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This article examines the Danish public library located in Hvidovre through the 

use of the interior design within one particular part of the library, the journal 

room. Hvidovre Library is designed to be a meeting place for all types of people 

and to help establish social relations. Based upon the concepts of third place and 

commodification the article explores the spatial design and its actual 

contribution to the social function of the library. The analysis is based upon 

observations at the library and interviews with the users of the library, some of 

the staff members and one person from the administration of the library. We 

have also made one expert interview with the business manager Per Sørensen 

from the design company Modul Retail Solutions, which is the company that, in 

collaboration with the administration of the library, designed the journal room. 

We argue that the initial idea, the material look and the actual use of the design 

do not correspond with each other and that the reason for this being different 

kinds of definitions of what it means to be at a library and different perceptions 

of how to behave in the specific space: the journal room. 

 

Key words: social design, unsocial design, interior design, function, initial idea, material 

look, actual use of design, third place, commodification, perception, atmosphere. 

 

Introduction 

The original function of the public library 

was primarily based on sharing knowledge 

by lending physical issues of literature to the 

citizens, designed with bookshelves and 

lending desks. Along with the societal and 

technological development, the function and 

role of the public library are in the process of 

change and the public library is currently 

struggling to adapt and to prove its relevance 

to the politicians. Sociologist Kristian N. 

Delica argues that: “Libraries could now be 

described as activity centres, and such 

centres could be established as separate 



3	  
	  

elements in the library's activities such as 

community centres or meeting facilities for 

educational and social events.” (Delica & 

Elbeshausen 2013: 2). These changes of the 

libraries becoming activity centres are a 

central part of the design of new libraries 

around the country. In the construction and 

design of new libraries there is the 

opportunity to include all of the functions, 

which is connected to the innovative kind of 

libraries (Delica 2013: 34).  

The current design at Hvidovre Library 

seems to have stayed the same as the primary 

design, meaning it includes bookshelves, 

reading tables, facilities for lending and 

delivering books et cetera, even though the 

library makes an effort to implement 

innovative changes. These innovative 

changes are amongst others having an art 

gallery for both amateurs and professionals 

or hosting events of different kinds. 

Hvidovre Library was built in 1972 and, 

despite of its ‘old’ 1970’s architectural 

design, it has been able to embrace the 

different functions through the design. 

Delica argues that libraries are a meeting 

place with the ambition of embracing 

everyone in all age groups and to create 

social value for the community (Delica 2013: 

43). This argument by Delica seems to be 

contradicting the design of the journal room 

at Hvidovre Library and the use of it, which 

we argue encourages unsocial behaviour of 

individuals. We find Hvidovre Library 

interesting and relevant because it is the last 

still functioning library in the municipality of 

Hvidovre and they aim to position 

themselves as a meeting place that should 

ensure social network (Madsen et al 2006: 

82). Through a critical approach we examine 

how the spatial design of the journal room at 

Hvidovre Library is executed and utilised by 

the users.  We experience a paradox between 

the intentional idea of the design, the 

material look and the actual design 

expression in practice, hereunder how the 

users and staff perceive the design of the 

journal room. A visual example of this 

paradox is designing the journal room to be a 

meeting place with, for instance, furniture 

directed to the window and not towards each 

other. Hereunder the social aspect of the 

library is to welcome all age groups in the 

meeting place and we argue that the design 

in its actual practice does not encourage 

social encounters. 

 

The architectural design of Hvidovre 

Library 

Walking into Hvidovre Library you enter a 

hall consisting of a white closed-off booth, 

which in the past has been used for a security 

guard, taking care of the library’s security, 

and a large variety of colourful leaflets of 

different tourist attractions within the local 

area around the library (Image 1). Within this 

hall there is also a café on the left side and an 
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entrance to a conference hall. The automatic 

glass doors bring you into the main hall of 

the library, an illuminated wide-open space. 

Here you find a reception desk on your left 

hand as well as the children’s department 

further down on your left, which is marked 

with a green sign that indicates the entry of 

the children's area.  

By the main entrance there is a staircase 

going up to a study area in grey colours 

consisting of moveable walls, tables and 

chairs called The Island. Due to the open 

space one can easily get an overview of what 

is happening at the library and what the 

visitors are doing. Walking towards your 

right by the main entrance on the ground 

floor, you get to the shelves with books of 

fiction as well as non-fiction genres and the 

department with records and films (Image 2). 

Walking further down you get to an isolated 

study room and thereafter a journal room 

consisting of couches, tables and chairs, 

where you have the opportunity to read a 

newspaper or a magazine. The coffee 

machine is situated in this room, as well as a 

single computer at the other side, opposite 

the coffee machine. The blue walls highlight 

the entrance to the journal room. The two 

areas that have been under renovation, being 

the children’s department and the journal 

room are the only departments of the library 

with a concrete sign saying what the theme 

of the section is. 

 

 

Image 1: The entrance of Hvidovre Library, automatic glass doors, and the closed-off booth. 
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Image 2: The main hall of the library. To the right of the main entrance the books and music is situated. One of 
two entrances for the journal room is visible in the top of the picture. 

 

 
Image 3: Floor plan of Hvidovre Library. The journal room is marked in blue.
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The journal room is the particular area of 

interest in this research article (Image 3). We 

are investigating the design within this area 

to examine whether it is in fact embracing 

the social function of the library. More 

specifically we are interested in how the 

initial idea, the material look and the actual 

use of the design correspond to each other, as 

well as the different kinds of definitions of 

what it means to be at a library. To be able to 

investigate this, we use a set of methods, 

which are described in the following chapter. 

 

Methods 

This research is conducted using mixed-

methods, hence fieldwork consisting of 

participant observation, interviews, vox-pop 

interviews, and one expert interview. The 

participant observation has been executed by 

spending several hours in and around the 

journal room using the different seating 

arrangements, either reading newspapers or 

magazines. This has enabled us to get a 

feeling and a sense of the place, as we were 

in the room together with the users of it. 

Through participant observation we got a 

picture of which kind of people are using the 

space. After having done participant 

observation at the journal room we 

conducted the interviews. We have 

interviewed the administrator of the library, 

Birgit Vesth Alsing, and some other of the 

staff members at the library, being trainee 

librarian Jacob Refstrup Hansen, librarian 

Annelise Lundstrup and receptionist Janni 

Høeg. These interviews are all conducted by 

distributing interviewer roles, where one 

person was doing the interviewing and one 

other person observing, taking notes and, if 

necessary, following up on certain aspects 

that perhaps were not covered during the 

interview. 

The expert interview is with Per Sørensen, 

the business manager of Modul Retail 

Solutions, a company located in Silkeborg, 

Denmark, which, amongst other areas of 

Hvidovre Library, has designed the journal 

room. In this article he represents the design 

team consisting of architects. This interview 

was conducted over the phone. We are aware 

of the challenges, such as the missing ability 

to see the body language, in interviewing an 

informant over the phone, and the discussion 

regarding whether interviewing over the 

phone can be defined as being fieldwork 

(Sluka & Robben 2007: 25). Most of the 

interviews conducted in this mixed-methods 

study have been in Danish and then 

translated in to English during the 

transcription of data. We have tried to make 

the translation as alike as possible to not be 

missing any of the interviewees’ points 

during the interviews. 
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Theoretical framework 

In the following chapter there is a description 

of the theoretical framework for this research 

article. 

Even though the library, as defined in the 

introduction, is not a service, and therefore is 

not seen as a traditional commodity, it is 

possible to look at it through anthropologist 

Igor Kopytoff’s notions of commodification 

and decommodification (Kopytoff 1986). 

The public libraries are commodities, if 

defined as a service, which was “bought” 

using common money - state's budget, and 

the users as customers. The librarians and 

designers are the suppliers of a commodity, 

who are exchanging service for a salary. We 

investigate how the users are consuming the 

public library, defined as a commodity. 

Kopytoff claims, that: “the production of 

commodities is also a cultural and cognitive 

process: commodities must be not only 

produced materially as things, but also 

culturally marked as being a certain kind of 

thing.” (Kopytoff 1986: 64). We claim that, 

during the renovation of the journal room at 

Hvidovre Library, the suppliers of service, 

meaning librarians, with the help from 

designers, attempted to change the properties 

of the commodity.  

Kopytoff also defines a processional 

perspective for thinking about objects: the 

objects gain different values, when they 

move through different processes of use: 

“The same thing may be treated as a 

commodity at one time, and not at another, 

[...] the same thing may at the same time, be 

seen as a commodity by one person and as 

something else by another.” (Kopytoff 1986: 

64). We are going to look through the 

processional perspective into the new design 

of the journal room at Hvidovre Library. We 

investigate the design in three different 

possible points of view: the designer’s, the 

staff members’ and the users’. Since each of 

them is involved with the room in different 

type of connections, we distinguish between 

three different aspects of the design: the 

initial idea of the design, where the designers 

and some of the staff members were 

involved, the material look, which is a 

subjective opinion on how it looks now, and 

the actual use: how users actually use the 

journal room. 

In addition to the concepts of 

commodification and processual processes, 

the concept of third place by Ray Oldenburg 

is also used as a part of the theoretical 

framework. He describes third places as: 

“[...] places where people may gather freely 

and frequently and with relative ease” and as 

“[...] a setting beyond home and work [...]” 

(Oldenburg 2001: 2). Oldenburg bases his 

concept upon a wide range of examples from 

different American towns. We believe the 

concept to be relevant for this research 

article because we are interested in 

investigating the journal room at Hvidovre 
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Library as having the properties of being a 

possible third place. We believe that the 

journal room has the most potential of being 

a third place and we presume that the actual 

use of the journal room will reflect whether 

it is perceived as a third place. Oldenburg 

believes that it is necessary to have third 

places to build up an infrastructure of social 

relationships (Oldenburg 2001: 2). In his 

book Celebrating the Third Place - Inspiring 

Stories about the ‘Great Good Places’ at the 

Heart of Our Communities (2001) it is 

evident, that Oldenburg is of the opinion 

that, for a place to be a third place, it has to 

have some specific aspects for it to be 

categorized as such a place. 

Oldenburg writes about the case of a 

bookstore called Horizon Books, which is 

relevant regarding this research article 

because we find similarities between the 

bookshop and the library. Vic Herman, the 

founder and manager of Horizon Books 

bookstore, a family business in Traverse 

City, Michigan, does not believe that third 

place can be created: “You cannot create a 

place like this, it just sort of happens.” 

(Oldenburg 2001: 39). However Oldenburg 

advises not to believe him at once and 

investigates, what it is, which “[...] helped 

elevate the store to the third place haven.” 

(Oldenburg 2001: 44). First of all, the 

bookstore is fuelled by the passion of the 

owner Vic Herman himself and his family. 

Herman grew up in an even smaller 

American town, where the three most 

important places were the post office, his 

grandpa's auto repair shop and the 

barbershop. All three places had evident 

properties of being a third place. For Herman 

“[...] a community that worked together for a 

common good [...]” (Oldenburg 2001: 41) 

seems to be a key aspect in his childhood 

memories. The other ingredient for making a 

third place is to have devoted users. The 

following quotations illustrate the strong 

connections some customers have with the 

bookstore:  “It’s like the library. I visit there 

at least two or three times a week.” or “[...] 

any visit to Traverse City would not be 

complete without a stop at Horizon - even if 

he doesn’t need any books.” (Oldenburg 

2001: 44). Here from we draw a parallel 

between Horizon Books and Hvidovre 

Library. Another parallel, and also a third 

place making factor, is the long opening 

hours, as they have it both in Hvidovre 

Library and in Horizon Books: “You can 

always count on them being open, even in a 

snowstorm.” (Oldenburg 2001: 44). The 

author refers here to a particular snowstorm 

after which Traverse City was covered by a 

thick layer of snow and everything was 

closed, except Horizon Books, which was 

visited by one single customer on skis: “It 

was like the heartbeat of a small town” 

(ibid.). Horizon Books as a third place is 

created by the owners' sympathy towards the 
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idea of community as well as by fulfilment 

of the customers' needs. 

 

Context 

To understand the context in which this 

particular study is conducted there will, in 

the following section, be a description of the 

current state of research. There will be a 

brief description of the Norwegian research 

project PLACE and thereafter a description 

of a research article by Casper Hvenegaard 

Rasmussen, Henrik Jochumsen and Dorte 

Skot-Hansen, which is concerned with city 

planning in connection to the interior design 

of libraries. We will also be describing 

research by the scholars Svanhild Aabø, 

Ragnar Andreas Audunson and Andreas 

Vårheim regarding the use of public libraries 

as a meeting place, and lastly an introductory 

description of the research by Kristian Nagel 

Delica, a Ph.D. at Roskilde University.  

The Norwegian research project PLACE, 

Public Libraries - Areas for Citizenship, 

which has investigated public libraries from 

the year of 2007 to 2011 defines the role of 

the library as being a meeting place that 

potentially creates social capital for the users 

in a digitalized and multicultural society 

(Delica 2013: 37). They emphasise the effect 

of the library as a meeting place through 

both quantitative and qualitative data. One 

particular part of the study, by professor in 

library and information science Ragnar 

Audunson, emphasises the library as a 

meeting place. He developed the concepts of 

low- and high intensity meeting places. What 

characterises a low intensity meeting place is 

that it is a place where one gets exposed of 

other values and interests than ones one. A 

high intensity meeting place is a place where 

one gets confronted with these values and 

interests (Delica 2013: 37). One of the 

central points to draw from the conclusion is 

that, especially for minority groups and 

activities towards these, public libraries are 

suited for being a meeting place (Delica 

2013: 38). The central points the PLACE 

studies conclude are that the citizens show a 

great deal of trust towards the public libraries 

as a societal institution. They conclude that 

the library is a ‘unique’ meeting place for 

everyone, and that the library plays a 

significant role in the creation of social 

capital for the individual citizen and also on 

the community level (Delica 2013: 40).  

Other relevant research on the subject of 

public libraries as a meeting place is a 

research article by Rasmussen, Jochumsen 

and Skot-Hansen (Rasmussen et al. 2013). 

They describe and analyse the increased 

articulation of libraries as a meeting place 

and conclude that there is a clear impression 

of why libraries are supposed to function as 

meeting places. Despite of this fact they find 

limited suggestions on how libraries in 

practise facilitate stays and meetings in the 

physical space of libraries. They argue that 
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the interior design of libraries should be 

inspired by the principles within city 

planning because the realm of city planning 

works with making spaces alive and suitable 

for all kinds of people. In the article they 

argue that current libraries are designing for 

not being as divided into different sections as 

earlier. They use the example of Hjørring 

Library, which was established in 2008 in a 

local shopping mall. The purpose of 

designing the library in Hjørring the way it 

is, is because they wanted to create an 

experience for the user and a place which 

would be an attractive place to go for the 

family on a Saturday morning. When 

designing Hjørring Library they got inspired 

by the architect Jan Gehl in having the 

assumption that people will go to the library 

for a specific purpose, primarily to lend 

books, but to have people staying at the 

library for a period of time, it requires an 

attractive space for them to visit. This 

research article is relevant for our study 

because they analyse the sociological aspects 

of the library as being a meeting place in 

connection to city planning and how to 

design the space at the libraries to suit it as a 

meeting place (Rasmussen et al. 2013).  

Another study of libraries concerning the 

subject of libraries as being a meeting place 

is a study by Audunson, Aabø and Vårheim 

(2010). They investigate libraries in three 

townships of Oslo, Norway, and if they are 

being used as meeting places and if so, how 

they are being used for this. They question 

whether they are high-intensity or low-

intensity meeting places and want to 

investigate the different reasons for the 

variations of intensity of the use of the 

libraries (Audunson et al. 2010: 7-8). For the 

study they use multivariate regression 

analysis and gather representative samples 

from each of the three townships. The 

authors conclude that the libraries in the 

three townships are used as both low and 

high intensity meeting places, but in different 

ways and states: “[...] people are exposed to 

the complexity of the digital and 

multicultural society and learn something 

about multiculturalism.” (Audunson et al. 

2010: 28). Furthermore they conclude that 

public libraries have some aspects to it, 

which are characterized, as third place. This 

is especially relevant regarding this article 

because we are interested in the journal 

room’s potential of being a third place. 

Based in their findings they argue that there 

is a relationship between the way in which 

the users are using the library as a meeting 

place and the level of social capital 

(Audunson et al. 2010: 29). In speaking of 

the different use of the public library as a 

meeting place they also conclude that there is 

a connection to the variable about the level 

of local community engagement of the user, 

as well as there being a correlation between 

the users having a low income and a low 
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degree of education. They are stating that: 

“This indicates that the library as a meeting 

place plays a substantial role in equalizing 

the possibilities of being an active citizen 

across social and economic differences.” 

(Audunson et al. 2010: 29).   

Delica has conducted several studies of 

libraries and his studies differentiate from 

other library studies by having a focus on the 

social parameters of public libraries. In his 

research article Beacons of the experience 

economy – perspectives on libraries of the 

2010s he examines the boundaries between 

different opinions that: “prioritize libraries 

as aesthetically appealing junctions of the 

experience economy versus positions that 

prioritize the library as a community forum.” 

(Delica 2014: 30). Delica argues that 

libraries must be designed and planned in 

connection to other institutions because then 

they reach beyond the different social and 

cultural needs of the public community. 

Sociologically the libraries have to design to 

include a range of different functions that are 

connected to public libraries (ibid.). 

Moreover Delica argues the importance of 

libraries in a community, because one of the 

roles of public libraries is to generate social 

capital and to be a ‘communitybuilder’ 

(Delica 2013: 35). The library is thus seen as 

a physical meeting place for different kinds 

of people in the local community (Delica 

2013: 36). Delica discusses the social role of 

libraries through a variety of qualitative and 

quantitative studies in the Nordic countries 

and argues that the libraries are one of the 

factors that strengthens formation of 

networks in marginalised groups (Delica 

2013: 36). Users from various social groups 

ascribe different meaning to the space of the 

library and uses the room according to where 

the user is in his or hers life. This makes the 

library a ‘unique’ public room that creates 

and maintain social capital (Delica 2013: 

39). We find this relevant in regarding to 

Hvidovre Library because we focus on a 

specific room: the journal room, where the 

spatial design ought to encourage users to 

meet on various levels. Now that we have 

described the context in which this research 

article has its place we describe, in the 

following chapter, the essential findings of 

our fieldwork. 

 

Description of data 

We are interested in knowing who sits and 

reads, as well as how and where. During 

fieldwork our observations showed that the 

people using the journal room are primarily 

middle-aged and elderly people, which is 

also confirmed during interviews 

(Appendix). We observed following 

tendency repeating itself during the opening 

hours, in the journal room: nearly none of the 

people who are sitting in the journal room 

are sitting beside each other. At every table 
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there is at least one seat available beside 

them to the next person sitting at the table, as 

well as in the area of the room consisting of 

couch sitting arrangements. For instance by a 

round dining table with eight chairs placed 

around it, three to four visitors are seated and 

are each reading a newspaper. Our 

observations show that the users generally 

prefer to sit next to an empty chair and 

moreover not to make eye contact with the 

other users at the table. Interviews conducted 

of the staff members at Hvidovre Library 

also show this tendency. Most of our 

informants mention that people at the journal 

room are very quiet and that they do not 

interact with each other, but ‘mind their own 

business’ (Appendix). During the interview 

with the trainee librarian Jacob Refstrup he 

mentions, that the places in the library which 

are used the most by users who visit the 

library often on an everyday level, are the 

journal room and wherever the computers are 

placed (Appendix).  

The journal room was redesigned in 2010 by 

the firm Modul Retail Solutions and during 

the expert interview with Per Sørensen, the 

business manager of the firm articulates on 

how the room was designed before: “Before 

the design we made it just looked like an old 

classroom with all the same tables and 

chairs. It looked completely awful […]” 

(Appendix). The purpose of the new design 

has been made clear to us during the 

interview. According to Per Sørensen the 

purpose of the journal room is to create four 

different possibilities of sitting: the bar stools 

by the window, the couches, a tall table in 

the middle and lastly a low round table. 

Another important finding we have made 

through the expert interview is how they 

wanted to design the journal room in the 

large space of Hvidovre Library. Per 

mentions that the initial design idea was to 

create a ‘room within the room’, thereby 

defining the journal room to its own specific 

space within the library. This was done by 

putting up blue walls with a clear statement 

on it saying what the specific room is about 

(Appendix). The entrances of the journal 

room are pictured in the following 

photographs (Image 4, 5, 6 & 7).  
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Picture 4: (right) One of the two ways of entering the journal room. The blue walls and the title of the space are 
visible.  
Picture 5: (left) The other entrance to the journal room.  

Picture 6: The 
journal room, 
the coffee 
machine is 
visible on the 
left side of the 
photograph, and 
the entrance in 
the background. 
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Image 7: Inside the journal room: In front the couch seating arrangement and further back the tall and low table 
is visible. To the right in the picture it is possible to see the tall table and bar stools at the window. The second 
entrance for the journal room is also visible in this picture. 

 

To substantiate and structure the analysis, it 

is divided into two themes. The first theme 

of analysis is revolves around the definition 

of the visitors at the journal room at 

Hvidovre Library: either as consumers or as 

users. This theme includes primarily Per 

Sørensen’s explanation and arguments of the 

design, as well as the administrator of 

Hvidovre Library Birgit Vesth 

Alsing’s statements regarding the design of 

the journal room. The second theme focuses 

on the specific design of the journal room 

and investigates how it affects the behaviour 

of the users, how the space is used and 

perceived by both the users, the staff 

members’ impression of the room and how 

they think a library should be. We will 

analyse the different perceptions and how 

they regulate the users are behaving in the 

space, as well as how the staff members are 

experiencing the use of the space. This 

section is focusing on the contrasts in the 

journal room, in particular the contradiction 

between the initial idea, the material look 

and the actual use. The designer Per 

Sørensen is stating that it is a ‘modern’ 

design, but interviews show that the design is 

still perceived as classical (Appendix). 
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Consuming the journal room 

When talking about the current design of the 

journal room the administrator of Hvidovre 

Library Birgit Vesth Alsing connects and 

compares it to the former design and says: 

“In the old days, four-five years ago we had 

a few separate tables that were barely used, 

but now people use the room much more and 

they come here to read all day. [...] After the 

redesign we have experienced an optimizing 

in the use of journals and magazines, 

because people can easily get an overview of 

the materials.” (Appendix). The journal 

room has had this specific success of 

becoming more attractive over time because 

of changes in both its initial idea and its 

material look. The initial idea is, in this case, 

that the new interior design of the journal 

room is supposed to give people the 

possibility of sitting in four different seating 

arrangements, and that the users of the space 

have the option of either being social or 

sitting by themselves (Appendix). We argue 

that the journal room at Hvidovre Library, 

through changes of its properties, has 

changed into a more attractive commodity 

(Kopytoff 1986: 64). The librarians have had 

a wish to develop the space and therefore got 

help from the architects at Modul Retail 

Solutions. The motivation to change the 

properties of the journal room has been to 

design it in such a way that more people 

would choose to use it. When defining the 

journal room as a commodity we argue that 

the term ‘consume’ fits better for defining 

the use of it, because that is what the users 

are in fact doing: consuming the space. By 

consuming the space we are referring to the 

different acts within the journal room as well 

as the very fact of just being present in the 

space. The changes which they have made 

had the specific goal of changing the 

material look, which, according to the 

statement by the administrator Birgit Vesth 

Alsing, also has changed the actual use of the 

design.  

Regarding the design of the journal room at 

Hvidovre Library business manager Per 

Sørensen says: “With a background in detail 

trade, it’s about customer behaviour and the 

psychological aspect of it.” (Appendix). This 

statement reflects the claim that the users of 

the journal room can also be defined as 

consumers of the space. Per Sørensen here 

defines the users as customers and says that 

the design of the journal room has been 

made in regards to ‘customer behaviour’. We 

argue that the designers, in this case Per 

Sørensen and his colleagues, define the 

library as a commodity and designs the 

specific space according to this definition. 

Despite the fact that they have changed the 

material look to enable people to start 

different consumption practices within the 

journal room, it is still the same consumption 

practices as before, because the visitors are 

not using the space to enjoy beverages and 
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food or to interact with other people 

(Appendix). This means that even though 

they have experienced an increase in the 

number of users of the journal room it is still 

the same practices they are doing. 

Significant majority of public libraries in 

Denmark have the ability to be something in 

between or more than a home or a 

workplace. Public libraries have a great 

potential to be a place for socializing, 

democracy and social engagement. Libraries 

are free of charge, welcoming and 

comfortable, easily commutable to, in most 

cases in walking distance from home or 

work, has regular users and can provide the 

possibility to enjoy food and drink (Delica 

2014: 36). One of the criteria for a third 

place is to have regulars, the ones visiting 

daily or very often (Oldenburg 2001: 22). 

The trainee librarian Jacob Refstrup says that 

the favourite place to be at the library for 

regular users is by the computers and in the 

journal room (Appendix). He furthermore 

mentions that: “They have a certain direct 

kind of walk when they get there. So they just 

sit down and then it is there that they occupy 

themselves. I think they have a kind of 

focused walk and they are the kind of 

regulars who go to the library every day, 

which you recognize, that they almost live 

their lives here [laughs].” (Appendix). Some 

other members of the staff, during the focus 

group interview, also talk about activities 

connected to third place (Oldenburg 2001: 

2). As the librarian Janni Høeg says, they: 

“[...] hang around.” (Appendix). 

Furthermore she articulates broader on 

regular users: “Some of the journal-loaners 

come here every day and also know each 

other because of that [...]” (Appendix). We 

argue that, when a person visits the library as 

a regular to ‘hang around’, he or she 

becomes a user rather than being a 

consumer. The library is in their case used 

without consumption of its prime functions: 

reading, using a computer, lending books 

and other materials. 

None of the stakeholders of the renovation, 

neither the designers nor librarians, say 

directly, that creating the journal room with 

the potential of being a third place has been 

the initial idea behind refurbishing. 

However, some aspects of their articulation 

about the design process reveal such 

intentions. The business manager of the 

design firm Per Sørensen, when talking 

about the initial idea of the refurbishing, 

says: “The frame of the work was, that the 

room should became a nice place to be in 

and that is why it is also defined in contrast 

to all the other areas at the library which is 

very open and you can see everything [...]” 

(Appendix). We interpret that Per Sørensen 

is designing the journal room with the 

potential of it being a third place, for it to be 

more attractive for the people consuming it. 
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According to Per Sørensen an important 

factor in the design was to include different 

types of lamps, the various intensity of the 

light as well as positioning the light in 

different heights, see image 8 and 9 

(Appendix). Therefore we argue that the 

designers’ definition of ‘a nice place to be 

in’ reflects in the material look. 

 

 

 

Picture 8: Inside the journal room. Here there are three different kinds of lighting visible. The one by the 
window on the right side of the picture, the light in the ceiling and the two big round lamps in the centre of the 
room. 
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Picture 9: Picture taken from outside the library. On the left and right a fourth kind of lighting is visible, being 

the spotlight above the shelves for journals. 
 

When asked about use of mobile phones at 

the library, the librarians start to talk about 

other not classical activities at the library. 

One of the staff members expresses: “[...] 

and they may eat and they may drink [...] we 

have a coffee machine, where we have 

newspapers and magazines [...].” 

(Appendix). Thus we argue that the material 

look, being the objects and furniture 

occupying the journal room, is what 

concludes the properties of the specific 

space, and the possibility of being a third 

place. Even though the journal room has the 

ability to become a third place, the users are 

not using it as a third place. Furthermore the 

staff members note that the users are taking 

the coffee to other places at the library and 

that they are walking out of the journal room 

to eat (Appendix). During our fieldwork we 

observe likewise two women in their 

twenties walking focused into the journal 

room towards the coffee machine: they 

immediately tone down their voices and drop 

some coins into the vending machine. The 

machine starts to make an increasing amount 

of mechanical noise in brewing coffee, 

which makes a senior journal reader lift his 

eyebrows. The noise temporally breaks the 

silent codex and thus changes the 

atmosphere of the room. One of the women 

takes the cups of coffee and they walk out of 

the journal room into the music department 
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of the library, leaving the room under its 

everyday codex of silence and unsocial 

behaviour. To substantiate our observation 

we follow the two coffee-drinking woman 

and they articulate why they did not choose 

to sit in the journal room to drink their 

coffee: “We use the library for studying 

together, so we need to be able to talk to 

each other [...] we did not want to disturb 

them [the people in the journal room], so it is 

a pity that the coffee machine is all the way 

in there.” (Appendix). The informants say 

that they do not like to ‘disturb’ the other 

users in the journal room by talking, 

consuming food and beverages, and thereby 

not intervene with the existing codex. We 

interpret this as them not finding drinking 

coffee, and eating, in the journal room 

neither being comfortable nor polite. This 

contradicts with the vision, some of the 

librarians have of the journal room about it 

being a place for eating and drinking coffee 

(Appendix). Thus we argue that, even though 

the material look of the journal room 

indicates it having social use, the users’ 

perception of the library is a key factor in 

creating or maintaining the classical codex of 

the library. The users adjust their behaviour 

according to how they define the library. 

In addition to not using the journal room as a 

place to eat and drink, the visitors also do not 

use it for being social with other people. The 

librarian Annelise Lundstrup says that the 

journal room is thought of as being a place in 

which there is the possibility of sitting 

together or by yourself, however she 

expresses: “[...] there is not a lot of them 

sitting together, I think.” (Appendix). 

Regarding the initial idea of the refurbishing 

of the journal room it is designed for both 

individual and social use, however we, as 

Annelise describes, observe that users did 

not sit beside each other. They always sit 

with a few chairs between them, even though 

the furniture are orchestrated not far from 

each other and especially the couches being 

placed in couples. 

The definition of the journal room as a 

commodity and its potential of being a third 

place can be seen in relation to each other. 

We argue that the properties of what makes 

the journal room a third place can also be 

defined as a contributing factor to what 

makes the user of the space consume it. For 

instance the users staying in the journal room 

to drink a cup of coffee or to sit in one of the 

couches eating a sandwich. However, 

looking at the whole space of Hvidovre 

Library as a third place in relation to it being 

a commodity, another perspective is relevant 

to take notice of. Through our observations 

we experienced some episodes where the 

journal room was used as a third place, such 

as users waiting for other activities 

(Appendix). We therefore argue that the 

concepts of third place and commodification 
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have a correlation, being that the more the 

space is used as a third space, the less it is 

used as a commodity. 

 

Design and behaviour 

To say something about how people are 

using the journal room we need to look 

further into the different kind of definitions 

of what it means to be at the library. One of 

the informants is a man, who is 90 years old, 

who talks about when he got help from a 

staff member to find the family of his 

deceased sister (Appendix). While talking to 

him he seems very enthusiastic to talk to 

someone and during the interview he talks 

about a lot of things personal to him, which 

makes us think about how he would define 

the use of the library. We argue that he, 

besides lending books, sees the library also 

as a place for interaction and a place to strike 

a conversation with other people. Some 

people are therefore social in using the 

library. The users’ behaviour in the journal 

room at Hvidovre Library, just as behaviour 

elsewhere in the library, depends on their 

understanding of what a library is. This has 

an effect on whether they act social or not, 

for instance the older man who uses some of 

his time at the library for speaking with other 

people. It also has an effect on the actual use 

of the design. Significant majority of our 

informants claimed that the library for them: 

“[...] is just a place [...] to lend books” 

(Appendix). This is a classical way of 

understanding what a library is. This 

classical way of seeing the library is defined 

in the same way by both users and staff 

members. One of the users says: “[...] that is 

a place in which to lend books, first and 

foremost, that is an old opinion, but that is 

what I use it for.” (Appendix), while one of 

the staff members expresses: “[...] an old 

fashioned reading place where people can sit 

by themselves and read in quiet 

surroundings.” (Appendix). We believe that 

this understanding of the library is connected 

with certain unwritten codes of behaviour 

such as being silent and behaving 

accordingly. The librarian Annelise 

Lundstrup, while talking about the journal 

room, laughs and confirms that: “[...] there is 

definitely a common agreement.” 

(Appendix). Trainee librarian Jacob Refstrup 

shares this opinion: “I think that the types of 

people that are using the room are the kind 

of old fashioned library users that are like ‘it 

is supposed to be quiet at a library’” 

(Appendix). Furthermore Jacob Refstrup 

mentions this common agreement on staying 

silent and by themselves: “I would [...] 

describe it [the journal room] as being a 

room in which there are put up some 

communal agreement.” (Appendix). 

Hereafter he illustrates this by saying: “My 

experience is, that it is very by themselves. 

They sit, with a newspaper or by a computer. 

So by themselves. [...] I have not experienced 
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that people spontaneously speak to each 

other.” (Appendix). Even though the users, 

due to the initial idea and material look of 

the design, have an option to interact, they 

still choose not to. 

The receptionist Janni Høeg expresses an 

‘old fashioned’ impression to defining how a 

library ought to be: “[...] the place where one 

can immerse oneself the most. It is mainly 

reading there. And I like that, because that is 

what I believe a library should be: a quiet 

place for reading. It should not be a 

playground [...]” (Appendix). In specific 

relation to the design of the journal room she 

expresses: “I think that there is missing some 

‘hygge’. It is not a place that I would prefer 

to sit many hours and read. It is not. It is a 

place where one walks in and walks out 

again.” (Appendix). Janni thinks this, 

despite of the fact that, according to the 

administrator Birgit Vesth Alsing, one of the 

goals of the new design of the journal room 

is in fact to have the element of ‘hygge’ 

(Appendix). We claim that the definition of 

‘hygge’ by Janni is different than the one by 

Birgit, and we interpret Janni’s statement as 

she is connecting ‘hygge’ to how a library 

should be. Because she feels that the journal 

room is lacking ‘hygge’ she feels a lack of 

sense of belonging and identification with 

the place and atmosphere, when she 

expresses that she does not prefer to stay in 

the journal room for a longer period of time. 

As mentioned Janni’s definition of what 

‘hygge’ constitutes in a library is different 

from how Birgit is experiencing ‘hygge’. We 

therefore argue that, for Birgit, the journal 

room has in fact been able to embrace 

‘hygge’. 

Regarding ‘hygge’ we furthermore argue that 

it can be defined as an atmosphere. 

Atmosphere is in the relationship between 

the subject and the object, being something 

which is perceived by the subject. The 

objects are a contributing factor of making 

an atmosphere (Böhme 1993: 122). ‘Hygge’ 

is in this case the ambiance which is what 

Birgit wanted to make a part of the journal 

room, as well as being what Janni thinks of 

as missing within the journal room. As 

described by Mikkel Bille and Tim Flohr 

Sørensen: “The material infrastructure 

provides the setting, which influences the 

sense of ‘hygge’, but it equally relies on 

human agency to accomplish ‘hygge’.” 

(Bille & Sørensen 2007: 275). Based upon 

Birgit’s and Janni’s statements and this 

description we argue that, in despite of the 

fact that the material structure of the journal 

room is emphasising ‘hygge’, it is not 

necessarily perceived this way by the ones 

experiencing the space. Per Sørensen also 

articulates an atmosphere when he expresses 

the initial idea, of how the journal room has 

had to be different than the rest of the 

library: “The journal room should be a room 
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within the room so you get a certain kind of 

intimacy and a well-defined place [...]” 

(Appendix). The intimacy of the journal 

room arises in contrast to the library hall, 

which is a very open and big space 

(Appendix). We furthermore argue that the 

atmospheres of ‘hygge’ and of ‘intimacy’ are 

parts of what creates a pattern of behaviour 

for the users at the journal room. If users are 

not perceiving the journal room as having the 

atmospheres of ‘hygge’ or ‘intimacy’, we 

believe they will, to a higher degree, behave 

within the classical codex of behaviour, 

being silent, tranquil and not interacting with 

other people. 

The use of a commodity is different 

according to how the commodity is 

perceived and defined (Kopytoff 1986: 64). 

When interviewing receptionist Janni Høeg 

she starts talking about the users who go to 

the counter even though they do know how 

to lend books by themselves. She mentions 

that: “[...] many come here to talk to a 

human being, in contrast to the cue in the 

supermarket. People are very stressed and 

do not have the time to talk to them, also in 

the municipality they are also busy. The 

library is a social place.“ (Appendix). We 

believe that this expresses her definition on 

what a library is. She thinks of something as 

being social by the fact of people being 

present and interacting with each other. We 

believe this to be something that will be 

reflected in the way in which she interprets 

the journal room. When asked about the use 

of the journal room after the new design she 

said: “I think it is the same. Maybe a bit 

prettier than before, but it is the same.” 

(Appendix). However the business manager 

of Retail Modul Solutions Per Sørensen 

thinks that the journal room has changed a 

lot along with its new design. We argue this 

to be an example of different perspectives on 

the material look. Despite of the design 

having the exact same physical look Janni 

Høeg and Per Sørensen still have different 

definitions of it. We interpret that Janni 

Høeg’s perspective on the library resembles 

the concept of third place, because she sees it 

as a social place. 

Another perspective on the material look of 

the journal room is defining the space as 

merely a place in which to wait for other 

activities. For instance using the journal 

room as a ‘waiting room’ is a popular way to 

describe the function of it amongst users. 

Here one of the users explains: “It is to fill 

out the waiting time.” (Appendix). She 

spends the time in the journal room before 

her meeting with the local book club. 

Another user says: “I do not talk to the 

others, it is just to let the time pass.” 

(Appendix). This last informant is not 

mentioning any activity that he is waiting 

for. We argue that, because they are not 

defining the journal room as a social space, 
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they do not use it in that way. Based upon its 

material look they define it as a place to pass 

the time, without any particular purpose of 

being there, and are therefore using it in a 

way that reflects this specific definition. 

In investigating the initial idea, the material 

look and the actual use of the design within 

the journal room there is another fruitful 

argument to be portrayed. During the 

interview with the administrator of Hvidovre 

Library Birgit Vesth Alsing she says:  

“When we talked about newspaper shelves, 

then it is the most natural for librarians to 

have the older issues of the given newspaper 

under the newest. This was so deep-rooted in 

our world, and complete unnecessary for 

Per. Per did not prioritize the storage of the 

old newspapers, so we had to deal with that. 

Now we have the old newspapers out in the 

staff area and we go out to get some if we 

need one for a person. They have to ask for 

it. It surprised me that something you 

thought was the most common thing, and I 

do not have to explain because everyone 

knows this. And it is not. That was what we 

experienced with the newspaper shelf. No 

one of the librarians thought about 

explaining that the old newspapers had to be 

stored in the shelves. And that was not even 

in Per’s world of thoughts.” (Appendix).  

As Birgit Vesth Alsing mentions they ended 

up making the shelves for the newspapers as 

Per Sørensen thought of doing (Image 10). 

However this is not of interest here. What we 

believe to be relevant, regarding the design 

of the storage of newspapers, is the fact that 

the users of the journal room are supposed to 

contact the staff members to get the older 

issues of the newspapers and journals. We 

argue that the behaviour of the users of the 

journal room gets regulated by the way in 

which the newspapers are set. The fact that 

the users have to contact the staff members 

and thereby interact with them is an 

unforeseen actual use of design. 
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Picture 10: Inside the journal room at the overview of the journals. 

Another unforeseen actual use of design 

shows itself in an observation by the staff 

members at Hvidovre Library. One of them 

mentions: “During interior renovation, when 

there was scaffold, [...] people talked a lot 

more. Just as if you were on a train, and 

there was a delay [...] and they did the same 

here.” (Appendix). We interpret this as the 

staff members experiencing how new 

objects, in this case scaffold, had made 

people more social. We argue that this 

change in behaviour is due to a change in the 

atmosphere of the space (Böhme 1993: 121). 

This change in atmosphere has occurred 

because of the new kind of material look it 

got for the period of interior renovation. In 

addition another staff member mentions that, 

because of the interior renovation, there was 

also a lot of noise. We believe this also being 

a contributing factor for the space to 

transform into having more properties of a 

third place. This temporary shift in material 

look has challenged the original old 

fashioned definition of what a library is and 

has increased the level of interaction between 

people. A paradox is showing: the initial idea 

of Hvidovre Library is for it to be a social 

place, but the majority of the users are not 

using it as a social place. However, during 

the interior renovation this had changed, and 

the users began to act social, thereby acting 

differently, because of the change in its 

material look. 
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Conclusion  

We conclude that the way the journal room 

is designed reflects how librarians and 

designers understand the use of the journal 

room, what a library is and how they define 

the visitors, either as users or as consumers. 

The initial idea of the design is for it to make 

the users able to vary their consumer 

practises, but this is not what the users are 

doing. As told by some of the staff members 

the journal room is a place in which people 

are encouraged to consume food or 

beverages and to act social, but the users do 

not see this as appropriate behaviour in that 

specific space. They rather bring it 

elsewhere. The visitors are not using the 

journal room for other consumption practices 

because they are not perceiving the journal 

room as a third place, even though, through 

its material look, it has a potential of being a 

third place. The reason why the visitors are 

not perceiving the journal room as a third 

place is their still classical perception of 

what a library is. They act accordingly, 

adjusting for the existing codex of behaviour, 

being silent and unsocial. The majority of the 

users are not perceiving the library as a 

social place, but a few are defining it as a 

social place. Even though they see the whole 

library as also a social place, in the journal 

room they are still acting according to the 

classical codex of behaviour, because the 

atmosphere in this space is more intense than 

in the rest of Hvidovre Library. Even though 

the initial idea behind the design of the 

journal room was to create an atmosphere of 

‘hygge’ and ‘intimacy’ this is not the way in 

which the users of the space are perceiving 

it. This illustrates that, during a design 

process, stakeholders cannot rely entirely on 

the initial idea of the design, because the 

material look and thereby actual use of the 

design will vary according to which subject 

is experiencing the design.  

Lastly we conclude that the properties which 

are constituting the journal room as having 

the potential of being a third place, such as 

the coffee machine and the different seating 

arrangements, are also a part of what forms 

the manner in which the users are consuming 

it. This is for example the coffee machine 

and drinking coffee within the space, which 

is a property of the space that contributes to 

the potential of it being a third place, which 

is also the user consuming the space. The 

theoretical concepts of third place and 

commodification additionally correlate: with 

the increase of the use of the journal room as 

a third place, the use of the room as a 

commodity decreases. 
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