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Introduction: “A vision for Public Libraries” 
by Margaret Hodge, Minister for Culture 

I launched the Public Library Consultation in December and throughout the past few 
months, and indeed before, I have been struck by the passion and sincerity of those who 
have contributed. The dedication and inventiveness of many leaders of the library 
service is impressive, and the zeal of local users is second to none, a testament to the 
value bestowed on public libraries. I, too, am convinced of the great significance and 
impact of the work of the public library service; the vigour and willingness of its staff, 
the overwhelming public support for its place in community life and the genuinely life 
transforming potential of its impact. 

Public libraries are a democratic entitlement for every individual, for every community 
and for the whole nation. To echo the American Library Association I believe the public 
library service is a unique institution, that “guards against the tyrannies of ignorance 
and conformity, and its existence indicates the extent to which a democratic society 
values knowledge, truth, justice, books, and culture1”. For many people, libraries are a 
haven of hope, a gateway to knowledge and learning, and an opportunity to access 
information and to participate as a citizen. With more branches than McDonalds or 
Boots, and more visits to libraries than shoppers in London’s West End, the public 
library network is a triumph of infrastructure and branding2. Our libraries are the 
keepers of a national book collection which reflects our shared learning and chronicles 
our intellectual and cultural environment. 

We have seen some significant investment in public libraries over the last 10 years: 
£120m National Lottery Funds were invested in the People’s Network, delivered by the 
Museums, Libraries & Archives Council (MLA), to provide broadband internet access and 
staff IT training in every library in the UK3; the Big Lottery Fund awarded £80m 
investment across 58 local authorities to invigorate libraries as centres of wider 
community activity and engage local people in plans to build or refurbish libraries. The 
MLA have secured investment into a range of initiatives such as Boys into Books, Book 
Ahead and the Festival of Learning. Partnership programmes between libraries and third 
sector partners like The Reading Agency (TRA), the National Literacy Trust and Booktrust 
have been instrumental in growing readership especially among young people. The 
number of library led reading groups nearly trebled to 10,000 between 2004 and 2008, 
and 100,000 people now belong to a group.4 

1 http://www.ala.org/ala/alonline/resources/slctdarticles/12wayslibraries.cfm 
2 In 2007/08 there were 280 million visits to England’s libraries – 80 million more than shop each year in 
London’s West End. 200 million visitors visit London’s west End (the largest concentration of shops in west 
Europe with four miles of streets across Bond Street, Oxford Street and Regent Street) Source: New West 
End Company (www.newwestend.com) 

3 http://research.mla.gov.uk/evidence/documents/Peoples_network_evaluation_summary.pdf 
4 Reading Groups in Libraries Mapping Survey Findings- England and Wales, The Reading Agency, 2008 
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But, as every good librarian knows, public libraries are not about sitting back and passively 
waiting for people to borrow your books – they are about active engagement with the 
community, making links to other public services, and responding to the policy imperatives 
of the day. Where that happens there is evidence of their transformative impact. 

I want all national and local government departments to recognise the key role that 
public libraries can and do play in our priority policies – for instance, in helping people 
get online, improving literacy, providing services for families, helping people look for 
jobs, building community cohesion and libraries’ flexible role in signposting all sorts of 
public initiatives and services. Research commissioned by DCMS and the Evidence 
Reference group for this review suggests that public libraries can support parenting, the 
development of speech and early communication skills in children, and of course, the 
enjoyment of reading and child literacy5. 

I believe that the vision for public libraries set out in Framework for the Future6 still holds 
true today and their role continues to be to provide books, learning, information and 
entertainment to customers, to provide a centre for communities and to provide an 
education resource7. 

However, the context in which libraries operate is changing starkly and at speed. In our 
December consultation document we set out five challenges for Public Libraries8: 

• How can we reverse the current trend of decline in library usage and grow the 
numbers using the library service? 

• How can the library service respond to limited public resource and economic 
pressures? 

• How can all libraries respond to a 24/7 culture and to changing expectations of people 
who want immediate access to information? 

• How can all libraries grasp the opportunities presented by digitisation? 

• How can the library service demonstrate to citizens, commentators and politicians 
that they are still relevant and vital? 

We received 154 consultation responses, 68 of which were from local government or 
library authorities, 43 were from companies or organisations (including 9 from library 
campaign groups) and 43 were from individuals. An additional 15 people commented on 
the RightToReply website and 28 essays were included in the consultation document, 
approximately 80 people attended reference groups, round tables or Project Board 
meetings. DCMS ministers and officials have discussed our vision at over 30 meetings 
with stakeholders and spoken at a number of high profile events. 

This consultation exercise has endorsed those five challenges, with a number of 
submissions responding to the challenges rather than individual questions. 

It is also clear that there is a collective acceptance of a sixth challenge: the variety in 
the quality of the library service across the country. Replicating themes from Framework 
for the Future, there continues to be recognition that, although there are many examples 
of innovative, world class services, there are parts of the service which are not 

5 Capturing the Impact of Libraries (http://www.culture.gov.uk/reference_library/publications/5914.aspx) 
6 Framework for the Future, DCMS, 2003 (http://www.culture.gov.uk/what_we_do/libraries/3410.aspx) 
7 This was the role set out in the consultation document and was supported by respondents to the 
consultation. Empower, Inform, Enrich, DCMS, December 2009. 
http://www.culture.gov.uk/reference_library/consultations/6488.aspx 

8 We have re-ordered the challenges in this document to suit the narrative and prevent unnecessary duplication 
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performing effectively and best practice is not easily shared across the 151 library 
authorities, 3,500 libraries or the 21,000 people who work in the service. 

This document aims to build on Framework for the Future, by communicating and 
maximising the work of public libraries, and supporting the service to respond to those 
six challenges with confidence. I want to set a collective challenge for all libraries to 
become as innovative and imaginative as the best so that the service remains cherished 
and valued by all and continues to be a lynchpin in local communities in the 21st 
century. 

I am grateful to the many individuals and organisations who have responded to 
questions, attended meetings and events, and provided views, perspectives and 
information to this process. I would particularly like to thank staff at the MLA, the 
Review’s Project Board and Reference Groups and the Advisory Council on Libraries who 
have given generously of their ideas and experience. 
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Summary of Proposals
 

Chapter 1 – Aim: to drive the quality of all library services up to the level of 
the best 

1: A Library Offer to the Public: The Government recommends a Library Offer to the 
public for all public libraries in England. The Library Offer will be made up of a ‘core 
offer’ of services which all library services should deliver and a ‘local offer’ of services, 
shaped and delivered at local level. 

A core offer for all libraries: Government recommends that the core offer for all libraries 
should include the following provisions to be made available across all library authorities: 

•	 Library membership from birth: Details of local schemes to ensure that library 
membership is available from the earliest point in a child’s life (The Government 
expects that from April 2011 all local authorities ensure that library membership is an 
entitlement to children from birth. More detail in proposal 8) 

•	 An opportunity to have your say and get involved in shaping the service (local 
details to be set out) 

•	 Free access to a range and quality of book stock to browse and borrow and 
online resources and information that meet local needs (including e-books as the 
market grows) 

•	 Access to the national book collection – any book from anywhere: Order any book 
through your library (even out of print books) 

•	 Free Internet access for all: Computers and access to online information and 
communication. (The Government will change legislation to prevent library authorities 
charging for internet access from April 2011. Further details set out in proposal 27) 

•	 Help to get online: Support for people using the internet for the first time or 
searching for information 

•	 Links to other public services and opportunities: Connections to health, education 
and learning or employment opportunities (local details to be set out) 

•	 A Community of Readers: Connecting people to other readers through reading 
groups, activities and recommendations 

•	 Flexible opening hours to suit the needs of the local people (local details to be set out) 

•	 Commitment to customer service and expert, helpful staff 

•	 A safe local space which is accessible and convenient for the community 

•	 24 hour access: Through your library’s online catalogue, online reference and other 
services. Website details to be set out 

•	 Services which reach out and attract local people (local details to be set out 
including ‘at home’ services to housebound people) 

•	 An opportunity to be a member of all libraries in England: Easy to join, accessible 
services as announced by the Society of Chief Librarians (SCL)9 

9 http://www.goscl.com 
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The Government believes that these services represent the core offer which should be 
provided across all library authorities in England. Most library authorities are already 
providing this core service in full but Government recommends that all libraries provide 
a universal core offer. 

A local offer for libraries: As part of the local element of the Library Offer to the 
public, library authorities can shape their offer around local need but might consider 
including: 

• Commitments on book stock variety, investment and procurement 

•	 Opportunities and activities for young people as part of the local provision of 
positive activities 

• Provisions for learning such as improving reading and writing skills, and partnerships 
with local schools, early years settings and children’s centres 

•	 An Events programme including training events or activities for readers and author 
visits 

•	 Family activities: Family reading and learning activities – Bookstart Rhymetime 
homework clubs, links to family information services, holiday reading challenges. 

•	 Programmes of engagement with the community including outreach initiatives and 
ways of encouraging wider usage, including families 

• Details of how to get involved with user groups, supporting or influencing the library 
service 

•	 Spaces for community use 

•	 Childcare or crèche 

•	 Additional Services like CD and DVD borrowing, a book delivery service, coffee shops etc 

Other ideas are included throughout this document. 

Next steps: Government recommends that library authorities finalise their Library Offer 
to the public by the end of 2010. Government will review the Library Offer after two 
years and consider whether to legislate to make it a statutory obligation. 

2. Guidance on process of engagement and consultation: Sitting alongside the 
Library Offer to the public, the questions set out below are issued here as best practice 
guidance on the processes which Government recommends library authorities consider 
under their statutory duty. Government will review the best practice guidance set out 
here after two years and consider whether to legislate to make the guidance statutory. 

Q1 What resources are available and how does this match the needs of the 
community? 

• Have you analysed and considered need and demand? What are the specific needs of 
adults, families and young people of all ages? Would members of the community be 
able and willing to contribute to the delivery of library services as volunteers or 
joint managers? 

• What are the needs of those living, working and studying in the area? 

• How accessible is the service? Is public transport appropriate? Are there barriers to 
physical access of library buildings that should be removed? 

• Have local people been consulted? How? 

• What are the views of users and what are the views of non users? 

• Have you done an Equality Impact Assessment? 
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Children, Young People & Families Stronger Communities 

Create shared learning environment 
within community 

Increase parenting skills 

Support inter-generational 
relationships and learning 

Increase family support and activities 

Increase learning opportunities 

Extend role and hours of partner 
library and school 

Libraries contributing to Every Child 
Matters outcomes and extending 
learning provision 

Improvement and extension in services 

Increased efficiencies 

Community engagement and 
management of assets 

Increased democracy 

Joined-up housebound and mobile 
services 

Stronger and more cohesive communities 

User involvement in design and delivery 
of services 

Improved co-working across 
community-focussed organisations 

Tailored support to people’s 
individual needs 

Volunteering opportunities 

Where schools are sited in the 
right place for a community local 
authorities have participated with 
BSF to set up joint school and 
community libraries. 

Cambridgeshire – community 
managed libraries based upon agreed 
standards of service and performance 

Leeds – libraries hosting community 
groups and sharing space and 
resources with youth service, 
housing and advice, information 
& guidance teams 

Suffolk’s mobile library service has 
longer stops for community activities 
allowing other advisers and services 
to use the library to reach rural 
communities. New satellite dishes on 
the vans provide full online use of the 
internet and the library catalogue 
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Appendix C: A Modernised Public 
Library Workforce 

Meeting the needs of communities
 

Personal attributes 
and behaviours: 

• Values and ethics 

• Refl ective practice 

• Go-to people with a can-do approach 

• Flexibility 

• Positive and helpful attitude 

• Entrepreneurship and creativity 

• Strategic vision and thinking 

• Political awareness. 

Core library and information skills: 
• Knowledge, understanding and enthusiasm for reading, 

learning and information literacy in the community 

• Managing, promoting, preserving and evaluating resources 

• Understand, facilitate and support community’s reading, 
learning and information needs. 

Generic skills: 
• Customer care 

• Community and audience 
engagement 

• Communication and marketing 

• Relationship management 

• Partnership working 

• Working with children, young people 
and vulnerable adults 

• Project management and outcome 
delivery 

• E-capable and e-confi dent 

• Advocacy. 

Specifi c leadership and 
management skills: 

• Performance management 

• Financial management 

• Business development 

• Inspiring leadership 

• Governance and ethics 

• Managing and developing people 

• Political advocacy 

• Cultural expertise 
and understanding 
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