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Re-evaluating	Existing	Library	Spaces	and	Furnishings	on	a	Budget	
Webinar	Q&A	Log	

Questions	from	live	Demco	Webinar,	as	answered	by	Stephanie	Shook,	LEED	AP	BD+C,	
Interior	Designer,	HBM	Architects	

April	19,	2017	

Q:	How	do	you	balance	following	trends	vs.	planning	for	an	"evergreen"	space?	

A:	One	common	denominator	in	much	of	the	work	I’ve	been	seeing	is	working	toward	less	built-in	
components	to	keep	spaces	more	flexible	for	future	change.	Updating	over	time	without	having	to	
demolish	items	keeps	costs	in	check	while	still	allowing	you	to	provide	new	services	or	rearrange	for	a	
fresh	look.	This	also	allows	you	the	option	to	re-use	existing	furniture	instead	of	purchasing	new	so	you	
can	experiment	with	new	arrangements	without	adding	cost.		

An	example:	If	you	want	to	add	booth	seating	in	a	teen	space,	purchasing	a	furniture	piece	instead	of	a	
custom	built-in	will	allow	that	booth	to	be	moved	into	a	future	café	space	down	the	road	without	much	
cost.		

Also	consider	your	flooring	when	updating	carpet.	Carpet	tiles	are	a	great	option	because	you	can	accent	
areas	with	color	or	patterns	and	then	swap	out	the	tiles	down	the	road	if	that	space	changes.	Simply	
having	some	attic	stock	of	carpet	tiles	will	help	you	when	you	need	to	replace	stained	tiles	and	keep	the	
space	feeling	new.	Choose	furniture	and	finishes	that	can	go	the	distance	but	also	be	applied	to	
changing	functions	to	help	keep	balance.	

Q:	How	do	you	get	set	up	with	a	professional	to	facilitate	idea	sharing?	Is	there	generally	a	charge	for	
this	type	of	service?	We	have	had	many	meetings	that	are	largely	unproductive.	Professional	guidance	
would	be	very	helpful.	

A:	It	is	best	to	work	with	a	professional	who	has	significant	experience	in	library	design.	The	designer	will	
be	able	to	help	you	through	the	process	while	sharing	examples,	discussing	current	library	trends	and	
balancing	your	goals	and	priorities	with	available	funds.	Most	renovation	projects	begin	with	issuing	a	
Request	for	Qualifications	(RFQ)	for	design	services,	but	if	the	scope	of	work	is	small,	this	may	not	be	
required.	Be	sure	to	check	with	your	legal	counsel	to	understand	the	full	requirements.		
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Q:	Do	you	have	any	suggestions	for	library	buildings	with	25-foot	peaked	ceilings?	How	do	we	create	
quiet,	private	space	for	patrons	and	staff?	

A:	Sometimes	stand-alone	acoustic	panels	or	screens	can	be	helpful	to	define	spaces	and	absorb	sound.	
Included	in	the	resources	section	are	some	links	to	various	acoustical	product	manufacturers	for	
solutions.	If	your	need	is	fairly	extensive,	consider	a	“white	noise”	sound-masking	system	to	mitigate	
noise.	If	you	just	need	a	couple	rooms,	several	demountable	partition	manufacturers	offer	systems	with	
a	ceiling	that	can	be	fastened	to	their	wall	system	to	create	a	“room-within-a-room”	to	truly	separate	
the	quiet	space	from	the	main	space.	Many	furniture	manufacturers	have	“systems”	furniture	that	have	
vertical	panels	of	various	heights	with	acoustic	features	and	they	can	be	powered	as	well.		

	

Q:	How	can	we	carve	out	quiet	space	and	common	(louder)	space	in	a	classroom	space	that	can’t	
change	size-wise?	

A:	You	may	want	to	look	at	some	of	the	acoustic	solutions	below	like	BuzziSpace	solutions	or	a	furniture	
unit	like	Arcadia’s	Co-op	Meeting	Space.	Many	furniture	manufacturers	have	been	incorporating	
acoustic	back	panels	on	booths	and	chairs	for	sound	absorption.	Please	see	links	in	the	resources	
section.			

	

Q:	Any	rules	for	enclosing	existing	indoor	areas?	

A:	If	the	wall	goes	all	the	way	up	to	the	ceiling,	some	considerations	include	the	mechanical	systems	
(heating,	cooling,	ventilation,	etc.),	and	lighting	and	switches,	depending	on	how	small	or	large	you	want	
the	space	to	be.	The	space	will	also	need	to	meet	local	codes	and	ADA	guidelines.	

	

Q:	You	mentioned	that	you	had	samples	of	furniture	out	on	the	floor	of	the	library	so	that	patrons	
could	vote	on	them.	How	did	you	arrange	for	the	samples?	How	many	companies	provide	these?	Did	
you	have	to	pay	for	them,	or	were	they	“on	loan”?	And	how	did	you	have	people	vote	on	the	ones	
they	liked?	

A:	Most	furniture	dealers	will	provide	sample	chairs	to	try	out	and	deliver	them	to	the	library	free	of	
charge.	(Unfortunately,	some	more	rural	areas	may	have	trouble	getting	samples.)	Lounge	chairs	are	
tougher	to	get	than	task	or	study	chairs	for	samples.	Tables	are	available	too.		

For	the	SIU	case	study	in	my	presentation,	all	the	furniture	was	going	to	be	purchased	off	contracts	the	
university	had	with	specific	furniture	manufacturers,	so	that	limited	our	options	to	just	those	available	
on	the	contract.	We	selected	comparable	chairs	from	each	available	manufacturer	and	contacted	the	
local	dealers	to	provide	samples	to	the	library	for	testing	(KI,	Knoll,	Haworth	and	Allsteel).	The	library	

http://www.demcointeriors.com/products/lounge-furniture/arcadia-co-op-meeting-spaces/
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had	slips	of	paper	marked	Acceptable	or	Unacceptable	so	that	patrons	could	cast	votes	for	their	
preferred	selection.			

Dealer	showrooms	provide	an	opportunity	to	see	several	furniture	options	in	one	location,	but	feedback	
is	limited	to	only	those	able	to	attend	the	tour.	Another	option	is	to	take	a	small	group	to	NeoCon	in	
Chicago	and	test	a	multitude	of	furniture	at	one	time	since	all	the	showrooms	are	open.	Sometimes	
there	are	smaller	local	furniture	shows,	and	furniture	dealers	may	be	able	to	help	you	find	out	about	
them.	

	

Q:	I	am	both	a	school	library	and	a	public	library.	I	have	a	very	small	footprint	in	the	school.	I	need	to	
make	room	for	a	learning	commons	area,	and	right	now	I	have	mostly	shelves.	You	said	to	keep	the	
shelving	low.	I	was	hoping	to	go	higher	to	save	floor	space.	How	would	you	proceed?	

A:	Small	spaces	are	really	tough	when	looking	for	space.	If	you’ve	already	weeded	your	materials	and	
can’t	reduce	the	collection	any	more,	going	higher	may	be	necessary	to	bring	in	more	seating.	Consider	
where	the	higher	shelves	may	be	located.	If	you	have	any	blank	walls,	tall	shelves	make	a	nice	backdrop.	
Perhaps	consider	keeping	one	or	two	sections	at	the	beginning	of	the	stack	row	low	and	step	up	higher	
toward	the	other	end	of	the	row.	If	there’s	any	way	to	arrange	the	shelving	around	the	seating	to	share	
aisleways,	you	may	find	more	floor	space.	

	

Q:	We	want	to	move	from	a	computer	lab	to	a	learning	commons—any	tips?	

A:	Many	learning	commons	have	varied	seating	to	facilitate	collaboration	and	group	study:	booths	with	
tables,	lounge	furniture	with	laptop	tables,	study	chairs	and	tables.	If	some	of	these	can	be	mobile,	or	at	
least	not	fixed,	that’s	helpful.	Consider	the	floor	covering:	carpet	absorbs	sound	better	than	resilient	
flooring	but	is	not	as	cleanable	if	coffee	and	food	is	allowed.	Consider	acoustic	wall	treatments	to	help	
with	sound	in	a	confined	space.	Power	and	wireless	are	a	big	demand	for	personal	devices.	Consider	
whether	you	can	power	furniture	off	the	walls	or	in	the	floor	when	selecting	furniture	pieces	and	
arranging	them.				

	

Q:	Do	you	think	it	is	feasible	to	go	from	a	desktop	computer	lab	area	to	using	the	laptop	computer	
kiosks	in	order	to	reutilize	the	lab	area	into	a	more	user-friendly	space?	We	have	a	small	library	and	
are	out	of	space	and	need	to	reconsider	our	existing	layout.	

A:	This	would	be	a	great	example	to	test	if	you	can.	Patrons	can	be	opposed	to	change,	but	giving	them	
the	opportunity	to	try	it	out	may	help	them	transition.	Providing	fewer	dedicated	PC	stations	and	more	
laptop	checkout	allows	patrons	to	choose	from	a	variety	of	seating	options.	You	can	have	powered	
tables	for	study	and	computer	use,	and	some	patrons	may	prefer	to	sit	in	lounge	chairs	with	a	laptop	
table.	You	have	the	potential	to	open	more	of	your	small	library	up	for	multiple	uses,	which	is	great.	If	
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you	still	need	the	lab	option,	another	possibility	would	be	to	have	mobile	tables	that	can	be	rearranged	
easily	for	lab	set	up	and	then	moved	aside	or	repurposed	for	other	space	needs.	Make	sure	your	
wireless	is	up	to	date.	Slow	connections	can	be	frustrating	to	users.	

	

Q:	We	have	a	very	large,	custom-built	circulation	desk	that	is	inadequate	to	meet	our	needs.	Do	you	
have	suggestions	on	how	to	re-purpose	the	desk	so	that	we	can	get	a	desk	that	meets	the	needs	of	
our	workflow?	

A:	If	you	know	any	cabinetry	contractors,	sometimes	they	can	review	your	existing	conditions	and	
suggest	how	to	rework	what	you	have.	If	it	needs	to	remain	a	service	point,	cabinetry	contractors	can	
replace	countertops,	rework	the	ends	if	you	need	to	remove	portions	or	add/reduce	the	height	in	ways	
to	keep	what	you	have	usable.	If	removing	the	existing	storage	cabinets	is	necessary	to	upgrade,	
consider	purchasing	mobile	under-counter	file	and	storage	cabinets	that	make	the	desk	more	modular	
for	future	relocation.		

If	the	desk	does	not	have	to	remain	a	service	point,	then	it	has	power	and	data	that	can	be	useful	for	
printers,	copiers	and	other	public	functions.	Add	some	resin	or	acoustic	surface-mounted	dividers	and	
make	it	a	public	study,	business	center,	or	computer	counter.	A	collaboration	counter	with	a	mobile	
monitor	or	a	simple	“Power	Bar”	for	personal	devices	are	other	options.	We’ve	recently	repurposed	an	
old	Carnegie	circulation	desk	into	a	public	computer	counter	by	removing	the	old	under-counter	storage	
cabinets,	replacing	the	worn-out	countertop	and	adding	some	acrylic	divider	screens.		

	

Q:	We	have	a	small	building,	small	budget	and	small	community.	Any	tips	for	maximizing	our	
resources?	

A:	Partnering	with	community	groups,	local	colleges	or	other	libraries	to	share	resources	has	been	very	
popular.	We	are	currently	working	on	a	project	designing	a	new	library	and	City	Hall	building	in	a	small	
town.	A	library	will	occupy	one	side	with	City	Hall	on	the	other	side	with	shared	meeting	spaces,	parking,	
and	support	functions	such	as	public	restrooms.		

Even	having	a	gift	shop	corner	or	coffee	kiosk	in	the	library	offers	an	opportunity	to	parter	with	local	
companies.		

Reaching	out	to	groups	that	may	have	similar	interests	can	help.	In	another	library,	we	created	a	small	
media	lab	out	of	a	study	room	that	is	shared	with	the	local	college.		

Other	libraries	have	trained	staff	to	provide	passport	services	in	their	facility	as	a	resource	for	their	
community.	Try	to	think	outside	the	box	within	your	small	community.	
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Q:	Wall	space	is	usually	at	a	premium.	What	about	using	interactive	mobile	units?	Suggestions	please!	
Are	there	any	rule-of-thumb	space	ratios?	

A:	Mobile	units	are	great;	just	make	sure	they	have	locking	casters.	Space,	quantity	and	demand	can	
vary,	so	try	to	fit	as	much	as	you	can,	but	don’t	overcrowd	your	area.	Children	are	small,	but	parents	are	
not.	Children	also	need	room	to	move,	and	the	interactives	should	have	enough	space	around	them	to	
be	usable.				

	

Q:	How	do	we	go	about	re-evaluating	our	space	in	order	to	add	a	makerspace?	

A:	A	key	goal	in	creating	a	makerspace	should	be	to	provide	a	very	flexible	space	that	can	adapt	and	
evolve	over	time	for	a	variety	of	purposes	as	needs	and	technology	change.	Consider	the	types	of	
programs	you	would	like	to	offer;	if	they	are	noisy,	you	will	need	to	consider	acoustics.	Will	equipment	
be	provided	that	produces	fumes	or	dust	that	would	require	ventilation?	Finish	the	space	with	easily	
washable	and	durable	materials,	and	provide	furnishings	that	can	be	easily	rearranged	or	removed	to	
maximize	flexibility.		

Enclosing	a	makerspace	in	glass	and	in	view	of	high	traffic	areas,	such	as	off	an	entrance	lobby,	will	make	
visitors	aware	of	the	space	and	new	programs	the	library	offers.								

	

Q:	Are	there	photos	of	libraries	where	avoiding	creating	any	space	where	people	feel	like	they	are	
hidden	is	a	priority?	In	other	words:	no	cozy	nooks	allowed.	

A:	Libraries	try	to	avoid	“cozy	nooks”	to	avoid	blind	corners	or	hidden	areas	that	are	subject	to	
inappropriate	behavior.	Maintaining	low	shelf	heights	and	arranging	them	to	provide	sight	lines	
between	the	ranges	will	maximize	good	oversight.				

The	stacks	in	the	children’s	area	photo	of	the	Bellevue	Public	Library	in	my	presentation	are	oriented	in	a	
radial	oval	pattern	with	the	staff	station	at	one	end.	Staff	can	see	the	whole	floor	area	from	the	desk.	
Low-back	furniture	and	lower	shelving	help	avoid	hidden	space.		

If	you	can	space	stacks	in	more	traditional	rows	but	farther	apart,	it	will	keep	sight	lines	open	so	staff	
can	see	down	the	rows	and	patrons	won’t	feel	as	hidden.	Good	lighting	helps	too.		

In	areas	that	might	not	have	good	oversight,	locating	activities	or	spaces	nearby	that	attract	patron	
traffic	will	dissuade	poor	conduct.			

	

Q:	How	can	you	give	a	teen	space	a	sense	of	privacy	but	still	have	sight	lines	and	safety?	

A:	We’ve	added	glass	partitions	to	enclose	rooms	while	maintaining	oversight.	Coloring	the	glass	or	
using	patterned	film	can	give	the	impression	of	privacy	while	really	keeping	everything	quite	visible.	
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Some	acoustic	screens	have	patterns	with	holes	so	you	can	still	see	through,	but	they	offer	a	sense	of	
privacy	and	space.	Some	metal	mesh	curtains	can	do	the	same	thing,	but	without	acoustic	value.			

Q:	Would	you	recommend	the	teen	and	tween	sections	be	closer	to	the	juvenile	section	or	the	adult	
section?	

A:	We’ve	done	both,	and	it’s	usually	a	response	to	the	community	being	served	and	how	the	library	is	
staffed.	Sometimes,	if	the	teen	collection	is	largely	a	part	of	the	adult	section,	then	locating	them	closer	
makes	sense.	If	there	is	overlap	of	staffing	for	youth	service	programs	and	tutoring,	etc.,	then	near	the	
children	could	be	more	efficient.	Many	times,	we	have	a	program	room	used	by	both	teens	and	children,	
so	they	are	located	near	each	other	but	separated	by	the	shared	program	room.	In	this	case,	try	to	avoid	
making	teens	or	tweens	have	to	pass	through	a	children’s	space	to	get	to	their	space.	Whether	they	are	
near	one	or	the	other,	consider	how	patrons	enter	each	space	and	that	each	space	has	its	own	identity.	

Q:	Do	you	feel	that	toys	should	not	be	close	to	the	easy	books	or	possibly	kept	in	a	section	away	from	
all	books?	

A:	We	try	to	keep	the	activity	areas	grouped	by	ages	and	activities.	Interactives	and	manipulatives	go	
well	with	toys,	and	incorporating	a	portion	of	the	collection	into	these	areas	can	lead	to	an	overlap	of	
activities,	such	as	browsing	books	that	may	relate	to	the	toys	or	interactives	in	the	space.	Usually	they	
can	share	floor	space	or	tabletops	(and	storage),	leaving	the	reading	material	areas	accessible	for	
browsing.	

Q:	Do	you	have	a	preference	for	vinyls	to	fabrics?	

A:	This	comes	up	on	so	many	of	our	projects.	Vinyls	and	polyurethanes	(nonwoven	fabric)	are	great	for	
cleanability	and	durability.	Some	have	antimicrobial	attributes.	Unfortunately,	if	you	puncture	them,	
that’s	tough	to	fix.	There	are	some	“nonwovens”	out	there	that	are	highly	puncture-resistant	and	they	
are	being	improved	all	the	time	with	fun	colors	and	patterns.		

Many	woven	fabrics	have	great	qualities	and	durability.	Fabrics	can	really	bring	a	lot	more	pattern,	color	
and	depth	over	nonwovens	since	so	many	more	types	of	materials	can	be	used	to	make	up	the	fabric.	I	
usually	try	to	match	the	use	of	the	furniture	piece	with	whether	it	should	be	a	woven	or	nonwoven.	
Many	times,	I’ll	mix	them	both	to	get	the	right	look,	such	as	having	a	cleanable	vinyl	seat	with	a	
patterned	fabric	back	on	a	chair.	If	it’s	a	really	high-use	chair,	then	I	usually	start	with	vinyl	or	
polyurethane.							
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Q: How do color and fabrics affect spaces? 

A:	Color	and	fabrics	impact	spaces	dramatically	because	together	they	are	creating	the	environment	you	
are	occupying.	Too	much	dark	coloring	can	make	spaces	feel	cavernous	or	somber,	bright	spaces	can	feel	
light	and	happier,	but	too	much	can	feel	circus-like.	Specific	colors	affect	people	differently	depending	
on	where	they’re	from	and	their	background.	Color	on	furniture	versus	something	neutral	and	textural	
portrays	a	different	experience.	There	are	so	many	variables	at	play,	especially	if	you	want	a	specific	
look.		

In	general,	the	wall	color	can	have	a	more	dramatic	impact	than	the	furniture	since	it	can	encompass	
much	of	the	space,	but	both	need	careful	consideration	to	work	together	for	a	successful	design.	How	
you	want	to	make	your	space	feel	is	important	in	selecting	the	wall	color(s)	and	the	furniture	fabrics.	

Furniture	itself	can	feel	very	different	between	the	same	pieces	if	the	fabric	is	changed.	Look	at	my	slide	
with	the	Hudson	Library	and	Historical	society	where	the	chairs	were	reupholstered.	Just	changing	from	
a	patterned	organic	fabric	to	bold-colored	fabrics	made	the	pieces	seem	more	contemporary	even	
though	the	chair	remained	the	same.	They	no	longer	blend	in	and	now	pop	out	as	focal	points.		

Q:	We’re	looking	for	reasonably	priced	but	really	durable	furniture.	How	long	can	we	expect	each	
piece	to	last,	and	should	we	buy	long-lasting,	expensive	furniture	or	cheaper	furniture	with	a	shorter	
life?	

A:	That	really	depends	on	what	type	of	furniture	you	want	to	buy	and	how	often	you	want	to	replace	it.	
Every	area	of	the	library	gets	so	much	use	that	warranties	are	important	to	consider.	There	are	great	
mid-priced	furniture	manufacturers	out	there	with	good	warranties	that	provide	options	for	various	
furniture	pieces;	12-	to	15-year	warranties	can	be	achievable	without	having	to	pay	top	dollar.	Consider	
testing	out	pieces	before	purchasing,	whether	by	getting	samples	or	visiting	showrooms.	Try	to	compare	
furniture	side	by	side	to	see	what	makes	sense.	Dealers	can	get	into	minute	detail	on	warranties	and	
differences	between	higher-priced	and	budget	pieces.	So	seeing	them	and	understanding	the	
differences	can	help	you	decide	what’s	best.			

Q:	Where	can	I	find	safety	specifications	for	adding	castors	to	existing	bookshelves?	I	want	them	to	
move,	but	not	tip!	

A:	Retrofitting	shelving	to	be	mobile	can	be	tricky,	and	safety	is	important.	I	would	contact	that	shelving	
manufacturer	for	their	recommendation	on	retrofitting	their	product.	Make	sure	to	have	the	shelving	
information	and	model	number	or	ask	a	manufacturer’s	representative	to	visit	the	library.	Ask	about	
voiding	any	warranties	if	making	changes.	Some	shelving	may	not	be	suitable	to	become	mobile,	so	the	
manufacturer	will	have	to	make	that	recommendation	based	on	the	type	of	shelving	you	have.			
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Q: What is the manufacturer for the power pole? 

A:	Steelcase	is	the	manufacturer	that	makes	the	Thread	power	pole	product.	More	power	options	can	
be	found	here.		

Q:	Do	you	have	a	ratio	for	number	of	patrons	to	charging	stations?	Do	you	see	an	increase	in	a	need	
for	charging	stations	in	academic	libraries	vs.	public?	

A:	It’s	hard	to	define	a	ratio	since	many	public	libraries	have	a	range	of	patron	demographics	in	their	
respective	communities.	A	children’s	area	may	have	a	high	demand	due	to	parents	wanting	to	plug	in	
phones,	but	the	same	library	may	not	have	much	demand	in	the	adult	area	where	an	older	population	
utilizes	the	space	for	reading	print	materials.	We	have	also	been	seeing	existing	spaces	that	provide	
charging	stations	being	utilized	anywhere	they	are	located.	Patrons	will	leave	their	devices	to	charge	and	
walk	away	to	go	sit	down	or	do	something	else	if	they	are	not	conveniently	located.			

Academic	libraries	seem	to	have	a	higher	demand	because	the	majority	of	patrons	tend	to	be	charging	
laptops	and	personal	devices	at	the	same	time.	We’ve	also	been	seeing	an	increased	need	for	charging	
lockers	in	academic	libraries	over	public	libraries.		

Q:	How	do	I	print	the	photos?	

A:	The	slides	from	the	presentation	are	available	on	the	webinar	page.	You	may	print	them	and	share	
them	with	your	colleagues.		

Additional	Resources	
Acoustic	Treatments	(partial	list)	
Acoustic	Screens	
EzoBord		
Xorel	Artform	
Buzzi	Space	
Filzfelt	

Demountable	Partition	Manufacturers	(partial	list)	
DIRTT	Environmental	Solutions	
KI	Genius	Wall	

Seating	with	Acoustic	Qualities	(partial	list)	
Steelcase	
AGATI	
Teknion	
Allsteel		

https://www.steelcase.com/products/computer-support/thread/
http://ideas.demco.com/idea/charge-it-up/
http://ideas.demco.com/webinar/re-evaluating-existing-library-spaces-furnishings-budget/
http://www.demco.com/goto?browse&key=acoustic
http://www.ezobord.com/products.html
http://www.xorelartform.com/
http://buzzi.space/category/products/
https://www.filzfelt.com/
https://www.dirtt.net/resources/photogallery/album/1988
https://www.steelcase.com/products/architecture-space-division/walls-work-walls/
http://www.ki.com/products/name/genius-architectural-wall/
https://www.steelcase.com/products/lounge-seating/bix/
http://www.agati.com/pod-duo-workstation/
http://www.studiotk.com/products/fractals-seating-group
http://www.allsteeloffice.com/products/seating/lounge/



