
i b r a r y  b u i l d i n g s

Library Layout and Display Essentials
W ith  a retail backg rou nd , I am  n a tu ra lly  in c lin e d  to see a ll 

v is ito rs  to a lib ra ry  as 'cu sto m e rs '. In tu rn , the process of creating  

the best layout in vo lves m ak ing  it easy  to 'sh o p '; to lo cate  w h at 

you  a re  lo o k in g  for w ith  ease and im portantly, to d isco ve r m ore. 

I often ask lib ra ry  staff 'w h a t w o u ld  you 

ch ang e  about the layout of th is lib ra ry  if 

you  w e re  to re ce ive  a d o lla r for e ve ry  item 

that passed  the c ircu la t io n  desk'?

C re a tin g  the best p o ssib le  floo r p lan  can  be 

a d ifficu lt task , e sp e c ia lly  w h en  each  team  

m em ber m ay have a d ifferent o p in io n  on 

w h a t constitu tes a lo g ica l layout; perhaps 

based  on th e ir area o r resp onsib ility , 

an ecd o ta l in fo rm ation  or at tim es re lu c tan ce  

to ch ang e .

G e n e ra lly , the first departm ent a cu sto m e r w a lk s  into is the  fru it 

and vegetab le sectio n ; som e stores a lso  d isp lay  fresh flo w ers . 

Beh ind  th is , you m ay find  a bakery . It ap pears to m ake  little 

p ractica l sense s in ce  these soft goods stand a good ch a n ce  

o f be ing  cru sh ed  by the rest of 

the g ro ce ry  pu rch ases , so w h y  do 

superm arkets do this? O n e  o f the key 

reasons is that first im p ression s count! 

The v ib ran t co lo u rs  and fresh arom as 

inv ite  us into the e n v iro n m e n t and the 

custom er su b c o n sc io u s ly  a sso cia tes 

this w ith  the co n ce p t o f a fresh  and 

c le an  e n v iro n m e n t —  an inv ita tion  

to shop! T h is  idea m ay p rov ide  

in sp iration  for lib ra rie s ; h ow  are  yo u r 

v is ito rs greeted? A re  you m ax im is in g  

p rodu ctiv ity  o f the first few  m etres of u sab le  (and h ig h ly  va lu a b le ) 

prom otional space?

Superm arkets d e lib e ra te ly  position  co re  p roduct d epartm ents, 

such  as the d e lica tessen  counter at the m id-rear o f the store 

and the d a iry  at the opposite  end of the store in o rd er to ensure  

custom ers have to 'shop ' the entire  sp ace . O f  p a rticu la r re le van ce  

to lib raries are the prom otions that superm arkets po sition  at 

the end of each  a is le  to encourage  im p u lse  buys and  add-on 

purchases. A re  you m ax im is in g  p ro d u ctiv ity  o f the is le  ends, 

m any of w h ich  are p robab ly  in p rim e  lin es o f sight?

What can libraries learn from 

supermarkets? Quite simply, 
creating a clever layout requires 

observing customer traffic 

flow, identifying hot spots and 

deciding what stock offers good 

'impulse loan potential' in your 

hot spots.

In order, m e rch an d is in g  strategy in vo lves p lac in g  the right 

category , in the right lo catio n  and then focus in g  on m ak in g  it 

look great. A  c le ve r layout shou ld  d irect tra ffic  f lo w  and  expose  

peo p le  to as m uch  o f the c o lle c t io n  as p o ssib le  w ith  a v ie w  to 

he lp in g  them  find  w h a t they w an t and im portantly, c reating  

o p p o rtu n itie s  for ad d itio n a l im p u lse  loans.

W ith in  an y  lib rary , there  w il l be h ig h-tra ffic-flow  areas —  m any 

v is ito rs  fo llo w  a s im ila r  path of tra ffic  w h en  b row sin g . In re ta il, 

th is is often referred  to as a 'race-track ' or 'cu sto m er w a lk-p a tte rn '. 

Take  tim e  to ob serve  the tra ffic  f lo w  patterns in yo u r lib rary . Every  

b o o ksh e lf, d isp lay  stand or p ie ce  o f fu rn itu re  on you r lib ra ry  floo r 

is steering  tra ffic . P lace d  stra teg ica lly , the p lacem en t o f sh e lv in g  

and  book d isp lays can  have a s ig n ifican t im p act on loans.

Th e re  a re  d is t in c t d iffe rences betw een  retail stores and lib ra rie s , 

but it is in teresting  to re flect on the p r in c ip le s  used th roughout 

the w o rld  for lay ing  out su perm arkets and e xp lo re  h ow  lib ra rie s  

m ight be e q u a lly  strategic w h en  po sition in g  each  category.

Helpful hints
Stand at the en tran ce  and note w h a t you see first 

or w a lk  through your lib ra ry  and  ob serve  the sp ace  

through the eyes o f a v is ito r. A re  h ig h-v isu a l areas 

being  used to their fu ll po tentia l?

Positioned stra teg ica lly , co u ld  p o p u la r c o lle c t io n s  be 

used as e ffective  d raw card s to steer traffic?

Is eve ry  co lle c tio n  con tribu tin g  to usage statistics 

su ffic ie n tly  g iven  the va lu e  o f the sp ace  it o ccu p ie s?

C o u ld  tu rno ver o f som e co lle c t io n s  in crease  if they 

w e re  g iven  ad d ition a l exposu re?

A re  any low -usage co lle c tio n s  cu rre n tly  lo cated  in 

h igh-exposure  space that m ight be  better used for 

o ther co lle ctio n s?

A re  you m ax im is in g  im p u lse  loan potentia l at the 

entrance?

C o u ld  you lo cate  a p a rticu la r c o lle c t io n  or d isp lay  

near the c ircu la tio n  desk that m ight create  last- 

m inute  add-on loans? Th is m ight in c lu d e  staff p ick s , 

n ew  books, se lected  m ag azin es, o r for sch o o ls , titles 

re levant to c u rr ic u lu m  ac tiv it ie s .

The  so lution  is to create  

a re la tio nsh ip  betw een  

usage and layout —  

translate  usage statistics 

to lib ra ry  layout in the 

sam e w ay  a su ccessfu l 

retail store w il l translate  

sa les data to p lacem en t of 

goods on the shop floor. 

M a in ta in in g  e x c e lle n c e  in 

p resentation  is essen tia l to 

m ax im is in g  p rodu ctiv ity . 

O f  p a ra lle l im p ortan ce  

is the need to en su re  the 

overa ll lib ra ry  layout is 

first geared to m ax im is in g  

usage. The anecd o te  I 

W a llsend  L ib ra ry  c ircu la tio n  desk often use is that investing

enorm ous effort into 

m ak in g  yo u r lib ra ry  look great w ith o u t first ch a lle n g in g  the 

layout, is a lm ost like  c a re fu lly  p la c in g  beautifu l ic in g  on a burnt 

cak e  —  at least it looks good!
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So w h at can  lib ra rie s  learn  from  superm arkets? Q u ite  

s im p ly , creating  a c le v e r  layout req u ires o b se rv in g  custom er 

tra ffic  flow , id en tify in g  hot spots and  d e c id in g  w h at stock  

offers good 'im p u lse  loan p o tentia l' in yo u r hot spots.

True , som e categ o ries turn o ve r w e ll no m atter w h ere  they 

are p laced ; ho w eve r, it is u n lik e ly  that they w il l perform  

to th e ir peak  po tentia l un less they are  g iven  su ffic ien t 

exp o su re . In s im p le  term s, these p roducts have the 

cap ac ity  to 'pay  the rent' o f yo u r h ig h-va lu e  real estate. Th e  

idea is quite  s im p le  —  g ive yo u r v is ito rs  w h at they w an t.

The a lte rna tive  m ight be to p rom ote u n p o p u la r co lle c tio n s  

by lo cating  them  in h ig h-va lu e  real estate . It is po ssib le  

that these m ay in cu r a m odest in crease  in usage, but m ost 

lik e ly  not to the extent of p o p u la r categ o rie s . Th is is not 

to say that u n p o p u la r categ ories sh o u ld  not be p rom oted . 

S im p ly  rem em b er to look at the b igger p ic tu re  and don 't 

d isco u n t the idea o f prom oting  w h at is a lre ad y  perfo rm ing  w e ll if 

you r goal is to m a x im ise  usage.

Schoo ls m ight strike  a b a la n ce  b etw een  the 'stap les' that you 

kno w  students w an t and the titles that you  w o u ld  like  them  to 

p ick  up. A g a in , it's s im ila r to the su p erm arke t using stap les to 

present us w ith  im p u lse .

Taree C ity  L ib ra ry

Th em ed , co n stan tly  chang ing  front-fac ing  features are a low - 

m a in ten an ce  and in e xp e n sive  w ay  to bu ild  p o w erfu l and 

co n tem p o rary  d isp lays . W o u ld  the d isp lays in yo u r lib ra ry  

e n h an ce  you r favou rite  bookstore? If the an sw e r is 'n o ', perhaps 

you need to re th ink  you r strategy. Try to avo id  putting  books 

beh ind  g lass and avo id  p re ca rio u s ly  b a lan ced  book d isp lays 

w h ich  look like  they can 't be tou ched ; in v ite  v is ito rs to e n jo y  all 

that the lib ra ry  has to offer.

C reatin g  a v is u a lly  stim u la tin g  lib ra ry  req u ire s m uch m ore than 

row  after ro w  o f 'sp in e  out' books. I e xp lo re  eve ry  op p o rtu n ity  to 

in trod uce fron t-fac ing  d isp lays . Sp in e  out a llo w s  you to ho ld  the 

vo lum e  of stock n ecessa ry  to m eet cu stom er's needs. Front-facing  

d isp lays are used to d raw  attention  to parts o f the c o lle c t io n  and 

create  the v isu a l in terest n ecessary  to engage our custom ers w ith  

p roduct.

The p r in c ip le s  o f m e rch an d is in g  a lib ra ry  are not far rem oved  

from  the reta il p r in c ip le s  o f m e rch an d is in g  c lo th ing  and  books 

or sh o w casin g  m o vies at a v id e o  lib ra ry . Take  the tim e to ob serve  

how  v is ito rs to a v id e o  lib ra ry  shop the sh e lve s : the m a jo rity  w il l 

gravitate to fron t-fac ing  d isp lays an d , un less they are lo okin g  

for a p a rticu la r title , they w il l bypass the o ve rw h e lm in g  m ass of 

sp ine  out m ovies .

Seaso na l, m ajor, o r co m m u n ity  events m ight be a good so u rce  of 

free p ro fessiona l posters and props to back  up you r fron t-fac ing  

d isp lays . You can  a lso  acce ss  free p rom otio na l m ate ria ls  from  

reta ile rs, p u b lish e rs , g a lle rie s  and m useum s. You don 't need to 

spend a lot of m oney or tim e to m ake them  look great.

K e v in  Hennah 
au tho r, re ta il co n su ltan t and  tra in e r  

w w w .k e v in h e n n a h .c o m .a u  
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Kevin's recent books include 
T h e  V ic t o r ia n  P u b lic  L ib r a r ie s '  Im a g e  H a n d b o o k  

and R e - t h in k  (with The School Library Association o f Victoria)

Australia's smallest library?

Q u a m b o n e  is a sm a ll v illa g e  

in rural N SW . A lthough  it 

has a po pu lation  o f o n ly  5 0 , 

it boasts a lib ra ry  —  p o ss ib ly  

A u stra lia 's  sm a lle st lib ra ry !

P h o to : C o u rtesy  o f  D avid  Kilby, 
A B C  Radio  666 Canberra.

Web resource for 
planning library 
buildings
Designing Libraries is a great U K  w e b  

reso urce  on lib ra ry  bu ild in g  p lan n in g  

and design . The  w e b s ite  inco rp o rates an 

e x te n s ive  reso urces sectio n , w ith  a g a lle ry , 

n ew s and  even ts. It a lso  has an in sp ira t io n a l 

database o f in fo rm ation  and im ages on 

o ve r 2 3 0  lib ra ry  b u ild in g  p ro jects . For 

m ore in fo rm ation , v is it  <http://www. 
designinglibraries.org.uk/>.
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