
Being 
Human Centered 
in the AI Era



Reimagining Discovery 
at Harvard Library



Scope of Library Discovery

● 1 billion journal articles
● 19M physical volumes
● 9M ReCAP partner titles – print
● 4M ebooks & journals
● 2M images
● 15K archival finding aids
● 10K geospatial layers



“Intimidating.” “Inconsistent”

“Overwhelming” “A nightmare”

Feedback from faculty members and PhD students, on finding special collections



Influence of ChatGPT on Searching

Students & researchers are using traditional search tools less often, in favor of 
ChatGPT and other search tools that support natural language queries.

Generative AI chatbots reduce my 
reliance on traditional research 
tools like Google or library catalog

Fall 2024 Survey with 200+ students



Exploratory Research & Planning

3 Key Findings from User Interviews
1. Users want more explanation of why results are 

in the output.
2. Users want recommendations for related 

materials or search terms.
3. Researchers who are new to special collections 

and archives are unsure how to start.



3 Opportunities of AI



1. Simplify searching Harvard’s vast collections 
using conversational search, visual browsing, 
and AI-generated summaries.

2. Improve access to books, videos, images, and 
new technologies like 3D and virtual reality.

3. Use AI technology to improve search results, 
highlight important sources, and offer better 
ways to explore topics.

Project Goals







The Human-Centered 
Library



“I don't consult many materials 
because I get overwhelmed with how 
information appears.”



Encompasses all aspects of the 
end-user's interaction with the 

company, its services, and its 
products. 

USER EXPERIENCE

Meets user needs
WIthout fuss or bother

Sparks joy
Products or services are 
delightful to use.

Seamless integration
Between multiple in-person 
service points, online interfaces, 
and other experiences.

Based on the definition from Nielsen Norman Group



Aaron Walter’s 
Hierarchy of 

User Needs
The pyramid puts focus on 

foundational UX before 
putting resources into 
delighting people; bad 
experiences are more 

memorable than good ones. 
FUNCTIONAL

RELIABLE

USABLE

PLEASURABLE



Broadly 
in higher 
education & 
peers

What do you need to know?

Locally 
at your 
institution

Hyperlocally 
at your library
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National & Local News Student News Scholarship



Broadly 
in higher 
education

Where do you need more information?

Locally 
at your 
institution

Hyper-Locally
at your library





Elements of the Human-
Centered Library
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Transform  your 
organization to put users 
at the center of every 
decision

Find focus with research 
questions and the right 
approach

METHODS CULTUREPEOPLE
Align  with stakeholders 
and find the right 
participants for your 
questions



1) METHODS



“Let’s do a 
focus group.”



Research 
Questions



Research 
Questions

What are student perceptions of 
the library catalog?

Are students using generative AI 
chatbots more frequently than 
traditional search tools for 
information discovery?

What types of students are 
satisfied or dissatisfied with 
library study spaces?

What kinds of furniture would 
graduate students prefer?  





Why are first-time visitors struggling to locate key 
sections in the library?

Conduct observation & interviews 
Exploratory & qualitative





Do users notice the signage? 
Do users understand how to find their way? 

Conduct survey and review reference statistics
Evaluative & qualitative



Interviews

Surveys

Prototyping

Observation

Methods



Generative Research Evaluative Research
Evaluate a service, website, or concept 
and collect data to help improve it.

Develop a deeper understanding
of your users and the problem 
you’re trying to solve for them.



Qualitative Quantitative

Qualitative Data Quantitative Data



Do you need qualitative or 
quantitative data?

03

What is your research 
question?01
Are you exploring or 
evaluating?02



2) PEOPLE



Stakeholders



Leaders



Partners











Stakeholder: “Hidden navigation is cleaner. I want 
it to feel easy.” 

Research from Nielsen Norman Group that 
hamburger menus reduce usability





Participants



Broadly 
in higher 
education

Where do you need more information?

Locally 
at your 
institution

Hyper-Locally 
at your library
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Relationships
Meet them where they are
Embedded students

Orientation Events
Email Lists
Newsletters
Tabling

PARTICIPANT 
POOL

OUTREACH 
STRATEGIES

INCENTIVES

Finance Rules
Gift Cards
Branded Swag
Coffee
Ask!



3) CULTURE







Look for opportunities to bring colleagues along 
in UX work

Use co-creation methods or involve staff with note 
taking and results presentations



Practice: 
Building 
Capacity



Communication:
From Evidence 
to Action



Strategy:
Embed UX in 
High-Level 
Planning









“The sparkle is too cute for Harvard!”

“What does it mean? No idea.”

✨



UX Maturity & AI



UX 
Maturity 

Scale



UX 
Maturity 

Scale
For Libraries

Stage 1-2 Apathy or hostility to UX practice; lack of resources and 
staff for UX

Stage 3 Ad hoc UX practices within the organization; UX is 
practiced but unofficially and without dedicated 
resources or staff; leadership does not fully understand 
or support UX

Stage 4 Leadership beginning to understand and support UX; 
dedicated budget; UX is assigned to a permanent 
position

Stage 5 The UX lead or group collaborates with units across the 
organization and contributes UX data meaningfully to 
organizational and strategic decision-making

Stage 6 UX research data is regularly included in projects and 
decision-making; a wide variety of methods are practice 
regularly by multiple departments

Stage 7-8 UX is practiced throughout the organization; decisions 
are made and resources are allocated only with UX 
insights as a guide



Why UX Maturity 
matters in the AI Era



Benefits 
when we 
center people
● Trust
● Fairness
● Inclusion

Risks 
when we 
ignore people
● Bias
● Mistrust
● Harm











Being Human-
Centered in the 
AI Era


