in 2007 and 2008 
and then declined. His statistics revealed that in WorldCat.org, the phrase “Library 2.0” yielded one item in 
2005, 39 in 2006, 149 in 2007, 131 in 2008, 90 in 2009, and 42 in 2010. 
 

2.2. Library 2.0 theories and models  

Though use of the term “Library 2.0” is declining, it is necessary to be aware of Library 2.0 models and 
theories that have been developed. This helps us to see the evolution of the library over time. The table below 
shows an overview of those theories and models. 
 

Table 1 Overview of existing Library 2.0 models and theories. 

 

Model/Theory name Authors and Year Publication format Methodology/ Approach 

Library 2.0 theory (Maness, 2006a) Journal article Personal experience 

Participatory library service model (Casey & Savastinuk, 2007) Book Personal experience 

Building blocks of Library 2.0 (Holmberg et al., 2009) Journal article Survey 

Public Library 2.0 model (Chowdhury, Poulter, & 

McMenemy, 2006) 

Journal article Personal experience and 

Ranganathan law 

Academic Library 2.0 model (Xu, Ouyang, & Chu, 2009) Journal article Inspecting websites for Web 
2.0 features 

Academic Library 2.0 model (Habib, 2006) Thesis Brainstorming chart 

Library 2.0 service model (Pienaar & Smith, 2008) Journal article Adapted from O‟Reilly 

(2005)  model of Web 2.0 

System architecture of Library 2.0 (Yang et al., 2009) Journal article Personal experience 

 

As can be seen from the table, Library 2.0 theories and models were developed between 2006 and 2009. 
Noticeably, most of them are not based on empirical studies. The development of these models is primarily 
based on literature review, Web 2.0 principles, and the personal understanding and experiences of the 
researchers and practitioners. There is only one model that is empirically developed. However, it is not based 
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on a key stakeholder in libraries (i.e., users). Rather, it is based on ideas provided by researchers and 
practitioners whose perspective may be different from that of users. 
Whatever Library 2.0 is defined or Library models are developed, there has been always a relationship 

between two main stakeholders (librarians and users) and this relationship has been changed in the period of 

Library 2.0. The primary changes include enhancing interaction and the rapport between libraries and users 

(Bosque, Leif, & Skarl, 2012; Connell, 2009; Chen, Chu, & Xu, 2012; Ganster & Schumacher, 2009; Phillips, 

2011; Sodt & Summey, 2009; Sump-Crethar, 2012; Wan, 2011). Users‟ rights and power have also been 

increased as users can to take part in a wide range of activities in the library, for instance, cataloguing 

(Gordon-Murnane, 2006; Steele, 2009), collection development (Reynolds et al., 2010), and improvement of 

library services (Curran, Murray, Stephen Norrby, & Christian, 2006; Mahmood & Richardson, 2011). 

 2.3. Participation in libraries and participatory library 

The change in relationship between libraries and users, the diversification of roles that users can play, and the 
promotion of users‟ rights demonstrate the fact that users have had opportunities to participate in the business 

of libraries. Participation is acknowledged as the key element in contemporary libraries. For example, Fichter 
(2006) viewed participation is a must-have feature of the library. Without participation, and its enabler, trust, 
libraries will remain dated. Casey and Savastinuk (2006, 2007) also considered participatory and user-driven 
services to be core feature of libraries. The ideas of participation or involvement are further supported by other 
scholars. Participation means that users are involved in planning library services, evaluating those services and 
suggesting improvements (Stephens & Collins, 2007). Likewise, a study by Holmberg, et al. (2009) upheld 
this idea by saying Library 2.0 enables “a new culture of participation catalysed by social web technologies” 
(p. 677). 

In order to reflect the true change in libraries, Lankes and Silverstein (2006) introduced the term, 
“participatory library” that refers to a more evolved version of Library 2.0. These two scholars recognised that 
in existing Library 2.0 systems, Web 2.0 sits at the peripheral functions of libraries (i.e., libraries use a social 
networking tool to market their services). The idea is that participatory library must allow users to play a key 
role in the operation of libraries. The participatory library idea is further developed by Nguyen, Partridge, and 
Edwards (2012a) in a conceptual paper. They indicated that Library 2.0 discourses pay an excessive attention 
in technological aspects while neglecting the participatory nature of the contemporary library. Therefore, the 

authors called for empirical work on participatory library. Later, through in-depth interviews with librarians, 
Nguyen Partridge, and Edwards (2012b) preliminarily revealed that technological, human, educational, social-
economic, and environmental aspects are important to participatory library. They also identified five 
influencing aspects of participatory library including finance, technology, education, awareness, and policy. 
The participatory library is then further illuminated through interviews with academic library users. The 
cornerstones of participatory library were found, including: connection, sharing, peer support, authority, 
prosumption, playground, and comfort (Nguyen, Partridge, & Edwards, 2014). 

 
2.4. Summary and implication 

This review of literature has discovered that the term of Library 2.0 used to be prevailing in the library 
discourses. However, the heyday of Library 2.0 is past. It has also identified that some Library 2.0 models and 
theories were devised, but most of them are not based on empirical studies. Furthermore, though some 
scholars have emphasised the importance users‟ participation in libraries, Library 2.0 enquiries have tended to 
focus more on technological aspects. Therefore, how the technology allow libraries and users to do, or how 
technology foster participation, remain unexplored. While the participatory library idea has been around for 

seven or eight years, apart from a few studies by Nguyen et al. (2012b, 2014), no empirical studies on 
participatory library have been identified. In order to understand what the level of the library evolution is and 
how the library practice is changing, it is necessary to further investigate what the participatory library means 
in the context of contemporary libraries. 
 
3. The research project 

3.1. Research aim and scope 

The overall purpose of this research is to investigate the phenomenon of participatory library, with a focus on 
university libraries. The research aims to address the question, what is a participatory university library? This 
exploratory research focuses on participants‟ lived experiences – “past and present knowledge, emotions, and 
feelings...” that make up their lives or are their main concerns (Strauss & Corbin, 1998, p. 11). The research 
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seeks to understand the meaning or nature of experience of librarians and library users with participatory 
library. Evaluation of library websites and usability testing are beyond scope the study. 
 

3.2. Research approach 

This research adopted a Strauss and Corbin, known as Straussian grounded theory approach. Grounded theory 
is not intended to answer a specific question or to validate an existing hypothesis (Pickard, 2007). Instead, it 

allows the researcher to “enter into the world of participants, to see the world from their perspective and in 
doing so make discoveries that will contribute to the development of empirical knowledge” (Corbin and 
Strauss 2008, p. 16). It helps to uncover the meaning or nature of experience of librarians and library users, 
provide insights into the research phenomenon, and generate a theory (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). Such 
characteristics make grounded theory suitable for this research area where little knowledge or no empirical 
study is available. 
 

3.3. Participants 

Research participants are academic librarians and library users in Vietnam. Librarians include various staff 
members such as library directors/deputy directors (the management board of the library), library 
managers/deputy managers (the second managerial level including those who are in charge of specific sections 
in the library such as the information technology section, reference services section, or cataloguing section), 
and conventional staff members who do not hold a managerial position. Library users include undergraduate 
students, academic staff, and professional staff who are active in and experienced with university libraries.  

Participants were recruited by using a “theoretical sampling technique”, meaning that the first participants 
recommended one or two potential participants. Then the selection of the subsequent participants were 
informed by the concepts (i.e., categories) emerging from the first interviews. Ten librarians, including five 
males and five females, were recruited, of which four participants are in management boards, three are either a 
deputy manager or a manager, and three are conventional staff members. Their time in the industry ranged 
from three to twenty-one years. As for user participants, six library users from various university libraries 
were recruited, including five males and one female participant. Of the six, two are undergraduate students; 
two are professional staff; and two are academic staff members. Their ages ranged from 20 to 36 years. All 

were active users of libraries. 
 

3.4. Data collection 

Data collection was carried out by the researcher from January 2012 to November 2013. Sixteen individual 
semi-structured interviews were conducted online using Skype. All interviews were recorded and transcribed. 
The length of each interview was between 56 and 93 minutes. There are two set of interview questions. One 
was used for librarians and one was for users, as listed below. 

Main interview questions for librarian participants: 

 What can you tell me about your experience with using new and emerging technology such as blogs, 
Twitter, YouTube, and smart phones as a librarian? 

 What can you tell me about the way the library uses new and emerging technology such as blogs, Twitter, 
YouTube, and smart phones in designing and delivering library services and programs? 

 Without such technologies, can library users and library staff become more active participants and how? 
The main purpose of the first question was to learn about the experience of the participant in their role as a 
university librarian. It was assumed that many participants would find it easier to discuss their own individual 
experiences before moving into the experience of the library (broader) in the second question. The third 
question was often asked when the participant had already answered the first two questions and other probing 

questions. This question was designed to explore further information about non-technical aspects that were not 
discussed in the first two questions. 

Main interview questions for library user participants: 

 What can you tell me about your experience with using new library services that are based upon emerging 
technologies such as blogs, Twitter, YouTube, and smart phones as a library user? 

 Have you ever played the role of an active participant (user) without using such technologies? If so, can 

you tell me about that experience? 

 If not, can you give me an example of a library service that allows users‟ participation and contribution, 
but doesn‟t involve technology? 

The aim of the first question was to learn about the experience of the participants in their roles as library users. 
The recruitment aimed to select participants who had used such types of services so that they would be able to 

share their opinions about these. The second question was often asked when the participant had already 
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answered the first one and follow-up questions. It was designed to discover non-technical aspects that were 
not discussed earlier in the interview. The third question was intended to gather further information if the 
participants answered “no” to the second question. In this case, they could still provide information based on 
their understanding, knowledge, or observation of the library practice. 
 These interview questions served as a starting point for each interview. During the interview, a series of 
follow-up questions were asked in order to exploit further information. For example, “could you tell me more 

about it?” or “could you give me an example?” The follow-up questions were also based on the concepts and 
categories that emerged in the earlier interviews and on the interesting points that were mentioned by the 
participant during the interview. It is noteworthy that all interview questions avoided use of terminology or 
jargon because “participatory library” and “Library 2.0” were not always terms with clear definitions. Lay 
language was also used in probing questions to orient participants to the phenomenon of study. 

 
3.5. Analysis 

Data analysis was implemented simultaneously with data collection and adhered to grounded theory principles 
(Bryant & Charmaz, 2007; Corbin & Strauss, 2008; Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Tan, 2010). Though the 
presentation of the method appears to be linear, it was an ongoing and interwoven process, meaning that data 
collection and data analysis informed one another. According to Strauss and Corbin (1998), this concurrence 
allows for “theoretical sampling on the basis of emerging concepts” (p. 46). Data analysis started right after 
the first interview. A “constant comparison technique” was employed throughout the analysis stage. The 
findings (i.e. initial concepts and categories) resulting from the first interview served as the basis for the 

second interview. This approach was applied throughout the process. The sixteenth interview was the point at 
which no new information emerged and it was the end of data collection and analysis. This was the point at 
which theoretical saturation occurred, all categories and related concepts were fully explained, and the 
participatory library model was established (Bryant & Charmaz, 2007; Corbin & Strauss, 2008; Strauss & 
Corbin, 1990, 1998). 
 
4. Findings 

Research findings are divided into two sections. The first section presents three core categories that are the 

foundation of the participatory library. The second section presents the complete participatory library model, 
which consists of not only the foundation but also other model building blocks. 
 

4.1. Core categories: foundation of the participatory library 

Concepts are interpretations of data and the products of analysis. Concepts are words that stand for ideas 
contained in data. They are derived from data and are building blocks of the theory. Concepts vary in levels of 
abstraction and this means that there are lower-level concepts, such as properties, dimensions, and sub-

categories; and higher-level concepts, such as categories. The lower-level concepts provide detailed 
description and explanation for the higher-level concepts. Concepts are usually presented in a tabular format 
that makes it easy to see the level of abstraction of concepts and the relationship among them (Strauss and 
Corbin, 1990, 1998). 
 A high level concept, such as a category, stands for a phenomenon. It is a problem, an issue, an event, or a 
happening that is defined as being significant to research participants. For example, in this research, the three 
main categories (or core categories) are identified as community, empowerment, and experience. A core 

category represents the main theme in research. It must appear frequently in the data. In all or almost all cases, 
there are indicators pointing to the core category. A category is understood through its sub-category, which is 
a concept pertaining to the category and giving it further clarification and specification (Strauss and Corbin 
1998, p. 101). For instance, the category of community has three sub-categories, namely sharing, connection, 
and peer support. 
 Properties are attributes or characteristics of a concept. They are the delineation, which defines and gives 
meaning to the concept (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). Serving a different purpose, dimensions are variations 
within properties that give specificity and range to concepts. It gives specifications to a category and 

variations to the theory (Strauss and Corbin, 1998; Corbin and Strauss, 2008). Details of the core categories, 
sub-categories, properties, and dimensions are discussed below. 
 

4.1.1. Category 1: community 

Community implies a group of people who are connected through either a real-life or a virtual environment 
and they often have something in common. The nature of community in the library was acknowledged by 
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research participants. Each participant mentioned one or more aspects of community. For instance, a librarian 
participant shared his opinion about new and emerging technologies, saying that:  

Web 2.0 has a great impact on library activities. It is a platform where the library community can share 
data and participate in developing and updating information in the form of collaboration and sharing 
through the internet environment. Wherever people are, they can still connect with one another and use 
library services. (I. 1, p. 2) 

The activities of the library community were based on the foundation of Web 2.0 or emerging technologies. 
Such a foundation made it easier to share and maintain a connection between members in the library 
community, and enabled them to carry out their jobs in flexible modes. Another participant emphasised a new 
environment and a new type of connection that technology brings about and said, “participatory technologies 
are creating an environment of collaboration and sharing, therein multi-dimensional information channels are 
created: librarians with users, library staff with library staff, users with users” (I. 10, p. 7). The connection 
here was not only between the librarians and users, but also among librarians, and all members of the library 

community. Multi-dimensional information channels implied a strong connection among members of the 
community. As a result, the relationship between library and users becomes closer (I. 1, p. 7). The table below 
presents details of the “community” category. 
 

Table 2 Category “community” and  its associated concepts. 
 

Category Properties Dimensional range Sub-categories 

Community 

 

Location  Physical ---------- Virtual Connection, 

Sharing, 

Peer support. 

Scope Local ---------- Global 

Membership Internal ---------- External 

 
As presented in Table 2, the category community has three properties named, location, scope, and 
membership. Each property is dimensionalised, or in other words, each property varies in terms of a 

continuum. For example, the location property, referring to the setting within which the community exists, can 
range from a physical library space to a virtual library space. The range also includes a compound 
environment that is the combination of the two spaces. For instance, a studio that is physically located within 
the library where users can implement social media activities such as chatting, blogging, and video making. 
Similarly, the property called scope can range from local (or within the library‟s walls or library‟s virtual 
space) to global (outside the library); this implies that the boundary of the community here is open. It is not 
limited within the library, but is boundless. Put another way, the category community could range from inside 

the library to outside the library along the property of scope. 
 Similarly, community could vary from internal to external along the property continuum of membership. 
That is, there are two main types of users. The first group includes persons who are officially affiliated with 
the university, such as students, faculty members, and administrative staff. In addition, there are also public 
users who may have no affiliation with the university. They do not have to be registered members, but they 
are still viewed as part of the library user community. This does not mean that everyone is able to access all 
services. In practice, different user groups may have different rights to access different services. Thus, the 
specificity of properties and their dimensions gives variation to the category of community, and this variation 

provides a deeper understanding of the community. 
 Community has three sub-categories: connection, sharing, and peer support. They all pertain to 
community, provide it with greater explanatory power, and give it further clarification and specification. Each 
sub-category also has its own properties and dimensions. The table below shows sub-categories, properties, 
and dimensions of the community category. 
 
Table 3 Sub-categories of community and their associated concepts. 

 

Sub-categories   

(of community) 

Properties Dimensions 

Connection 

 

Relationship 

Location  

Availability 

Personal ---------- Organisational  

Physical ---------- Virtual  

Sometimes ---------- All the time 

Sharing Ownership 

Benefit 

Individual ---------- Collective 

Personal ---------- Social 

Peer support 

 

Mode 

Tone 

Promptitude 

Passive ---------- Active 

Informal ---------- Formal 

Fixed---------- Flexible 
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Connection: Connection means the linkage among the library‟s stakeholders (users, librarians, and partner 
libraries). The connection was well recognised by participants. The library removes the gap of geographic 
distance thanks to emerging technologies and in doing so stakeholders are connected.  

Sharing: By connecting people and libraries, users can share various things such as interests, resources, 
and services. The connection enables sharing and ultimately users benefit. 

Peer support: The research participant collectively acknowledged a practice of peer support. This means 

people learn from their peers; their learning is based upon collective intelligence.  
Details of these sub-categories, their properties, and dimensions are discussed in another article by Nguyen 

et al. (2014) that reports preliminary findings of the research. 
 
4.1.2. Category 2: empowerment 

Empowerment implies the process of giving library users power and status. The participants shared many 
ideas that pertain to the category empowerment. Some commonly shared comments by participants include, 

for instance, users are being able to…, users are allowed to…, and they [library users] take part in…, library 
users now have the rights to. It was acknowledged that the users‟ rights have changed. The rights of users 
have been promoted (I. 7, p. 5). They have the skills and ability to do many more things than in the past. 
According to a participant, when Web 2.0 is used in the library, the development of library services not only 
belongs to the librarians, but also belongs to users (I. 2, p. 3). It is not easy to always make a clear distinction 
between the role of the librarian and the role of library users. Users are also the information creators and 
information providers (I. 1, p. 5). As mentioned above, the users can play various roles. They may be creators 

or producers, while still being users or consumers. By playing these roles at the same time, users are, to a 
certain extent, playing the role of librarian. They are sharing the job with librarians, and helping to ensure that 
the library runs more smoothly and effectively. As a librarian participant confessed, librarians cannot always 
think of or devise services that meet user needs (I. 2, p. 3). The library needs to listen to what users think and 
the kind of help that they desire (I. 8, p. 7). Table below shows details of the category, empowerment. 
 

Table 4 Category “empowerment” and its associated concepts. 

 
Category Properties Dimensional range Sub-categories 

Empowerment Person 

Location 

Internal ---------- External 

Physical ---------- Virtual  

Authority, 

Prosumption 

Partnering. 

 
Two properties called person and location, together with their dimensions, provided a greater understanding of 
the concept of empowerment. Empowerment could change from internal to external along the property 
continuum of person. Person here refers to any individuals who are involved in library services. They might 
be internal users, public users, or librarians. They all are given more power in terms of what they are able to 
do and how they are allowed to take part in library services and operation, and this is especially true for 
library users. As for the aspect of setting or place, where empowerment might take place, empowerment could 

vary from physical to virtual along the property of location. Users are empowered in both spaces. As observed 
by a participant, open library stacks and self-service functions are not new, but are good examples of being 
empowered in a real-life environment. Similarly, giving users the chance to express their opinions through 
library Twitter or Facebook is an example of empowerment in the virtual space (I. 6 and I. 14). The property 
location was shared by community and empowerment categories. In whatever venue, if the community exists, 
then empowerment is also present. 

Empowerment has three sub-categories: authority, prosumption, and partnering. Each has lower-level 

concepts that provide further explanation of the main category of empowerment. Table 5 shows three sub-
categories and their properties and dimensions. 
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Table 5 Sub-categories of empowerment and their associated concepts. 

 
Sub-categories    

(of empowerment) 

Properties Dimensional range 

Authority 

 

Freedom 

Opportunity 

Equality 

Dependent ---------- Independent 

Difficult ---------- Easy  

Unbalanced---------- Balanced 

Prosumption 

 

Extent 

Openness 

Using ---------- Contributing 

Partly ---------- Fully  

Partnering Occurrence 

Job type 

Involved 

Spontaneous ---------- Planned 

Unskilled---------- Professional 

Few ---------- All 

 
Authority: implies the power or the right that library users have to control over library activities. It refers to 

the practice in which users have great influence on the library services. 
Prosumption: is a portmanteau word that is formed by merging the sounds and meanings of the two 

concepts, “production” and “consumption”. Prosumption reflects the practice in which library users perform 
two main roles, one as a producer, and one as a consumer of information and services. 

Partnering: refers to the practice recognised by research participants in which library users were involved 
in the business of librarians. Together with librarians, users took part in the process of operating the library. 

They “share” the job with librarians and they are “responsible” for the job. The sub-category, partnering, is 
similar to the sub-category “prosumption” in some aspects; for example, both are about user involvement in 
the library. However, partnering has a stronger focus on a specific range of activities that users can be 
involved in, and the seriousness of the users when partaking in these activities.  

Details of authority, prosumbion, their properties and dimensions are discussed in another article by 
Nguyen et al. (2014) that reports preliminary findings of the research. 

 

4.1.3. Category 3: experience 

The provision of facilities that offer a diverse range of innovative services to users was not sufficient for a 
good library experience. Experience is a holistic concept that refers to the way library users relate to the 
physical and virtual library. Experience is defined and understood by the individual library user; it relates to 
the process of doing, seeing, being, and feeling. Participants expressed their perspectives in either an implicit 
or an overt manner. They shared their views from various perspectives. Some were concerned about the 
physical and virtual appearance of the library. For instance, one said, the library is not only a place to learn, 

but also a place for fun, entertainment and relaxation… (I. 14, p. 14). Meanwhile, others were interested in the 
attitude or manner of the librarians who create a welcoming environment. For example, a user participant 
believed that, when a user comes to the library, the first thing they look at is the appearance, the library 
environment, library space, and the attitude of the librarians ... (I. 15, p. 6). Participants often referred to the 
library as a one-stop place, a learning space, and a playground. Other common words used by participants 
when talking about libraries and librarians were informal, friendly, exciting, and comfortable. Table below 
provides further details for the concept of experience. 

 
Table 6 Category “experience” and its associated concepts. 
 

Category Properties Dimensional range Sub-categories 

Experience 

 

Appeal 

Service 

Operation 

Strong ---------- Stronger 

Served ---------- Self-served 

Human ---------- Technological  

Playground, 

Comfort. 

 

 
The category, experience has three properties: appeal, service, and operation. As Table 6 shows, experience 
can range from strong to stronger along the property of appeal. This attribute of experience stands for the look 
and feel of the library. It is the overall design, the appearance of the library that users see and feel when being 
in the library. Participants acknowledged that the library should ensure that its appearance is good and 

convenient for users to perform their tasks. It would be better if the library could create a favourable and 
attractive environment in which users would enjoy their activities (I. 1). The appeal was also recognised and 
expected in both physical (reading rooms, common area, and library café area, etc.) and virtual spaces 
(personalised web space, library online forums, and social media service) of the library (I. 5). 
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Regarding the way that library services are provided, the concept, experience varies from served to self-
served along the property of service. Both forms of service provide diversity in library experience as users 
often have options that may suit their preferences. The library still keeps services facilitated or served by 
librarians like reference services and information consultation. Other services might be co-catered and co-
facilitated by peer users, for example, the library‟s online forum, blogs, and Facebook. In addition to these, 
services such as self-check out for items, personalisable and customisable web spaces, and self-catalogues of 

information resources all add to the diversification of the library experience in terms of services. 
Experience also ranges from human to technological along the property of operation. All factors relating to 

the operations of the library such as human, technology, and anything in between like procedure, standard, and 
rules, need to be friendly, accessible, and user-oriented. Staff members, especially those who work at the front 
desk, need to have a positive, enthusiastic, and dedicated manner. Similarly, any services including those 
based on emerging technologies also need to be user-friendly and approachable. The inclusion of a café space 
within the library (I. 2), the positive and welcoming manner of the librarian (I. 4), and the appropriate use of 

language and tone for communication on the library‟s virtual space (I. 6) are all illustrations of ensuring a 
better library operation and a greater library experience for users. Two sub-categories giving further 
clarification and specification to the category of experience are playground and comfort that are presented in 
Table 7.  

 
Table 7 Sub-categories of experience and their associated concepts. 

 
Sub-categories   

(of experience) 

Properties Dimensional range 

Playground 

 

Location 

Character (physical) 

Character (virtual) 

Possession 

Physical ---------- Virtual 

Reading room ---------- Café 

Website ---------- Social media spaces  

Personalised ---------- Shared 

Comfort 

 

Impression 

Tone 

Magnitude 

Favourable ---------- Inspired  

Formal ---------- Informal  

Relaxation ---------- Having fun  

 
Playground: implies a “place”, either real-life or virtual environment, where people can “play” 

(performing their tasks such as learning, working, and doing research, with fun rather than stress). 
Comfort: refers to the positive feelings when users engage in and experience the library. For example, the 

university library should provide something more than being “academic” and “serious” (I. 4, p. 14). 
Details of these sub-categories, their properties, and dimensions are discussed in another article by Nguyen 

et al. (2014) that reports preliminary findings of the research. 
 
4.1.4. Relationship within each core category of community, empowerment, and experience 

According to Strauss and Corbin (1998), if the researcher wants to build theory, then it is important to 

understand as much as possible about the phenomenon under investigation. Meanwhile, the data that 
qualitative researchers work with are complex. They consist of multiple concepts existing in interwoven 
relationships that are often difficult to tease out (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). In order to identify relationships 
within categories, a matrix (Table 8) was developed. The matrix includes a series of investigative questions in 
the form of what, when, where, why, and how that were posed against data. Answers to such questions help to 
contextualise the phenomena. Below are forms and examples of questions being asked in order to build up the 
matrix. The development of these questions is based on the guidelines made by Strauss and Corbin (1998) and 

the explanations made by Scott (2004) and Scott and Howell (2008). 

 What is (the name of category); What is community? 

 When does (the name of category) happen; When does community happen? 

 Where does (the name of category) happen; Where does community happen? 

 Why does (the name of category) happen; Why does community happen? 

 How does (the name of category) happen; How does community happen? 

 With what outcomes/consequences does (the name of category) happen? With what consequences does 

community happen?  
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Table 8 Core categories and conditional relationship matrix. 

Category What When Where  Why How Outcomes 
C

o
m

m
u

n
it

y
 Sharing, 

Connection, 

Peer support. 

Collaboration, 
Looking for 

(peer) advice, 

Seeking 

partnerships, 
Shared 

interests, 

Facilitation, 

Perception. 

Social media space 
(blogs, Facebook, 

YouTube, wikis), 

Community space, 

Users‟ seminars and 
workshops, 

Offline events, 

Library café, 

Library forum, 
Anywhere. 

Keeping 
informed, 

Seeking 

partnerships, 

Enhancing 
service,  

Convenience, 

Shared 

interests, 
Competition. 

Being active and 
enthusiastic, 

Empowering user, 

Playground 

establishment, 
Using emerging 

technologies, 

Encouragement,  

Invitation. 

Library 
development, 

Getting 

involved, 

Reaching wider 
community, 

Learning from 

wide 

community,  
Learner 

centredness. 

E
m

p
o

w
er

m
en

t Authority, 

Prosumption, 

Partnering. 

Collaboration, 

Competition, 

Sharing job, 

Adoption of 
emerging 

technologies, 

Raising voice, 

Policy, 
Facilitation. 

Virtual environment, 

Social media space 

(blogs, Facebook, 

YouTube, wikis), 
Physical library 

space, 

Library forum, 

Community space. 

Enhancing 

service, 

Making use of 

collective 
intelligence,  

New 

experience, 

Building 
community, 

Competition. 

 

Listening to user‟s 

opinions, 

Sharing job, 

Creating and 
developing content, 

Using collaborative 

tools, 

Customisation and 
personalisation, 

Facilitation, 

Contribution. 

Better-tailored 

services, 

Equality, 

Favourable 
library 

environment, 

Improved 

policy, 
Becoming 

dynamic 

learners. 

E
x

p
er

ie
n

ce
 Playground, 

Comfort. 
 

Using social 

networks, 
Perception, 

Facilitation, 

Supportive 

policy, 
Education and 

training. 

Physical library 

environment, 
Virtual space, 

User services, 

Community space. 

Enhancing 

service, 
Changing user 

view, 

Building 

community, 
Informality. 

Listening to user‟s 

opinions, 
Encouragement, 

Creating a 

favourable 

environment, 
Playground 

establishment. 

Productiveness, 

Getting 
involved,  

Enhanced 

library 

experience. 

 
As an important step to explicate the relationships within each category (phenomenon), hypotheses were then 
made in the form of relational statements that relate sub-categories and associated concepts to a category. The 

purpose of hypotheses is to denote the nature of relationships between concepts and the phenomenon (Strauss 
and Corbin, 1990). The hypotheses state the what, when, where, why, and how of the phenomenon, and what 
the outcomes of the phenomenon are. Below are examples of relational statements that demonstrate the 
internal relationships within the (sub)category of “sharing”.  

Sharing (what) occurs when librarians, users, and wider community members work in collaboration 
(when). This practice happens in social media space (where) and it happens because they want to be kept 
informed (why). Sharing can occur as people are active and enthusiastic (how), and this leads to the library 

development and involvement of people (outcomes). 
Each of the three phenomena above might have many relational statements. Such statements are formed 

based on connecting responses to the questions of what, when, where, why, how, and what the outcomes of 
the phenomenon are. The example above provides an idea of how a relationship or connection within each 
category is established.  

 
4.2. Participatory library model 

Table 8 provides a basis for the model. For example, answers to the questions when, where, and why provide 
contextual and intervening conditions within which the inter/actions respond to or handle the phenomena. In 
addition, answers to the question of how in the matrix suggest inter/actions in the model. Similarly, the 
answers to the question with what results… provide the basis for outcomes in the model. It should be noted 
that while the answers to questions in the matrix were quite detailed, they are presented concisely in the 
model. Figure 1 below shows a complete model of participatory library.  
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Figure 1 Participatory library model. 
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Causal conditions: are events and happenings that lead to the occurrence or development of a 

phenomenon (Strauss and Corbin, 1990, p. 96).  
Phenomena: are the central ideas in the data represented as concepts, for instance, community, 

empowerment, and experience (Strauss and Corbin 1998, p. 101).  
Contextual conditions: are the specific sets of conditions (patterns of conditions) that intersect 

dimensionally at this time and place to create the set of circumstances or problems to which persons respond 
through inter/actions (Strauss and Corbin 1998, p. 132). 

Intervening conditions: are those that mitigate or otherwise alter the impact of causal conditions on 

phenomena (Strauss and Corbin 98, p. 131). 
Interactions and actions (inter/actions): are strategies devised to manage, handle, carry out, or respond to 

a phenomenon under a specific set of perceived conditions (Strauss and Corbin, 1990, p. 97). 
Outcomes: are results of inter/actions (Strauss and Corbin, 90, p. 97). 
 

4.2.1. How the participatory library model can be understood?  

The model can be read from the left to the right-hand side. The model starts with the causal conditions, 

which were the adoption of emerging technologies and the competition for survival among libraries. These 
lead to the phenomena of community, empowerment, and experience. This means the causal conditions bring 
about community, give the community members opportunities to enhance their rights and power, and 
provide them with holistic library experience. The phenomena lead to inter/actions (responses of libraries, 
librarians, and users). The inter/actions presents how these stakeholders respond to or deal with the 
phenomena. In addition, there were contexts within which the inter/actions were carried out. They were the 
shared interests, facilitation, etc. There were also intervening conditions that are the background features of 
general perception, policy, etc. that pertain to the phenomena and influence on the inter/actions. Finally, 

there were the outcomes, which resulted from inter/actions. Below is the discussion of these details. 
 
4.2.2. Causal conditions 

Two main causal conditions emerging from the data led to the phenomena of community, empowerment, and 
experience. The causal conditions were (i) adoption of emerging technologies and (ii) survival of the fittest. 
 
Adoption of emerging technologies 

Librarians were firstly interested in new and emerging technologies (i.e., social media). When the 
technologies came into existence, they started to learn about them. They also attended workshops and took 
part in short-term training courses on such topics so that they were aware of what emerging technologies are 
and how such things can change library activities (I. 3, I. 6, and I. 7). Strategically, some librarians started 
with using several tools, such as Facebook, blogs, and instant messaging, for professional purposes. This 
usage was sometimes part of a pilot program that aimed to try out new tools in the library setting. Once 
library users actively responded to the new tools, librarians officially deployed them and made them widely 

available. They planned strategically for long-term development of such services in the library.  
 
Survival of the fittest 
The second causal condition that emerged from the data was a competition for survival among university 
libraries. University libraries were under pressure to change or risk their existence. There were various 
sources of challenges. The first challenge was quite apparent as the library has been widely acknowledged as 
a growing organism (Ranganathan, 1931). Naturally, the library needs to constantly change in order to adapt 
to new situations.  

There was also pressure from users regardless of what the library intended to do. A user participant 
stated: 

Satisfying users‟ needs is the reason for the library‟s existence and development. In order to survive and 
develop, the library needs to listen to the thoughts and aspirations of the people that they are serving – 
users. It is important for libraries to understand what their users need and want. If users raise their voice 
and contribute their ideas but the library ignores them, then it won‟t be able to survive. (I. 11, p. 7) 

With such a belief, the library users seemed to be more confident that they could contribute their voice and 

expertise to the development of libraries. In the position of a university library director, a participant 
recognised that the position of a librarian is becoming more challenging than ever before. This is because 
users are tech-savvy and they are more than competent in many other fields. She admitted, we are librarians, 
but sometimes we are slower than them [users]. There is a lot of pressure placed on the library and library 
management (I. 6, p. 1). 
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4.2.3. Phenomena resulting from causal conditions 

The two identified causal conditions labelled “adoption of emerging technologies” and “survival of the 
fittest” were the main drivers that led to the phenomena of community, empowerment, and experience (these 
phenomena have been thoroughly delineated in section 4.1).  

The three phenomena formed the centre of the model. None of the three can be left out; otherwise, there 
will be only separate parts of the model. In other words, the phenomena do not stand alone. Apart from the 
relationships within each phenomenon (category), there are also relationships among the three phenomena 
and between these phenomena and other building blocks of the model. Together, these relationships (and 

interrelationships) provide density and add greater explanation to the participatory library model.  
As Figure 1 shows, there are interactions among three phenomena. The interactions are represented in two 

directions. Community is the basis for (which leads to) the development of empowerment. This means that 
without connection, sharing, and peer support, there would not be the practice of authority, prosumption, and 
partnering. For example, without physical and social-media connections, it would be hard or infeasible for 
members to work in partnership with one another. Conversely, by being empowered, members promote 
connection, enhance sharing, and strengthen peer support. 

In addition, empowerment enhances experience. By being empowered, members have more opportunities 
to be actively and deeply involved in the business of the library. As they join in the playground, they 
diversify its activities, programs, and services. They become an integral part of the playground. Since library 
users directly shape and drive the development of programs and services, they actively create a comfortable 
environment for those activities. Conversely, a well-established and facilitated playground together with a 
favourable environment contribute to the empowerment and encourage members to become more active in 
authority, prosumption, and partnering. 

Furthermore, experience helps build up and develop community. Community members need a place to 

play. This means playground (part of the experience) is a favourable environment for the community‟s 
activities (connection, sharing, and peer support). Such activities would not happen without the availability 
of a playground and associated favourable conditions. Conversely, typical features of community, sharing, 
connection, and peer support together enrich the experience. As mention above, they are not only the basis 
for empowerment, but also the aspects that make the playground exciting and attractive. 

 
4.2.4. Contexts in which inter/actions occurred 

There were contexts in which inter/actions took place in response to the phenomena of community, 
empowerment, and experience. These inter/actions were affected by a series of contextual circumstances, 
which included (i) shared interests, (ii) facilitation, (iii) physical and virtual environment, and (iv) 
enthusiasm and volunteering.  
 
Shared interests 
Similar interests and shared concerns and purposes are the basis for the creation of a community. Without 

such commonly shared features, it would be hard for members to be connected and to establish a community. 
Once there was a community, including members who shared interests and concerns, members had more 
opportunities to enhance their rights, get more power, and raise their voices. As a result, they would have a 
greater experience with the library.  
 
Facilitation in both virtual and physical environments 
The inter/actions might happen in either the physical or virtual environment of the library. Importantly, this 
environment must be facilitated by librarians and library users, which means there was a need to have a 

favourable environment for the community‟s activities (i.e., it must be easy for members to get connected, as 
well as easy to share and support one another). 
 
Enthusiasm and volunteering 
The community would not exist, its members would not be empowered, and their library experience would 
not be good if there was no enthusiasm and volunteering. Many participants believed that being active, 
enthusiastic, and having a culture of volunteering significantly change the library. For example, enthusiasm 

was considered as a must-have attitude. “The librarian needs to be enthusiastic” (I. 6, p. 3). Without 
librarians‟ willingness to try out emerging technologies and a positive attitude to adapt to changes, the library 
would not be innovative. The enthusiasm might come from library users as well. Their activeness and 
willingness help the library to operate in a user-driven manner. The contribution and input from users might 
be in various forms. For instance, commenting on library services, suggesting good information sources for 
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acquisitions, and answering peer users‟ questions are a few examples of contribution. These enthusiasts were 

referred to as “library lovers” (I. 3, p. 14).  
 
4.2.5. Intervening condition affecting the inter/actions  

In addition to the contexts discussed above, there were also intervening conditions that influenced the 
inter/actions. Intervening conditions included (i) perception, (ii) policy, and (iii) education and training. 
 
Perception 

Librarians‟ perceptions of emerging technologies, library services, and education had a significant influence 
on the way libraries offer services. Different perspectives lead to different ways of doing things (I. 9, p. 6). 
Talking about the perception of emerging technologies among university library professionals, a participant 
disclosed that according to his survey, some librarians and library managers thought, emerging technologies 
like Web 2.0 or social media tools are something impractical (I. 3, p. 5). Some libraries deploy such tools, 
but for a limited extent. For instance, they consider social media as a marketing channel or an additional 
channel for communication, while it should be viewed as a core library service (I. 3, p. 6). Similarly, a 

participant expressed her opinion, “using social media is not what many university libraries want to do. They 
do not want their librarians to stay online for chatting. However, in my library, they are encouraged to do so, 
as we think this is a customer service. (I. 2, p. 4) 
 
Policy 
Policy was another condition influencing the inter/actions. This concern was mostly shared by librarian 
participants. This might be the library policy, institutional policy, or national policy. Policy was represented 
in management mechanisms, administrative procedures, and a set of rules and regulations that either 

encourage or discourage the development of library. The national policy is characterised by a top-down 
mechanism. A participant claimed that policy makers often impose. Inferiors are allowed to propose 
constructive ideas but the ideas are usually being ignored. Therefore, once the superior issues the policy or 
regulation, we still have to follow it even if it is not reasonable (I. 6, p. 8). Other participants also commented 
that the nation‟s policy on social media is too strict. Libraries and users are not always able to take full 
advantage of social media because the government wants limits this channel with a hope to prevent misuse of 
social media (I. 4, I. 6, and I. 8). 

 
Education and training 
Education and training was another condition affecting inter/actions. Education and training equipped 
librarians with the necessary skills, knowledge, and attitudes to help them carry out their jobs fulfil the job in 
a satisfactory manner. A good education program can produce qualified librarians who are able to facilitate 
and provide better services to users. A participant expressed his regret that at the time of my LIS course, 
Web 2.0 and emerging technologies were not integrated into the curriculum (I. 5, p. 7). The lack of 

foundational knowledge among current librarians is because LIS education programs did not update students 
with emerging technologies; so many librarians do not have much motivation or ability to learn new 
technologies (I. 1, p. 4). Meanwhile, professional development programs for librarians are not well planned 
and they face many problems, especially those that have aged staff members, and this becomes critical when 
the library moves into the digital age (I. 4 and I. 6). 
 

4.2.6. Inter/actions responding to the phenomena of community, empowerment, and experience  
In the presence of the contextual conditions and intervening conditions already discussed, the three 

phenomena led to inter/actions, which included (i) establishing a playground, (ii) creating a favourable 
environment, (iii) getting involved, and (iv) contributing. The first two inter/actions were mostly initiated 
and made by librarians and the other two were generally performed by the library users. 
 
Establishing playground 
Establishing a playground was the first thing libraries and librarians did in response to the existence of 
community, and the practice of empowerment and experience. The creation of a playground was one of the 

ways to facilitate and enable the library community to engage. The most common way of doing this included 
establishing social media spaces like Facebook, wikis, blogs, Twitter, and online forums. Such spaces 
provided the library community, particularly the users, with multiple options to take part in library activities 
(I .2, I. 14). 
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Creating a favourable environment 

In addition to establishing a playground, it is necessary to create a favourable environment for the library 
community to engage in. According to the research participants, the library needs to create an encouraging, 
inviting, and attractive environment for users to take part in its operation and activities. In doing this, the 
library might take advantage of users‟ contribution. A participant stated, “we always appreciate the user‟s 
role because without users the library has no reason to exist. Therefore, it is necessary to have something 
interesting and attractive to invite users to engage in the library” (I. 7, p. 11). Having friendly librarians, 
flexible policies, and growing decorative plants and flowers to create spaces of comfort and tranquillity are 

typical ways of doing this (I. 2, I. 3, I. 14). 
 
Participation and contribution 
Under the contextual conditions and intervening conditions as discussed earlier, the three phenomena led to 
users‟ participation and contribution. It was believed that participation is voluntary and it will naturally come 
when users feel comfortable and being encouraged (I. 13, p. 8). User‟s participation habit is naturally formed 
(I. 2, p. 7) once libraries take advantage of emerging technologies, and once the library‟s appearance, spaces, 

and other facilities are attractive and convenient (I. 15). Getting users involved seemed to be possible as they 
were provided with a supportive environment. If the library could get users involved, then they were likely to 
succeed (I. 2, I. 10, and I. 16). This is because librarians cannot always think of or devise services that meet 
user needs (I. 2, p. 3), but library users do. 
 

4.2.7. Outcomes of the inter/actions 

The inter/actions of both libraries (librarians) and users led to certain outcomes. They were (i) learning 
community, (ii) equality, (iii) better-tailored services, and (iv) enhanced library experience. 

 
Learning community 
Once the library has established a playground and facilitated a favourable environment, users tended to be 
more active participants in the operation of the library (I. 5, I. 11, and I. 18). The community connects people 
to people, and people to ideas. As members in this community are connected, they share, support, and learn 
from one another. This learning community was characterised by a peer support culture in which members 
can make use of collective intelligence to enhance their learning experience. This collective learning 

environment enables learners to learn independently. They can learn (i.e., asking for peer advice, seeking 
ideas or support) whenever they want without constraint. In this self-paced learning environment, learners 
could also be (inter)dependent on others, as their interaction, communication, and relationships are part of 
the learning process. 
 
Equality 
The inter/actions also led to a change in the relationship between libraries (librarians) and users. There was 

equality since all community members can participate in almost all activities [of the library] (I. 2, p. 4). With 
the support of emerging technologies and the facilitation of the library, everyone can ask, everyone can 
answer, and everyone can participate in the library‟s business (I. 14, p. 5). Notably, users could take part in 
and contribute to the library development without any psychological barrier. Users can express their opinions 
and keep control over the establishment and development of library services. There may be products and 
services that are mainly established and maintained by users (I. 13, p. 11).  
 
Better-tailored services 

As a result of inter/actions, the library services were better tailored for users‟ needs. The process of 
improving the library service took place more quickly thanks to the openness and encouragement that the 
library facilitated. The user‟s voice played a crucial role in enhancing library services. Instant comments and 
feedback help the adjustment of the library's operation take place quickly, even immediately, due to the 
advantage of social media used in the library (I. 16, p. 9). In addition, the library might facilitate various 
channels, even traditional ones such as a suggestion notebook, feedback box, and gathering users‟ ideas at 
offline events, to help improve the library. For instance, based on a user‟s suggestion, a „sh!‟ sign is stuck in 

necessary areas in the library and then there are no more complaints about the noise (I. 10, p. 11). Thus, the 
library can improve its services in many ways. 
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Enhanced library experience 

In addition to better tailoring library services to users, inter/actions also resulted in an enhanced library 
experience. This experience was represented through various aspects, from the library‟s appearance and 
services to the librarian‟s attitude. The library is something more than a place to borrow and return books (I. 
14, p. 9). The library was able to provide users with interesting and attractive services rather than a building 
with four walls and full of bookshelves (I. 11, p. 4). It was believed that the library is a place to be and a 
place to relax and have fun, even though it is an academic institution. It should not be too serious, but 
informal and comfortable (I. 14, p. 14). As stated by a librarian participant, the library is your home (I. 2, 

p. 10); therefore, it is an essential part of users‟ lives. 
 
5. Discussion 

This research aims to address the question, what is a participatory university library? The research has 
revealed that a participatory library is a complex, dynamic and many-layered phenomenon. This study 
provides a rich description of the phenomenon. A participatory library is one that fosters community among 
the users, librarians, and broader society. It encourages the empowerment of all library users and provides 

them with a holistic experience in both physical and virtual library spaces. The phenomena were thoroughly 
delineated through a series of interrelated concepts that together help to establish a participatory library 
model. The research is significant in the following areas. 
 
5.1. Research’s contribution to existing Library 2.0 models 

Contribution of this research is presented in Figure 2, which shows the similarities and differences between 
the participatory library model and the existing major Library 2.0 models. 
 
Figure 2 Overview of similarities and differences between the participatory library model and existing Library 2.0 models.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

As Figure 2 shows, while there is a similarity in the subject, the participatory library model that has emerged 
from this research is different from the existing Library 2.0 models. The main differences are in the method 

of development, stakeholder involvement in the model development, structure of the model, and level of 
abstraction and interpretation. 

First, there is a commonality between the current participatory library model and previous Library 2.0 
models. Two types of models share some features in terms of subject or aboutness. For example, in the 
Library 2.0 theory, Maness (2006a) emphasises user-centredness. Users are active participants who are 
involved in both consumption and creation of content and services. Similarly, in the participatory library 
service model, Casey and Savastinuk (2007) stress the user-driven services in which users enrich library 

Aboutness: though two types of models are not exactly the same, they share 

some features in terms of subject 

 

Participatory library model Existing Library 2.0 models 

How are they similar? 

 Empirical  

 Main stakeholders involved 

 Well-structured  

 Participation focused 

 (Mostly) non-empirical 

 Single/no stakeholder involved 

 Loosely woven 

 Technology focused 

How are they different? 
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programs and services. These features are actually part of empowerment, which is located in the centre of the 

current model. Furthermore, the previous models have certain common ideas and concepts that refer to the 
community in the current model. For instance, Holmberg et al. (2009) suggest some of the building blocks of 
Library 2.0, such as participation, social aspects, and interactivity. 

In relation to variation, the most noticeable difference between the current and the previous models is the 
method of development or research approach. While most of the earlier models are based on the literature 
and personal experience of the researchers, the current participatory library model is empirically derived 
from the lived experiences of participants. The in-depth and conversational manner of the interviews (data 

collection) yields rich data that provide a fuller understanding of the participatory library and help to develop 
a more complete model. 

Another difference relates to the participants who provided data for the research. Previous models are 
based on a single stakeholder or source of data. For example, short written surveys with library professionals 
(Holmberg et al., 2009), recording features of libraries‟ Web 2.0-based services (Xu et al., 2009), self 
responding to questions via a brainstorming chart (Habib, 2006), and personal experience (Casey & 
Savastinuk, 2007; Maness, 2006b). Differently, this research recruited two main stakeholders including 

librarians (library directors, managers, technicians) and library users (students, academic and administrative 
staff). The diversification provided rich data for the research. Different sources of data lead to different 
findings, level of details, and contribution of each model. 

Structure of the model is another different when comparing two types of models. Structure is 
demonstrated in various forms, such as features, components, dimensions, building blocks, and the 
relationships and interrelationships between them. This research develops the participatory library model, 
which not only consists of core categories that are made of hundreds of lower-level concepts, but also other 
associated parts (conditions, interactions, and outcomes). All of these together create a complex participatory 

library model that thoroughly explains the phenomena. Although some of the earlier models are beautifully 
presented, they do not clearly show a systematic connection and interrelation between and among parts of the 
models. Probably non-empirical data do not allow researchers to identify and establish a well-constructed 
model, but loosely woven list of concepts or topics.  

One more difference is represented in the focus of each model. Existing Library 2.0 models have a strong 
emphasis on technological aspects, such as tools and techniques relating to the use of emerging technologies 
in libraries. Participation, although acknowledged in the existing Library 2.0 models, sits in the peripheral 

functions of the library rather than at its core. In contrast, the participatory library model moves beyond just 
technology. It centres on what emerging technologies enable libraries and their users to do and how 
technologies foster participation. This is evident in the participatory library model (Figure 1) in which 
technological aspects are only the causal conditions. They help libraries and their users to create a 
community, empower community members, and provide them with holistic experience. 

Although there are a number of variations between the participatory library model and previous library 
models, they supplement rather than counteract one another. While some earlier models were based on 

assumptions, beliefs, and researchers‟ opinions (Casey & Savastinuk, 2007; Maness, 2006b), they are good 
triggers for subsequent discussion and investigation of the phenomenon. Similarly, whilst some models were 
not based on lived interaction and conversation with key stakeholders, they provided an interesting 
perspective on the phenomenon through the lens of practitioners (Holmberg et al., 2009), and portrayed an 
overall picture of academic Library 2.0 through an inspection of a considerable number of libraries (Xu et 
al., 2009). Though the participatory library model is not based on a large number of participants, it is 
empirically devised and grounded in the lived experience of diverse groups of participants who are key 
stakeholders in the university libraries. 

 
5.2. Research’s contribution to our understanding of the library-user relationship 

The Library 2.0 era witnessed changes in relationship between libraries (or librarians) and users. Changes are 
represented via the enhancement of interaction and communication between libraries and users, the 
transformation of the user‟s role, and the increase of the user‟s rights and power. However, most of the 
discourses in the age of Library 2.0 focus on description and prediction of the changes, rather than 
investigating them empirically. This research significantly explores the participatory library, which is 

characterised, by users and their participation. The research goes beyond description (depiction of data). It 
moves from conceptual ordering (organising data into discrete categories) to theorising (developing a model 
or a theory). The changing library-user relationship is demonstrated via a series of concepts (categories, sub-
categories, properties, and dimensions). Remarkably, the research demonstrates a strong connections and 
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interconnections between and among concepts that are meticulously explained and together provide a deeper 

understanding of the participatory library. 
 

5.3. Research’s contribution to the library practice 

According to Strauss and Corbin (1998), a theory does more than provide understanding or paint a vivid 
picture. It enables users to explain and predict events, thereby providing guides to action (p. 25). How can 
the model of the participatory library guide action? There are a number of ways to take advantage of the 
model. The participatory library model provides empirical guidelines for universities that seek to develop 

their own participatory libraries. The model serves as a benchmark so that libraries and librarians can 
compare their current library model with the participatory library model. The comparison would help them 
identify the areas that need to be changed in order to make their libraries more participatory. 

The best approach for taking advantage of the participatory library model is that librarians set their 
current library model against the participatory library model. This is an opportunity for them to entirely 
revise strategies, programs, and services relating to library renovation, emerging technologies, and user 
services. Together with this, they need to carry out an environmental scanning, which is an analysis of a 

global environment. This scan can provide them with an understanding of the economical, social, and 
technological issues, expectations, and trends that influence their libraries. This strategic approach can help 
them to create a roadmap of considerations for planning and implementation. The advantage of this approach 
is that it enables the library to change in a consistent and smooth manner. It also helps the library to respond 
to the change in a proper and timely manner. In doing so, the participatory library model will effectively 
guide action (Strauss and Corbin, 1998, p. 25). 

 
6. Limitation and future directions 

Generalisability is a possible limitation of this research. This research has some particular features, such as 
being based on a specific library system (i.e., academic libraries) in a specific country, and drawing on a 
modest number of participants. Therefore, the research results may not be very applicable to public, special, 
and school library contexts or those in other countries. For this reason, future research may focus on the 
following areas. 

Building a practical framework: A practical framework that is based on the current findings may provide 
libraries and librarians with step-by-step guidelines in order to make their libraries more participatory.  

Considering other stakeholders: The current study recruits only two main stakeholders, librarians and 
library users. Future research may include other participants, such as deputy vice chancellors, deans of 
faculties, and heads of schools who may provide more insights into the participatory library. 

Research on the participatory library in other library contexts: It would be worthwhile to study the 
phenomenon of the participatory library in other library contexts such as public libraries, special libraries, 
and school libraries. Studies in these areas may provide a more holistic picture of the participatory library. 

Research on the participatory library in other countries and under other cultural environments: An 

example of this would be studying the participatory library in a multicultural country like Australia. Such a 
study may provide more insight into the participatory library, for instance, differences between the 
participatory library in a single cultural environment and that in a multicultural environment.  

Testing the participatory library model: This explanatory study focuses on building rather than testing the 
theory (model). Hence, it may be an opportunity for quantitative studies, which will address a question such 
as to what extent can library users take part in the operation of libraries? 

Employ other research approaches: An example of this would be combining grounded theory and case 
study. Such a study will allow the researcher to make use of other sources of data, such as documents, 

archival records, and observation. This approach may bring about substantial outcomes that are highly 
relevant to specific libraries.  

 
7. Conclusion 

This paper has presented the discovery of a participatory library model. This empirical study has responded 
to the context in which Library 2.0 discourses tend to focus on aspects of emerging technologies rather than 
how those technologies foster participation. It is found that a participatory library is one that fosters 

community among the users, librarians, and broader society. It encourages the empowerment of all library 
users and provides them with a holistic experience in both physical and virtual library spaces.  

This study explores a radical change in the nature of libraries, librarians, and the ways in which users 
experience libraries. This research genuinely reflects the nature of the contemporary library. Furthermore, the 
research will contribute to the general knowledge of librarianship, for which the issues of library innovation 
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and the improvement of users‟ services are always a preoccupation. The research result will be a theoretical 

guide for librarians, library managers, and educators, who need to embrace with changes in libraries and care 
about future of education. 
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