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The Human Library initiative is designed to challenge society’s prejudices and help people 
understand those with whom they share their community. In a human library, the ‘books’ 
are people who represent groups in the community who may have experienced stigma or 
prejudice based on such things as religion, ethnicity, occupation, disability, social status, 
sexual orientation, etc.  

 In a safe and secure environment, the library allows borrowers (the public) to ‘check out’ a 
human book for 20 minutes, and in a specified space, the borrower can ask questions to 
gain a better understanding of the life of that individual and some of the challenges / stigma 
that people in similar situations might face.  

Splice delivers Human Libraries in Aotearoa New Zealand, however The Human Library™ is 
an international organization and movement that first started in Copenhagen, Denmark in 
2000. 

 

 
 
 
Splice was asked to bring the Human Library project to the LIANZA Conference in Auckland 
on October 21st 2019.  
 
 
 
 
 



Human Books: 
 

Hono Tamihana Merge Lived experience 
homelessness 

Dawit Arshak Red Cross Refugee 
Grayson Goffe Te Whare Ngaruru Maori cultural facilitator 
Angelica Sosa Freda’s restaurant Migrant Mexican 
Orquidea Mortera Diversional Therapy Conquering Loneliness 
James Stilwell APT Williams Syndrome 
Philip Harper APT Lifewise Social enterprise 
Gen MacLean Freelance Poetry, writing 

 
 
Borrower profiles included: 
 
Members of the public from Nga Pataka Korero Manukau, Auckland Libraries, Waikato 
District Council, Massey University, Nelson Institute of Technology, Wellington City libraries, 
Buller District Council, Dargaville Public Library, AUT, CHCH City Council, IHC, Seek Out 
Alternative Routes, Hurunui Libraries, South Taranki District Council, Waimakariri District 
Libraries.  
 
Demographic info for borrowers: 
20-40 male – 4 
20-40 female – 7 
40-60 female – 9 
40-60 male – 4 
60+ female - 2 
 
Safety Measures included: 
 
The human books were briefed via email of the rules for the Human Library, to ensure 
safety and clarity of communication.  

• Before we began, during the ‘brief,’ all volunteers were informed that they are 
encouraged to say “no” to questions that made them uncomfortable and were able 
to end the conversations at any time. 

• Books were always within eyesight of a ‘librarian’ – Gareth or Joanna from Splice and 
the event staff member Alana Doyle, who were prepared to intervene in a 
conversation if necessary.  

• There was a private space available for books to sit away from the crowd with their 
borrower to ensure face to face communication could ensue.  

• Food and drinks vouchers were provided to keep spirits up. 
One human book felt slightly aggrieved that she had the messaging wrong and that she didn’t 
feel she had suffered enough trauma to be talking about this. As this project was handed 
over from a leaving Splice staff member there was a gap in communication which made this 
feedback unfortunate. We will look to learn and evolve our communication after this event 
and ensure there is a good continuity with messaging. The feedback from all the other 
participants and human books was very positive.  



 

 
 
 
Borrower feedback: 
 
Would you recommend Human Library to a friend? 
Yes – 100% (22 responses) 
No – 0% 
 
“Yes, absolutely!” 
“yes, 1000%!” 
“yes, all day” 
“yes, something different” 
“Yes, I definitely would like to do this at my library and with our communities and teams” 
“yes, to libraries and learning centres” 
“Yes, totally” 
“Definitely, it’s a good insight into another’s life” 
“Absolutely, been thinking about introducing this in my library” 
“Absolutely, it would be great to be a human book or a borrower” 
 



How was your experience? 
“Fabulous” 
“I felt like I really got to know someone who I really liked. Just shows how talking to 
someone who starts out as a stranger can end up so rewarding” 
“It was amazing! I love every part of it” 
“Please invite me again, this is a fantastic way to connect with the human spirit” 
“Absolutely awesome day. Tinopai Rawatu” 
“I appreciate the sharing of some very sad things so that I can learn something” 
“Tradition plus culture and experience from both of our backgrounds was mind blowing. 
Knowing the similarities even though we come from halfway across the world” 
“Amazing experience thank you! I wish I registered for them all” 
“Really eye opening. I have never spoken to a refugee who shared their experience” 
“Very interesting, I would have loved to have met everyone” 
“I learnt a lot, but it was also nice to share and be asked for my views and experiences” 
“Very interesting, such a different journey” 
“Great experience, I connected straightaway with my human library book, she was 
wonderful in sharing her insights and stories of experience which informed me. I Wish it was 
more than 20 minutes” 
“Great experience – to have one-on-one time with someone who has valuable life 
experience to share” 
“Knowing where ‘the book’ came from helped me to choose the right book and engage in a 
meaningful conversation” 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 



Conclusion: 
 
Telling stories is one of the most powerful means that people have to influence, teach, and 
inspire. The goal of a Human Library is to promote trust and understanding, social justice and 
peace in our communities.  
 
The Human Library is courageous in the challenges of telling highly emotional stories in a safe 
and positive environment. The stories were significant in showing us why inter-cultural and 
inter-faith communities are so important, and demonstrated the struggles of those in the 
periphery our communities. 
 
It was great seeing different people at the LIANZA conference engaging in the Human Library. 
The inter-generational, inter-cultural conversations were often marked by smiles and 
laughter. Often, the ‘human book’ and the ‘borrower’ could draw parallels between their 
very different life stories, and they often ran out of time with more to discuss! 
 
Thanks to Vodafone Events Centre Manukau for hosting the Human Library and for Alana 
Doyle for being a wonderful producer and host from Paardekooper and Associates.  
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