
INTRODUCTION

In order to define and understand the primary users of billingslibrary.org, prelimi-
nary user research was conducted by identifying and interviewing a subject matter 
expert (SME) as well as a frequent patron of their local public library. “Becca” is  
the Assistant Head of Popular Materials/Teen Librarian at Ela Area Public Library 
District Illinois, and “Olli,” a mother of two toddlers, is a power user of public li-
brary services and former librarian herself. 

Interviews were performed asking similarly structured questions in order to fur-
ther understand a library user’s key goals and interests. These interviews would 
serve as the foundation for building the user personas (outlined in detail below.) 

In addition to the SME interviews, several literature reviews and multiple web re-
sources were referenced to help define these personas. A full research protocol and 
list of the referenced materials are located in the appendix of this report.

WHAT WE LEARNED

Through the interview and research process, several themes began to surface for 
users of public libraries. Highlights and key learnings are listed below.

• Needs of the library staff and the needs of their users often do not run par-
allel. There may be library goals, such as recruitment of donors and highlight-
ing board members, that do not align with primary user needs. The IA of the 
Billings Public Library website should account for both use cases with a balance 
favoring the end-user.

• Users want on-demand access to resources. If a user is unable to find what 
they are looking for, they might immediately move on to an alternative re-
source. Attempt to retain users by providing simple ways to  reserve a resource, 
or browse alternate sources for the same product.

• Those needing to use a library’s website often do so for an explicit pur-
pose, and are not intending to browse. With this in mind, the IA can begin to 
be focused and considerations can be taken to limit or postpone the introduction 
of distracting elements early within the IA.

• Contrary to portrayals in popular culture, libraries offer many opportu-
nities for social engagement. These social gatherings are a key motivating fac-
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tor in overall engagement with the library, and should be highlighted and elevated 
within the IA, allowing users to discover and track such opportunities. According 
to Pew Research (Horrigan, 2016) 80% of American’s age 16 and older agree that 
public libraries should include programs for young children and seniors, specifical-
ly discussing how to utilize technology. Another 16% gave a “maybe” response.

• According to research conducted by EBSCO, there are several audience 
groups that have higher levels of engagement with their public libraries 
throughout a “standard life cycle.” (Costello et al., 2016) The groups encompass-
ing the highest engagement brackets include preschool, middle school, new par-
ents and retirees, with those seeking jobs making up an alternative category.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

• Public library users are composed of various socioeconomic backgrounds, 
ages, and walks of life. This was discussed within both SME interviews, and con-
firmed within various sections of the Pew Research (2016.) Pew Research further 
confirmed that the split of gender demographics between public library users is 
close with females making up 57% and males completing the other 43%. Based on 
this information, it is suggested that content, messaging or phrasing constitut-
ing the IA not cater to a specific demographic. Keeping phrases, terminology, web 
standards, visual guidance and accessibility at top of mind will be key in addressing 
appropriate IA changes for a user-centric experience improvement.

• While hopefully temporary, COVID-19 has had major impacts on users li-
brary engagement and experience. As more users are being forced to utilize dig-
ital platforms and resources, it is increasingly important to enhance and improve 
the user experience and facilitate the ease of navigation, wayfinding, and overall IA 
for patrons. Using momentum from this season can propel needed change.
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PERSONAS

Personas are a representation of a prototypical user type. They are not actual peo-
ple, but have been developed from real people, through interviews and user-re-
search. Personas allow for a shared understanding of BPL users in terms of their 
goals, motivations, and contexts. They are used as a way to focus design thinking 
and align the decisions made, by keeping the end-user in mind. 

Personas are further used to guide the development of products and services. Per-
sonas put a face to otherwise abstract data and information, and can help guide the 
design process, by helping to clarify what users might realistically need. Casting 
light on user characteristics and desires may help in exercises like brainstorm-
ing, specifying use cases or storyboarding, and defining feature sets. Additionally, 
personas aid in removing personal bias in decision-making, and allow the team to 
focus on the target user, without getting caught up in unlikely scenarios. 

The following personas were created by referencing the combined research ef-
forts (the SME interviews and articles related to public library users.) Based on the 
information that was uncovered, three personas were crafted to cover the varying 
circumstances and needs of typical users of a public library. 

User Persona Summaries:

• Isabelle Simpson (the new(-ish) parent) - Primary Persona 

Isabelle is a new mom, who works from home. She is a proud parent, but is navigat-
ing life as a mom for the first time. Her priority is her family, and she is also hoping to 
build her career as a remote accountant. As part of her goals, she is wanting to pursue 
a Master’s degree, and is looking to begin the application process.

• William Garver (the reading retiree) - Primary Persona 

William is a 72 year-old retiree, and former ski instructor. In the off-season, he spends 
the majority of his time at the local library, reading and making friends. He’s a regu-
lar, and often serves as a volunteer. William loves people almost as much as he loves 
reading, but he vastly prefers the real thing to digital experiences.

• COVID Carson (the bored teen) - Secondary Persona 

Carson is a 16 year-old boy who is stuck at home for the summer. Unable to see his 
friends, he quickly binged all of Netflix, Hulu, and Amazon Prime, and is now in search 
of alternative media resources. In addition to his larger than average consumption of 
media, Carson is hoping to find other ways to fight his boredom. 

The three BPL personas – in their entirety – are located below. 



ISABELLE SIMPSON (the new-ish parent)

ABOUT

Isabelle is a new(-ish) mom, who works from 
home. She is a proud parent, but is navigating 
life as a mom for the first time. Her priority is her 
family, and she is also hoping to build her career 
as a remote accountant. As part of her goals, she 
is wanting to pursue a Master’s degree, and is 
looking to begin the application process.

PREFERENCES

GOALS

PAIN POINTS

LIKES

Finding programs that engage her daughter.

Researching and applying for her Master’s.

Looking for opportunities to meet new parents 
and friends for her daughter.

Finding educational resources that are enter-
taining enough to hold her daughter’s interest.

Finding resources that are age appropriate.

Discovering new areas of interest.

Print Resources

Digital Resources

Social Media

Programming

Variation

I need help finding con-
sistent ways of keeping 
my daughter enter-
tained, engaged, and 
learning.

DEVICE PRIORITY

Macbook
Pro

Android
Galaxy 960% 40%



WILLIAM GARVER (the reading retiree)

ABOUT

William is a 72 year-old retiree, and former ski 
instructor. In the off-season, he spends the ma-
jority of his time at the local library, reading and 
making friends. He’s a regular, and often serves 
as a volunteer. William loves people almost as 
much as he loves reading, but he vastly prefers 
the real thing to digital experiences.

DEVICE PRIORITY

PREFERENCES

GOALS

PAIN POINTS

LIKES

Keeping his mind busy and nimble.

Continuing to expand his hobbies.

Staying up to date with current topics, and 
engaging in community.

Finding books similar to his favorite authors is 
becoming increasingly more difficult.

Navigating digital landscapes.

Satisfying his social cravings.

Print Resources

Digital Resources

Social Media

Programming

Variation

Digital books feel a bit 
detached. It’s a lot like 
talking to someone 
through a long distance 
phone call, rather than 
in-person.

iPhone 
SE

Windows
Desktop

85% 15%



COVID CARSON (the bored teen)

ABOUT

Carson is a 16 year-old boy who is stuck at home 
for the summer. Unable to see his friends, he 
quickly binged all of Netflix, Hulu, and Amazon 
Prime, and is now in search of alternative media 
resources. In addition to his larger-than-average 
consumption of media, Carson is hoping to find 
other ways to fight his boredom. 

PREFERENCES

GOALS

PAIN POINTS

LIKES

Spend less time in front of a screen.

Interact with people outside of his home.

Developing a vast knowledge of pop-culture 
and being the first to discover it.

Finding new things to watch that he hasn’t 
already seen.

Fighting boredom and screen fatigue.

Discovering alternative digital resources.

Print Resources

Digital Resources

Social Media

Programming

Variation

Where can I find some-
thing new? I feel like 
I’ve read, seen, and 
done everything there 
is to do inside my 
house!

iPhone 
X

iPad
Mini

DEVICE PRIORITY

50% 50%



High Priority Tasks

Task (the new-ish parent) - Primary (the reading retiree) - Primary (the bored teen) - Secondary

Find a book. YES

YES

YES

YES

YES

YES

YES

YES

YES

YES

YES

YES

YES

YES

YES

YES

YES

YES

YES

YES

Locate library hours of 
operation.

Reserve a resource.

Medium Priority Tasks

Find a digital resource.

Ask a question.

Low Priority Tasks

Find library contact info.

Create or update a library 
account.

Browse resources by spec-
ified category or filters.

PERSONA ISABELLE SIMPSON WILLIAM GARVER COVID CARSON

Find and register for 
upcoming events.

TASK LIST

Based on the developed personas, a prioritized list of tasks that the updated website 
should support has been assembled.

 
Pairing the prioritized task list above, in conjunction with the user personas, a tool-
kit for our website redesign and a lens through which to filter design decisions. 




