
Navigating the Digital Groove 
Crafting a User-Centric Odyssey for Libraries

ID van der Walt 20 Sept 2023



Overview

• Setting the Scene

• Understanding Digital Scholarship

• The Importance of User-Centric Approach 

• Crafting a User-Centric Digital Scholarship 
Environment

• Challenges and Solutions

• Real-World Example

• Closing



"Life is either a daring 
adventure or nothing at 

all." 
-

Helen Keller



Setting the Scene 
An odyssey is a lengthy and adventurous journey filled with challenges and changes in 
fortune

• Factors within your control:
• Preparation: How well you plan

• Decision-Making: The choices you make along the way

• Resilience: Your ability to adapt to unexpected circumstances

• Resource Management: How you allocate and utilize resources like time, money

• Factors outside of your control: 
• Natural elements: Unpredictable weather patterns

• External Events: Political instability, economic changes, or social unrest

• Geography: Terrain, natural obstacles, and geographical features

• Other People: Interactions with strangers, locals, or fellow travellers

• Luck and Chance: Sometimes, random events



Loadshedding
2007            Current

1. Disruption of Services: This can hinder research and study activities.

2. Limited Operating Hours: Academic libraries often rely on a regular 

schedule of operation. Load shedding can force libraries to reduce their 

operating hours.

3. Preservation of Electronic Resources: Sudden power cuts can pose a 

risk to electronic resources, including the loss of data, damage to servers, 

and interruption of digital preservation efforts.

4. Inadequate Lighting and Climate Control: Load shedding can lead to 

inadequate lighting and temperature control, which can impact the comfort 

and usability of library spaces, as well as the preservation of physical 

materials.

5. Disruption of Teaching and Learning: Academic libraries often host 

workshops, seminars, and group study sessions. Load shedding can 

disrupt these activities, affecting teaching and learning outcomes.

6…..



1. Increased Awareness of Alternative Resources: Load shedding can prompt 

libraries to highlight and promote alternative resources like print materials, offline 

databases, and physical archives, encouraging a diversified approach to 

research.

2. Collaboration with Power Backup Providers: Libraries can collaborate with 

power backup providers to ensure uninterrupted services during load shedding, 

demonstrating adaptability and reliability to library users.

3. Fostering Resilience: Load shedding can motivate libraries to invest in 

backup power solutions, such as generators or solar panels, making them more 

resilient in the face of power interruptions.

4. Focus on Sustainable Practices: Load shedding can raise awareness about 

energy conservation and sustainability, encouraging libraries to adopt eco-friendly 

practices and reduce their carbon footprint.

5. Remote Access and Digital Initiatives: Libraries may use load shedding as 

an opportunity to strengthen their digital presence, expand online resources, and 

promote remote access to support users during power outages.
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1. Physical Closure and Limited Access: Many academic libraries 

had to close their physical spaces or limit access to them to comply 

with public health guidelines, reducing the availability of physical 

resources and in-person services.

2. Digital Divide: The pandemic highlighted the digital divide among 

students and faculty, with not everyone having access to reliable 

internet or necessary devices for remote learning and research.

3. Budget Constraints: Economic repercussions of the pandemic led 

to budget cuts at many educational institutions, which impacted library 

budgets for acquisitions, subscriptions, and staff.

4. Altered User Behaviour: The sudden shift to remote learning 

altered user behaviour, with a greater demand for electronic resources 

and services, putting pressure on libraries to adapt quickly.

5. Mental Health and Well-being: Libraries are not just repositories of 

knowledge but also spaces for study and social interaction. The 

closure of libraries during the pandemic affected the mental health and 

well-being of students and staff who relied on these spaces.

Covid 19 
Pandemic 2020



1. Digital Transformation: Libraries accelerated their digital transformation efforts, 

expanding their online collections, adopting new technologies, and enhancing their 

digital services, which will continue to benefit users in the long term.

2. Remote Access and Virtual Services: The pandemic forced libraries to provide 

robust remote access to resources and services, making it more convenient for 

users to access library materials and assistance from anywhere.

3. Collaboration and Resource Sharing: Libraries collaborated more closely with 

each other and with publishers to facilitate access to electronic resources, fostering 

a sense of community within the library profession.

4. Flexible Work Arrangements: The pandemic demonstrated that library staff can 

effectively work remotely, paving the way for more flexible work arrangements that 

can improve work-life balance and potentially attract a more diverse workforce.

5. Digital Literacy: The increased reliance on digital resources during the 

pandemic led to a heightened awareness of digital literacy. Libraries played a role in 

providing guidance and support for students and faculty in navigating the digital 

landscape.

Covid 19 
Pandemic 2020



Fees Must Fall 
Movement 2016

1. Service Disruption: Protests and strikes associated with the 

movement often disrupted the normal functioning of academic 

institutions, including libraries. This could lead to reduced library hours, 

restricted access, and interruptions in services.

2. Security and Safety: Libraries could become sites of protests, 

potentially posing safety and security concerns for library staff and 

patrons during demonstrations or occupations.

3. Resource Allocation: The library may need to allocate resources to 

address security concerns or manage service disruptions, diverting 

attention and resources away from regular library operations and 

services.

4. Uncertainty: The uncertainty surrounding the movement's outcomes 

and the potential for prolonged protests can create challenges in long-

term planning and decision-making for libraries.

5. Communication and Engagement: Libraries may need to find ways 

to effectively communicate with students and demonstrate their support 

for the movement's goals while also addressing the disruption of 

services.



Fees Must Fall 
Movement 2016

1.Engagement and Support: Academic libraries have the opportunity to engage 

with students and support their concerns related to the high cost of education. This 

engagement can foster a sense of partnership and solidarity with the student body.

2.Resource Access: Libraries can play a role in making educational resources more 

accessible, whether by providing open educational resources (OER), advocating for 

reduced textbook costs, or assisting with the digitization of materials.

3.Dialogue and Discussion: Libraries can serve as safe spaces for dialogue and 

discussion on the issues raised by the movement, hosting forums, debates, or 

informational sessions to raise awareness and promote understanding.

4.Advocacy: Libraries, as integral parts of academic institutions, can advocate for 

changes in university policies related to tuition fees, student debt, and access to 

higher education.

5.Documentation and Archiving: Libraries can contribute to documenting and 

archiving the history of the "Fees Must Fall" movement, preserving records, 

documents, and other materials related to the protests and the broader context of 

student activism.
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Economic Downturn

1.Purchasing Power: A weaker Rand reduces the purchasing power 

of academic libraries when acquiring new materials, such as books, 

journals, and electronic resources. This can strain library budgets and 

limit the acquisition of essential academic resources.

2.Subscription Costs: Many academic libraries subscribe to 

international databases, journals, and publications that are priced in 

USD. A weaker Rand can lead to increased subscription costs, 

making it harder to maintain access to critical research materials.

3.Inflation: An economic downturn can lead to inflation, which affects 

operating costs for libraries, including utilities, salaries, and 

maintenance expenses. Libraries may struggle to cover these rising 

costs within existing budgets.

4.Resource Access: The economic downturn may impact the ability 

of students and researchers to afford personal devices and internet 

access, affecting their ability to access digital resources and utilize 

library services.

5.Library Funding: Libraries may face budget cuts or reduced 

funding from their parent institutions as a result of economic 

challenges. This can impact staffing, services, and the overall quality 

of library offerings.

1.Open Access Initiatives: The economic downturn can 

encourage academic libraries to support and promote open 

access initiatives, making scholarly research more widely 

available without the need for costly subscriptions.

2.Resource Sharing: Libraries can explore collaborative 

resource-sharing agreements with other institutions, both 

domestically and internationally, to offset rising costs and 

maintain access to essential materials.

3.Digital Transformation: The economic downturn can 

accelerate the digital transformation of libraries, leading to the 

development of online collections, virtual services, and digital 

platforms that improve resource accessibility and reduce costs.

4.Advocacy for Funding: Libraries can engage in advocacy 

efforts to ensure that their parent institutions recognize the 

importance of adequately funding libraries, especially during 

challenging economic times.

5.Diversified Funding Sources: Libraries can seek alternative 

funding sources, such as grants, partnerships, or philanthropic 

donations, to supplement their budgets and support innovative 

initiatives.



Understanding Digital Scholarship

1. Definition of Digital Scholarship: Digital scholarship involves leveraging digital tools and technologies to transform traditional 

academic practices. It encompasses activities such as creating and sharing digital content, conducting research using online resources, 

and collaborating in virtual environments. This approach expands the horizons of scholarship beyond the confines of printed materials.

2. Evolution of Scholarship: The landscape of scholarship has evolved significantly with the advent of digital technology. Scholars 

now have access to a vast array of digital resources, including e-books, online journals, and databases. Additionally, digital scholarship 

includes the creation of interactive multimedia content, data visualization, and the use of social media for academic discourse. This 

transformation has democratized access to information and widened the scope of academic inquiry.

3. Library's Role: Libraries have transitioned into dynamic centres that support digital scholarship. They curate digital collections, offer 

guidance on data management and preservation, provide access to research software and tools, and facilitate workshops on digital

skills. Libraries are no longer just repositories of physical books; they are essential partners in the digital scholarly process.

4. Impact on Research: Digital scholarship has had a profound impact on academic research. Scholars can now collaborate with 

peers worldwide in real-time, share research findings quickly through open-access platforms, and engage with a global audience. This 

interconnectedness has accelerated the pace of discovery and has made research more accessible and relevant to society at large.

5. Challenges & Opportunities: While digital scholarship presents numerous opportunities, it also poses challenges. Managing vast 

amounts of digital data, ensuring data security, navigating copyright and licensing issues, and promoting digital literacy among scholars 

are some of the challenges libraries and researchers face. However, these challenges also present opportunities for innovation and the 

development of new skills and strategies to enhance the scholarly process.
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The Importance of User-Centric Approach 

1. Definition of User-Centric Approach: A user-centric approach focuses on meeting the 

needs, preferences, and expectations of library users.

2. Enhancing User Satisfaction: Prioritising user satisfaction leads to increased patron loyalty 

and higher satisfaction levels.

3. Accessibility and Inclusivity: Ensuring accessibility for all patrons, including those with 

disabilities, is a key element of a user-centric approach.

4. Responsive to Changing Needs: Libraries adapt services and collections to address 

evolving trends and technologies through a user-centric approach.

5. Fostering Engagement and Collaboration: Actively engaging with patrons and involving 

them in shaping library offerings empowers users and enhances their library experience.



Crafting a User-Centric Digital Scholarship Environment
(Space)

Digital Scholarship Centre (DSC):

• Hub for innovation, collaboration, and digital scholarship initiatives.

• Equipped with state-of-the-art technology and resources.

The MakerSpace:

• Promotes hands-on learning, creativity, and experimentation.

• Fosters interdisciplinary collaboration and idea generation.

Cutting-Edge Technologies:

• Access to advanced tools for data analysis, visualization, and multimedia creation.

• Empowers scholars to explore new research methodologies.

Interdisciplinary Workshops:

• Workshops on digital skills, data management, and emerging technologies.

• Encourage skill development and knowledge sharing.



Crafting a User-Centric Digital Scholarship Environment
(Services & products)

Research Support Services:

• Expert guidance for data management, copyright, and data visualization.

• Facilitates research data sharing and preservation.

Collaborative Spaces:

• Collaborative workstations and meeting rooms for scholars and researchers.

• Encourages teamwork and interdisciplinary projects.

Virtual Resources:

• Access to digital libraries, open-access journals, and research databases.

• Expands access to scholarly resources.

Engagement with Communities:

• Outreach programs to engage with local communities and promote digital literacy.

• Partnerships with schools, non-profits, and community groups.



Crafting a User-Centric Digital Scholarship Environment
(User-Centric Values)

User Feedback Loops:

• Continuous solicitation of user feedback through surveys and user groups.

• Allows for timely adjustments and improvements.

Customized Services:

• Tailoring services to meet specific user needs.

• Personalized research assistance and resource recommendations.

Accessibility Initiatives:

• Ensuring resources and spaces are accessible to diverse user populations.

• Implementing assistive technologies and accessible formats.

User-Centric Technology Adoption:

• Evaluating and adopting technologies based on user demand and usability.

• Keeping pace with emerging trends to meet user expectations.

Measurement of Impact:

• Tracking user engagement, satisfaction, and usage metrics.

• Data-driven decision-making for optimizing user experiences.



Challenges and Solutions - Challenges
Resource Constraints:

• Limited budgets and resources can hinder the implementation of user-centric initiatives, including the 

development of digital tools and the maintenance of collaborative spaces.

Technological Barriers:

• Keeping up with rapidly evolving technologies can be challenging, leading to compatibility issues, 

cybersecurity concerns, and potential user frustration.

User Expectations and Diversity:

• Meeting diverse user expectations and needs, especially in a multicultural and multigenerational 

context, can be complex and requires careful planning.

Data Management and Privacy:

• Safeguarding user data and privacy is paramount but can be challenging with the growing volume of 

digital data generated and collected.

Digital Literacy Gaps:

• Not all users possess the same level of digital literacy, creating disparities in how they engage with 

digital scholarship resources and tools.



Challenges and Solutions - Solutions
Strategic Resource Allocation:

• Prioritize funding for user-centric projects that align with the library's mission and strategic goals. Seek 

external grants and partnerships for additional resources.

Continuous Training and Professional Development:

• Invest in ongoing training and development for library staff to stay updated on the latest technologies 

and best practices, ensuring they can address technological challenges effectively.

User-Centric Design Thinking:

• Embrace user-centric design thinking principles in the development of services and spaces. Regularly 

gather user feedback to tailor offerings to specific user segments.

Robust Data Governance and Ethics:

• Implement strong data governance policies and ethical guidelines to protect user data and privacy. 

Ensure compliance with relevant data protection regulations.

Digital Literacy Programs:

• Develop digital literacy programs that cater to different user skill levels. These programs can empower 

users to navigate digital resources effectively and reduce literacy gaps.



Circumstances may demand a pivot or call for perseverance, but the 

wisdom lies in knowing which path to choose. Pivot with purpose, but 

never underestimate the power of perseverance. In every challenge, 

there is an opportunity waiting to be seized.



THANK YOU


