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Teen Spaces in Public Libraries 



The Ocean Village Teen Space 



Two Questions: 

• Could notions of teens be physically 
represented in (or built into) the 
teen space?  

 

• Could this, in turn, have an impact on 
teen behavior? 



This is critical  
• Because preconceived notions of teens 

have been shown to negatively affect the 
service this user group receives 

• Teens consistently cite space as one of the 
major shortfalls of the library service 
teens receive 

• AND – public libraries have an obligation 
to provide service to teens as a group 



- impact of technology 

- changing needs of 21st century 

library users  

- rethink traditional notions and the 

- physical structure of the public 

library -- i.e., space! 

   

Also Important because: 







The 

Built Environment 



As Research Shows:  

• spaces created by the 
structures we build  
(i.e., the built environment), 

can have a profound 
effect on humans  

• if, for example, they 
are too small and 
crowding ensues 



OR…if they are too large  

 and spaces fail to function as they are meant to  

 e.g., James Scott’s (1998) description of the town square in Brasília 

- pictured here... 



In Creating Brasília, Brazil  

•  eradicate the chaos/filth seen in older city design 
•  create a clean, efficient, and orderly environment 

Brasilia's National Congress building 



• designed and developed by Lucio Costa & Oscar 
Niemeyer in 1957 

• inspired by Le Corbusier, who inspired another well-
known dystopia – Chandigahr, India  

Construction of Brasília, 1959 



Although  

• these physical environments had “an overall 
harmony and simplicity of form...they failed in 
important ways as places where people would 
want to live and work” (Scott, 1998, p. 133). 

 

 Chandigarh: Legislative Assembly building 

The Cathedral of Brasilia 



  What these utopian failures shared: 

  

• a remarkable visual symmetry and divisive 
functionality  

• no way reflected/served the needs/wants of the 
people  

 

Chandigarh, India  Brasília, Brazil 



The fact is that 

 in eradicating what he saw as chaos and filth, 
Le Corbusier also eradicated the spaces that 
allowed the people to function as they 
normally would in a city...space matters!  

 

 



We also respond to social cues 

  that are based on appropriate distances, or space, 
for specific interactions and relationships. 



However, Hall argues that 

 although humans perceive space through a 
common biological sensory system, these 
perceptions are influenced/shaped by culture.  

今日は 

你好 



He identifies three types of space:  

• fixed-feature space, comprised of 
things that cannot be moved such as 
walls 

• semifixed-feature space, comprised 
of things that are movable, such as 
furniture 

• informal space, the personal space 
that surrounds each individual 

 



In regard to personal space 

 the hypothesis is that humans possess intrinsic distance 
and spacing mechanisms that are regulated by culture, and 
which are automatically activated in social situations.  



This territory is comprised of  

• four zones (or bubbles), each signifying an 
appropriate distance for specific types of 
interaction. Hall approximates these distances, 
or spaces, in American culture as: 

• a) Intimate – for those with whom intimate 
relationships are held (0-18 inches) 

• b) Personal – for close relationships, touching 
distance to just beyond (1.5-4 feet) 

• c) Social – for impersonal business, social 
gatherings (4-12 feet) 

 



Hall’s space bubbles (1966;1990) 





Space matters for animals too... 

 Calhoun coined the 
term “behavioral sink” 
to describe the 
resulting “gross 
distortions of 
behavior” that 
developed in a 
population of rats he 
kept in a crowded 
environment - over 
three generations  



 
As Hall describes it: 

 The sex mores of the rats in the sink were 
disrupted, and pansexuality and sadism were 
endemic. Rearing the young became almost totally 
disorganized. Social behavior of the males 
deteriorated, so that tail biting broke out. Social 
hierarchies were unstable, and territorial taboos 
were disregarded unless backed by force. The 
extremely high mortality rates of females 
unbalanced the sex ratio and thus exacerbated the 
situation of surviving females, who were even more 
harassed by males during the time they came in 
heat. (Hall, 1990, p. 32) 



The researcher concluded that  

• crowding itself is 
probably not harmful 

• disrupts social 
functions  

• leads to disorder 

• results in either a 
break-down in the 
population  and/or an 
extensive die-off  

 



The rats in the sink  

• also exhibited many 
physiological 
changes associated 
with excessive stress 

•  autopsies revealed 
reproductive organ 
diseases; enlarged 
kidneys, adrenal 
glands, and livers.  



 HALL surmises that humans have similar spatial 
requirements and need time to be alone, and that, “in 
a very deep sense, our cities are creating different 
types of people in their slums, mental hospitals, 
prisons and suburbs” (p. 4). 



Basically:  

• humans need a 
certain amount of 
space  

• need to be alone 

• to be well and 
function as 
society dictates 
 



So, we now know… 

 that space can impinge 
on humans culturally 

and socially. 

 



Humans have also 

 been shown to alter or regulate their behaviors... 
with reference/deference to the built environment 

 



Manzo’s Social Control 

 The idea here is that “design elements” also 
function as “interactants” in a space – so, the built 
environment can tell us what to do – this can be 
intentional or incidental. 

 

 



This thinking  
 is apparent in Abigail Van Slyck’s 

(2001) assertion that the physical 
space of a library is far more 
effective than words in 
communicating a library’s attitude 
towards service “even when that 
philosophy of service was somewhat 
inconsistent” (pp. 519-520). 



Teen space design  

 “is one integral step in 
attracting teen customers 
and redefining libraries of 

the future” (Bolan, 2008).   

 



Research Questions: 

• Could notions of teens be physically 
represented in (or built into) the 
teen space?  

 

• Could this, in turn, have an impact on 
teen behavior? 



 

  
 
 

  

 Notions of teens were 
physically represented in 
(or built into) the teen 
space 

 Findings: 



 

  
 
 

  

  

 Design Decisions: 

• based on how teens were 
perceived - noisy/disruptive  

• architect asked librarians and 
made design decisions based on 
what he learned - location of the 
space and design elements 



 

  
 
 

  

 Teens were more relaxed 
- sat on the floor, stayed 
for longer periods when 
the arrangement was 
flexible…  

 Findings: 











 

  
 
 

  

 When the library 
rearranged the chairs…in 
an effort to keep the area 
more organized... 

 However: 





 

  
 
 

  

 The result: 
 teens DID NOT move the chairs 

around - the arrangement 
seemed less fluid or more static  

 teens no longer sat on the 
floor; overall they seemed a 
little less relaxed 
 



Thus, 
• We see that 

preexisting notions 
of teens  can 
influence the design 
and layout teen 
spaces  

• how teens use and 
behave in these 
spaces. 



 This means: 
 

• Looking at teen space design in new ways 

• letting go of antiquated ideas 

• re-evaluating traditional ways of doing 
business 

• emphasizing customer needs and wants as 
essential first steps in moving forward in the 
world of 21st century libraries (Bolan, 2008). 



For Example 
 utilizing our understanding of the 

tacit connection between humans 
and the built environment to 
create authentic spaces for teens 

 i.e., social control and how it operates in the 

built environment - specifically Manzo’s notion 
of social control. 



 

• to always give some thought to 
how your teen space is arranged 

• to understand that simply 
moving furniture can have a 
significant impact on users 

The idea is 



Especially since 
• teens are often viewed as disruptive, 

noisy, and problematic  library users  

 

• libraries might easily arrange and 
design spaces for teens to counteract 
these perceived behavioral problems 



As findings showed: 

 the arrangement of 
design elements can  
have considerable 
influence on            
human behavior… 



  if you are forced to, or wish to, re-
arrange the furniture and other 
design elements in your public library 
teen space, one of your primary 
concerns might be to figure out how 
optimum functionality might be 
maintained once the space is 
rearranged. 

So, 



In looking at 

 Manzo’s concept of social control - we 
see that it can be used to deliberately 
change/enhance the library users’ 
experience and can be of value if 
taken into account when creating, 
redesigning, rebuilding, and 
rearranging library spaces for teens.  



Specifically 

 the space can be deliberately arranged to elicit 
specific behaviors... 

 



The applicability  
 of this to libraries is obvious 

since designers and architects 
have made, and continue to 
make, these types of 
adjustments regarding the 
use of public spaces by young 
adults. 



This is why  
 some say that public policies and 

zoning codes should take the 
needs, values, and opinions of 
adolescents into account and why 
they need to participate in 
decision-making processes.  



For Example 

 these have included deliberately 
configuring benches in groups to 
encourage socialization, and 
configuring them in a straight line 
to elicit the opposite outcome 
(Owens, 2002). 



The thinking  
 here is that this will generate 

healthier communities and 
encourage these future 
citizens to be more engaged 
and better citizens (Passon, 
Levi, & del Rio, 2008). 

 



As more and more  

 libraries make the shift to 
providing 21st Century tools 
and technologies; they are also  
forced to provide spaces that 
accommodate use of         
these technologies 



It is,  

 therefore, imperative that 
those who create, design, 
and/or rearrange teen 
spaces make a similar shift 
in thinking about space.  



This requires  
 a departure from the notion that 

design elements, no matter how 
“cool,” “funky,” and/or “inviting,” 
represent the primary 
determining factor in          
creating successful                    
teen spaces.  



Given the 
  the tacit relationship between 

individuals and the built 
environment; the focus in teen space 
design must be expanded to include 
issues of social control in the built 
environment, as well as how these 
intersect with notions of teens and 
individual expression.  



Currently, 
• the overwhelming focus seems to be on 

aesthetics, where, for example, 
creating/designing “teen-friendly,” 
“comfortable,” “welcoming,” and/or 
“colorful” spaces appear to be goal 

• However, these are desired outcomes; 
and even as such, are open to 
interpretation. 



 there certainly is a place 
for cool and funky 
furniture and design 
elements in teen spaces, 
other factors are just as 
critical. The placement 
of the cool and funky, for 
instance, can have far 
greater impact.  

While 



Layout 
 is a key factor in achieving a high 

level of flexibility or fluidity, where 
the mutability of design elements 
can optimize usability and 
functionality by allowing the 
transient personalization of the 
space.  



In addition,  
 adaptability and flexibility of teen 

spaces should not only offer options 
for the institution; they should also 
be provided as options for users, 
who, as this research shows, found 
these options to be extremely 
valuable.  



Creating 
  a successful teen space also 

relies on functionality, which 
would provide a less 
interpretive and a more   
useful measure.  

 



The intended function  

 of the space should be 
considered when         
determining how design 
elements are arranged, as this 
will in turn determine how teens 
behave in the space as well as 
how the space is used. 



Therefore,  

 the aesthetics and functionality            
are both aspects of the teen space      
that should be considered in creating      
a successful space. A teen space may 
appear to be “teen friendly” based on 
aesthetics, but fail to be “teen friendly” 
in meeting the needs of the users based 
on functionality – or vice versa. 



In light  
 of the fact that there already             

seems to a great deal of attention        
paid to the aesthetics of these spaces; 
why here? would be a useful question to 
ask in determining where design 
elements are to be placed in teen spaces. 
And, when the option permits, the same 
should be asked of its location.  
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