Library Administrators, Leadership, and the
Building Expansion Process

An Architect’s Point of View

Michael Esmay

As an architect, I feel very lucky to be able to design
public libraries. Over the years I have worked on addi-
tions and expansions, on new construction, and on his-
toric library buildings. I have come to love public libraries
because they are just that, public. A public library is a
true center for the community—a place for learning and
meeting, accessible to all. The public library reflects a
culture of community that we should be proud to foster.
A public library provides the best bang for the buck, in
terms of creating a locus for the community.

In this article, I will discuss, from the architect’s point
of view, the beginning stages of the planning process as
it relates to the expansion of a small to mid-sized public
library, whether this expansion is an addition to an exist-
ing library or the construction of a new building. My focus
will be on the library administrator and the leadership role
that he or she will play in the library expansion. For the
discussion on planning, I will primarily draw on the Nyack
Library expansion project, which is in its beginning stages.
The Nyack (N.Y.) Public Library (NPL) serves a population
of 9,500 in a small village on the Hudson River, about
thirty miles north of Manhattan. It is a Carnegie Library,
constructed in 1903. An addition was built in the 1970s,
but it has been outgrown. The new expansion falls in the
middle of the range of library projects I have worked on
over the years—20,000 sq. ft.

Characteristics of Great Public Libraries

How many really great public libraries have you visited?
How many really good ones? While my focus will be on
the ins and outs of the planning process that leads to the
design of a library expansion, I think it may be wise to talk
a bit about the characteristics of a really successful public
library.

I have studied many libraries around the country
and the world, from Michelangelo’s Laurentian Library
in Florence to the State Library in Tasmania. From this
experience I have formed an abiding interest in discovering
what makes some libraries successful and others a disap-
pointment. I want to understand how successful libraries
come to be.

This has led me to try to identify the critical questions
that were asked and answered by the people who built
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these successful libraries. Who asked the questions and
who answered them? How were critical decisions made and
through what process?

To begin, I offer this list of characteristics:

= Place in the community—Does the library capture the
history, image and spirit of the community?

m  Inclusiveness—Is the library a welcoming place for
everyone in the community, with provisions within
the library for different groups, from young adults to
seniors?

m  Access to learning—Is there the availability of many
kinds of materials and a successful means of dissemi-
nation?

= Stimulating atmosphere—Does the library have a buzz?
Does it feel like a place where people are experiencing
new ideas?

m  General feeling and comfort level-Do the colors,
materials, lighting, and views make the library a pleas-
ing place to be? Would I want to spend hours there
researching, studying, or sitting and reading?

m  Clarity of layout—Is the library easy to figure out?
Does the organization make sense? Could a patron
find his way around if there were no signs?

How Do Library Expansions Come About?

The decision to consider a library expansion usually comes
when there is a critical shortage of space. There may be no
more space for books. The library may be using the tops of
the stacks for books, putting books on rolling carts, or cull-
ing the library’s collection to make room for new materials.
The number of computers may fall short of need, leading
to sign-in sheets, usage monitoring, and lengthy waits for
terminals. The library’s meeting area may have room for
forty when the need is one hundred. There may be an
unmet need for tutorial space. There may be no room for
the growing young adult collection.

So, how does one define the problem for planning
purposes? What are the steps that will define the prob-
lems and lead to solutions? Someone, usually the library
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administrator, has to communicate the changing needs of
the library to the board of directors, and the board makes
the decision to proceed.

One might assume this would involve a simple
exchange of ideas and establishment of a way to proceed,
but for varying reasons many libraries don’t know how
to methodically approach and complete the critical task
of determining the true needs of each library’s unique
population. Sometimes no one even wants to start the
discussion. There may be a fear of change, a fear of failure,
concern about spending taxpayer money, or simply no
stomach for such a big job.

Where there is no strong direction from the library
administrator, based on actual library usage and need,
the motivation for a library expansion may come from the
public, or, worse, it may come from a sense that “everyone
else is doing one.”

Reliance on focus groups is an example of a lack of
leadership from the library administrator and the board. In
my experience, the outcome of focus groups is of limited
value to the planning process because of the small number
of library patrons who participate and their inability to
look at the library in its totality. An experienced, profes-
sional library administrator and a committed library board
with the community’s interest at heart are best positioned
to identify and address the current and future needs of the
library population.

Preparing for a library expansion is an active ongoing
process. Hopefully, a library board has a long-range plan-
ning process to anticipate and deal with issues of growth.
Many communities have suffered because the library board
neglected to:

= ook for opportunities to acquire land for future
growth;

= implement financing strategies for a capital fund,
which might take the form of a mortgage, a bond, or
capital fund-raising; and

= maintain public and community relations, which include
anticipating and developing support for capital expen-
diture through consistent communication over time.

How Do Library Expansions End Up Being So
Large (and Costly)?

In my area, Metropolitan New York, there has been an
explosion of library projects. Every public library in
Rockland County, where my firm is located, has grown,
and most of the expansion has been through additions.
The last boom in library projects was in the ’60s and ’70s.
These expansions were built around the conventional idea
of libraries as rows of stacks, with separate areas for read-
ing and study.

The convention has changed. Demands on space have
changed. Old rules that still to some extent drive the

design of libraries don’t apply anymore. One example is the
rule of thumb that is used to determine the space require-
ments of a library. Typically, it is set at .75 to 1 square
foot per person served by the library. From my experi-
ence, requirements for space have doubled, at a minimum.
Projects I have worked on in recent years have averaged
more than two square feet per person served, doubling the
size of the project. In fact, the proposed expansion of the
public library in Nyack, New York, will double the size of
the library, resulting in a change from 1.6 square feet to 3.2
square feet per person served. There are many reasons why
the space requirements for public libraries have changed so
radically. Some of the reasons are detailed below.

Children. The children’s room is where it all starts—a
child’s introduction to learning outside of the home. In the
past, the children’s room was just a miniature version of
the adult areas of the library, with shorter shelves and fur-
niture scaled for a child’s use. Today, parents and children
are more demanding. They know what is available in the
realm of early childhood development, and they expect it to
be available at the library. More and more, children’s rooms
are being designed in a way that clearly distinguishes them
from adult sections of the library. Picture book display,
areas for reading, computer terminals, story hour seating,
and activity rooms all contribute to the increase in the
size of children’s rooms. One time I arrived at a library in
Rochester, New York, just as it was opening. I was stunned
to see the waiting children make a mad dash for a seat in
front of the computers in the children’s room, and this
need is only going to grow. In my experience, the children’s
room is the largest specific area used in a public library,
aside from the stacks. NPL must house forty thousand
children’s books. Other libraries may only need half as
many volumes to serve their population, and this need can
only be articulated by the library administrator working
closely with his or her staff.

Tweens. A new subset of library users is tweens. They
are not young children, but not adult readers either. Some
libraries are finding that this group benefits from an area
set aside specifically for them, either within the children’s
room or in a room of their own.

Young adult. Teen readers are another growing popula-
tion of library users who are obviously different from adult
readers. Including a young adult room is becoming more
common in library expansions. At the very least, there is
frequently a discussion of the need for this. The hard part
seems to be how to define young adults and determine
their needs. I have seen many young adult rooms that are
barely used or that are used by older patrons. A fishbowl
atmosphere and a sterile environment seem to be the
cause. Successful young adult rooms I have visited have
included comfortable seating, computer stations, and
teen-related books and periodicals in a welcoming environ-
ment. In the NPL planning process, the reference librarian
worked with a youth committee that made suggestions not
only on the content of the proposed young adult room,
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but on the design. Their articulated needs are calling for a
fairly large space, to be located within the library in a way
that addresses noise and security issues.

New media. Not too long ago, a library’s videotape
collection could be easily kept on shelves behind the
circulation desk. Today, videos, DVDs, CD-ROMs, music
CDs, and books on tape or CD are probably the second
most sought-after materials in the library, right behind the
new books and periodicals. In the case of the NPL, there
has been a quadrupling of space required to house the
library’s collection and a need to locate these materials in
a central location.

Merchandising. Over many years, I have watched as
library administrators have discovered merchandising of
library materials. For example, they have found that books
displayed face-forward at the ends of the aisles tend to
circulate more than those shelved in the stacks. Materials
sitting on a return cart are often checked out before they
are even reshelved. Merchandising provides the library
staff with ongoing opportunities to bring the attention
of the library population to books and subjects it might
not have considered. In the NPL expansion, the library
administrator, working with the reference librarians, has
developed an approach in which all nonfiction books will
be merchandised in areas of specific interest, such as sci-
ence and technology or history, in effect creating rooms
within rooms. Each topic area will include stacks, display
units, seating, and desks. Creating these areas will involve
a lot more space than in a traditional library.

Computer resource room. When visiting public librar-
ies today, you will find a large percentage of the library
patrons sitting at computers. Computers are located
throughout the library, as well as within a computer
resource center. Patrons expect to have a large number of
computers available at the library for their use. Sign-up
sheets and long waits for computers are a common reason
for the public to want a library to expand. In the case of
NPL, the expansion will allow the library to increase the
number of computers from eighteen to thirty. Computer
resource rooms are not only used by individual library
patrons, they may also serve a classroom function, includ-
ing long distance learning and teleconferencing. All this
requires a large, flexible space.

Community meeting rooms. Libraries lie at the heart
of the community, and the meeting room in the public
library is often the community meeting place. My experi-
ence is that when one is provided there is tremendous
usage. The public library in Valley Cottage, New York, has
three rooms of varying sizes for community use, and they
are booked far in advance. In a library expansion, deter-
mining the size of the community room(s) can be a prob-
lem. The library administrator is faced with anticipating
potential use, deciding how many people should be served,
whether or not there should be kitchen facilities, what level
of audio-visual system should be installed, who will coordi-
nate room use, and so on. The tendency is for larger, more
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flexible rooms that can be set up with auditorium seating,
arranged as an art gallery, or used for a sit-down dinner. In
the case of NPL, the new meeting room will have space for
120 people, up from 40.

Art display. Traditionally, libraries make do when it
comes to display space for art. You might find art hung on
the walls of the meeting room or wherever there might be
some empty space on a wall. Some libraries are deciding to
create space devoted solely to the display of art in a gallery-
like setting. The result has been a boon. A display space
for art augments the tone of the library, draws people to
the library, and can be a source of money for the library,
with the library getting a percentage of sales. It also serves
a public function, providing an opportunity for local art-
ists to display their work. The Valley Cottage Library has
dedicated gallery space near the circulation desk, which
has become so popular that the shows are booked almost
three years in advance. As exciting as this is, a gallery in
the library requires space.

Staff work rooms. The windowless processing room
behind the circulation desk is becoming a thing of the past,
mostly because it is ill suited to today’s (and, for that mat-
ter, yesterday’s) needs. The trend is toward larger, better
situated, more humane, and better equipped work areas.
These spaces have grown in every library expansion I have
worked on. They are being designed for their intended
use and not as an afterthought. However, planning work
spaces can be complicated. Access and flow are concerns,
and issues of hierarchy can arise, with everyone wanting
a spot to call his or her own. Sorting this out without
being extravagant with space will evolve from discussions
between the library administrator and the staff. Every
library I have worked on has arrived at a different solution,
and every one has required more space than originally
planned. In NPL, the new work room will be three times
larger than the one the staff now uses.

Local history. In smaller communities, libraries have
become the repositories of historic material. Some, like
NPL, provide space specifically devoted to the housing
and access of this material. Often these spaces are tended
by members of the local historical society, who operate
independently of the library, obtaining the historic materi-
als and cataloging them. In the case of NPL, the materials
have overflowed their space, and the plan is to include a
local history area in the library expansion that is three
times the size of the existing room.

Quiet study. The era of the soundless public library,
presided over by a stern librarian, is over, and probably
has been for a while. Public libraries are bustling places
where finding a quiet corner can be a challenge. Many
library expansions include quiet study areas. These areas
or rooms may be used for individual study, tutoring, or
even small group meetings. To offset the space needed
for quiet study areas, one library I have worked on chose
to house its special collections, such as law books, within
quiet study rooms.
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Seniors. Seniors are an important part of the com-
munity, and they form a large percentage of library users.
Americans with Disabilities Act requirements may add ele-
vators, ramps, accessible shelving, and wider aisles to the
library expansion plan. I am currently working on a library
that is considering a separate room devoted to seniors—a
“haven,” in the word of the library administrator.

Information desk. Many large libraries have separate
information desks, and now many smaller libraries also are
putting them in. Taking the general information function
away from the circulation and reference desk can improve
service. The public library in Mahopac, New York, built a
general information desk into the popular materials area
near the entry. The person staffing the desk answers inqui-
ries, recommends new books, disseminates information
on local events, and basically acts as a clearinghouse for
information. Adding this useful service meant increasing
the size of the popular materials area.

Deep storage. As the merchandising of books gains
favor, there is still a need to house the vast majority of the
library’s books. Less frequently borrowed materials can
be stored on compact shelving in a deep storage area and
made accessible by request only. Adding deep storage to
the library expansion plan can help maintain the breadth
of the library’s collection and reduce the number of books
being culled.

Bookstore and other nonlibrary functions. Many pub-
lic libraries today devote space to the sale of used books,
both donations from patrons and culls from the library’s
collection. Often, books are stored for long periods in
anticipation of an annual book sale run by the Friends of
the Library. Some libraries are choosing to create a book-
store area, run by library volunteers, to sell used books on
an ongoing basis. This requires a publicly accessible space
for the books. Another nonlibrary function is a café or food
service area. Some libraries are installing cafés to compete
with bookstores such as Barnes and Noble. My experience
is that these schemes rarely work, because there is not
enough money generated to support the concession. The
costs associated with constructing a café outweigh the
benefits. In NPL, a café that already adjoins the library is
being linked to the building with an outdoor patio area,
and library patrons will be allowed to bring their bever-
ages into designated parts of the library. The success of
this remains to be seen, but no extra space or money was
needed to try the experiment.

Who Are the Players and Personalities?

Let’s say that, in whatever fashion, a library board has
decided to add to the facility. There is a cast of characters
who will be involved in getting an agreement as to the scope
and nature of the library expansion before any design is
done. Let me outline my view of the different players who
will participate in the planning process and their roles.

Library Board

The library board has several roles. Ideally, they are the
strategic planners who put things in place so that a library
expansion is possible. They develop the fund-raising strate-
gies and perform the public outreach that maintains public
support for the library and its growth. They make the deci-
sion to pursue a library expansion. In the words of James
Mahoney, NPL library director, “The role of the board is
to take this risk.” In Nyack, the library board really did
its job. Over a number of years they have purchased three
properties adjacent to the library building which will now
be used in the expansion.

Library Consultant

A library consultant may be called on to help the library
administrator assess what conditions currently exist in
the library and determine what is minimally necessary
to accomplish the expansion goals. A consultant typically
evaluates the existing facility, department by department,
and makes recommendations. In my experience, a library
consultant is not absolutely necessary. As I see it, library
evaluation is a function of the library administrator’s
expertise. A library consultant can help the library admin-
istrator to organize his or her thoughts, but the impetus
should come from the person most familiar with use pat-
terns in the library. In the end, a consultant can’t articulate
the heart and soul of a library. I question the need to rely
on an outside expert to evaluate and make proposals based
on very short acquaintance.

The library administrator may need some information
as to how he or she should tackle the job, but there is no
real benefit in handing off the task. A library administrator
can become educated on the planning process by visiting
other libraries that have gone through the process and
conferring with their administrators.

A library consultant can inform the library administra-
tor and the board about new ideas, new fixtures, and so
on, drawing on experience with other libraries, but I think
a successful library expansion will evolve from the library
administrator defining the problem within the context
of his or her community; the library consultant, if hired,
should remain in a supporting role.

Public

The public are important as the end users of the library,
and their changing needs drive the library expansion, but
their contribution to the actual planning process is limited.
Ideally, the role of the public is to support the decisions
of the library administrator and the library board. This
support grows from ongoing efforts by the library admin-
istrator and the library board to understand their library
population. For example, changes in the library popula-
tion may foster a growing need for non-English library
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materials, additional media for children, or more computer
terminals. If the library administrator and the library board
are consistent in showing interest in the concerns of the
public, the library population will be more likely to support
the proposed expansion. Continuing communication and
outreach to the public cannot be replaced with a couple
of focus groups. In my experience, focus groups are often
poorly attended and provide little useful information.

At NPL, the public did provide important input that
had a significant impact on the library expansion. As stated
earlier, the library is a historic Carnegie library and a very
important local landmark. The library administrator and
the library board became aware of the public’s desire to
preserve the entrance of the building even though it is
not accessible to those with disabilities. A ramp first pro-
posed for the front entrance will be positioned at another
entrance in order to respect the public’s concerns. While
it might be more logical to change the front entrance, the
interests of the library population took precedence.

On the whole, the public’s library use helps to define
the needs that should be met with the library expansion.
Every library I have worked with has had different usage
patterns. The public library in Ardsley, New York, has a
vibrant fiction section and a moribund reference function.
On the other hand, at NPL fiction plays second fiddle to
nonfiction and reference. However, usage patterns can only
tell part of the story. Sometimes there are areas in a library
that are underused because they are poorly laid out or inac-
cessible. A library expansion gives the library administrator
a chance to adjust the relationships within the library to
best serve the needs of the library population.

Architect

The architect’s attitude of “hire me and I will solve all
your problems” may create a level of comfort for the
library board, but it may not deliver the best library
expansion. Experience in building libraries, while good, is
not absolutely necessary to the design of a great library.
Rather than focusing on an architect’s experience, the
library board and library administrator may want to focus
on how the architect plans to tackle the most important
part of the entire project—the part that comes before the
actual design of the building. This is when the architect
must listen, ask questions, and discuss the issues facing
the library. He or she can add to the discussion and advise
as to what is possible, but the last thing a library needs
is an architect who dictates what the new library should
be. As the NPL library administrator, James Mahoney,
put it, “The architect helps me, as library administrator,
to put things into perspective.” The planning process is
a synthesis, a coming together of a multitude of needs,
ideas, and influences that will be reconciled in concrete
and steel. If one party is to dominate, it should be the
library administrator, whose knowledge is central to the
planning process.
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I have had conversations with library directors who
have complained that the architects they worked with
simply did not listen to them. According to Mahoney, “This
should be a listening process, open and flexible with no
preconceived notions.” During the planning process, the
library administrator works with his or her staff to accu-
mulate data that defines the needs of the expansion and
then communicates this to the architect. In the end, the
architect is there to serve the needs of the library, not the
needs of his or her ego.

Building Committee

In my experience, every library expansion utilizes a build-
ing committee. This is typically a subcommittee of the
library board that has been given the responsibility of act-
ing as liaison between the board, the library administrator,
and the architect. The building committee is the voice of
the library board. The entire library board is typically too
large to be directly involved with the planning process.

The function of the building committee is to work with
the library administrator and the architect during the vari-
ous stages of the project and to keep the rest of the board
aware of progress. Hopefully, the board members who
serve on the building committee are the ones who have the
most enthusiasm about the expansion and have ample time
to devote to the project. A lot of hours will be spent on the
project before the building is complete.

Often, the building committee includes someone who
is familiar with the building process as well as the board
president. NPL is fortunate to have the former library direc-
tor of the Valley Cottage Library on the library board. Ellen
Simpson has led two construction projects in her library
and is now the head of the building committee for NPL.
The library administrator participates in the meetings of
the building committee and reports its discussions to the
architect. I have been involved in discussions over the role
of building committees in which the debate centered on
whose responsibility it is to develop the building program.
Some say the library administrator; others think it is the
role of the building committee. I believe that it is the role
of the library administrator to develop and propose a build-
ing program and the role of the building committee to
build consensus among the members of the entire library
board for the plan. As Simpson told me, “If board members
dictate, you could have a result that will saddle the physical
library, and consequently the community, with inefficien-
cies and wastefulness.”

Construction Manager

Unless a library expansion is exceptionally small or simple,
I recommend adding a qualified construction manager to
the team. Sometimes a construction manager will try to
take over the library administrator’s role in orchestrating
the planning, but this is not appropriate. The role of the
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construction manager is to discuss possible construction
scenarios (in the case of a library that will remain open
during construction) and, more importantly, develop cost
studies. The library administrator’s involvement with the
construction manager at this stage is purely informational.
The library administrator relates to the construction man-
ager what library functions must be kept going during
construction, information that the library administrator is
best suited to provide.

There is traditionally thought to be a conflict between
an architect and a construction manager. Many architec-
tural firms want to provide the services that a good con-
struction manager can offer. However, I feel that there is
something to be gained from having another pair of eyes
looking at the various design proposals and making cost-
saving recommendations.

When the scope of the project has been determined
and the funding sources assured, it is good to have a
qualified construction manager as part of the team during
design development to advise on the viability of construc-
tion approaches, development of construction working
drawings, specifications, and bidding packages. All this is
invaluable and is done prior to the actual bidding.

Library Administrator (and Staff)

The library administrator has the leadership role in the
library expansion process. First, he or she has the critical
task of defining the needs that drive the library expansion.
Working with the staff, the library administrator accumu-
lates data on current usage and future needs and then com-
municate the conclusions to the board and the architect.
“The library administrator must educate,” is how Mahoney
has put it to me many times. Communication is key to a
good design, and it takes time to fully air the issues raised
by the conclusions of the library administrator, address the
concerns of the board, and bring the architect up to speed
on the direction the library has chosen. Throughout the
process, the library administrator represents the library’s
positions to the architect and others. As Simpson put it
to me, “The library administrator is the chief executive
officer, who is paid for his or her experience and, as such,
should lead.”

Coordination is another role that the library admin-
istrator plays. Often the libraries I have worked on have
remained open during construction. This forces the library
administrator to wear two hats—running a public library
and building a library expansion.

What Is Involved in Reaching Consensus
and “Getting to Yes?”

Planning is the backbone of library design. It is the
process that initiates the project, and it continues until
the opening ceremony. Planning for a successful library

begins with information gathering. In this initial phase, the
library administrator assesses the existing conditions and
develops a program for the expansion. Input is garnered
from the library staff and other key people. The conclu-
sions made in this phase are presented to the board, which
reviews and comments on the needs outlined by the library
administrator.

Next the library administrator presents the conclu-
sions to the architect, and they begin very preliminary
approaches to a possible design solution, basically working
out the relationships between the different elements in the
library. The initial thinking about how the library can be
added to and altered begins at this stage. Communication
between the architect and the library administrator is key.
At NPL, the library administrator provided input that had
a significant impact on the design. In working with him,
I was made aware of how security is now an important
consideration in public libraries. This led to a rethinking
of a plan that I had proposed—one based on sound relation-
ships—but one that did not take security into consideration.
Together we came up with a plan that provides anchors on
each floor—areas of greater public use that create safety in
numbers. The result of our open communication has led to
a better library design.

Based on the schematic approach put together by
the library administrator and the architect, a preliminary
budget estimate can be developed predicated on informed
assumptions. This is where the qualified construction man-
ager can be invaluable.

With the schematic approach and the preliminary
budget complete, the focus shifts to the library board. The
library board must approve the program requirements and
the proposed budget. They may also project the schedule
for completing the expansion.

In my experience, after the hard work of determin-
ing needs and developing the program, the library board
can become quite arbitrary about setting a budget. Often,
budgets are set solely on what the library board feels the
public might support. Sometimes a number will come from
one person on the board, based on one or two conversa-
tions they have had, nothing more. Building support for
a library expansion is a process that must be conducted
with consistent effort over time. Members of the library
board are elected as representatives of the community. It is
their role to build support for the library by promoting the
benefits of the expansion to their constituencies. To their
credit, NPL has established a realistic budget that should
accomplish all of its goals.

On occasion I have been faced with trying to satisfy
program requirements without the necessary funds to
make it possible. In that case, the library administrator
has to prioritize the program elements and defend those
that are most important to the improved functioning of
the library. In the end, my recommendation is always to
build as much space as possible. You can fill it or finish it
better later.
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How Do You Keep the Process on Track and and enthusiasm to the table. This will result in a clear state-
Get a Successful Library Expansion? ment of library needs and a realistic plan to achieve them.
Throughout the effort the library administrator is the key
player and must take a leadership position in the process.

The moment when a board reaches consensus and
votes to proceed with a library expansion is always very
exciting and often results in cheers and applause. No mat-

The human factor plays a large role in the planning pro-
cess, by which I mean that egos may affect the outcome.
How do you get past personality to get the best out of
each participant? In any functioning group, there will be
a facilitator who will help the participants achieve consen-

sus. In my experience, this driver may be any member of ter how small or large the project, it will have a consider-
the planning participants, but the library administrator is able impact on the community and despite the inevitable
in the best position to act as the referee. problems, it will be well worth the effort.

The important thing is that all parties approach the
process with an open mind and bring all their information
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