
“Today, more than ever, security in your library is every staff member’s responsibility. Even in libraries 
with a security force, officers can only be in one place at a time—it is everyone’s responsibility to 
ensure a safe environment for the public, the staff and the collections.”
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LIBRARY SAFETY
The improved safety of public buildings has been the topic of 
research for many years now.  While school design has been 
profoundly impacted by the tragic events over the past several 
decades, school facilities are now equipped with additional access 
controls, often times starting at the property’s perimeter as well as 
robust constraints at building entrances. 

For library buildings, how can staff possibly create a safe space 
while simultaneously opening the doors to everyone? Is it possible 
to improve safety while still making your Library welcoming and 
functional? In a word, yes. By taking a few key steps, your library 
can remain a welcoming, fun place for patrons of all ages, while 
keeping their safety a top priority.

IMPROVING VISIBILITY
Visibility across the Library is paramount to improving safety. With improved visibility, staff 
and patrons can act quickly to address a problem. Here are a few essential steps that can be 
completed to improve visibility within your existing Library.

Exterior Modifications
Landscaping can enhance the patron’s experience with seasonal color but can also be designed 
with safety in mind. Shrubs should be no taller than 3’ and the lowest branch of trees should be no 
lower than 8’ above the ground. This will optimize visual supervision and reduce places for people 
to hide.

Declutter
Probably the simplest step to improving your Library’s safety is decluttering your facility. Limiting 
the “visual noise” in the space will allow you to be able to see what is happening at a moment’s 
notice. Posters, displays and signage are all important elements of a dynamic Library, but 
curating those elements will improve your ability to monitor activity. The added benefits go beyond 
improved security. Your patrons will be drawn to those unique, focused displays and be able to 
better navigate the Library if they can see where they want to go. 
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- Library Leadership and Management Association
 BES Safety & Security of Library Buildings Committee



Shelving reoriented so staff can easily see down aisles
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Service Points as Command Center
The placement of your staff within the 
Library is the first step in allowing 
them to have visual command of the 
space. If the place where staff spends 
most of their time, including offices and 
workrooms, are located where they can 
see just about anywhere, then they are 
going to know if something unusual is 
happening. They will also be able to 
see if a patron is having trouble finding 
an item and provide better personal 
service.

Alignment and Height of Stacks 
for Visibility
The placement of shelving in alignment 
with staff workspaces allows for better 
sightlines down every aisle, which is an important consideration for improved facility safety. If 
there are ranges that create dead corners, lowering the height of the shelves can improve your 
line of sight. 

Control and eyes on entrances
Is the Library’s entrance easily seen from almost everywhere in the Library? It’s critical to 
know who is coming and going. Even better, if you can see out the doors to the parking lot, you 
are more likely to see a potential problem approaching. Having staff visible upon entry into the 
Library will also welcome patrons and will present a readily available helper. 

Placement of computer screens
The public computer screens should be located so that they can be easily monitored by staff. This 
will also help the staff know who might be struggling to find what they need online.

Lighting
Placement of light fixtures, particularly 
around tall shelves, will reduce 
shadows and improve visibility. 
Improved lighting can also assist in 
finding materials more easily and will 
make the materials more appealing to 
browsers. 

Additionally, exterior lighting is 
important on parking lots and the 
building’s perimeter, in particular at 
all exterior doors and book drops. 
LED lighting has become increasingly 
affordable and energy efficient, making 
it possible to have more areas lit 
without increasing operating costs.

Computers placed near service desk so staff can directly observe activity
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ADVANCED STEPS
In addition to the layout and visibility within your 
Library, there are advanced systems that can 
support an even safer environment. The cost of these 
technological options vary, and how applicable they are 
to your Library is an individual decision.

Access controls
Securing doors to staff areas and meeting rooms 
while not in use will provide staff with better access 
control. One option that is becoming more common are 
is electronic access via card keys or fob systems. The 
cost of installing these types of access systems has 
been dropping. This also allows an access device to 
be checked out by patrons for the use of study rooms.  
But, these systems require coordination with power 
and wiring as well as compatibility with other security 
systems. It is best to consult with a professional to see 
if something like this makes sense in your Library.

Cameras
Cameras can be used to review incidents, even if they 
aren’t being monitored in real time. Some believe that 
if you know you’re being watched, you are less likely 
to misbehave. This is a decision to be made on a case 
by case basis, however. By having cameras, we also don’t want ‘security’ to be perceived as 
‘surveillance.’

Notifications
If service points are remote from the staff work room, it can be beneficial to install a buzzer to 
alert staff that assistance is needed either to deal with a difficult patron or to best serve patrons 
by reducing wait time. A step further would entail the installation of a panic button at the service 
desk and in the workroom that directly contacts local law enforcement. In addition, some Library 
Districts work with local law enforcement to have a regular presence at the Library. This also 
helps to further a community connection with law enforcement as well as open communications 
with library staff outside of reported incidents.

While it is difficult to know what challenges libraries will face in the future, libraries continue 
to adapt to change. With low cost measures available, you can make your Library safer but also 
improve your staff and patrons’ experiences in your Library. 
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Height of shelving kept low to aid visibility of patrons 


