Creative use of Space in
Public Libraries

Robert C. Russell

Ask any group of public library directors for a list of their major problems,
and you will likely find that some variation of the statement “I need more space”
appears on virtually every list. It is rare for a library director to say he has all the
Space he needs in order to accomplish what he wants to do.

Since lack of space in public libraries appears to be so widespread, one
Would expect to find a large number of articles dealing with the subject. Unfor-
t}mately, this is not the case. A survey of the literature on space problems in
libraries vields three interesting facts. First, the vast majority of articles deal
exclusively with academic and research libraries. Secondly, the most commonly
discussed solutions to space problems are constructing a new building, and
Yenovating or adding to an existing facility. And finally, articles on working with
an existing facility deal predominantly with solutions such as cooperative
acquisitions, use of microform, and wholesale storage of large numbers of

ks—again, solutions which are much more applicable to academic than to
Public libraries.

There are a large number of public librarians in North Carolina who are
aced with serious space problems. Talk of a new building, or of renovating or
®nlarging an existing building is fruitless, because the money (or the necessary
Commitment by public officials) simply is not there. And even if there is the
Possibility of a new building, completion of that building may be far down the
Toad. One consulting firm has estimated that it takes between three and ten
Years from initial serious discussions of a new building until the actual move.! In
the meantime, a conscientious librarian must deal with his space problem.

It may be useful to pause here and ask what we mean by a space problem. If
Veryone says he needs more space, how does a librarian determine when he
Ndeed has a space problem? He could, of course, use A.L.A. or N.C.LA.
Standards, which specify a minimum of one-half square foot per capita. This
Would bear out the claim that nearly every public library lacks adequate space.

examination of the annual architectural issues of Library Journal shows that
Very few main library buildings meet this standard.
g Lowell Martin has said that a standard which hardly anyone meets is of
'Mited yalue. He goes on to point out that standards are upgraded periodically,
Olten without any valid reason.?

I think most librarians would accept considerably less than one-half square
00t per capita as the minimum space required to provide good library service.
The amount of space needed depends on a number of factors. Is the population
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urban or rural? What percentage of the population uses (or can realistically be
expected to use) the library? Does the system have branches? Does it have a
bookmobile? What is necessary or desired in the way of in-library programming
and outreach services? These factors and others will determine the amount of
space needed to provide good service.

This leads to the conclusion that the determination of space requirements
must be a subjective one. The good librarian should know intuitively if he has &
space problem. Is there usually a seat for every patron who wants one? Is there
enough space to conduct basic programs such as children’s story hours and
adult film series? Is there sufficient space to provide a desk for each full-time staff
member? After conscientiously weeding the collection, is there room for the
books and periodicals, and for normal expansion? Is there adequate space for
quiet study and reference work? These are the questions a librarian will ask
(perhaps subconsciously) to determine whether he has enough space to meet
the library needs of his community.

Suppose a librarian has asked himself these questions and has come to the
conclusion that he indeed has a space problem. How does this librarian, faced
with a space problem, and with no immediate prospects for a new building,
renovation or expansion, deal creatively with his situation? That is, how does he
obtain maximum use of limited space? I think the answer can best be obtained
from public librarians in the state who have dealt with just this sort of situation-

A brief questionnaire was sent to the directors of five North Carolina publi¢
libraries: Central North Carolina Regional Library, Cumberland County Public
Library, Harnett County Library, Onslow County Public Library, and Rowar
Public Library. After being requested to supply information such as populatio?
served, size and layout of building, staff size, book volumes and capacity, thesé
directors were asked to respond to three items: (1) Describe your spacé
problems. (2) How have you dealt with these problems? (3) Based on your
experience, what advice would you give to a librarian coping with a situatio”
similar to yours? Table I lists basic information for each of these five library
systems.

Each of these libraries falls far short of the recommended minimum
standard of one-half square foot per capita. Building sizes range from one-tenth
square foot per capita in Onslow County to one-sixteenth square foot per capit?
in Harnett County. This range leads me to believe that the minimum standard fof
building size should be somewhere between one-half square foot per capita an
one-tenth square foot per capita.

As described by the directors of these libraries, their space problems fall inf©
four categories. These are: (1) lack of adequate office and work space; (2
insufficient shelving space for books, periodicals and other materials; (3) not
enough public space, including seating, and areas for study and reference works
and (4) lack of space for programming and meetings.
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Table |
Summary of Data on Five Public Libraries

] Population Building Staff Sq. Ft. Sq. Ft.
Library System Served (Sq. Ft.) (FTE) Per Cap. Per Staff
(FTE)
Central N.C. 130,000 10,700 20 082 535
Cumberland 247,000 23,000 42 1093 548
Harnett 59,000 3,700 6 063 617
Onslow 112,000 11,000 16 .098 688
Rowan 99,000 8,500 23 086 370

_ Lack of adequate office and work space was cited as a problem by all of the
librarians. This is not surprising; staff space seems to be the area in which
authorities responsible for planning a new building are most likely to skimp,
perhaps this is because staff work areas are the least visible sections of a library.

ven when space is allocated for normal growth of materials and public use, the
assumption is often made that this expansion can occur without needing to
INcrease the size of the staff and work space.

Harnett has one small room which provides office and work space for all
staff members, including the director. Onslow has two small offices and a
‘”Oljkroom to serve as office and work space for sixteen staff members, and as
Periodical storage space. Cumberland has similar problems; for example,
three staff members with desks share a 120 square foot office. At Central North

rolina, five staff members share a twelve by fourteen foot office, Rowan hasa
?_square foot technical services area, which serves as office space for a
Minimum of seven and a maximum of twelve employees.

Four of the libraries have reached full capacity for their book collections.
e fifth, Onslow, is rapidly approaching that point. Three of thelibraries cited as
a problem the lack of sufficient shelving space for periodicals.

Al of the library directors say they need more space for the public to read
and study. Cumberland has been forced to eliminate some public seating areas
2 Provide space for additional shelving units. Harnett has space for only four
Chairs in the children’s area. Three librarians mention their inability to provide
ANy area in the library for quiet study.

Finally, all of the libraries except Onslow lack sufficient space for library
E{:’Sr_ams and community group meetings. Onslow is the only one of the five
Taries which has a large auditorium or meeting room.

" The directors of these five libraries have employed a variety of approaches
dealing with their space problems. I have divided these approaches into six
Categories. Each of the directors used a number of these approaches, and some
Used them all. There is never a single solution to a space problem.
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Rearrange the libarary. All libraries do this to a limited extent: adesk is turned
around; tables are moved; other minor adjustments are made. However, two
directors in this survey have carried out wholesale rearrangements in an attempt
to create additional usable space. Both Margaret Randall of Harnett and Phil
Barton of Rowan mentioned a second objective of rearrangement: to give the
library a less cluttered appearance.

Barton has some good advice for any librarian considering an extensive
rearrangement of the library:

Never look upon any arrangement as permanent or unchangable. To aid our thinking
we did a scaled drawing of the building and then cut out scaled representations of the
furniture. Using this tool we were able to do all our planning on paper prior to moving
one bit of furniture. It’s far easier to move a piece of paper from one area to another
than a 1,000 pound circulation desk.

Squeeze a little more (people, books, furniture, etc.) than was originally
intended into a given area of space. In and of itself, this is no solution; if doné
thoughtlessly, it is likely to make matters worse. However, there are somé
techniques that can be used to minimize clutter. A prime example occurs i
office areas, where every librarian in the survey has had to crowd more st
members into offices than those offices were designed to accommodate. Rowan
and Harnett have used partitions to divide work space in crowded office areas:
Working along similar lines, Cumberland uses wooden partitions and equipment
cabinets to create office and work spaces.

Two of the library directors, Patsy Hansel (Onslow) and Margaret Randal
(Harnett) share their offices with other staff members. Of course, a librar¥y
director needs privacy for personnel evaluations, budget preparation and
meetings with trustees and other officials. However, if other arrangements can
be made when these needs arise, a director can create additional space bY
sharing an office.

The same approach is used with books and other materials. At least oné
library (Central North Carolina) has replaced standard shelving with tall (90
inch) shelving. Shelving oversized books together, either in separate sections o'
on bottom shelves, also makes it possible to crowd more volumes into a give”
area.
A variation of this technique s to use areas of the library for purposes othe*
than those for which they were designed. Before the construction of their ne¥
auditorium, Onslow conducted programs inits bookmobile garage. Onslo¥
also used its public area for programs during the pre-auditorium days. Rowan ®
periodical room is sometimes used for library programs.

Harnett now uses one of its bathrooms as a much-needed storage are?
Onslow has converted large closets into staff work areas. Cumberland storé®
periodicals in janitorial closets and around air-conditioning units.

Harnett director Margaret Randall has become a master at using every
available inch of space, while minimizing the appearance of clutter. A fe¥
examples of her creative thinking include: installing attractive shelving in 2
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Window of the children’s corner; hanging clear plastic shoe bags on the outside of
closet doors, to hold paperbacks and pamphlets; attaching a white window
shade to the wall, for use as a screen for children’s films; and using wall
telephones to free desk space. As Mrs. Randall says, “Almost every acquisitionis
made with the limited space factor in mind.”

Stretch out staff schedules, and increase the number of hours thelibrary
is open. Onslow is open eighty hours a week, possibly the most hours of any
Public library in the state. Library director Patsy Hansel explains:

P'm not sure if this makes sense to anybody else or not, but one of the reasons for the
large number of hours that weare open is the smallness of the facility. We figure that we
need to try to spread patrons out as much as possible. It's nice to be able to say to
somebody who's complaining about all the students that if they want a relatively quiet
time to visit the library, they can come on a weekend night,

Onslow spreads out its staff through the use of flex-time. Staff members comein
as early as 7:30 A.M. and leave as late as 6:00 P.M. (This does not include night
People, who work until 9:00 P.M.).

Create additional space by eliminating materials, equipment or services.
eeding is the most obvious example of this sort of approach. | daresay there
are not more than a handful of public libraries in the state that would not benefit
Om extensive weeding of their collections. Four of the five librarians specified
Weeding as one way of dealing with crowded conditions. In addition to creating
More space, weeding offers the advantage of making the collection more
attractive and usable. (The good books are not as likely to get lost among the
Worn and outdated ones).
In using weeding as a solution to crowded shelves, one eventually arrives at
2 dilemma, At some point, the collection has been thoroughly weeded, and the
sheives are still filled to capacity. With a decent book budget, annual acquisitions
will Outnumber the volumes which need to be weeded. Then a library director
ecides whether to weed merely for the purpose of creating shelf space for new
200ks. At least one librarian, Cumberland director Jerry Thrasher, belives thata
Orary should never weed for this reason.
L Another solution to the space problem is to eliminate public seating areas.
ke rearrangement, this has two advantages. The first is the obvious one of
f:eﬂting 'additional space for shelving or whatever else is needed. The second
thaes ouglmeld by Rpwan director Phil Barton. Referring to his rearrangement of
entire library in 1979, Barton states:
Not only was furniture rearranged, but alsoa considerable amount was removed from
use. In studying our particular situation we felt the environment could be made more
comfortable for both the public and the staff if there was less clutter. To achieve that we

sacrificed table and seating capacity. | definitely feel the removal of furniture and
opening up of space has had a good effect on the staff, especially those working directly
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m}'\l;h the public. I also feel the general appearance of the library was enhanced by this
change.

Jerry Thrasher has also eliminated public seating areas at Cumberland-
However, Thrasher again advises caution, believing that a librarian should
decide upon the minimum amount of seating needed and not eliminate beyond
that.

Central North Carolina has eliminated services as well as public seating. As
the library became more and more crowded, Central North Carolina eliminated
its meeting room, audiovisual listening area, and all programs except children’s
story hours. Obviously, eliminating services should be used only as a last resort.
And, as Central North Carolina director Margaret Blanchard points out, the
reasons for such cutbacks should be carefully explained to the public.

Use microform. Several of these libraries have begun purchasing periodicals on
microform. At least one (Onslow) purchases telephone books on microform.
Cumberland has freed the space taken up by card catalog units by switchingto 2
microform catalog. Rowan is now considering a similar move.

Find space outside the library for conducting library programs. Rowan
does this frequently and has found area churches to be especially cooperative:
Margaret Randall states that one reason for Harnett’s emphasis on outreach
programs is that so little can be done in the library, due to crowded conditions:

In reading over the questionnaires, | was impressed by the amount of
thought that the directors and their staffs had put into solving their spacé
problems. It then struck me that there are some positive aspects to having to deal
with a building that is too small. I was thus glad to find that two of the directors
addressed this issue, although it was not a question on the survey.

Onslow director Patsy Hansel sees three advantages to working in 2@
building with limited space. The first has to do with weeding.

We have only so much space for our reference collection, so we are to a certain extent
forced to weed more than libraries with lots of space. As a result, we have a tiny
reference collection—500 volumes, more or less—and I think that’s about all we need.

A second advantage seen by Hansel comes from the necessity of micro
form in order to conserve space.

Also, we've been getting into microform—mostly fiche—for everything possible, and
as a result, we have, [ believe, better sources than we would have if we had the space to
store years and years of periodicals, telephone books, etc. Telephone books are a case
in point. We could never get good coverage from the local telephone company, and we
spent a lot of time in a futile attempt to get telephone books from other telephone
companies. That and the lack of space led us to get Phonefiche, which has been one of
our best purchases ever.
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Morganton-Burke Library

Until about September 1980: area including Reference collection, Director’s office, processing room and both fiction and
fonfiction stacks; photo taken from old circulation desk back into stacks.

Morganton-Burke Library

‘llm“‘“'!»' 1981 after renovation of interior; Reference collection and reading area; photo taken from stack area back
OWard new circulation desk; one arch and both offices and public rest rooms and office closets removed.
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Finally, Hansel compares dealing with a small building to dealing with a small
budget. “It forces you to be a little more creative, maybe, and there’s a little less
temptation to be wasteful, and there’s definitely less space to supervise . . ..”

Rowan’s Phil Barton also believes that space limitations have been beneficial
in some ways. Due to limited space for programming, Rowan often has to rely on
outside locations for programs. Program planners must anticipate audience size,
in order to decide on the location for a particular program. Barton sees two
beneficial aspects which have come from this situation: increased cooperation
with other agencies; and better planning.

Because of our need for outside locations, the RPL has learned to cooperate well with
other agencies, particularly the local churches. I feel also the need to estimate audience
size to determine location has required better planning on the part of our staff, a quality
which I highly value.

Each of the library directors in this survey has put a lot of work and creative
thought into solving space problems. I am sure they would all agree that none of
the approaches discussed above ultimately solves their space problems. | am
equally certain that they would all jump at the chance to move into a larger
building.

However, these librarians have shown that there are many things that can
be done to get maximum use of limited space. More importantly, they have
demonstrated that it is possible to provide good library service in a building that is
too small.

I should like to end by quoting from the advice that each of these directors
offered for librarians faced with similar space limitations.

Margaret Blanchard, Central North Carolina Regional Library: Periodically study
your space problems to determine what services can best be sacrificed. Maintaining
good relations with local government officials and patrons is of utmost importance. Try
to explain in a positive fashion that changes or cutbacks in service are the result of
space problems. Make everyone aware that you are attempting to deal with the
situation in a creative way. Don't whine about it!

Jerry Thrasher, Cumberland County Public Library: Squeeze in shelving wherever
you can, but do not entrench on public seating any more than you have to. Make an
assessment of the minimum amount of seating that your library needs for current use,
and make a vow in blood never to go below that number. Weed vour collection
conscientiously but do not discard books just to make room for the new ones. Use
what storage space you have for lesser used books, and let the newer books stack up
on the floor if you have to.

Margaret Randall, Harnett Public Library: The one word of advice is “be patient,” for
it takes many years to build a library . . . Remember, the Library Board hired the
Library Director to administer the library, not build a new library, single-handedly. A
successful building program must be a cooperative adventure, but if that Library Board
and the governing body are not promoting building a new library and solving space
needs of the library, the Library Director might as well make the best of the situation
and continue with as much professionalism as possible.
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Patsy Hansel, Onslow County Public Library: Build big enough to start with, and do
not think you can get a building designed to do things that you have never shown the
community that the library can or should do. I can certainly understand why the
Onslow County Commissioners couldn't see putting up a 20,000 square foot building
for a library that had never done anything to prove that it needed one . . . [ know that
when we made the deal with them (County Commissioners) that we'd raise half (of the
funding for a library auditorium) if they would raise the other half, they didn't believe
that we could do it. And that we were able to doit is a testimony to how over a couple of
years we did convince the community that the library was doing things that it really
didn’t have the facilities to do.

Phil Barton, Rowan Public Library: Based on our experience, [ would say the most
important thing librarians can do in coping with inadequate space is to learn to think
imaginatively and creatively . . . . One can haveavery dynamic library program even in
the tightest situation, for the qualities of a dynamic program are found foremost in the
people working in the library, not the building in which they are working. This does not
mean an attractive spacious building is unimportant . . . . [ have often imagined how
the RPL staff would react in a large new building. I suspect it would be like unleashinga
genie from a very small bottle! Oh well, it’s fun to dream,

Robert C. Russell is Director, Elbert lvey Memorial Library, Hickory.
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Furnishalibrar
inlessthan6 ?

Here's how Gaylord
curesabig headache.

There are several sources for library furniture.

But only Gaylord’s Ship-From-Stock program can promise you delivery of
the furniture you need in just 4 to 6 weeks.

That's because Gaylord is the only quality furniture source to maintain a
finished goods inventory ready for immediate shipment. From shelving,
tables and chairs to children’s furniture, it's all in-stock, all the time,

So why wait 3 to 4 months for your new furniture to be delivered? Q)‘F’:fbﬁ (4
Why risk holding your Open House in an unfurnished library?

Gaylord’s “Ship from Stock” program is designed to eliminate one
of your worst headaches.

Take a close look at the newly expanded Gaylord furni-
ture line by using the coupon below.

Or, for even faster results, call toll-free to discuss
your specific furniture needs today.

GAYORD S

The trusted source @’0
for library innovation. Q,df .
: : %) :

Gaylord, Box 4901, Syracuse, NY |
Gaylord, Box 5489, Stockton, CA %
TWX 710 545 (2
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