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Introduction  

The Share Shed is the world’s first travelling library of things, offering affordable and convenient access to a 

variety of items like tools, camping gear, household appliances and much more. It serves seven towns in 

South Devon, (UK) on a weekly basis, from an inventory of over 350 items. From April 2017 to December 

2024, it has made over 6,000 loans to more than 3,100 people, saving them up to £420,000, in purchases 

foregone, and up to 275 tons of carbon dioxide.  

Ever since we opened, we have been approached by people from all over the world asking us how to set up 

and run similar projects.  We know that many other sharing projects also receive these requests.   

We have written this guide to collate all the information we have in a document that others can freely read 

and act upon, but we remain happy to meet with and support people who have detailed questions that aren’t 

answered here.   

Since we were established, interest in Libraries of Things has mushroomed all over the UK and beyond. There 

are now over 100 established sharing libraries in the UK, many of which operate in different ways from 

ours. Here, we’ve based what we say mainly on our own experience of the Share Shed. In places, we’ve also 

drawn from the experience of these other libraries of things.  

Why buy when you can borrow? – The Benefits of Libraries of Things  

It’s said that an electric drill is used, on average, for only 13 minutes in its lifetime, while 80% of household 

items are used less than once each month. These statistics are symptomatic of much of modern 

consumption. We buy things we scarcely ever use.  

http://www.networkofwellbeing.org/
https://www.ellenmacarthurfoundation.org/cities-and-the-circular-economy-deep-dive
https://www.ellenmacarthurfoundation.org/cities-and-the-circular-economy-deep-dive
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Libraries of things allow people to access things that they want to use but cannot afford, cannot store and/or 

don’t want to purchase. This enables them to carry out a wide range of activities that make their lives better 

– whether it be putting up a set of shelves, cleaning a carpet, bringing a patio into safe use, learning to play 

the guitar, dehydrating fruit, going on a camping holiday or hosting a children’s party. In doing so, they give 

people agency – a power over their lives – and a sense of accomplishment. Both agency and accomplishment 

have been shown to be good for people’s sense of wellbeing.    

The benefits to a given individual will depend on their circumstances.  

33% of Share Shed users say that they could not afford to buy the item they want to borrow, while half say 

they don't have the space to store it.  A quarter of Share Shed users say, if the Share Shed hadn’t been there, 

they would have had to give up on the activity they want to undertake altogether.   

In these cases, the library of things makes the difference between their carrying out the activity and enjoying 

the benefits of whatever they did, and their being constrained by their lack of money and/or space. This can 

be significant. For instance, bringing a patio back into safe use could enable a family to spend quality time 

outside for a whole summer.  

30% of Share Shed users say that, if the Share Shed hadn’t existed, they would have bought the item they’ve 

borrowed. The Share Shed saves these people money and reduces their environmental footprint, enabling 

them to live greener lives more cheaply.  

               

Beyond these very real social and environmental benefits, a library of things helps to create a sense of 

community and togetherness. People get a warm feeling from being part of a joint enterprise. They feel good 

when they donate items for sharing, and benefit from the awareness that their actions are helping others. 

Joining a library of things can also help people to feel less isolated and alone.  
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Volunteering for a library of things can magnify that feeling. It connects the volunteer to others and gives 

them a sense of purpose – two things that have also been shown to be important for people’s wellbeing.   

Finally, libraries of things have an inspirational effect.  In an age when individual consumption is seen as the 

primary way to wellbeing, they demonstrate an alternative approach – where wellbeing is built collectively 

and collaboratively.   

Setting up and running a library of things is a way of shifting people’s attitudes to consumption and society: 

it’s about access rather than ownership; togetherness not individualism. It’s about meeting the need for a set 

of shelves rather than needing to have an electric drill. It’s about building wellbeing together rather than 

alone.  

Having run the Share Shed since 2017, we’ve learnt much about the qualitative impacts of our project. 

Members interact when hanging out by the Share Shed.  Members tell us that they’ve begun sharing items 

with neighbours, friends and family members. People show real joy when they can borrow something for a 

minimal cost – and when they can do something that matters to them, like going on a camping trip, as a 

result.  

             
                             Hull Library of Stuff’s Aims                                                                          Edinburgh Tool Library Manifesto 

 

https://libraryofstuff.co.uk/
https://edinburghtoollibrary.org.uk/
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Setting up a Library of Things  

The Challenges  

Running a library of things is remarkably rewarding, but presents several challenges that are helpful to 

consider in advance – not least because, although most people are positive about libraries of things, they 

need to be persuaded to use them, and to change how they consume.  

These challenges depend on the scale and nature of the service being offered. In our experience, the most 

significant are maintaining a high-quality service, managing the money and building a market.  

Maintaining a High-Quality Service   

Users have expectations. They will expect a library of things to be open as promised. In the Share Shed’s case, 

that means at set times on a weekly schedule, for 49 weeks in the year (we close for three weeks over 

Christmas).    

When open, users expect to be able to collect and return what they’ve ordered online – and perhaps to 

borrow other items. This means that the items they have ordered have to be available at the appropriate 

time – even if they had previously been borrowed, but not returned, by someone else, or if they are normally 

stored elsewhere.     

Users expect, when borrowing, to enjoy all the rights that they would normally enjoy under trading standards 

regulations. They expect an item they borrow to be safe, clean and to work. They expect to be given the 

information and instructions they would get if they bought an item or hired it from a commercial shop. When 

things go wrong, and they do go wrong, users expect help and to be offered an alternative product or a 

refund.     

Users expect that all aspects of the service are delivered with good grace and a friendly smile. If not, their 

experience is likely to be tarnished and they may not come back.  

At the Share Shed, we decided early on that this level of service could only be achieved by employing 

someone to manage its operations. We receive a lot of extra support from volunteers, to whom we’re very 

grateful, but we don’t expect to run the service without paid staff.  

Managing the Money  

All libraries of things have costs. As they get bigger, these can rise dramatically. Different libraries of things 

rely on different mixes of funding to support their operations. Income can be obtained from memberships, 
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borrowing fees, ticketed events, sales of items, consultancy and donations. Shortfalls in income can be met 

through grants.  

It's absolutely key that anyone setting up a library of things should put some thought into how they’re going 

to sustain it. In our experience, income from memberships, borrowing and sales is not enough, at least in the 

first few years, to pay for the library’s full costs – especially if it employs a manager or pays rent for premises.     

Building a Market   

Libraries of things are relatively new – the first in the UK was only set up in 2015 - while borrowing rather 

than buying is counter-intuitive to many. Don’t expect queues of borrowers to form as soon as you open, as 

much as that would be nice. Anyone setting up a library of things needs to put thought into building the 

market for its services.  

This means promotion - and even more importantly, market research.   

Market research is needed to find out who lives in your area, what might motivate them to use your library 

and what things they'd like to access. Are they wealthier people who want to reduce their carbon footprint? 

Are they struggling financially and need to save money? When would they like you to be open? Are they able 

or likely to book online? The answers to these and many other questions will inform the design of your 

service, your promotion and any fundraising you do.  

Promotion is needed to reach the people who will use your service – and others including volunteers, 

partners and potential funders. It can take many forms – from personal recommendations through leaflets 

and posters to events, social media advertising, and TV and radio. In some cases, it may require partnerships 

with and recommendations from trusted intermediaries.   

At the Share Shed, we’ve found that it can take several years to build a market for a library of things – and 

that’s proven true for every town we serve.  We’ve found that the most effective means of promotion are 

word of mouth, social media, events and, crucially, a visible presence (so we go to a lot of trouble to make 

sure our van is located somewhere where people pass close by).             

Getting Started  

Before you open your library of things there’s a host of things you really need to think about. Clarity at this 

stage will save you from all sorts of trouble later.  
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Most importantly, a library of things is not something that one person can set up and run on their own – 

unless it’s incredibly tiny. If you’re reading this and you haven’t got a group around you, you really need to 

think about how you can get some other people to join you. Could you put a call out on your local Facebook 

groups? Or send the local newspaper and directories a press release explaining your idea, and inviting 

support? How about attending events of community organisations that might be interested in collaborating 

with you?  

Let’s assume that you’ve assembled a core group of people who want to set up a library of things.  Perhaps 

there’s four or five of you sitting around a table or in someone’s front room. What do you need to talk about 

first?  

We recommend that you start by agreeing your vision for your library of things. This sounds very grand, and 

a bit airy-fairy, but it needn’t be.   It’s an essential step to make sure you all have the same idea about what 

you’re trying to do.  

What might a vision for your library of things look like? In our view, there are five key issues to consider:  

Who Are You Aiming to Serve?   

This matters because it has a big impact on the scale and nature of your business. Libraries of things vary 

enormously in their scale.   

A library that aims to serve a single street is inevitably likely to be smaller and more informal than one that 

serves a whole town or city. It might have no need for a legal structure, a website, or for charges, let alone a 

paid coordinator.   

On the other hand, a library of things that aims to serve a city will likely need all these things.  It’s also more 

likely to be able to pay for them because its income potential is much greater.       

The Share Shed started with the intention of serving Totnes - a small rural town of just over 9,000 

inhabitants in South Devon, in the UK. It was only when we were asked to set up libraries of things in 

neighbouring small towns that we considered going mobile. It seemed easier to take our inventory with us 

than to find spaces and build up new inventories in every place we wanted to serve.   

In hindsight, this was a very fortuitous decision because some of the towns we serve have only 3-4,000 

inhabitants, which is scarcely enough to support a service like ours.        



 9 

Whatever your vision is, unless you have access to vast resources, it will probably pay off to start small and 

build up to your full potential. There are many ways to expand once you get going.    

 
Share Shed van: a real ‘shed on wheels’                                                     

  

What Sort of Inventory Do You Want to Offer?  

This matter because it has a big impact on the amount of storage space you need (and its cost). It also impacts 

the character of your library of things.    

Many people assume a library of things offers only tools, and some do (i.e. tool libraries), but there’s scope to 

offer far more things including kitchen appliances, sewing machines, camera equipment, musical 

instruments, specialist clothing, kids’ stuff, camping gear, materials for events and more. Anything that 

someone might need but only use occasionally can be offered by a library of things.  

Some core pieces of equipment get borrowed far more than others (see below) – and some libraries of 

things, including the Library of Things in London, focus on about 40 or so popular items.  

The Share Shed has an inventory of more than 350 items, including multiple hedge trimmers, lawn mowers 

and power washers. A larger inventory helps us to attract a broader range of members. We feel a real sense 

of joy when someone asks for something unusual, and we can meet their needs. It’s also nice to offer things 

like disco balls and candy floss makers that we think people will enjoy. Some of our more unusual items are 

illustrated below.    

https://www.libraryofthings.co.uk/
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It is also worth considering what not to offer. We decided not to offer extremely powerful tools, such as 

chainsaws, because of safety concerns. Nor do we offer any petrol-powered items, despite often getting 

requests for them, because of the difficulty of working out how to charge for fuel used and concerns over 

their safety when stored. We’re not allowed, under health and safety laws, to offer baby car seats and gave 

up offering bicycles because they were difficult to insure.  Nor do we offer heavy items such as cement 

mixers or floor sanders given the space it requires to store them. Commercial hire shops offer these heavy 

items, so we recommend that people get them from these shops instead.  

Other libraries of things take different approaches. The Edinburgh Tool Library, for example, offers powerful 

tools, and the training on how to use them.   

     

Where Might You Be Located?  

Location, location, location! It really matters. Yet, prime sites cost money.  

Rent is likely to be the biggest expense of a static library of things, behind only labour if you employ someone. 

Premium shop fronts attract passers by to drop in and build awareness of your existence. Yet, the rent on 

most premium shops is far higher than most libraries of things can afford, especially in their early years.   

Conversely, the rent on a small bay on an industrial estate might be far cheaper but you could struggle to get 

the word out about your service. It’s a case of “damned if you do, damned if you don’t” – and it pays to think 

hard about how to escape the conundrum.  

SHARE – the original library of things in Frome was fortunate to be offered a shop front, rent-free, for many 

years, but was then sadly forced in 2024 to close when the offer expired. If there are empty shops in your 

https://edinburghtoollibrary.org.uk/
https://sharefrome.org/
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town, this option would be well worth exploring, but remember to build up a nest egg for when you have to 

move.  

The Active Wellbeing Society, in Birmingham, has set up its Share Shacks in shipping containers in car parks 

and other public spaces. Other libraries of things have found space in book libraries (like the one in Crystal 

Palace, London), community centres, and managed co-work spaces (like Borrow Don't Buy, in Plymouth).   

This can be especially effective if the service is run using lockers like the Munasafn RVK Tool Library, in 

Iceland.   

The Share Shed started in a small garage (see below) that was lent to us by Totnes Town Council. It was 100 

yards off Totnes High Street, but even that distance dramatically reduced the number of people who passed 

by. Later, after the Council wanted the garage back, we moved to the office of our parent charity, the Network 

of Wellbeing. This was on the High Street but two stories up, so we put up a table and chairs in a space across 

the road. This meant we could interact with many more people, and better engage them with the concept 

(our membership and loans almost tripled over that period).  

          

                                Share Shed in the original garage                                         Share Shed in the Network of Wellbeing’s office 

 

One of the unanticipated benefits of going mobile was that we have been able to negotiate prime locations 

without paying prime rents. In Totnes, Ivybridge and Kingsbridge, we park on market squares. In Ashburton, 

we open from an Arts Centre car park while, in South Brent, we’re outside the local community centre, and 

in Dartington, we park by some local shops.  We’ve also negotiated free, secure parking for the van when the 

service isn’t operating (our insurance requires that our van is kept overnight in a place that is lockable and 

has security cameras around).  

 

https://theaws.co.uk/
https://theaws.co.uk/active-communities/share-shacks/
https://www.libraryofthings.co.uk/crystalpalace
https://www.libraryofthings.co.uk/crystalpalace
https://borrowdontbuy.co.uk/
https://www.munasafn.com/


 12 

When Might You Open?  

In an ideal world, you’d be open all the time. Yet, the longer you're open, the more difficult it is to staff your 

library of things. And labour is likely to be your biggest expense, if you pay someone. So, most libraries of 

things open for very limited hours. When you open is also important. Users generally prefer to pick things up 

early on a weekend or in the evenings. It's worth, therefore, opening on a Saturday if you're able to.   

When you open also determines the length of time you lend items for – as you can’t lend people something 

for a day or two days at a time if they can’t return it because you’re not open for another week.   

The Share Shed, when it started, opened on Saturdays from 10.00 am-12:30 pm and lent items out on a 

weekly basis.   

There are other options.   

Plymouth’s Borrow don’t Buy operates from a co-working space. It opens at any time from 9am to 6.30pm 

from Tuesdays to Fridays, but it’s by appointment only. You must book online.  

The Library of Things in London operates a locker system, often from public libraries or leisure centres. Again, 

you must book online, but can then pick up and return your item whenever the library or leisure centre is 

open – which is often seven days a week.   

One of the disadvantages of a mobile service compared to the franchised model operated by the Library of 

Things is that our van can only be in one place at one time. That means only Buckfastleigh gets the pleasure 

of a service on a Saturday morning. Other locations must be served at other times (from Wednesdays to 

Fridays in our case). Inconvenient opening hours are the number one reason people give for not using our 

service, so we’re exploring lockers to overcome this issue.           

How Much Will You Charge?  

A few libraries of things, such as the Share Shacks run by the Active Wellbeing Society, in Birmingham, have 

been able to use grants, in this case from Sports England, to offer their items for free to low-income 

communities.  But that is unusual.  

Most libraries of things charge for their services. This inevitably creates a conflict with their mission – as their 

purpose is to encourage people to borrow from their inventory, and charging can prevent some people from 

doing so.   

https://borrowdontbuy.co.uk/
https://borrowdontbuy.co.uk/
https://www.libraryofthings.co.uk/
https://www.libraryofthings.co.uk/
https://www.libraryofthings.co.uk/
https://www.libraryofthings.co.uk/
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Unless you’re extremely fortunate or very good (and lucky!) at fundraising, it’s likely you’ll want to charge 

too.  So, it’s worth talking openly within your group about what level of charging might work in your 

community and what sort of charging policy you want to adopt.  

Three principles of a charging policy are worth thinking about.  

Firstly, charges can be applied in different ways. You can charge a membership fee, for example, and you 

can also charge for individual loans. You can charge people for late returns or if they fail to properly clean an 

item they’re returning.   

Secondly, you can offer concessions to or waive charges to people who you think may not be able to pay. 

You can ask people who can pay to add a donation or to ‘pay it forward’ on behalf of those that can’t.  

Thirdly, you can raise income in other ways besides through charging. You needn’t expect charging to cover 

all the costs of running your library of things in your early years, or ever. You might aim to raise some of your 

costs through grants or other means.    

   

A common mistake that many sharing libraries make is to undercharge at the beginning – especially for 

popular items, such as carpet cleaners or hedge trimmers, or those which require regular maintenance.   

In the case of the Share Shed, we wanted to allow everyone to become a member, so we ask for a donation 

of between £5 and £50 towards an annual membership. We make it clear that we will happily waive the 

donation for low-income households. We also charge borrowing fees. For popular items, we’ve adopted a 

rule of thumb to charge 10-15% of the cost of the item, unless it’s not in the greatest shape. For example, we 

charge £28/week to borrow a pop-up gazebo that costs £270. We charge less if we think an item is less 

likely to be borrowed.  
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Some libraries of things offer free membership and charge more for loans while others ask for a higher 

membership (e.g. of £100) and allow people to borrow a certain number of items (e.g. 10) for free.   

Prior discussion and agreement are essential for deciding how you will operate. However, remember that 

many things you decide can be amended later on. A successful library of things needs to evolve to suit the 

circumstances in which it finds itself.    

Setting up  

Once you’ve reached agreement on your vision for your library of things, including who you’re aiming to 

serve, what you might offer, where you might be located, when you might open and how much you expect 

to charge, you can start to think about setting it up.  

There’s more work to be done though before you can make your first loan. You need to research your market 

and consult with your community to find out whether your plans match its needs. You need to think about 

the legal structure underpinning your library of things and insurance. You need to consider how you will build 

your inventory and how you will manage your loans, including whether and how people might book items 

online. You may need to think about recruiting staff and volunteers to run your library. You may need to find 

funds to cover your initial costs. You’ll certainly need to run a promotional campaign to let people know that 

your library is about to open. All of this must be done before the first loan is made.  

Market Research and Consultation       

Market research is invaluable. It can tell you a lot about the people who might use your library of things 

including how many of them there are, their incomes and what sort of accommodation they live in. It can 

also be helpful in demonstrating need in funding applications.    

Direct consultation with potential users is also key. It can tell you about their attitudes and preferences, 

including what they might want to borrow and how much they might be prepared to pay.  It can also enable 

you to begin to raise awareness about what you’re trying to do, to recruit volunteers and to develop relations 

with other projects, which might in the future become partners. It can be instrumental in helping you to 

secure funds.   

There are many ways of carrying out this market research and consultation. You can look at published data 

from the Census or on indices of multiple deprivation. You can build your own data through surveys using 

Google Forms and social media (remembering, if possible, to allow responses on paper to make sure this is 
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as inclusive as possible). You can host consultation meetings, set up stalls and reach out to specific groups 

by attending their meetings.  

Data from the 2021 Census is available for England and Wales at a variety of scales down to a very local level. 

This can tell you how many people live in your area, their age distribution, the proportion who were born 

overseas, what size of households they live in, how many speak English and about levels of education and 

deprivation.  It can tell you about local housing, including levels of overcrowding and how many people live 

in flats. It can tell you what sort of work people do, how many are looking for work, how many are 

‘economically-inactive’, and how many have health-related issues.    

Data on indices of deprivation is available from a 2019 survey, again, down to a very local level. This can tell 

you how your area scores as compared to every other area in England. As well as an overall Index of Multiple 

Deprivation, you can compare your area to others on different dimensions of deprivation, including income, 

employment, education, health, housing and local environmental quality. These are particularly useful for 

identifying places that have lower incomes than the overall index might suggest.  

Local authorities often summarise this data on their websites – and may have further useful information 

available too.       

You can also get data by carrying out surveys of your own – perhaps using Google Forms, which is very user-

friendly, to gather data that is directly relevant to your library of things.   

We undertook an initial survey, before we launched the Share Shed. It asked people whether they’d be 

interested in borrowing from a library of things; what they might like to borrow; whether they had anything 

they’d like to donate and whether they’d like to volunteer.  Crucially, it asked the key question: if we were to 

set up a library of things, would you use it? We promoted the survey at our consultation meetings (see below) 

and via social media – and were pleased to get 70 responses.  

You could also set up a Facebook group to begin to gather interest/future users of your service.  One group 

set up in Ivybridge grew to over 400 members and was instrumental to our decision to extend our service to 

the town.  

We also held an ‘inspiration meeting’ that was open to all. This included a presentation on the concept and 

gave people an opportunity to discuss the idea of setting up a library of things in Totnes. It was a great 

opportunity to connect with the section of the community who were enthusiastic about the idea. As well as 

introducing our plans, we answered questions, recruited volunteers and deepened our relationship with key 

https://www.ons.gov.uk/census/maps/
http://dclgapps.communities.gov.uk/imd/iod_index.html
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individuals. We’ve held similar meetings in the towns we were about to serve, when we launched the mobile 

service, and at every expansion since.   

Finally, you may want to directly consult and build relationships with numerous stakeholders that might be 

able to collaborate with you. These could include local councillors and officers; the volunteers, staff and 

trustees of local charities; and local funders, if there are any, and local businesses. For example, one thing 

we did was to contact the manager of our local tool hire company. We were worried that they would see us 

as competition, but were pleasantly surprised when they were very supportive of the project.           

Legal Structures  

Given the financial risks and the need to secure funding, we recommend that any library of things is 

developed within some form of incorporated entity with a formal, written governance structure.      

There are a variety of legal structures that can be used.  There’s no right or wrong. It’s about context, choices, 

risks and opportunities.  

The Share Shed is a project of a larger entity, the Network of Wellbeing, which is a charity and company 

limited by guarantee. One advantage of an embedded relationship like this is that some costs (e.g. 

accountancy and public liability insurance) can be shared with that larger entity.    

Many libraries of things in the UK have been established as Community Interest Companies (CIC) like the 

Library of Stuff in Hull. Other structures that could be used include a Charity, like Share Oxford, or a 

Cooperative or Community Benefit Society (the new name for what used to be known as an Industrial or 

Provident Society).    

Further information on the advantages and disadvantages of different legal structures can be found from:  

• https://www.ncvo.org.uk/help-and-guidance/setting-up/choosing-your-legal-structure/  

• https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/5a79cda1ed915d6b1deb375d/11-1400-guide-legal-

forms-for-social-enterprise.pdf  

• https://www.the-sse.org/resources/starting/selecting-a-legal-structure-for-your-social-

enterprise/  

• https://www.unltd.org.uk/learn/determining-the-right-legal-structure-for-your-social-

enterprise/  

 

https://www.libraryofstuff.co.uk/
https://shareoxford.org/
https://www.ncvo.org.uk/help-and-guidance/setting-up/choosing-your-legal-structure/
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/5a79cda1ed915d6b1deb375d/11-1400-guide-legal-forms-for-social-enterprise.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/5a79cda1ed915d6b1deb375d/11-1400-guide-legal-forms-for-social-enterprise.pdf
https://www.the-sse.org/resources/starting/selecting-a-legal-structure-for-your-social-enterprise/
https://www.the-sse.org/resources/starting/selecting-a-legal-structure-for-your-social-enterprise/
https://www.unltd.org.uk/learn/determining-the-right-legal-structure-for-your-social-enterprise/
https://www.unltd.org.uk/learn/determining-the-right-legal-structure-for-your-social-enterprise/
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Finances  

A library of things is a social enterprise.  As with any enterprise, the likely income must be balanced against 

set up and running costs.   

In the table below, we present indicative running costs for the Share Shed in its first year of operation as a 

static and then as a mobile service. As it can be seen, there are set up costs such as a website, licences, 

insurance, promotion and some equipment purchase that will have to be incurred regardless of whether the 

service is static or mobile. There are also labour costs for both scenarios and additional set-up costs for a 

mobile service –- especially the purchase and conversion of the vehicle (which, in our case, cost about 

£20,000), which aren’t included here.   

First year spending for the Share Shed 

Cost Centre Static Service 
(2017-18) 

Mobile Service 
(2020-2021)* 

 Labour  £2700  £11,000 

 Volunteers Expenses  -  £440 

 Rent  £360  - 

 Website  £750  £215 

 Promotion  £100  £680 

 Insurance  £200  £300 

 Vehicle maintenance (incl. tax and insurance)  -  £2,500 

 Fuel  -  £330 

 Parking  -  £430 

 Phone + internet for phone and iPad  £60  £200 

 Equipment purchase  £500  £1,250 

 Equipment repair  -  £490 

 Other  £450  £700 

 Total  £5,120  £18,535 

* The Share Shed was forced for a number of months due to the Covid pandemic. This cut our income and also enabled us to claim furlough 

payments for the labour saved and definitely saved us money. Also note the labour cost increased significantly as we increased our opening 

hours when we went mobile.   

 

The principal running costs of a static service are labour and rent. The principal running costs of running a 

mobile service are labour and vehicle operation, especially maintenance, fuel, tax and insurance. There is 

therefore a trade-off to be considered, between rent and vehicle costs, when deciding whether to go 

mobile.  Over time, the costs of checking and repairing equipment also becomes important.  
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You will need to consider how these costs could be met (e.g. through a grant) and, if possible, kept low. In 

our case, we saved money by asking for equipment in good working condition to be donated (we got 95% of 

our equipment that way), and by finding a rent-free space to operate from, a rent-free place to park the van 

overnight, and by pooling some costs, e.g. insurance and accountancy, with our parent organisation.  

To a certain extent, labour can be supplemented with volunteer help. Free accommodation is extremely 

helpful if you’re running a static service, as is free garaging for a vehicle if your service is mobile (please note 

that most insurers require the vehicle to be parked overnight in a lockable space, which has security 

cameras). A volunteer or low-cost repair-person, perhaps from a local repair cafe, is invaluable in both 

scenarios as many items require regular maintenance and, often, repair.   

As regards income, we present a comparable table showing our first year income below. The key point that 

we’d like to make is your first year income is unlikely to be sufficient to meet your first year costs. It takes 

time to build up a market for a library of things. This is true both because your service will be new and also 

because the concept of borrowing equipment is still relatively novel.    

First year trading income for the Share Shed 

Income source Static Service (2017-18) Mobile Service (2020-2021)* 

Memberships £780 £3,725 

Loan fees £610 £5075 

Donations £90 £200 

Total £1,480 £9,000 

* The Share Shed was forced to close for a number of months due to the Covid pandemic. This cut our income and also enabled 

us to claim furlough payments for the labour saved and definitely saved us money. Also note the labour cost increased significantly 

as we increased our opening hours when we went mobile.  

The table below shows Share Shed trading income by year since its launch in April 2017.  
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The first three columns (April 2017-March 2020) show steadily growing income as a static service serving 

Totnes alone.  The following four years (April 2020-onwards) show a big increase following our transition to 

a mobile service in July 2020.    However, eight years after launching, our costs still exceed our trading 

income. This is partly because we have expanded our service from Totnes to Ashburton, Dartington, 

Buckfastleigh and South Brent (in July 2020) and then to Ivybridge and Kingsbridge (in December 2022). 

Totnes remains our biggest market and we’ve found that it takes time to build demand in each town we 

serve.        

Fundraising  

It should be clear from the previous section that additional funding is likely to be needed to start-up a library 

of things. This needs to be sufficient to sustain it while a market for its services is being built.  

There are many potential sources of funding for this.  

Grant-making Trusts and Foundations  

Many trusts and foundations could support the establishment of a library of things. For example, Awards for 

All, provided by the National Lottery Community Fund, currently offers up to £20,000 per year for a project 

for up to two years. It’s also worth looking into the Postcode Local Trust (which is financed by the People’s 

Postcode Lottery), as well as the Co-op Local Fund and many more.  

Numerous organisations hold databases of grant-making bodies which you can access for a fee, while others 

offer funding e-newsletters. Examples include:  

• Funds Online is a long-established service from the Directory of Social Change, through which you can 

access trusts and foundations providing almost £8 billion in funds.    

• GRIN is a grassroots service that provides a helpful daily  e-newsletter for a small fee.    

• My Funding Central is a newish service set up by the National Council for Voluntary Organisations.   

Every part of the UK is served by a local community foundation that runs local grant-making schemes and 

can provide advice, while many local voluntary service networks also offer fundraising advice and grants 

programmes. In our case, we’re very grateful for the CAG Devon network, which has helped sustain us in 

terms of shared inspiration, small funding opportunities, and promotion of events we’ve run.  

 

 

https://www.tnlcommunityfund.org.uk/funding/programmes/national-lottery-awards-for-all-england
https://www.tnlcommunityfund.org.uk/funding/programmes/national-lottery-awards-for-all-england
https://www.postcodelocaltrust.org.uk/
https://causes.coop.co.uk/
https://fundsonline.org.uk/
https://grin.coop/
https://www.myfundingcentral.co.uk/
https://www.ukcommunityfoundations.org/our-network
https://www.navca.org.uk/find-a-navca-member
https://cagdevon.org.uk/
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Crowdfunding  

A number of libraries of things (e.g. Borrow don’t Buy, in Plymouth, the Borrow Shop, in Birmingham, and in 

Falmouth, the Kloth Library of Things) have raised start-up and expansion funds (like London’s Library of 

Things) through crowdfunding.  We recently raised over £17,000 in that way. Crowdfunding is also a great 

way to spread the word about your library of things.  

In order to boost your campaign, it’s worth exploring collaboration with initiatives such as Aviva Community 

Fund, which can match-fund donations up to £250.  

Local Councils  

Local councils have funds, for a variety of purposes, that they can use to support libraries of things. Our 

expansion to Ivybridge and Kingsbridge was supported by a climate infrastructure grant from South Hams 

District Council.    

Many councils give their councillors small pots to disburse on good causes - while town and parish councils, 

where present, may also have pots that you can access.   

In Wales and Scotland, the devolved authorities have been major funders of libraries of things through 

Benthyg Cymru, and Zero Waste Scotland.  

Remember to check the funds offered by each level of local government (e.g. Counties, Districts and 

Parishes) when doing your fundraising.    

Commercial sponsorship  

Some Libraries of Things have received sponsorship from companies. London Library of Things has deals 

with B&Q, Mountain Warehouse, Bosch and Black & Decker. Commercial sponsorship of a mobile library of 

things might be quite attractive to a company because of the opportunity to brand the vehicle. It’s also 

important to consider the ethics involved in these kinds of partnerships.  

Individuals  

We actively encourage donations from supporters, including gifts in kind, and it’s worth remembering that 

some individuals are able to make very large donations. On a couple of occasions, we’ve been offered cars!  

When building a website, it's worth considering adding a donation button. Donorbox is a helpful tool for doing 

this.  

https://borrowdontbuy.co.uk/
https://www.crowdfunder.co.uk/the-borrow-shop
https://www.kloth.org.uk/
https://vimeo.com/678074715
https://vimeo.com/678074715
https://www.avivacommunityfund.co.uk/
https://www.avivacommunityfund.co.uk/
https://www.benthyg-cymru.org/
https://www.zerowastescotland.org.uk/resources/borrowing-new-buying
https://www.libraryofthings.co.uk/
https://donorbox.org/
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Other Programmes  

Finally, there are a number of institutions set up to support community businesses and social enterprise. The 

Power to Change Trust offers grants and loans. The School for Social Entrepreneurs offers training, at 

various levels, some of which come with grants or funds matched to increase your trading income. It's also 

worth checking UnLtd and the Social Investment Business for funding and general resources.  

Insurance   

Insurance that meets your needs is crucial both to protect your organisation and to safeguard the interests 

of your members. While borrowing and lending items can build trust and strengthen community bonds, 

accidents and damages do happen. Having the right insurance in place will give you peace of mind and make 

it easier to navigate potential challenges.  

What Type of Insurance Do You Need?  

• Product Liability Insurance: Since your library lends out a variety of equipment and items, you will need 

Product Liability Insurance. This type of coverage protects against claims arising from defects in the 

products you loan that cause injury or damage. Even though your library might not manufacture the 

items, as a lender, you can still be held liable if something goes wrong.  

• Employers' Liability Insurance: If you have paid employees or volunteers working for your library, you 

will need Employers' Liability Insurance. This covers the legal liability for injury or illness suffered by staff 

or volunteers as a result of their work.  

• Property and Contents Insurance This type of insurance protects the physical assets of your library, 

including the items in your collection. Whether your library is housed in a fixed location or operates as a 

mobile library, like the Share Shed, you’ll want to ensure that your items are protected from theft, fire, 

or accidental damage.  

Things to Consider  

• Item Maintenance and Safety Checks: Regular maintenance and safety checks, including annual PAT test 

for electrical items, are essential to ensure they are safe to use. This reduces the likelihood of accidents 

and can help with insurance claims in case something goes wrong. It's a good idea to keep a detailed log 

of each item's condition and maintenance schedule, which can be done through your lending software.  

• Borrower Responsibility: While your library should be covered by insurance, it's important that borrowers 

understand their responsibility when using borrowed items. If an item is damaged, lost, or causes injury, 

https://www.powertochange.org.uk/
https://www.the-sse.org/
https://www.unltd.org.uk/
https://www.sibgroup.org.uk/funding/
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they may be held liable. Clearly communicate to your members the terms of use and how they should 

report any problems or damages.   

It's important to note however that no insurer, in our experience, will insure the items for the period that 

they are out on loan.      

Terms and Conditions Agreement  

A written Terms and Conditions Agreement is needed to secure insurance. It informs the borrower of their 

rights and responsibilities - and those of your library of things. It should cover aspects such as:  

• Proper use and care of borrowed items.  

• Return policies, including late fees or penalties for lost or damaged items.  

• Liability in the case of injury, loss, or damage.  

• The borrowers’ agreement that they will comply with all the safety guidelines associated with the items 

they borrow.  

The borrower must agree with your Terms and Conditions Agreement when they become a member - this 

can be done either online or in person. Important Note: Make sure the terms and conditions clearly state that 

by borrowing items, members agree to use them at their own risk. This will help protect your organisation 

from potential liability and make members aware of their responsibility when borrowing items. Consider 

seeking legal advice when drafting this document to ensure it fully protects your organisation. You can also 

see other libraries’ terms and conditions agreements by looking them up on their websites.  

Finally, remember that, regardless of your Terms and Conditions Agreement, borrowers have rights that you 

must honour, under Trading Standards legislation.   

How to Get Insurance  

When seeking insurance for your library of things, it’s important to choose a provider who understands the 

unique needs of your project. Here are a few tips for finding the right policy:  

• Shop Around: Get multiple quotes to ensure you’re getting the best coverage at the most competitive 

price.  

• Specialist Brokers: Consider working with brokers who have experience in the charity, community, or 

social enterprise sector (e.g. Naturesave Insurance). They can offer guidance on specific types of 

coverage that may be required for your project.  

https://naturesave.co.uk/


 23 

• Understand Your Coverage: Be clear on what is and isn’t covered in your policy. For instance, does your 

insurance cover volunteers, or only paid staff? Are all your items insured for damage and theft? How 

about Repair Cafe events? Make sure you read through the details of your policy carefully and ask 

questions if anything is unclear.  

Also, if you go for the mobile library of things, you will need special insurance for your vehicle. We obtained 

ours through Bus & Coach Insurance, who specialise in touring vehicles of various sorts. This required us to 

find overnight parking in a lockable place with security cameras - and to ensure that all our drivers are over 

25 years old.  

Building Your Inventory  

There are two obvious ways of acquiring equipment – you can buy it or you can ask for donations.  

For the Share Shed, we started by asking for donations of items that were in good working condition, and 

quickly built up an extensive inventory of varying quality. Offers of equipment continued after we opened – 

and we’ve been amazed by the generosity of some of them.  

When we opened, we soon learnt that there were things people wanted that we hadn’t got. So, we set up, 

and have maintained ever since a ‘wish list’ of items that we’d like to be given. This is displayed on the van 

and on our website (https://www.shareshed.org.uk/donate-wishlist/).  

Also, some items were so popular (i.e. strimmers and hedge trimmers) that we found we needed more than 

one, while items like carpet cleaners and pressure washers that were frequently requested, never got 

offered as donations. We therefore decided to buy some items. We also learnt to buy sturdier models that 

are easy to use, clean, and very importantly, to repair (i.e. models whose spare parts are available and 

affordable).   

                      

https://www.busandcoachinsurance.net/
https://www.shareshed.org.uk/donate-wishlist/
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Other libraries of things, meanwhile, have bought the bulk of or all their inventories. Some have partnered 

with manufacturers - and been given brand new items in exchange for customer feedback to inform product 

development. Yet more have acquired equipment from sponsors.  Share & Repair, in Bath, acquired an 

electric bike that allows them to deliver and collect things, thanks to a collaboration with a local business.  

Finally, it is worth noting that you do not have to accept or keep everything that is offered to you.  You may 

be offered items that are faulty or multiple copies of an item that is only borrowed occasionally. In these 

cases, you can refuse a gift.  However, it can be dispiriting to refuse offers, especially if you learn that an item 

will end up in landfill, if you do. On occasions, such as when people clear the homes of a deceased relative, it 

can also be hurtful to the donor if you refuse.   

So, at the Share Shed, we have developed a side purpose in rehoming donated items either to other charities 

and projects or by selling them in ‘pop-up sales’. This has helped with fundraising. We keep a strict limit on 

what we accept to prevent our equipment store from being swamped.  

Managing Memberships and Loans  

To effectively manage your library of things, you’ll need an online system that handles key operations, 

including member registration, inventory management, and loan tracking. This system can also serve as a 

hub to inform people about your location, opening hours, and available items. Having the right platform in 

place is essential to streamline operations and provide a user-friendly experience for both staff and 

borrowers.  

There are two primary platforms commonly used by lending libraries to manage these tasks: MyTurn and 

Lend Engine. Both platforms offer comprehensive tools for managing memberships, loans, and inventory, 

though each comes with its own set of features that may better suit the specific needs of your project.  

Key Features of MyTurn and Lend Engine include:  

• Membership Management: Both platforms allow for easy member sign-ups, renewals, and tracking of 

user activity. You can also assign membership tiers or implement lending rules based on your 

organisation's policies.  

• Inventory Tracking: Managing and cataloguing your items is a crucial feature. Both MyTurn and Lend 

Engine enable you to keep an up-to-date inventory, helping you track item availability, condition, and 

loan status.  

https://bathlibraryofthings.org.uk/
https://myturn.com/
https://www.lend-engine.com/
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• Loan Management: These platforms allow members to browse your catalogue online, reserve items, 

and check them out for loan. Both also provide automatic notifications and reminders to members about 

due dates, returns, and overdue items.  

• Location and Opening Hours: MyTurn and Lend Engine also enable you to list your library’s location(s) 

and opening hours, making it easy for members to know when and where they can pick up or return 

items.  

Though MyTurn and Lend Engine are similar in their core functionalities, each platform offers unique 

features and customisation options that may better suit your specific needs, so we recommend that you 

explore both platforms by signing up for their demo accounts. This will allow you to experience their 

interfaces and features firsthand. Additionally, reach out to other lending libraries for insights on their 

experiences with each platform. Different libraries have different requirements, and some features may not 

be as relevant or necessary for your particular model.  

Keep in mind that both MyTurn and Lend Engine are continuously evolving and improving their offerings 

based on user feedback. They are responsive to requests and work diligently to meet the growing and 

changing needs of lending libraries around the world.  

By choosing the right platform and familiarising yourself with its capabilities, you'll be well-equipped to 

efficiently manage your membership base, inventory, and loans, ensuring that your library of things operates 

smoothly and effectively.  

Payment Systems  

As well as choosing a system to manage your loans, it’s worth thinking about how you’re going to take 

payments. Online booking is a feature available in both Lend Engine and MyTurn. In the case of Lend Engine, 

its payments occur via Stripe, which charges a nominal fee that's automatically deducted from each 

transaction.  

Many people also want to pay when they come to borrow an item in person, without having reserved it 

beforehand. We therefore accept cash and use a mobile card reader to take card payments for membership 

and loans.  Zettle (run by Paypal) is one option, which feeds into the bank account assigned to it. Another 

similar option is SumUp. Be aware there is a small charge which is automatically deducted in each 

transaction.  

 

https://stripe.com/gb/payments
https://www.zettle.com/gb/payments/card-reader?creative=522738382510&keyword=izettle&matchtype=e&network=g&device=c&gclid=CjwKCAiAm7OMBhAQEiwArvGi3KFdbdXHMdahKGrdMHmk09p437C6Vj0q8j8_T3mPMQxfGnHLzc-tgBoCDcMQAvD_BwE&gclsrc=aw.ds
https://sumup.co.uk/
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Publicity and Promotion   

Effective ongoing promotion is a crucial factor in the success of your library of things. Building visibility and 

engagement from the start will help cultivate interest that will help you build your market as well as recruit 

volunteers and partners - even before your project fully launches.  

Remember, every picture tells a story. High quality images are essential – for local newspapers, your website 

and social media. Videos are also increasingly important and effective for social media.           

Start Early and Build Momentum  

The sooner you begin promoting your library of things, the better. Engaging your community from the outset 

will help generate excitement and support. A great example comes from our experience in Ivybridge, where 

an enthusiast set up a Facebook group titled “We Want a Library of Things in Ivybridge” well before we 

extended our services there. By the time we were ready to launch, nearly 500 enthusiastic members were 

already invested in the project. This not only provided an instant audience, but also made it easier to mobilise 

local resources and volunteers. There are many ways to build your audience and it pays to use as many as 

you can. Your promotion needs to do more than spread the word. Ideally, it will also offer people ways to 

connect with you, so that you can reach them again and again. We’ve found the most effective way of doing 

this is through an email newsletter (we use Mailchimp) - and it helps to use other forms of communication 

to direct people to sign up to this.     

Get About  

Word of mouth is an essential tool for reaching your audience, especially in your start-up phase. Go to any 

meetings that take place locally to promote your ideas. Libraries of things have natural links with repair cafes, 

maker spaces and many other social and environmental projects. Contact existing groups who might be 

interested in helping set up your library of things. If necessary, hold meetings of your own (see the ‘Events’ 

section further down).     

Printed materials  

Printed materials have a place in promoting your project. Leaflets can be handed out in meetings, distributed 

in town centres and inserted into local newspapers. Posters can be put up in shops, church halls and other 

meeting places.  

https://mailchimp.com/?currency=GBP
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Grow Your Mailing List  

An e-newsletter makes it easy for people to sign up for updates on your library’s development.  Most popular 

platforms - like Mailchimp and MailerLite - offer a free subscription up to 1,000 subscribers, and discounts 

for not-for-profit projects, if you have more. You can encourage sign-ups through:  

• Sign-up sheets at events: always have a sign-up sheet available for those interested in your project 

when you attend local events or host community meetings.  

• Social media posts: include calls-to-action on your social media platforms encouraging followers to 

join your mailing list. Regularly post updates and provide a simple link where people can subscribe.  

• Direct contacts: ask people to join your mailing list, when engaging with people one-on-one, whether 

they are community members, potential partners, or local leaders.  

Be sure that you comply with GDPR (General Data Protection Regulations) and other data privacy laws when 

collecting and managing your contacts. This means being clear about how their data will be used, offering an 

opt-in option, and ensuring people can easily unsubscribe if they wish.  

Use Social Media  

Social media platforms are a powerful tool for building awareness and engagement around your library of 

things. Set up pages on platforms like Facebook, Instagram, and X (formerly Twitter) to regularly share 

https://mailchimp.com/
https://www.mailerlite.com/?_gl=1*fsxzq5*_up*MQ..&gclid=EAIaIQobChMIqr-55ZvXiQMVApNQBh0ZnCm7EAAYASAAEgLO2vD_BwE
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project updates, upcoming events, items available in your library, testimonials, and success stories. 

Remember to share your posts to relevant groups.  

Here are some tips for leveraging social media:  

• Consistency is key: Post regularly to keep your project visible. If you don’t have major updates, share 

small behind-the-scenes details or spotlight popular items from your collection to maintain interest.  

• Engage your audience: Don’t just broadcast, engage. Respond to comments, ask questions, and 

encourage discussions. User-generated content, like photos or stories shared by your borrowers, can be 

great for building a sense of community.  

• Remember your goal: Use your social media to encourage people to become members of your library 

of things and to sign up to your e-newsletter so you can guarantee to reach them.  

Some social media ideas that have worked for us include:  

• Promoting seasonal items, such as camping gear in the summer; gardening equipment in spring; 

gazebos, dehydrators and hedge trimmers in the autumn; and dehumidifiers in the winter.  

• Offering packages for specific purposes, e.g. a baby/toddler set, including high chair, travel cot, baby 

monitor etc. for those who have little ones visiting.  

• Taking photos of members borrowing the items (as well as asking members to share photos of them 

using the items).   

• Sharing the work of our partner projects, especially pictures from Repair Cafés, which tend to be very 

popular.  

Boost visibility with paid ads: You might want to consider running occasional low-cost paid ads to target 

specific audiences within your community. This can be particularly helpful when you're getting started or 

promoting an event or launch.  

Create a Simple Website  

Creating a dedicated website is really helpful for the promotion of your library of things. Even a simple one-

page site can serve as a hub where people can learn about your project, sign up for your newsletter, and 

contact you and your project team directly.  

Remember to look for website options that allow easy integration and development, like Wordpress or Wix. 

As you develop your plans, you are likely to want to expand your site to include other features, like a donation 

button, videos, a page that shares who's in your team etc.   
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MyTurn allows you to embed its page on your website, whereas Lend Engine doesn't (which means users 

are taken to another site to become members and place reservations). Likewise, most popular newsletter 

platforms, such as Mailchimp, Wix or Mailerlite allow you to integrate sign-up forms into your website, which 

is convenient and effective in terms of increasing your audience.   

Media Outreach and Partnerships  

Engaging local media is a highly effective way to spread the word about your project. Start by creating a list 

of all relevant local media contacts, including your local newspapers, magazines and radio stations and 

regional TV. Reach out to these outlets with press releases and updates on your project’s progress. 

Developing a friendly relationship with the editor of any local newspaper, magazines or radio station, will pay 

off for years to come.  

You might consider the following strategies:  

• Media releases: Send out press releases to announce key milestones, like the official launch, new items 

added to the collection, or an upcoming community event. Keep your releases succinct, make them 

engaging, and include visuals or links when possible.  

• Pitch stories: If there’s a unique or interesting angle to your project, phone your local journalists about 

it. They might want to create a more in-depth story about your library. For example, you could focus on 

the environmental benefits of a library of things or profile a local member who has significantly benefited 

from borrowing rather than buying.  

Events  

In-person and online events can be great ways of consulting and engaging people.  

In your early days, you might want to piggyback on events organised by others by offering to speak, run a 

session and/or hold a stall. This shines a light on what you’re doing and attracts people to your cause.  

Later, you can host your own events, either as consultations or to build your market. In our development 

phase, we hosted an Inspiration Day to fire people up about the idea of a library of things.   

Once we were up and running, we got funding to host a ShareFest in collaboration with partners to promote 

sharing, repairing, making and swapping. Activities included a sewing circle, repair café, spoon carving 

workshop, print-making and workshops and public talks, while a local food group served meals made with 

food that would otherwise have gone to waste. We ran another similar event in 2023.   

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_DEbPQNzS0g
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=y7BvsEv5fpY&t=6s
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We’ve also experimented with outdoor events alongside our van (i.e. the mobile Share Shed), using gazebos 

from our own inventory - including repair cafés, tool-sharpening skillshares, bike-repair workshops and 

some Pop-Up Sales through which we rehomed items that we have been donated while raising funds for 

the project. 

             

                          Photo Collage ShareFest Totnes 2023                                                Photo Collage WoolFest Buckfastleigh  2024       

These events were helpful to reach and engage new audiences while further promoting the ethos of a more 

sustainable way of living and consuming.   

Make Use of Discounts and Free Tools for Non-profits  

As a not-for-profit project, you’re eligible for discounts or free services from many companies. When signing 

up for newsletters or design tools, always check for special rates for charitable or community groups.  

For example:  

• Canva: This is an excellent online graphic design tool that offers a free Canva Pro account for registered 

nonprofit organisations. It’s a user-friendly platform where you can design promotional materials, social 

media posts, flyers, reports and more.  

• Mailchimp; This and other newsletter platforms offer free or reduced rate plans for nonprofits and can 

be used to create and send your e-newsletters, and manage your contacts.  

• ChatGPT: This is an artificial intelligence platform that helps you get answers, find inspiration and be 

more productive. It's free and easy to use.  

You can also set up a Google business account to help with your search engine optimisation (SEO), and make 

it easier for the general public to find information about your project, such as location, opening hours etc.     

https://www.canva.com/
https://login.mailchimp.com/
https://chatgpt.com/
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Recruiting Staff and Volunteers  

Building a strong team is crucial to the success of your project. Whether you’re starting with a handful of 

dedicated volunteers or a mix of paid staff and volunteers, having the right people in place can make all the 

difference in how smoothly your project runs and how engaged your community becomes.  

The Share Shed has always relied on paid staff to carry out key functions, including overall project 

management, coordination and fundraising. We also employ a manager to oversee our operations on a day-

to-day basis. We also rely on the support of many kind volunteers. Those generous people have helped us 

with all sorts of jobs: putting shelves up; cleaning items; distributing leaflets and/or sharing posts on social 

media; updating our online inventory; helping us organise and run events; sharing their views on our plans; 

and representing the communities we serve in our Steering Group. Mainly, though, they serve the members 

when we’re open.  

We always aim, as good practice, to have at least two people working (i.e. a staff member + volunteer) when 

we’re open. This reduces pressure on the volunteer (as the staff member can take responsibility if anything 

goes wrong) and ensures personal safety.  

Note, as we work with the general public, we've occasionally experienced anti-social behaviour. We've taken 

steps to help our team to cope with this. Firstly, we all attended training on mental-health first-aid, which 

was tremendously helpful. Secondly, we contacted the local police, got the phone numbers of our local Police 

Community Support Officers and explained our occasional challenges to them. This proved useful as they 

were able to help us engage with the individuals concerned.    

Defining Roles and Responsibilities  

Before you begin the recruitment process, it's helpful to clearly define the roles and responsibilities required 

to run your library effectively. Consider the following key areas of responsibility:  

1. Project Coordination and Management: This person is responsible for overseeing all the activities 

related to your library of things, including managing any staff and the volunteers; leading or supporting 

fundraising; managing publicity and day-to-day operations; keeping track of the income and 

expenditures; gathering data; managing the website; developing partnerships; organising events; 

reporting and general developing the project. In our case, this is done by a staff member.  

2. Operations including Member Relations, Customer Service & Inventory Management : Staff or 

volunteers in this role will manage the day-to-day running of the library, including checking items in and 
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out, maintaining the inventory, assisting borrowers with memberships, loans, and answering questions 

about the items available. Strong communication skills and an ability to foster positive relationships with 

members are key. In our case, this is done by a staff member with help from volunteers.  

3. Maintenance & Repairs: You'll need individuals who can inspect, clean, and repair items to ensure they 

remain in good working condition. It's also important to develop a system that allows you to track these 

activities, especially the date of PAT tests.   

4. Marketing & Outreach: You’ll need people who can promote the library of things through social media, 

newsletters, and community events to attract new members and keep existing members engaged. Also 

there's a role for people to help distribute leaflets and posters across the community you work with.  

5. Fundraising & Bid Writing: This involves seeking out funding opportunities, monitoring & evaluation, 

writing grant applications, and managing donor relations. This role can be outsourced via a professional 

fundraiser.  

Clearly outlining the skills and time commitment required for each role will help you attract the right people 

for your team.  

Where to Find Volunteers  

We’ve recruited our volunteers through public consultations, social media posts, online surveys and by word 

of mouth.   
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Recruiting for your project should focus on finding people who are passionate about sustainability, 

community building, and sharing resources - and willing to help a great cause for free. Here are some ways 

to attract both volunteers and potential staff members:  

1. Local Community Groups and Networks: Reach out to environmental, sustainability, or community 

organisations in your area. These groups often have members who are already enthusiastic about causes 

like sharing and reusing, making them great candidates for volunteering or working with your project.  

2. Social Media and Online Platforms: Use your social media channels, local Facebook groups, and 

platforms like Nextdoor to advertise volunteer opportunities. Consider using recruitment sites such as 

your local Community Action Group to find people looking for meaningful ways to contribute to their 

community.  

3. Local Colleges and Universities: Many students are eager to gain experience in areas like sustainability, 

community engagement, and project management. Get in touch with local universities and ask if they 

have a volunteer centre, internship programmes, or opportunities for student placements.  

4. Word of Mouth: Never underestimate the power of word of mouth! Encourage your existing members, 

volunteers, and community partners to spread the word about opportunities to get involved.  

Volunteer Management   

Volunteers have to be managed and supported, like any other staff.   

It’s important to understand their personalities, preferences and circumstances. Some want to help 

regularly, and thrive when being given responsibility for particular tasks; others don’t want to have a regular 

commitment, and prefer to be called as/when needed.   

We check-in with volunteers on a regular basis, mainly through informal conversations, and also through an 

annual survey.  

Creating a Positive and Engaging Culture  

Whether they are volunteers or paid staff, people are more likely to remain committed and perform well if 

they feel valued and connected to the mission of the library of things. Here are some tips for fostering a 

positive team culture:  

1. Provide Training and Support: Make sure that everyone, whether volunteer or staff, receives thorough 

training on the day-to-day operations, the items available for loan, and the overall goals of the library. 

https://nextdoor.co.uk/
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Having regular check-ins and offering ongoing support can also help to resolve issues and improve 

satisfaction.  

2. Recognise Contributions: Regularly acknowledge the efforts of your team members. This can be done 

through small tokens of appreciation, shout-outs on social media, or hosting volunteer appreciation 

events (at the Share Shed, we host two annual social gatherings, which is a lovely way to connect the 

whole team, and show them our appreciation). Recognising their hard work helps foster loyalty and 

motivation.  

3. Create Opportunities for Skill Development: Many volunteers, especially younger ones, will 

appreciate the opportunity to learn new skills through their involvement. Consider offering workshops, 

training sessions, or opportunities for them to lead specific projects or initiatives.  

Retaining Your Team  

Once you’ve assembled a solid team of volunteers and staff, keeping them motivated and engaged is 

essential for long-term success. Retention strategies can include:  

• Flexible Scheduling: Offer volunteers and staff flexible hours that fit their lifestyles and other 

commitments.  

• Clear Communication: Maintain open channels of communication, so your team feels informed and 

involved in decision-making processes. Encourage feedback and be responsive to suggestions.  

• Mission-Driven Engagement: Keep your volunteers and staff connected to the broader mission of the 

library of things. Remind them of the impact they’re having on the community and environment through 

their work.  

Please note: We pay for volunteer travel expenses, and make sure there are refreshments available.  

In exchange for their time, we offer:  

• Free annual Share Shed membership   

• Up to 3 loans/month for free  

• Deeper connection with our community  

• The rewarding feeling of contributing to a good cause  

• Lots of fun  
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Final Thoughts on Recruitment  

Recruiting the right staff and volunteers is about more than just filling positions. It’s about finding people 

who share your values and can help create a welcoming, efficient, and impactful space for your community. 

By carefully defining roles, reaching out through various channels, and creating a supportive environment, 

you’ll build a team that’s not only skilled but also invested in the success of your library of things.  

 

Share Shed Wonderful Team 

Manuals and Maintenance  

Manuals  

It's important to make sure manuals are available with all the items.  

At the Share Shed, we keep the original manuals to ourselves if they're available (if not, we source them 

online or via the manufacturer), and we attach a photocopy of each to the relevant item. We keep a digital 

version, in our online directory, which gets sent out automatically to the member via email when they borrow 

an item (both Lend Engine and MyTurn allow you to do that).  

When available, we recommend YouTube videos made by the manufacturer on how to use the item. It’s easy 

to find multiple video tutorials online on how to use certain items, but our local Trading Standards 

Department advised us not to recommend any videos that aren’t made by the manufacturer.   
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Maintenance  

Needless to say, items that are borrowed sometimes don’t work or get broken, especially if they’re second-

hand.  

We make every effort to ensure that items we lend out are working, and make regular checks prompted by 

a schedule incorporated into our online inventory. That includes doing a PAT test of all electrical items as 

well sharpening all the tools, ideally, annually.  

There isn't a regulation around how often an item should be PAT tested. As good practice, we have an annual 

schedule for all the electrical items on top of the visual inspection every time an item goes out and comes 

back.  

We have PAT trained our Manager and some regular volunteers for this purpose, and have invested in a PAT 

testing kit, which costs under £300. We also partner with our local Repair Cafe as they have the skills and 

time to look after our items. Currently we use a Trello Board to organise our repairs (i.e. what needs repairing, 

what needs spare parts - and how much they are - and what’s ready for collection). Recently, Lend Engine 

added a range of comprehensive maintenance and repair management features, which enable the sharing 

of this information on a global dataset to, among other things, help share data among other repair 

organisations and potentially hold companies to account on reparability.  

On a number of occasions, borrowers have acknowledged that they broke items either by accident or misuse. 

All of them offered to make a donation or pay for the full repair, and a few even, voluntarily, bought a 

replacement brand-new item when returning the broken one.  

If people cannot get an item to work, whether it is faulty or not, we offer a replacement if we have one, add 

a credit to their Share Shed account or offer them a full refund (which can be easily done via Stripe, our 

online payment system).     

Final Thoughts on Setting Up  

If you’ve read this far, congratulations! If you’re daunted by all we’ve written, we apologise. Setting up a library 

of things is a complex task and we wanted to cover as many aspects of it as we could.  

If you are persevering on your journey to launching a Library of Things, we salute you! We hope that what 

you’ve read is proving useful.   

https://trello.com/home
https://openrepair.org/open-data/
https://openrepair.org/open-data/
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It is possible to launch your library without doing everything we’ve suggested, especially if you start small. If 

you’ve done so, well done! We hope, if you have, that you will continue to refer to what we’ve written as your 

library grows. Forewarned is forearmed.  

Moreover, we’re aware that launching a library of things is not the same as sustaining one. We therefore 

want to alert you to some of the pitfalls that might arise, once you’ve launched, and what you might do to 

avoid them.   

Sustaining a Library of Things  

So, you’ve successfully launched your library of things. People are joining. They are borrowing items and 

returning them. Hooray!  

At this point, you can take a deep breath, give yourself a pat on the back and celebrate!  

After a little while, you may find several things are happening to give you cause for concern - possibly all at 

once:  

• you’re not getting as many people joining or borrowing as you expected;  

• some items, perhaps a cheap plastic carpet cleaner, are being returned dirty or broken;  

• some borrowers say that they couldn’t get the item they borrowed to work;   

• your storage facility, if you have one, is a chaotic mess of returned and donated items;    

• your volunteers are tired and you’re struggling to recruit more;  

• one aspect or another of your operations is causing you a headache;    

• you are slowly losing money.    

And that is not even to consider what happens when one of the ‘favours’ you might be relying on, such as a 

free garage, is withdrawn.  

Don’t panic! Libraries of things don’t run themselves. Like a spinning top, they fall down without periodic 

injections of energy, but with that energy, they can be sustained.  

Here are some thoughts on things to think about now you’ve launched.  

Be Proactive About Fundraising  

Expect to lose money!   

It’s common for a library of things to operate at a financial loss in its first few years.   
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But, if your finances are secure, you can maintain your operations and tackle any other challenges that you 

might face. It therefore pays to be proactive about raising money.    

Here are some strategies to consider:  

• Plan ahead. Track grant cycles, application deadlines, and other income opportunities on a calendar. 

This helps ensure you’re prepared and not scrambling to write bids at the last minute, allowing time for 

thoughtful and high-quality applications.  

• Write a “case for support”. Craft a compelling narrative that conveys why your library of things matters. 

This can be a document or presentation that outlines your mission, impact, success stories, and specific 

needs. It can be used in grant applications, donor outreach, or sponsorship pitches to help secure 

funding.  

• Embed your fundraising in your operations. Include calls for support in your leaflets, website, 

newsletter and social media.    

• Cultivate long-term relationships. Look to establish ongoing support. Remember who gives you 

money.  Report back to them on what you’ve achieved. Don’t be afraid to ask for more.   

• Diversify your income streams. Relying on a single source of funding is risky. There are a host of ways 

of making money - from memberships and fees, through sales, appeals, committed giving and 

crowdfunding to grant funding, corporate sponsorship and events.     

• Consider side projects. Many libraries of things have sustained their operations with the help of grants 

for side projects - such as the recycling of e-waste or a sharing event.    

By combining a proactive approach with a diversified funding strategy, you can create a more resilient 

financial foundation that will help your library of things thrive in the long term.  

Embrace Continuous Publicity  

Don’t be surprised if usage falls after you launch!  

However good your initial publicity, many people in your community will remain unaware that you exist and 

of what you do. And others will need to be persuaded to use your service. Even your most enthusiastic 

supporters will find themselves nipping off to a tool shop to buy something they could have borrowed.   

Sustained publicity is essential to grow your market and to keep it engaged.  

Here are some strategies that might help.   
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• Think ahead. Develop a forward calendar of opportunities to post on social media or to contact the 

media. Plan seasonal posts for different times of the year. Mark celebrations like International Day of 

Happiness (20th March), International Repair Day (19th October) and Buy Nothing Day (the last Friday in 

November).   

• Use your phone camera. Images drive your promotions, especially for social media so take photos and 

make films of everything you do.  

• Post at every opportunity. Use social media and your e-newsletter to regularly update your followers 

on new items, success stories, and impact statistics. Sharing real-life stories and testimonials can 

demonstrate the value of the library and keep it fresh in people’s minds.  

• Jump on bandwagons. Share reports, repost newspaper articles, highlight your contribution to tackling 

major issues like the cost of living and climate change.     

• Get around. Participating in local markets/fairs, community meetings, or public talks can raise 

awareness. Offering introductory sessions or workshops to local schools, workplaces, or community 

groups also helps spread the word about the project - and its impact.  

• Build relationships with local journalists. Try to get to know reporters working for your local 

newspapers, radio stations and tv. Find out what they’re interested in and give them stories to meet their 

needs. Coverage in newspapers, magazines, or local directories can extend your reach and attract 

attention from people who may not be active on social media.  

Embed Your Library in Your Community  

A sustainable library of things relies on active community support. Building strong relationships with local 

stakeholders, volunteers, and partner projects can increase community buy-in and bring in resources that 

support the longevity of the project.  

• Engage your members and volunteers. Your members are a resource. Engage them through regular 

communications and events. Recruit them to volunteer for you by offering the fun and meaningful ways 

to help you. Ask them to advocate for and promote your library of things within their networks.   

• Collaborate with related organisations. Form partnerships with local groups that share similar goals, 

such as repair cafes, remakeries and craft workshops. Make links with environmental groups, religious 

groups, community centres, schools and colleges. These connections will help you promote your library 

and provide resources, venues for events, and volunteers. They may even open up new funding 

opportunities.  
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• Build relationships with statutory bodies and local businesses. Local councillors and their officers 

can provide advice and contacts, sort out problems, access resources and even give you funding. So can 

people who are working locally for the health services or national agencies.  Businesses can help with 

publicity and gifts in kind (e.g. for a raffle).    

Measure Your Impact  

What’s measured matters! A sustainable library of things will, over time, collect a wealth of data on its 

operations. This data is invaluable for planning your operations effectively and for supporting funding 

applications.   

 

At the Share Shed, we routinely record how many members we have and what’s been borrowed. We track 

our income from various sources and our spending. We take advantage of options in Lend Engine that allow 

us to calculate the money we save people and the carbon emissions our loans avoid.  

 
Counters that demonstrate our impact are displayed on the Share Shed website 
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We have set up an ongoing survey, using Google Forms, to ask new members why they’ve joined, what they 

would do if we weren’t there (see below) and what sort of events they might like to see us organise. We, 

periodically, run special consultations, via social media, to ask people why they don’t use our service. We 

survey our partners to find out how they’d like to work with us.     

 

As well as quantitative data, it’s also worth collecting stories about how people use your library of things - 

and the impact that this has on their lives. These stories can be used for promotions and to provide colour 

for your funding applications.    

And don’t forget to keep abreast of what’s been written by others, including in the academic literature. We’re 

often asked for, but are unaware of, any detailed academic assessments of the social, cultural and health 

impacts of libraries of things. The following papers are freely available and worth reading.   

• Ameli, N. Design for sharing: libraries of things as a product-service system’ PLATE: Product Lifetimes 
and the Environment. pp. 14-19 2017 Research in Design Series 10.3233/978-1-61499-820-4-14   

• Baden, D.; Peattie, K.; Oke, A. Access Over Ownership: Case Studies of Libraries of 
Things. Sustainability 2020, 12, 7180. https://doi.org/10.3390/su12177180  

Adapt and Innovate  

Finally, flexibility and innovation are key to staying relevant and sustainable. As needs and interests shift, so 

should your library of things. Regularly assess your project’s offerings and be open to evolving based on 

feedback and new opportunities.  

https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLSc6aXmeshSgK7ZqJ415aDYmHK2II-KxDkSH94ty1BcOQMeT6g/viewform?usp=sf_link
https://leihladen-vernetzung.de/wp-content/uploads/2022/01/Ameli-Najine-_-Design-for-Sharing-Library-of-Things-as-a-Product-Service-System-_PLATE2017.pdf
https://leihladen-vernetzung.de/wp-content/uploads/2022/01/Ameli-Najine-_-Design-for-Sharing-Library-of-Things-as-a-Product-Service-System-_PLATE2017.pdf
https://www.mdpi.com/2071-1050/12/17/7180
https://www.mdpi.com/2071-1050/12/17/7180
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We went mobile because communities outside Totnes pestered us to set up libraries of things in their towns. 

We extended our reach after similar requests from towns further away. We cut our service to Bridgetown, a 

suburb of Totnes, when data showed local people were happily using our service in Totnes itself.  We learnt 

to stock more than one of our most popular items, such as hedge trimmers. when we found ours fully 

booked at peak times. We bought sturdier carpet cleaners when the cheaper models we first bought broke 

down. We’ve stopped offering items, such as bicycles because the insurance proved too difficult.     

Final Thoughts  

Sustaining a library of things requires continual effort. But by proactively fundraising, continuously 

promoting what you do, fostering community connections, measuring your impact, and remaining adaptable, 

you can keep afloat and your library of things can become a cherished and enduring resource for your 

community, empowering people to borrow, share, and care for resources together.                          

            

Further resources  

• Here you can find a collection of resources made available by other like-minded projects.  

• Here you can watch a webinar we did on how to set up a library of things.  

• Here you can watch an ‘Ask the Share Shed’ session Mirella held with the general public (and see the 

FAQ).  

• We also recorded two webinars in collaboration with other sharing projects in the UK on how to set up 

library of things, which you can watch here and here.  

• Here you can you can watch a webinar hosted by CAG Devon, which we recorded in collaboration with 

Share Shop Tiverton on how to set up a library of things. 

• Here you can see a directory of Library of Things in the UK  

https://www.pinterest.com.au/sharingshedmelbourne/library-of-things-startup-resources/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xs_pYwztGJM&t=657s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-UPkXr-6v1w
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xmzp29C3QBI
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iWhDutR-OVQ&t=234s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=02C8cge-IV8
https://cagdevon.org.uk/
https://shareshoptiverton.org.uk/
https://www.ethicalconsumer.org/home-garden/library-things-directory
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Relevant Facebook groups  

• UK Library of Things Network  

• Repair and Share UK Network  

• Library of Things Administrators  

• Tool Libraries & Libraries of Things: A Global Movement 

Stay in Touch 

We are happy to talk further and answer any questions that you may have if you contact us via 

info@shareshed.org.uk. Visit our website via www.shareshed.org.uk and follow us on Facebook and 

Instagram @shareshedmobile.   

For more information about the Network of Wellbeing, visit www.networkofwellbeing.org.  

All the very best of luck with your project!   

  

https://www.facebook.com/groups/620914451431819
https://www.facebook.com/groups/629874107732077
https://www.facebook.com/groups/2264099010336961
https://www.facebook.com/groups/416470378721657
mailto:info@shareshed.org.uk
http://www.shareshed.org.uk/
https://www.facebook.com/shareshedmobile
https://www.instagram.com/shareshedmobile/
http://www.networkofwellbeing.org/

