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Enterprising Libraries: The 

Waiting Room, Colchester 

As part of the Carnegie UK Trust’s work on 
the Future of Libraries in the UK and 
Ireland, the Trust wanted to explore the 
innovative ways in which public libraries 
can contribute economic wellbeing by 
supporting access to education, training and 
employment, thereby enabling people to 
fulfil their potential and enhance their 
quality of life.  

This programme of work, Enterprising 
Libraries, involved the Trust giving £3,000 
to the Waiting Room, a project that had 
already started to explore creative ways of 
encouraging enterprise and digital skills 
development. The Trust commissioned 
Shared Intelligence to conduct an 
independent evaluation of the activities run 
at the Waiting Room to ensure that lessons 
and experience from the projects were 
captured and could be shared with public 
library professionals and policymakers. 

The Project 

The Waiting Room is not a conventional library, 
but a prototype for an alternative approach to the 
development of a library as a community 
enterprise. It is the physical venue for the St 
Botolph’s community enterprise which uses the 
building to run activities and events focused on 
arts, crafts, knowledge sharing, technology and 
also to support start-up enterprises. The building 
has a large central space, a café-bar, two small 
retail units and a workshop.  One small room is 
also given over to people working on an oral 
history project 

The founders of the Waiting Room  take 
inspiration from the model of free public lending 
libraries, as well as community enterprise and the 
emergence of ‘maker-spaces’ in the UK and 
abroad. A full account of the origins, ambitions 
and inspiration for the Waiting Room can be 
found in the pamphlet “On the Origins of St 
Botolph’s”. 

The Waiting Room was selected as a Carnegie UK 
Trust pilot in order to learn more about how 

different activities and libraries based upon local 
collaborative creation could be introduced into 
public libraries. 

 

The building has been held on a meanwhile lease 
from Colchester Borough Council, by Colchester 
School of Art since 2013, with St Botolph’s co-
ordinating the day-to-day running of the building. 
Funding for the Waiting Room was secured from 
several sources including Arts Council England, the 
Government’s ‘Portas Pilot’ scheme, Colchester 
Borough Council, and the Trust. A ‘give-get library’ 
strand to the project has also been developed 
with input from Essex County Council’s public 
library service. 

Aims 

The mission of the Waiting Room is to support 
creativity and enterprise by uncovering and 
supporting the town’s cultural heritage. The 
founders hope to address gaps in the local cultural 
economy by using the Waiting Room to test new 
and enterprising ideas, and challenge established 
ways to thinking. 

The tone the founders hoped to establish for the 
Waiting Room was one which encouraged ‘playful 
and creative contributions’, so that ‘local 
knowledge and know-how is capable of being 
harnessed for both social and economic benefit in 
a truly interactive space rooted in a specific 
locale’. 

The founders also aim to break even on the 
financial outlay made. 

http://www.carnegieuktrust.org.uk/changing-minds/knowledge---culture/the-future-of-libraries/enterprising-libraries
http://st-botolphs.org/
http://st-botolphs.org/
http://commonfutures.eu/on-the-origins-of-st-botolphs-libraryhackmaker-space/
http://commonfutures.eu/on-the-origins-of-st-botolphs-libraryhackmaker-space/
http://commonfutures.eu/on-the-origins-of-st-botolphs-libraryhackmaker-space/
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What happened and what role did 
support from the Trust play? 

A key background activity of the Waiting Room 
was its refurbishment, which began in the 
summer of 2013. Much of this focused on bringing 
the main hall into use as the events space. It has a 
high ceiling, good natural light and has been 
furnished with simple benches and trestle tables. 
At one end, a new kitchen and café bar has been 
fitted out giving the hall a refectory feel. At the 
other end is a whitewashed wall for presentations 
and film screenings. 

The installation of the words ‘Waiting Room’ in 
giant, custom-made yellow letters on the 
building’s exterior have transformed the external 
appearance of the building. Apart from this one 
extravagance and the kitchen, the refurbishment 
has addressed essentials such as structural safety, 
access, water and power. Much of the work has 
been carried out by volunteers. 

The Waiting Room offered space to various 
organisations and individuals for a fee. One kiosk 
was home to the Hazel Gallery, a new enterprise 
set up by a Colchester-based artist selling arts and 
crafts made by local creative people. Another 
kiosk is aimed at accommodating short 
residencies and has hosted a series of micro-gigs 
and a short-term shop selling screen printed T-
shirts made in the Waiting Room. 

The Waiting Room also has a makerspace – a 
community space where people with common 
interests meet to work together and exchange 
ideas. Once the old toilets in the building, the 
space has workbenches and hand tools, and is 
used by a handful of local artists and craft-makers 
– some of whom have converted individual 

cubicles into micro studios. The makerspace also 
houses a dark room and a Cropper Platen 
Letterpress (and accompanying equipment) that is 
being restored by a local letterpress hobby group. 

Finally, there is a small room dedicated to The 
Waiting Room’s oral history project ‘Voices of the 
Quarter’. It has been fitted out to resemble a 
1950s sitting room, and is where two local artists 
are gathering oral histories from local people 
through the visual, aural and tactile prompts the 
room offers. 

In terms of activities, the Waiting Room hosts 
Maker Wednesdays. On the face of it, these are 
sociable events to learn arts, crafts and 
technology skills, but organisers and participants 
also regard these as promoting the ethos of 
collaborative creation, more resilient economies, 
and challenging conventional ideas of 
consumption. 

 

The Waiting Room also encourages people to 
make Maker Boxes. These are boxes in which the 
following items are placed: materials, instructions 
on how to assemble the materials, details of the 
experience and knowledge of the individual that 
assembled the box, and a reading list relating to 
the box’s content created by Essex Libraries. 

Though financial contribution of the Trust went 
towards these activities, a main consequence of 
the support is that it paid for staff time to open up 
conversations with public libraries across the 
country interested in exploring or replicating this 
approach. 

http://hazelgallery.wordpress.com/about-2/
https://www.facebook.com/events/526159807480547/?fref=ts
http://st-botolphs.org/calling-artists-makers
https://www.facebook.com/pages/The-Coffee-Darkroom/1417512391823912
http://st-botolphs.org/blog/letterpress-our-brief-history
http://st-botolphs.org/blog/letterpress-our-brief-history
https://www.facebook.com/StBotolphsLetterpress
http://voq.org.uk/?page_id=2
http://voq.org.uk/?page_id=2
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Does the Waiting Room support 
enterprise and help people gain new 
skills, knowledge and experience? 

Supporting enterprise 
The Waiting Room has supported three new 
enterprises directly:  

 the Hazel Gallery owner, whose kiosk 
space gave her the opportunity to 
connect with a growing creative 
community and thereby grow her 
business which has now moved out of the 
Waiting Room; 

 a local chef who ran the initial pop-up 
restaurant, has now moved on but his 
career benefited directly from having a 
venue willing to host him and also from 
the Waiting Room’s own clientele and 
publicity; and 

 a local trader who runs the café-bar and 
who hopes to expand into an independent 
space in Colchester if he is able to create 
something popular and unique – and build 
some loyal custom – at the Waiting Room. 

The Waiting Room is also supporting enterprise 
indirectly. For example, the Waiting Room hosts 
Colchester Digital meet-ups. These events provide 
an opportunity for individuals building their own 
businesses (or hoping to do so) to meet with one 
another. Other attendees include those that come 
purely to help others – for example, by supporting 
young people into work or enterprise. 

Similarly, the tenants of the makerspace are 
mainly artists who hope to become fully-fledged 
professionals but are currently working on a small 

scale, or else balancing their artwork with a job 
that enables them to pay their bills. One resident 
artist recently finished her MA as a mature 
student, but had struggled to find affordable 
studio space in the town centre. The tiny cubicle 
at the Waiting Room that she uses/was offered to 
her is not only affordable but, in her words, places 
her ‘at the hub of what is going on’. One of her 
projects has already been displayed in the main 
space in the Waiting Room, and she has been able 
to learn new engraving techniques from a fellow 
Makerspace resident, using the Makerspace’s 
tool-lending collection. 
 

Some of those who have led Maker Wednesday 
sessions have also done so as part of testing an 
enterprise idea. For example, one local designer 
led a Maker Wednesday session to make a simple 
computer game console using a Raspberry Pi. He 
subsequently produced a prototype Maker Box 
containing all the components used in his session 
with an accompanying booklet of the instructions. 
His intention is for the booklet (the ‘knowledge’) 
to be loaned out for free or copied and given 
away, but for the actual kits to make the 
computer games console to be sold on his behalf 
(as they can only be used once). In doing all this, 
he is also testing the market for promoting this 
type of game console kit. 

New skills and knowledge? 
At the Maker Wednesday we attended, we heard 
and saw the 50 participants learning a very 
specific practical skill – how to make and use a 
pinhole camera using basic household materials. 
During the three-hour session, almost everyone 
built a camera, while some sat with friends and 
others with people they had never met. This 
generated lively discussion about photographic 
processes and about ‘20th century’ knowledge 
and skills which have been lost. People helped 
those next to them and shared their own 
knowledge, and new friendships and connections 
were made. 

Again, the Waiting Room is looking to build a 
collection of Maker Boxes, each of which enables 
people to share a practical piece of knowledge or 
‘know-how’. 
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How is the Waiting Room building 
reputation, stimulating debate, and 
supporting innovation? 

Building reputation 
The Waiting Room has sought to build its 
reputation by hosting a large number of activities 
to demonstrate its values and goals. 

For example, from September 2013 to February 
2014, a programme of daily events and sessions 
began. There were over 200 recorded events or 
sessions between August 2013 and March 2014, 

averaging more than one per day.   

The total visit count over that 24-week period was 
6,326 visitors. Events ranged from weekly Maker 
Wednesday sessions (attracting up to 50 people), 
monthly Town Team meetings of local councillors 
and community groups, to meet-ups for digital 
entrepreneurs (attracting around 65 people per 
meet-up), and serving as a host venue for the 
Colchester Film Festival (which attracted 150 
people as a one-off event). The café-bar has 
attracted a growing footfall by opening as 
frequently as practicable during the renovations, 
and the kitchen has also enabled the Waiting 
Room to host a pop-up restaurant run by an up 
and coming local chef attracting around 50 people 
each time. 

Between April 2013 and April 2014 the work of 
documenting and publicising progress through 
various channels was shared out among founders 
and core supporters. Facebook and Twitter have 
been used to create a comprehensive record of 
activity (to which the wider community of users or 
visitors have often then added). These efforts 
have gained The Waiting Room 1,360 followers on 

Facebook (as well as a 4.8/5 rating for their 
events), and 582 followers on Twitter. 

Conscious effort has also been put to generating 
longer articles and essays about the project. This 
has included the publication of On the Origins of 
St Botolph’s, and getting articles published such as 
this one in New Start Magazine about ‘libraries of 
the future’. The Waiting Room was also 
mentioned by Helen Milner, Chief Executive of the 
Tinder Foundation, in her speech at Holyrood as 
part of the Andrew Carnegie International Legacy 
Week in 2013. 

Several of those leading individual activities at the 
Waiting Room have also put effort into 
documenting their work, and generating 
discussion online and offline (for example The 
Hazel Gallery, the Colchester Digital meet-up 
organisers, the local chef who ran the pop-up 
restaurant, and a knitting and stitching group). 

The project has also inspired and informed the 
Common Libraries initiative funded by Arts 
Council England and has received international 
interest including success at the 2014 
International OuiShare Fest awards for innovation 
in the collaborative economy. 

Supporting innovation 
The Waiting Room seeks both to set an example 
of innovation in practice, and also to support 
others to innovate. 

The working relationship with Essex library service 
is giving managers in the county’s public libraries 
inspiration for new approaches. For instance, 
Essex library service is planning to host their own 
version of Maker Wednesdays on subjects where 
they have most to offer. Essex libraries also plan 
to start bringing collections of library materials to 
Maker Wednesdays both to enhance those 
sessions, and to attract new users back to public 
libraries. Plans are also being made to help county 
library staff learn more about the Waiting Room. 

The rationale for Essex libraries collaborating with 
the Waiting Room is that managers believe the 
project genuinely helps the local economy, and 
helps them test new thinking – for instance about 
the role of libraries as places for knowledge 
production and exchange. They also see potential 
for extending their own reach to different 
demographics. However, our research also 

http://commonfutures.eu/wp-content/uploads/2013/11/On-the-Origins-of-St-Botolphs.pdf
http://commonfutures.eu/wp-content/uploads/2013/11/On-the-Origins-of-St-Botolphs.pdf
http://newstartmag.co.uk/features/prototyping-a-library-of-the-future/
http://helenmilner.com/2013/10/16/re-imagining-carnegie-libraries-for-the-21st-century-helen-milner/
http://hazelgallery.wordpress.com/blog/
http://hazelgallery.wordpress.com/blog/
http://www.colchesterdigital.co.uk/
http://charliestocker.com/
http://www.letsstitchandbitch.co.uk/
http://awards.ouisharefest.com/#winners-2014
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suggests some public library staff (in Essex and 
elsewhere) have misconceptions of what ‘maker’ 
and ‘hacking’ activities consist of in practice and 
there may also be a misplaced sense of risks and 
mess involved in these activities. 

Other public library services are also exploring 
ways to recreate the Waiting Room’s permanent 
makerspace, and as a result a network of public 
libraries (including Surrey, Kirklees and Lewisham) 
are exploring the potential to integrate 
makerspaces in public and community libraries1. 

Does the Waiting Room have lessons 
for public libraries? 

It is likely that the main way in which public 
libraries could borrow approaches from the 
Waiting Room is in using space for activities which 
combine the sharing of knowledge, learning of 
new skills, and supporting enterprise – in highly 
communal and sociable ways. This goes from 
social learning and knowledge sharing, to practical 
crafts and skills, to activities around arts, local 
history, culture and food. 

                                                           
1
 This network also benefits from international input 

from the ‘4th Floor’ maker-space in Chattanooga public 
library. 

Moreover, since this project’s inception in 2013, 
we have seen a growing interest in bringing 
‘making’, ‘maker’ events, and Fab Labs into 
libraries to support enterprise, STEM skills, 
economic resilience, and build community 
connections. In this respect, there may be benefit 
in public libraries replicating Waiting Room 
inspired events rather than starting from scratch. 

 

Replicability 

The Waiting Room never intended to create a 
blueprint for public libraries. It is a bold and multi-
faceted community-led cultural project in which 
prototyping new library models is only one part. 

Nevertheless, The Waiting Room was based on 
the premise of opening a new community space 
that borrows from public library ideals about self-
led learning and sharing knowledge. This common 
ethos indicates a crossover. Again, it might be 
possible for libraries to create an event 
programme and attract a group of volunteers and 
like-minded supporters to create a community 
based around a building and an idea. 
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The Waiting Room’s original logic 
model 

Shared Intelligence supported The Waiting Room 
to develop a logic model – a graphical 
representation of the logical relationships 
between the resources, activities, outcomes and 
impact of a programme. The aim was to enable 
The Waiting Room to consider and reflect upon 
how they planned to reach their desired goal. 

Inputs: A welcoming space; a programme of talks 
and discussions; activities which encourage the 
exchange of skills; offering workshops, studio 
space and kiosks for retail start-ups 

 

Processes: Identification and engagement of local 
asset base; promotion of co-production; making 
skills exchange easy; offering space for use; and  
support for start-up enterprises to try out ideas 

 

Impacts: Creates a sustainable concept relevant 
to public libraries; emphasising creativity; 
sociability, R&D, enterprise; creates new 
partnerships;  contributes to regeneration locally 
in St Botolph’s; and creates a replicable prototype 

 

Outcomes: Social capital increased; knowledge 
produced and shared; economic regeneration; 
and revenue generated (from café-bar and other 
activities) 

Testing how the model is working: 

 Footfall, event attendance 

 Number of people creating new enterprises 
while using the Waiting Room 

 Perceptions from entrepreneurs of the 
usefulness of the Waiting Room 

 Number of other businesses supported in the 
locale 

 Instances of the model being replicated in 
other areas or requests for advice 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


