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Putting the User First: 30 Strategies for Transforming Library Services is a concise, 
easy read that is encapsulated by its title. McDonald’s conversational tone and nods to 
pop culture enliven the topic. Symbols defined in the introduction are used throughout 
the book to describe each strategy. They are: no cost (clock), low cost (dollar sign), 
technological (gear), physical space (person with book), personal practice (hand), and 
organizational culture (file folder). Most strategies are followed by short asides that 
prompt the reader to “investigate,” “contemplate,” or “actualize”. In other words, read 
additional information, think, or take action. 
 
Each chapter, or strategy, is succinctly addressed in about two to three pages. The 
author often includes insights about how to implement the strategy that provides some 
food for thought and some momentum to get started. While most strategies do not 
break new ground, the book highlights techniques that can inform our practice and 
improve our patrons’ library experiences.  
 
McDonald begins by stressing that it is impossible for librarians to think like regular 
users (Strategy #1 – Admit). We can combat this by refocusing our attention on our 
patrons. Who are they (#2 – Define, #12 – Pretend and #13 – Prioritize)? Why do they 
use the library?  How do they use it?  When do they use it? We can learn a lot by 
studying (#11 – Evaluate), observing (#3 – Observe and #4 – Notice), and querying (#8 
– Ask, #17 – Listen, and #20 – Test) users, either formally or informally.  
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Several strategies revolve around engagement. McDonald advocates for developing 
relationships and forging connections with people in and outside of the library (#15 – 
Connect). Even though many librarians often think of helping patrons in their own 
distinct subject areas or disciplines, broader system wide changes can address the 
needs of many groups and therefore satisfy many users simultaneously. Making these 
connections can strengthen collaboration and spur new initiatives. Cultivating ties with 
users also hinges on creating a dialogue where ideas are exchanged (#29 – Converse) 
and engaging users with narratives that help convey the library’s purpose (#27 – 
Engage). Narratives include oral and written storytelling as well as “your building, your 
website, [and] your services” (p.87). Each element impacts the way patrons perceive 
and interact with the library. 
 
If there are any surprises in the bunch, they’re Stop (#14) and Defuse (#25). It is often 
difficult to cut the cord when a project fails. Simply put, if a project isn’t working or it 
doesn’t “align with your organizational mission and goals,” stop wasting the time and 
energy necessary to continue it (p. 49). Divert those scarce resources elsewhere and 
recognize how to use your resources most efficiently. Defuse (#25) outlines ways for 
you to eliminate blame, negativity, and conflict, which often stifle progress and “create 
an unpleasant atmosphere… [that] is a user experience killer” (p. 80). McDonald’s 
advice is to let it go unless it’s a critical matter that can be resolved constructively.  
 
Incorporating one or more of these strategies may lead to changes that have a 
noticeable impact on your patrons, and many bear repeating. Even with the best 
intentions, common sense user experience (UX) principles and strategies can get 
shuffled to the backburner. Reference, Web services, and public services librarians 
interested in UX will see a lot of familiar concepts in this book, but those in need of a 
crash course or refresher will enjoy this ACRL title. 
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