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Preface

In 2005, Glen Holt penned an editorial in Public Library Quarterly that
strongly encouraged readers to reflect on the reasons that the quality and
capacities of public libraries are not viewed as critical infrastructure at
the local level or as a matter of national interest at the federal level. The
editorial leaves these questions unanswered, but there is one area that
accounts for much of the situation he identifies. In large measure, the
answers to those questions can be found within the policy and political
processes that affect public libraries and the choices made by the library
profession in relation to policies and politics.

The amount of funding and other support for a public library primari-
ly depends on local and state policies and politics, while the parameters
within which libraries operate as social institutions are heavily driven by
national policies and politics. The political and policy decisions that im-
pact public libraries are inexorably linked to the perceptions of libraries
among decisions makers and members of the public, as well as the ways
in which public libraries choose to represent themselves to the world
around them. Public libraries tend not to fare well in the political and
policy processes, for some reasons beyond their control and for some
reasons that are their own creation.

Drawing on original research by the authors and a wide range of
resources from across the fields of library science, governance, public
policy, education, and other related areas, this book examines the com-
plex position of public libraries within policy and politics in the United
States. Traditionally, these areas have been badly neglected by library
scholarship and insufficiently considered in library missions and advoca-
cy efforts. If the public library is to continue to meet the enormous num-
ber of community needs that it now fulfills, and if it is to continue to exist
as an institution of the public good that is publicly funded, the attitudes
toward and depth of engagement with policy and politics must change
among public librarians, professional organizations, and scholars.

In the abstract, public libraries seem like they should be in a position
of greater strength than ever in terms of public perception and political
support. Public libraries provide digital literacy education and guarantee
access to technology and the Internet, ensuring that everyone in the com-
munity can participate in e-government (digital communications be-
tween citizens and government), online education, job seeking, and myri-
ad other ways in which the Internet is now central to daily life for most
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people. In the majority of communities, the public library is the only
place where free public Internet access is available. Public libraries have
proven central to emergency response and recovery in communities af-
fected by disasters all around the nation in the past decade. Public librar-
ies are partnering with community organizations, nonprofits, and other
local government agencies to create services that would never have been
possible, such as programs that enable people living in food deserts to
order and pick up fresh groceries at the library. Many library resources
are now offered on an anytime, anywhere basis through their websites or
via mobile-enabled services, with no trip to the library necessary.

And these are just examples of major innovations in what public li-
braries have regularly performed in the past fifteen years. Librarianship
has long been one of “those professions in which change is most drastic”
(Shera, 1963, p. 313), yet it has not wavered in its commitment to its
communities through the changes. In fact, the past fifteen to twenty years
have seen a dramatic shift in user-centered and sometimes user-created
innovation. Public libraries still serve as a truly public space where com-
munity groups can meet, where children learn to love to read and learn
through story hours, and where physical and digital books, reference
materials, magazines, videos, music, databases, and even musical instru-
ments, seeds for planting vegetable gardens, and cake pans for children’s
birthday parties, can be borrowed at no cost.

Public libraries remain a lifeline to people in need of social services,
job seekers, new immigrants, and so many other populations that have
few other places to turn. The economic downturn of the past five years
has demonstrated the value of public libraries to their communities, par-
ticularly as they assist the public to find jobs, gain digital literacy skills,
engage with governments, and access technologies and resources. As
governments shrank, public libraries stepped in to fill the void—and the
need—left behind by fewer resources and capacity. Governments may
have shrunk, but the need for assistance in difficult economic times in-
creased.

The results of a national survey by the Pew Internet and the American
Life Project released in January 2013 demonstrate the depth of attach-
ment that members of the public have for their public libraries. Among
Americans aged sixteen and older, an astounding 91 percent believe that
public libraries are important to their communities, and 76 percent say
public libraries are important to their families (Zickuhr, Rainie, & Purcell,
2013). In the past year, 59 percent of respondents to the survey had visit-
ed a public library in person and/or online. The survey results also reveal
a large problem for public libraries in terms of letting community mem-
bers, politicians, and policy makers know what they contribute to their
communities—only 22 percent of respondents were familiar with most or
all of the services offered by their public library.



Preface xiii

Having overwhelming public endorsement and successfully serving
their communities’ needs seem to do public libraries little good in the
arena of politics and policy making. When local communities have to cut
spending, libraries are usually suggested as a great place to save money
as part of austerity programs. Most libraries have suffered fairly signifi-
cant, permanent cuts over the past few years. Suggestions for closing
them altogether abound, with Google often being identified as already
having made libraries obsolete. At the national level, the federal govern-
ment has been creating an array of laws that simultaneously create sub-
stantial burdens for libraries and limit the information that they can pro-
vide to their patrons. Governments at all levels have embraced a govern-
ance philosophy that emphasizes the privatization of public goods when-
ever possible, with those goods that cannot readily be privatized needing
to demonstrate clear economic contributions. Altogether, this is not a
political and policy-making environment that will likely be beneficial to
public libraries.

This environment did not just spontaneously appear, however. Public
libraries have done themselves no favors in the lack of attention they
have accorded to policy and politics, given the enormous impact that
both actually have on libraries. The insufficient efforts to explain the
contributions of public libraries outside of the circles of library profes-
sionals and library patrons have not helped, either. While it is true that “it
is easy for an overburdened profession, in the press of urgent detail, to
forget the larger issues exist” (Wakeman, 1962, p. 348), those larger issues
profoundly affect the profession whether they are confronted or not.

Publicly funded entities need the members of the public to under-
stand and value what they do. Even people who have never had reason
to call the fire department generally still appreciate its existence, under-
stand what services it provides, and want it to be funded. For public
libraries, many community members who are not library patrons have no
idea about the range of services and material that libraries provide. Peo-
ple who don’t know what the library does are less likely to lobby strongly
enough for it to be supported with tax dollars. The political figures and
policy makers who don’t use the library and don’t know what it does
beyond providing books (a service on the decline) will not be overly
inclined to fund it, particularly in the absence of widespread and vocal
public support.

Thus, public libraries face the improbable and unenviable position of
mattering more to their communities than they ever have, while also
having a large portion of the community and many people in power
unsure why the library continues to exist. Fortunately, a greater engage-
ment in the arenas of policy and politics at local, state, and national
levels—emphasizing advocacy strategies that actually explain the value
of public libraries in terms that community members and policy makers
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understand—offers the ability to change perceptions about libraries and
the ways in which they are treated under the law.

As a profession, we need to wake up to the need to engage meaning-
fully in these processes in order to effectively fight for support for these
institutions that mean so much to so many. If we don’t act with commit-
ment and sense, the funding will continue to decrease, and the questions
of relevance and value will grow more ominous. There are many things
libraries could be doing, or doing better, to demonstrate their value to
their communities and to convey policy and political outcomes that
would better serve them to the people making such decisions. Crafting a
new role for public libraries in the world of policy and politics will not be
easy, but it is very necessary. It is a process that public libraries, individu-
al librarians, and supporters of libraries must dedicate themselves to as
an essential part of keeping services available and the doors open.

This book is intended to both explain the complexity of current
circumstances and offer strategies for effectively creating a better future
for public libraries. It is a data-driven examination of the intersections of
public libraries, library advocacy, and the policy-making and political
processes that shape libraries. Exploring and acting on these issues as an
integrated whole represents the only way that public libraries will be able
to engage an openly hostile political, policy-making, and economic cli-
mate to ensure that libraries can continue to meet the needs of their
communities.

By tracing where we are in terms of politics and policy, how we got
here, and what we can do to make things better—and using data along
the way—this book hopefully will make the situation public libraries
currently face less disheartening. The ideas and suggestions in this book
are intended to promote reflection, discussion, and, most importantly,
action. As a profession of practitioners, administrators, educators, and
scholars, we all understand the vital importance of public libraries. We
must learn to effectively turn our own understandings into a narrative
that enables people who use the library, people who make funding deci-
sions about the library, and people who craft policies related to the li-
brary to understand that public libraries are still the quintessence of the
public good.
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ONE
Politics, Policies, and Public Libraries

During the recent global economic downturn, public libraries in the Unit-
ed States have experienced a surge in their usage. At the same time, they
are undergoing a critical transformation from being places of collections
to community centers that provide the assistance, resources, and technol-
ogy necessary to apply for social services, seek employment, complete
schoolwork, engage civically, communicate with friends and family, and
find entertainment options. Public libraries have come to serve as the
primary guarantor of Internet access for those with no access, with limit-
ed access, or who need help navigating online content, while also playing
a key role in digital literacy instruction, e-government delivery, emergen-
cy response, and a range of other new Internet-enabled functions to serve
their communities. But more significantly, public libraries engage in a
range of activities that build digitally literate and inclusive communities
that support twenty-first-century learning, economic development, and
engagement. Most recently, libraries have become spaces for innovation
through the creation of makerspaces, humanities-based programming
that encourages audiences to engage, adapt, and create new materials,
and the provision of resources and space for community technology en-
thusiasts.

These new roles are in addition to the long-established roles of public
libraries, ranging from promoting early childhood literacy to supporting
educated democratic participation. Public libraries can be understood as
a connecting layer of society, bridging social structures and individual
members of the public through the connections of print, technology, com-
munity meeting spaces, and other means of sharing knowledge (Pawley,
2009). Libraries have also begun to create innovative partnerships with
other community organizations to deliver otherwise unavailable services
to their communities, from providing grocery delivery in food deserts to
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2 Chapter 1

serving as comprehensive immigration centers. The contemporary public
library has evolved into both a community center and a center for ser-
vices to the community.

Yet, as libraries have increasingly taken on essential roles to ensure
access to information and create digitally inclusive communities, library
support has been slashed at the local, state, and federal levels. In a politi-
cal climate centered on austerity, libraries have been targeted as an un-
wise expenditure of public funds. Some jurisdictions have moved to pri-
vatize their libraries and library services; some commentators claim that
Google has eliminated the need for libraries; and Forbes magazine contin-
ues to label a master of library science (MLS) as the worst master’s degree
to earn. This overall denigration of the value of libraries among econom-
ic, political, and policy-making circles has accelerated since the Reagan
administration in the 1980s, being driven by the widespread embrace of
the principles of neoliberal economic and neoconservative political ideol-
ogies. These forces work in tandem to undermine the value accorded to
public goods and public services in policy-making and political contexts
by demanding that public institutions demonstrate the economic contri-
butions of their service to the public.

In this same time frame, the number of laws and policies that directly
affect public library operations has increased significantly. The ability of
libraries to meet the needs of the public through the services and re-
sources they offer is intertwined with state and federal laws that govern
copyright, privacy, cybersecurity, access to telecommunications infra-
structure, and censorship, among others. The resulting complex legal
framework in which libraries reside, particularly in the digital realm,
creates a number of challenges for libraries as they seek to serve their
communities. This complexity is enhanced by the mixed messages often
imbedded in these laws and policies. By way of example, a recent Federal
Communications Commission (FCC) report lauded public libraries for
being the primary source of digital literacy education in the nation, while
simultaneously suggesting that a large portion of the federal funds cur-
rently earmarked for libraries be reallocated to provide corporate subsi-
dies. The end result is that public libraries—perhaps the most inclusive of
community institutions—are providing unprecedented levels of commu-
nity and individual support as they simultaneously are bled dry finan-
cially, hedged in their services by law and policy, and turned into a
political scapegoat. This counterintuitive situation has been badly ne-
glected as an area of study in the scholarship of political science, public
policy, and library science.

To engage these issues of great importance to libraries, communities,
public policy, and the health of democracy, this book analyzes both the
politics and the policy context surrounding public libraries in the United
States. In using the term politics, the meaning is intended to focus on the
impacts of political discourse and the positions asserted in political pro-
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cesses on public libraries. The issue at hand is not the promotion of the
active endorsement of specific politicians or political parties by libraries.
Policy, on the other hand, denotes the process of creating government
directives to address public problems through decisions, actions, and
options that will be acted on by individuals, organizations, and the
government itself. Policies can be created by legislation, executive orders,
agency memos, rule making, signing statements, and a range of other
measures at the government’s disposal depending on the level of govern-
ment.

PUBLIC LIBRARIES IN THE POLITICAL WORLD

In the seventh century, Greek poet Archilocus wrote, “The fox knows
many things, but the hedgehog knows one big thing.” In 1953, social
philosopher Isaiah Berlin expanded this notion to describe how thinkers
can generally be separated into two categories: foxes, “who pursue many
ends, often unrelated, and even contradictory,” and hedgehogs, “who
relate everything to a single central vision” (Berlin, 1953, p. 3). Simply
put, intellectual hedgehogs seek synthesis, and intellectual foxes seek
evaluation (Hlebowitsh, 2010). While the terms can be seen as having
inherently negative connotations, Berlin meant them as equally valid ap-
proaches if applied thoughtfully, listing Aristotle, Shakespeare, Pushkin,
and Balzac as foxes and Plato, Dostoevsky, and Nietzsche as hedgehogs.

Foxes are intellectual gatherers—adapting to changes, taking many
approaches to a problem, seeing many possible outcomes, dealing well
with uncertainty and complexity, practicing self-reflection, and examin-
ing problems in a multidisciplinary manner. In contrast, hedgehogs are
intellectual predators, who frame the operation of the world in one or
two very big ideas that they espouse, confidently bending new informa-
tion to fit their pet ideologies. Foxes think loudly and act flexibly, while
hedgehogs speak loudly and act stubbornly. The terms stem from the
differences between the two animals in nature. The fox is amazingly
adaptable in habit, diet, and living quarters, while hedgehogs keep to
established behavior patterns. In the natural world, foxes have flourished
and hedgehog populations are declining quickly. These metaphors apply
not only to individual thinkers, but to organizational and governmental
philosophies, with policies often reflecting a fox-like or hedgehog-like
attitude toward policy objectives (Michel, 2009; Provizer, 2008). Berlin
was extremely interested in the political process and the implications of
these ideas for political leaders and policy makers (Hanley, 2004).

In the current political environment in the United States, the public
library is a fox in a political world dictated by hedgehogs. Contemporary
discourse about politics and policy are dominated by the loudest voices
and the most strident opinions. The disadvantageous position in which
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public libraries find themselves in current political and policy-making
processes stems from the simple fact that they have neither the loudest
voices nor the most strident positions. As we will explore throughout this
book, public libraries are heavily affected by decisions in political and
policy-making realms that shape the funding, activities, and roles of li-
braries in society. Over the past two decades, as a result of these deci-
sions, libraries have been tasked with fulfilling additional responsibilities
in the face of increased limitations on their activities and funding sources.
These decisions have occurred at all levels of government, but have been
primarily driven by national debate and federal initiatives. Library dis-
course, however, tends to shy away from engaging the complex interrela-
tionships that so heavily impact the services public libraries can provide
to patrons and the roles that libraries can play in their communities. “For
a profession that specializes in the business of information, the library
profession suffers from a great paucity of research on its role in an area
on which its very existence depends” (Jenkins, 1990, p. 45).

The insufficient engagement of these political and policy issues by
libraries, unfortunately, hinders the ability of libraries to articulate their
contributions and positions to politicians, funders, and members of the
public, while simultaneously curtailing the development of advocacy,
management, and research strategies to better support library goals and
functions. There are many deeply rooted reasons for the failure to ade-
quately engage these issues at the broad national level. Traditionally,
public libraries have viewed themselves as primarily local entities, based
on the preponderance of funding being from local and state agencies, and
with many of the operational decisions being tied to local-level entities
like city councils and library boards. Such relationships have been a cen-
tral part of library operations since the beginning of the modern public
library movement in 1876 (Wiegand, 2011).

Public libraries have also long embraced a stance of attempting to
remain impartial arbiters of information, which has been unhelpfully
characterized as a position of neutrality. While meant as a way to remain
impartial in the eyes of the public, the end result is self-defeating, as this
stance has far too often been interpreted as meaning that public libraries
should remain bystanders in political debates that affect their ability to
function. “If we don’t lobby for libraries and the public’s access to infor-
mation, the money and support will not be there” (Abbott-Hoduski, 2003,
p. 2). The assumption of a bystander position, though, is not always by
choice; in many places, libraries have had limitations placed on their
ability to advocate for themselves in decisions made by local govern-
ments.

The other key challenge in engaging complex national debates about
policies and politics that directly impact public libraries is that such de-
bates are frequently not couched in those terms. In the current environ-
ment where information, communication, and technology have become
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intertwined, many proposed laws and political debates have enormous
consequences for libraries as providers of information access, technology
access, and information education. But many of these debates on issues
that are so important to libraries never actually mention libraries. Instead,
the impacts on libraries are part of economic debates, technological deci-
sions, and information policies. The latter, in particular, has an additional
layer of complexity to the extent that information policy—the policy deci-
sions related to information, communication, and technology—generally
does not dominate political or media attention. Unlike other types of
policy, it lacks a tangible component. While one can tactilely experience
or at least observe the impacts of trade, education, finance, the environ-
ment, the military, and other prominent areas of policy, information re-
mains an abstraction. Yet information policy decisions shape the creation,
access, usage, management, exchange, security, display, collection, and
other uses of information, with innumerable implications for public li-
braries.

The position of the library profession in policy and politics has been
further undercut by the fact that many in the library profession have
simply not wanted to engage in issues beyond the library, a theme that
has been returned to repeatedly in library discourse. A classic example of
the genre is Ervin J. Gaines’ vitriolic article from 1980 attacking the notion
that a library should do anything to serve its community beyond provid-
ing access to books, mocking movements toward “social work” and the
“epidemic of outreach” (pp. 50–51). Others in the library community
have not been against becoming involved in policy and politics so much
as afraid to become involved. “We somehow seem to be a profession
startled to find that we really do have deeply held convictions, that our
words really do have meaning and consequence, and that when we act
on our professional values someone actually notices” (Buschman, Ro-
senzweig, & Harger, 1994, p. 576).

As public libraries and library professionals tend not to be directly
engaged in political and policy-making processes, the voices of public
librarianship that are inserted into debates are those of a handful of small
professional organizations with limited lobbying arms. The intentions of
the American Library Association (ALA) and other organizations are to
represent the perspectives of libraries to governments, but they are badly
outmanned and outfinanced by industries and other professional organ-
izations. If a policy decision related to information pits major technology
corporations on one side and professional library organizations on the
other, the practical advantages will not rest with the library organiza-
tions.

Simply put, having a limited voice in these policy and political de-
bates is not conducive to the long-term ability of public libraries to fulfill
their missions and meet the needs of their communities. “Librarians and
library supporters haven’t shifted their political advocacy to the aggres-
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sive stance which will provide the funds we need to stay afloat, let alone
keep up with the future as it develops” (Turner, 1997, p. 5). The inesca-
pable fact at this point is that public libraries are entities that are strongly
affected by political discourse and policy making at all levels of govern-
ment, with decisions shaping budgets, freedom of access, intellectual
property, and management perspectives, among many other core ele-
ments that determine the extent to which libraries can successfully serve
their communities.

Set against the backdrop of a global recession, the last few years serve
as a microcosm for the interrelationship between public libraries, policy
making, and political processes. Politicians campaign on platforms that
emphasize austerity and cost cutting and aggressively cut the budgets of
libraries and other institutions for the public good. All the while, earlier
policy decisions that weakened the economy have led to an increasing
number of people turning to public libraries for help with finding a job,
applying for social services, interacting with government agencies, and
learning new digital skills through the technology access and assistance
provided by the library, as well as availing themselves of entertainment
options for which they can no longer afford to pay (Bertot, Jaeger, &
Greene, 2013; Sigler et al., 2011; Taylor et al., in press). While the presi-
dent of the ALA in 2009 could state with no uncertainty that “public
libraries have been America’s first responders to the economic crisis”
(Rettig, 2009, n.p.), this public support role has led to the foisting of many
more responsibilities onto libraries with no additional funding.

Notwithstanding a growth in demand for their services, libraries are
increasingly appearing in political debates as a symbol of big government
by politicians who seek to curtail spending and/or limit social mobility of
underrepresented populations (Bertot, Jaeger, & Sarin, 2012). Public li-
braries have become viewed as easy targets for budget cuts by many, as
evidenced by a Fox News Chicago editorial that asked, “With the Internet
and e-books, do we really need millions for libraries?” (Davlantes, 2010,
n.p.). A similar sentiment was found in a Florida newspaper editorial
asserting that the Internet, and Google in particular, has made public
libraries redundant and that “no serious research is carried on in the
library stacks” (Elmore, 2008, n.p.). These views have not spontaneously
appeared but rather are the result of “50 long years of conservative fram-
ing [and] can be summed up in two words: ‘tax burden’” (LaRue, 2011,
n.p.).

The fact that library activities and contributions to their communities
cannot be easily translated into monetary terms makes them easy targets
for budget cuts, a fact that has been all too apparent throughout the
prolonged economic downturn that began in 2008. Governments have
been telling libraries around the country to make across-the-board cuts,
reduce staffing, cut materials budgets, close facilities, reduce hours, raise
fees and fines, and/or seek private funding (LaRue, 2009). Major sys-
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tems—including Boston, Chicago, Detroit, Los Angeles, Miami-Dade,
Philadelphia, Seattle, and Toronto—have each faced a combination of
staffing cuts, service reductions, and even branch closings in some cases.
In Chicago, the union representing library employees voted to accept a 10
percent pay cut and the elimination of 120 part-time positions to preserve
more jobs (Pensa, 2009). In just 2012, the Miami-Dade system lost 30
percent of its budget and about 200 staff positions, while the Detroit
system closed four branches and the entire Seattle system was closed for
one week, during which time employees were not paid (Kelley, 2012).
Some bright spots have emerged—in Los Angeles, community members
rallied to limit drastic cuts imposed by city leaders that resulted in a staff
reduction of 1,156 to 828 in one year and the closure of all libraries for
two days a week (Kelley, 2011, 2012). Citizens of many other commu-
nities, however, have not been as successful in fighting cuts. Although
most citizens support library funding and will vote in favor of ballot
initiatives for library funding, the unfortunate reality is that they often do
not get a chance to express their support (Dempsey, 2009, 2010).

Cuts imposed on medium- and small-sized systems—particularly sys-
tems of one library—may not be as large in real dollars, but the impact of
such cuts is often proportionally greater. The Charlotte-Mecklenburg sys-
tem, for example, suffered repeated dramatic cuts (Bethea, 2011). In 2006,
that library system was visited by then-First Lady Laura Bush to honor it
for its innovative outreach and community programs; by 2011, it had lost
one-third of its staff, closed branches, cut most programs, and slashed
hours in half at the remaining libraries. In Colton, California, the city
manager walked into the two library branches one day in 2009 and in-
formed everyone who worked there that they were fired and that the
libraries would be closed indefinitely (Goldberg, 2009). In Jackson
County, Oregon, all fifteen libraries were closed for seven months, laying
off one hundred library employees in the largest library closing in the
history of the United States (Battistella, 2010). By 2012, most libraries and
systems of all sizes were “furiously treading water,” with libraries report-
ing an overall average of 2.7 fewer employees than the year before (Kel-
ley, 2012, n.p.). As this prolonged economic downturn continues, public
libraries have become particularly vulnerable in terms of support. Most
libraries rely on local property tax revenues for a large portion of their
funding, and such revenues have fallen considerably as the housing mar-
ket has collapsed. At the same time, as governments at all levels look to
reduce their overall spending in reaction to falling revenues, public li-
braries, which continue to struggle with defining their value in economic
terms, have been a particularly appealing target for additional spending
reductions.

Changes in political discourse beyond economic issues have also
created an electoral environment that is markedly less hospitable to pub-
lic libraries than librarians of even ten years ago could have imagined.
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Similarly, the explosion of federal policies related to information trans-
lates into federal policy having much greater relevance to public libraries
than at any time in the past, though public libraries are rarely considered
in such policy debates. In the past fifteen years or so, among many other
mandates, federal policy has given public libraries the following:

• the Uniting and Strengthening America by Providing Appropriate
Tools Required to Intercept and Obstruct Terrorism Act (USA PA-
TRIOT Act) and the right of government agencies to collect a wide
range of libraries’ physical and electronic records and observe a
wide range of patron behaviors in libraries;

• the Homeland Security Act, with its capacities for government
agencies to limit government information made available and to
take information out of library collections;

• the Children’s Internet Protection Act (CIPA), requiring the filter-
ing of Internet access for all library computers—and thereby reduc-
ing the information patrons can access—in order to receive certain
types of funding;

• the E-rate (short for “education rate”) funding program, which re-
quires libraries to complete a byzantine application process in order
to receive support for library technology;

• the Digital Millennium Copyright Act (DMCA), raising serious is-
sues for libraries in providing electronic resources through their
own services and through interlibrary loan;

• the E-government Act, which ultimately encouraged many govern-
ment agencies to offload the training and support for use of their
online services to public libraries; and

• the FCC’s 2010 Broadband Plan, which suggests reducing funding
of libraries through E-rate and using the funds to promote private-
sector growth of broadband access.

For public libraries, the impacts of such policies and the impacts of poli-
tics are in many cases closely linked.

For example, despite a series of government programs that promote
digital inclusion and the widespread use of mobile technologies, many
populations—based on socioeconomic status, education, geography, lan-
guage, literacy, and disability—experience gaps in access to the Internet
and training in digital literacy skills (Jaeger, Bertot, Thompson, Katz, &
DeCoster, 2012). The National Broadband Plan, the Proposed Framework
for Digitally Inclusive Communities (2011) developed by the Institute of
Museum and Library Services (IMLS), and the multiagency DigitalLitera-
cy.gov site—as well as many other government policies and statements—
all rely on public library technology and training in different ways to
achieve a more digitally inclusive society. Such reliance occurs because
public libraries are uniquely equipped to support these efforts with hard-
ware, Internet connections, trained staff, and significant resources avail-
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able online and in print to support lifelong learning and skills develop-
ment (Jaeger & Bertot, 2011; Jaeger, Bertot, Thompson, Katz, & DeCoster,
2012). In fact, this role will likely grow as reductions of funding for school
libraries result in students needing another outlet for homework re-
sources, thereby increasing usage of the public libraries in those districts
(Resmovits, 2011). By and large, however, these digital inclusion policies
fail to adequately acknowledge the significant costs that are borne by
libraries as they strive to fill the various gaps in access (e.g., social ser-
vices in many states are entirely online, and agencies refer individuals to
the public library to access and fill out forms) (Gorham et al., 2013; Jaeger
& Bertot, 2011).

Prior to this recent proliferation of policies about—or having an im-
pact upon—libraries, federal policy discussions concerning libraries were
devoted largely to funding issues, primarily in connection with the Li-
brary Services and Construction Act (LSCA) in its various forms. In a
world of warrantless wiretaps, mandated filtering, and worries about
copyright in interlibrary loans, a focus on federal policy as a purely eco-
nomic issue seems truly appealing. Unfortunately, public libraries are
now heavily affected by policy making in much more than economic
policy at local, state, and federal levels. The combination of policies and
politics of recent years has placed libraries in the position of having to
defend both the “public” and the “good” aspects of being a public good.

As John Buschman (2003) has thoughtfully examined, public libraries
have suffered considerably in society as a result of the changes in political
philosophy that were ushered in during the Reagan administration. De-
regulation, changing tax and social priorities, spending cuts, and the em-
phasis on documentable contributions from organizations have had the
most significance for entities that were previously considered to exist
purely for the public good. Along with libraries, schools and social ser-
vice providers have scrambled to do more with less support, while trying
to convince policy makers of the value of their social contributions. This
philosophy places libraries in the near-impossible position of trying to
place an economic value on knowledge and learning or on literacy and
inclusion (Jaeger, Bertot, Kodama, Katz, & DeCoster, 2011; Jaeger, Bertot,
Thompson, Katz, & DeCoster, 2012). These changes have also fueled the
trend of libraries viewing patrons as consumers, which has only served to
reinforce the notion that library functions exist for a purpose other than
the public good (D’Angelo, 2006).

As such, the tidal wave of federal policies that place new limits or
burdens on libraries has coincided with the institutionalization of a phi-
losophy of governance and policy making that runs contrary to the no-
tion of publicly funded entities that exist solely to benefit the public. One
manifestation of this political philosophy in policy making has been the
advent of the idea of privatization, the bidding out of government re-
sponsibilities to private-sector companies to perform the same function,
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presumably at lower cost. Some public libraries in the United States, as
well as in other countries that have embraced this philosophy of govern-
ance, have faced the prospect of being privatized by their local govern-
ments as early as the mid-1990s. For example, the Riverside County pub-
lic library system in California, serving more than 1 million residents,
was privatized in 1997, while the same year the residents of Jersey City,
New Jersey, protested to prevent the privatization of their library system
(Hanley, 1998). The ALA recently published a book called Privatizing
Libraries (Jerrard, Bolt, & Strege, 2012), which begins by stating the strong
opposition of the ALA to privatization.

The current situation—characterized by economic turmoil, a prolifera-
tion of federal policies that impact libraries, and a dominant political
philosophy that fails to recognize public libraries’ social contributions—is
one in which libraries must convince an increasingly skeptical audience
of their value to the communities they serve, especially politicians and
policy makers who seem to be inherently skeptical about the value of
libraries. Engagement in the political and policy processes therefore “has
become a fundamental duty of all who believe in the very real contribu-
tions libraries make to U.S. culture, productivity, levels of literacy, and
embodiment of democratic values” (Halsey, 2003, p. 1). Given the crisis
mode in which many libraries find themselves operating, it is of little
surprise that they have been unable to present a unified voice in the
political and policy debates that have far-reaching implications for their
future. Their failure to carve out a role in these ongoing dialogues, how-
ever, has equally far-reaching implications.

THE DISSERVICE OF A DISORGANIZED DISCOURSE

Library professionals, educators, and researchers have not been extreme-
ly successful in engaging in these political and policy debates that have
led to the enactment of the laws described above. Often, a general mis-
understanding of a law or policy has fueled a disorganized or counter-
productive response, while the lack of awareness of a law or policy has
resulted in a rather muted response. In both of these types of cases, the
result has frequently been the institution of a law or policy that limits the
ability of libraries to guarantee access and equity. Recent laws and poli-
cies that have the largest impact on libraries have been ones that typically
serve to constrict the information that libraries can make available, not-
ably CIPA, the USA PATRIOT Act, and the Homeland Security Act.

The disservice to access and equity that results from disorganized and
underinformed political and policy discourse in librarianship is aptly
demonstrated in the reaction to the passage of the USA PATRIOT Act. In
the immediate aftermath of the passage of the law, much of the profes-
sional discourse focused on resistance to the law—advocating for whole-
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sale shredding of physical records and deleting of electronic records,
computer usage information, and patron checkout records—with some
even advocating that librarians should be willing to go to jail to oppose
the law. While the USA PATRIOT Act and the Homeland Security Act
did raise, and continue to raise, significant issues for libraries (as dis-
cussed in Gorham-Oscilowski & Jaeger, 2008; Jaeger, Bertot, & McClure,
2003; Jaeger & Burnett, 2005; Jaeger, McClure, Bertot, & Snead, 2004), the
actual impacts of the laws and the reactions to them in the library com-
munity have not been sufficiently connected. Perhaps as a result of this
disconnect, the vehemently negative initial reaction a decade ago to the
provisions of these laws has been replaced by an apparent lack of discus-
sion about them.

Another example can be seen in a current policy debate surrounding
the revision of Title 44 of the U.S. Code, which governs the operations of
the Government Printing Office (GPO) and the Federal Depository Li-
brary Program (FDLP). With the vast majority of government informa-
tion being distributed electronically through channels other than the
GPO and the FDLP, policy reform that leads to changes in their missions
and operations is inevitable. Notwithstanding a range of available ap-
proaches that libraries could promote in the policy debates to promote
the conversion of these programs into valuable contributors in the age of
e-government (as discussed in Bertot, Jaeger, Shuler, Simmons, &
Grimes, 2009; Jaeger, Bertot, & Shuler, 2010; Shuler, Jaeger, & Bertot,
2010), the reaction in the field has been one of utter fragmentation, with
Federal Depository Library Council (FDLC) meetings devolving into im-
passe and inaction. Even the presentation of potential futures envisioned
for the program can lead to strong negative reactions, arguing that no
change is needed in response to the advent of e-government. In all likeli-
hood, such fragmentation will lead to a policy solution that does not
effectively meet the needs of the FDLP libraries or their patrons.

The insufficient amount and breadth of policy and political analyses
to serve the library profession comes at a particularly inopportune time,
as policies that are introduced by both the legislature and the executive
branch are becoming increasingly confrontational. Proposed policies re-
lated to copyright and telecommunications, as two examples, have be-
come increasingly one sided in recent years. Whether due to successful
pressure from certain groups, policy makers’ ignorance about technolo-
gies and their implications, or a combination of both, policies related to
both copyright and telecommunications have increasingly focused on the
interests of only one stakeholder group rather than balancing—or at least
considering—the needs of all stakeholders in an issue.

The recent tussle over the Stop Online Piracy Act (SOPA), which was
ultimately withdrawn from consideration in Congress, emphatically
demonstrates this trend. SOPA was strongly supported by content crea-
tors, such as the movie, television, and music industries, and it was
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strongly opposed by the content providers, including the large Internet
companies. The proposed legislation would have benefitted content crea-
tors by giving them the right to shut down any website deemed to have
facilitated copyright or trademark infringement before any such infringe-
ment is proven, thereby prioritizing the rights of one stakeholder entirely
over another. A more balanced proposal would not have been so contro-
versial and might have been passed by Congress, but it would have been
out of step with the general current trend of confrontational policy mak-
ing.

It is perhaps impossible to ascertain whether policy making has be-
come inherently more confrontational due to the agendas themselves, to
strong increases in partisanship in the political parties, or to a general
dissipation of the traditional stakeholder-based approach to policy pro-
cesses. Regardless of the reason, public libraries now face a policy envi-
ronment where, if the library community wants their perspectives to be
interjected into debates of policy and politics, the onus is on them to do
so.

Whether or not the library community will actually take this step,
however, remains an open question. Given the recent proliferation of
books, articles, online discussions, and blog posts prognosticating on a
perceived demise of libraries or a death of library education (e.g., Cox,
2011; Dilevko, 2009; Swigger, 2012), it is not unreasonable to wonder if
the policy and political pressures on libraries are wearing on the psyche
of library practitioners, researchers, and educators. The policy and politi-
cal issues may loom so large that they seem too complex to fully grasp
and too all encompassing to confront. The resulting response is one of
quietly waiting for the end of the relevance of libraries. It does not have
to be this way by any stretch of the imagination. A far more robust schol-
arship devoted to policies and politics that affect libraries would empow-
er the field by imparting insights into the issues to change practices for
the better, advocate for laws and policies that will support libraries, and
understand the roles of libraries within the broader political and policy
contexts in which they operate.

Based on the scholarship and professional literature about libraries,
however, one could be forgiven for thinking that those who work in,
teach about, and study public libraries are generally unaware of connec-
tions between libraries, policy, and politics (Jaeger, Bertot, & Gorham,
2013). Amazingly, no book—prior to the one you are reading at this
moment—has provided a data-driven examination of the intersections of
public libraries, public policy, political processes, and library advocacy in
the United States. This major gap is part of a much larger lack of dis-
course in such a vital area—an omission made all the more surprising by
virtue of the fact that, over the past thirty years, significant shifts in
technology, political ideologies, and policy goals have resulted in an en-
vironment in which public libraries face the highest expectations to serve
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community needs against unprecedented political, economic, and policy
challenges.

In David Shavit’s 1986 book The Politics of Public Librarianship, he be-
moaned the fact that the last major engagement with the intersections of
politics and public libraries had been written thirty-seven years before by
Oliver Garceau as part of the Public Library Inquiry. Prior to Garceau’s
1949 book, Carleton Bruns Joeckel (1935) provided the first book-length
examination of public libraries and government, but the focus of the book
was on the optimal level of government for libraries to be part of. Cur-
rently, we are now more than fifteen years on from Edwin Beckerman’s
Politics and the American Public Library (1996), the last significant work to
look seriously at the impacts of political processes on public libraries.
Several books in the last twenty years have dealt with the political pro-
cess as the context of lobbying (e.g., Abbott-Hoduski, 2003; Halsey, 2003;
Turner, 1997), but these books have focused on lobbying activities rather
than political content and forces. While a very few other books dealing
with libraries and politics in more limited ways were written during this
time span—such as E. J. Josey’s Libraries in the Political Process (1980), a
collection of essays about advocating for funding for libraries in thirty-six
different parts of the country—there have only been the slimmest num-
ber of texts with a specific book-length focus on libraries and politics in
more than seventy years.

Direct engagements with the impact of policy making on public librar-
ies are even scarcer in larger works, and of the books focusing on infor-
mation policies—those that most significantly shape the contents and
functions of libraries—there appears to be a general disinclination to deal
with library issues. As with books about libraries and politics, very few
information policy books have been written, and many of those are the
same vintage as the Beckerman book (e.g., Burger, 1993; Hernon,
McClure, & Relyea, 1996). The book edited by Hernon, McClure, and
Relyea, for example, includes only a single essay on the impact of infor-
mation policies on public libraries. A rare exception, Wellisch, Patrick,
Black, and Cuardra’s The Public Library and Federal Policy (1974), actually
examines what the title suggests it does, but it dates from nearly four
decades ago. The only two recently published books on libraries and
policy, respectively, focus on the United Kingdom and provide an inter-
national overview that includes a mere fourteen pages on the United
States (Cornelius, 2010; Helling, 2012).

Journal articles that deal with libraries and political processes and/or
policy making appear to be equally rare. A decent number of articles
address certain issues of policy or politics, but rarely do they draw the
policy or political issues into the broader contexts in which these issues
exist. When articles do engage these issues, they more commonly seem to
focus on the policy dimensions of a situation rather than the political
dimensions or both. While policy research can provide data “to better
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understand the political context in which programs and services operate”
(McClure & Jaeger, 2008, p. 263), it is not the same as directly investigat-
ing the political dimensions of a situation. The limited focus on issues of
policy and politics in library journals in recent years is also tied to the
constriction of outlets that publish library research, as many journals
have disappeared or rebranded themselves as information science jour-
nals, pushing library research to the margins or completely outside of the
scope of the remaining journals.

This lack of discourse evidences the uneasiness that most of the li-
brary community feels when faced with the opportunity to enter the
political and policy-making arenas. The ill-fated legal challenge to CIPA
provides a cautionary tale of what can go wrong when the library com-
munity chooses to enter those arenas. The ALA filed suit to block imple-
mentation of the law on grounds of infringement of intellectual freedom
in the abstract. After a series of mixed decisions through the courts, the
Supreme Court ultimately ruled against the ALA, revealing an utter lack
of understanding of the goals of libraries and the contributions of librar-
ies to their communities (Gathegi, 2005; Jaeger, Bertot, & McClure, 2004).
In hindsight, a more robust policy and politics discourse in the field
would have better prepared librarians to advocate for a different ap-
proach in the law while it was being written and enabled them to develop
a strategy for challenging the law if and when such action was deemed
necessary.

The places in which librarians have dared to discuss the impacts of
policy decisions on public library funding are primarily in the newer
forms of publication, including social media (especially Twitter), in the
myriad of blogs published by and for librarians, to some extent at library
conferences, and on library listservs. Bloggers like Andy Woodworth
(http://agnosticmaybe.wordpress.com), for example, actively engage in
less than popular discussions of the impact of policy decisions on fund-
ing for libraries, especially in his home state of New Jersey. It is important
to note, however, that these discussions

1. Take place among fellow librarians and most often do not engage
with outside stakeholders—most certainly not with policy makers.

2. Occur on publishing platforms that are not yet, especially in the
minds of policy makers, professional or scholarly in nature, and
may in their minds hold less weight than a scholarly article or
book.

3. Often create tension within the library profession. Librarians who
have dared to speak openly about these kinds of issues are revered
by some in the profession, but reviled by many, who see frank
discussions of these kinds of issues as either not part of the role of
librarians or as airing dirty laundry in a public setting.
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At a more philosophical level, a greater discourse on the policies and
politics that shape public libraries would help library educators and re-
searchers more clearly see to the need for consistent, direct engagement
and advocacy as a part of scholarship and teaching. Along with provid-
ing data and analyses, however, this discourse must also create support
mechanisms for finding and engaging the policy materials, as well as for
understanding the political processes, that determine support of and re-
sponsibilities for public libraries and that shed light on the roles that
libraries play in society as a whole.

To return to the earlier discussion about the economic climate current-
ly facing public libraries, as local and state government budgets have
dwindled in the prolonged economic downturn, most public libraries
have received proportionally decreased funding. The decreased funding
fits within a new governance perspective of treating public goods as
consumer enterprises. And the same economic downturn has led more
people to visit libraries for help with applying for government benefits,
searching for jobs online, and finding free entertainment. This particular
confluence of policy and politics has enormous consequences for public
libraries, library professionals, and patrons, but these political and poli-
cy-making decisions also have powerful long-term consequences for soci-
ety as a whole.

Reduced funding means fewer hours, fewer resources, fewer services,
and fewer staff members able to provide assistance and education in the
library and also means that libraries will not be able to provide the level
of service to the public that they both need and have come to expect. The
paucity of digital literacy training and free Internet access within certain
communities has sizeable implications for people with limited literacy
and access, resulting in growing disparities in access to education, civic,
social service, health, employment, and other forms of information, while
simultaneously reducing opportunities for many members of society to
become equipped to participate in the digital age and digital economy.
These policy and political consequences are not just felt within the four
walls of public libraries; they reverberate throughout the entire nation. In
the face of such policy and political decisions, an important foundation
for empowering library faculty, students, and practitioners in the current
environment is an ongoing rich discourse on these issues of policy and
politics.

GOALS AND STRUCTURE OF THE BOOK

The subsequent chapters of this book will address the issues discussed
above in much greater detail, drawing on two decades of original re-
search conducted by the authors, as well as existing research about the
intersection of public policy, political discourse, and public libraries. This
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book is a culmination of a series of papers by the authors seeking to
understand the origins and implications of the current standing of public
libraries in public policy and political discourse, issues that some of the
authors have been examining for more than a decade. The book covers
key issues such as the

• contributions of public libraries to their communities and the im-
pacts of policy and politics on these contributions;

• history of the treatment of public libraries in public policy and the
history of the funding of public libraries;

• development of the political and economic ideologies that frame
current policy and political approaches to public libraries;

• current policy and political environment surrounding public goods
and public service, including the laws and policies related to infor-
mation and libraries;

• impacts of current public policy and politics on the funding and
function of public libraries;

• impacts of movements of privatization and commercialization on
the funding and function of public libraries;

• political and advocacy efforts on the part of public libraries over
time, from traditional stances of neutrality to sporadic attempts by
the library profession to engage in political activities; and

• efforts to demonstrate the value of libraries in the face of the politi-
cal and economic ideologies that currently dominate public policy.

Building upon the discussion of these key issues, the book offers propo-
sals for professional, policy-making, and political strategies that can
strengthen, rather than undermine, the public library and its ability to
meet the needs of individuals and communities. The discussion and anal-
ysis in the book draws upon data and real-world examples from the
many studies that the authors have conducted on related topics, includ-
ing libraries’ outreach to increasingly diverse service populations and
efforts to meet community needs through innovative partnerships.

In an effort to encourage direct public policy and political engagement
about libraries by all involved stakeholders, the book

• establishes an overarching framework and themes necessary for
successful support of public libraries through public policy and
political discourse;

• provides guidance on incorporating relevant data, analysis, and
representations into public policy discussions about libraries;

• proposes approaches for professional organizations, for policy
makers, and for political figures that will focus on the divergent
individual and community needs met by libraries;

• offers value demonstration frameworks for use by libraries in poli-
cy and political discourse; and
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• connects these public policy issues related to public libraries in the
United States to both other types of libraries in the United States
and to libraries in other nations facing similar policy issues, such as
the United Kingdom.

As this intersection of politics, policy, and libraries has grown in impor-
tance and complexity in recent years, the need for a book on interrelation-
ships of policy, politics, and libraries is long overdue. Many examples of
past and current policies and political issues will be used throughout the
book to explain where we are and how we got here, but the book is not a
catalogue of all the current policies related to libraries. The intent is to
ensure the book is able to serve as a learning tool to prepare for the future
and avoid being time-locked in the past.

Echoing Douglas Zweizig’s famous distinction between “the library in
the life of the user” and “the user in the life of the library” (1973), chap-
ters 2 and 3 present “the library in the life of policy” and “policy in the
life of the library,” respectively, to illuminate the complexity of the histor-
ical developments that have led to the current political and policy context
encircling public libraries. Chapter 2 focuses on the evolution of public
libraries in the United States in two important, interrelated ways. First,
the historical contributions of public libraries to their communities are
explored. Moving from the early days of prescriptive readings and limit-
ed collections through the embrace of inclusive collections and use to the
current Internet-enabled, open environment, this chapter helps readers to
understand the important content and service changes undertaken by
public libraries over time. Second, this chapter focuses on the ways in
which these changes in perspective have led the ALA and its members to
craft the Library Bill of Rights and become an advocate for social inclu-
sion, freedom of expression, and civil rights, and how this perspective
resulted in increasingly diverse patron populations. Reviewing the histo-
ry of the development of the public library into an essential public good
is necessary for understanding the ways in which policies and politics
have treated libraries in historical and contemporary contexts.

Chapter 3 examines the very significant changes over time in govern-
ment actions toward public libraries and how these actions impact librar-
ies and their communities. For many years, local and state policies and
politics were the only ones with a direct impact on libraries. This local
nature has often emphasized the contents of the collection, operational
issues, and library funding. However, after many years of limited in-
volvement in public libraries, the federal government has become a major
influence on public libraries through crafting policies and framing politi-
cal debates in ways that have significant impacts on how libraries can
serve their communities. Particularly since the advent of the Web, laws
and policies—such as CIPA, the USA PATRIOT Act, the DCMA, the
Telecommunications Act, and many others—have heavily shaped the
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funding of public libraries and the contributions public libraries are able
to make in their communities.

In a large part, the much greater intervention by the federal govern-
ment in public libraries, both in terms of influencing service and deter-
mining funding, has coincided with the rise of the neoconservative politi-
cal ideology and the complementary neoliberal economic ideology,
which are the focus of chapter 4. Despite the opposite-sounding names,
these two ideologies work in tandem to restrict the freedom and support
of entities of the public good, such as libraries, while at the same time
they have given far greater freedom to corporate entities. Coming to
prominence in the United States with the election of Ronald Reagan,
these ideologies now dominate the political discourse and policy-making
processes for both political parties. After detailing the development and
nature of these ideologies, this chapter examines the ways in which they
frame the current policy and political environment about public goods
and public service. This chapter also explores the specific impacts of neo-
conservative governance and neoliberal economic ideologies on public
libraries. With major influences on the public policy and politics of the
funding and function of public libraries, these twin ideologies have
worked to simultaneously increase government intrusion into library op-
erations and reduce financial support of libraries. They have also allowed
for other activities that undermine the social roles of public libraries, such
as turning the support of libraries into a highly partisan issue and facili-
tating the movements of privatization and commercialization of libraries.
This chapter also examines the misconceptions about public library use,
services, and patrons frequently evidenced within political discourse by
politicians and the media, and how these misrepresentations have been
promoted by neoconservative governance and neoliberal economic ideol-
ogies. The significant shifts in political and economic ideologies that have
so greatly impacted public libraries in the United States are not isolated,
either by nation or by library type.

Paralleling the time frame of the influence of neoconservative govern-
ance and neoliberal economic ideologies on public libraries, there has
been an evolution in terms of both the patrons seeking assistance in li-
braries and the needs of the communities that libraries serve. In the past
twenty years, as chapter 5 details, library collections and services have
become predominantly Internet enabled, with digital literacy and help
with online activities like job applications, social services, distance educa-
tion, e-books, and many others becoming primary functions of libraries.
The Internet-enabled capacities have also brought communities to rely on
public libraries in new ways, such as guaranteeing e-government access,
facilitating immigration, and supporting emergency response and recov-
ery. Concurrent socioeconomic changes have made the library an increas-
ingly important part of the lives of patrons without access to or the ability
to use the Internet-enabled technologies necessary to participate in con-
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temporary education, employment, or government. These changes have
led to dramatic increases in patron usage of public libraries. Simultane-
ously, libraries are serving increasingly diverse populations and commu-
nities as the racial, ethnic, and linguistic composition of the United States
rapidly evolves. The impacts of policy and politics on the ability of librar-
ies to serve these populations and meet their needs, and the ways in
which these activities influence the way libraries are treated in policy and
politics, are examined in this chapter.

Chapter 6 focuses on engagement in the political process and policy
making by public libraries and their organizations. While libraries have
always advocated for funding, they have long held to a stated stance of
political neutrality. This stance has often not been matched by their actual
activities, from openly and actively censoring collections during the
world wars, to maintaining a policy platform with assertions about nonli-
brary issues (e.g., global warming, military spending), to sporadically
engaging in opposition to certain proposed laws. Along with exploring
the political and policy consequences of these efforts at political engage-
ment, this chapter will also discuss the primary response of library organ-
izations to the current predominant political and economic ideologies. As
public services are expected to prove their value as a prerequisite to
receiving funding in the current political climate, public libraries have
faced the difficult challenge of quantifying the value of education and
community support. Most libraries and national organizations have un-
helpfully fallen back to assertions—rather than data-driven demonstra-
tions—of library value. This chapter examines the policy and political
impacts of adopting this approach, laying the groundwork for an in-
depth discussion of alternative approaches to demonstrating value.

Employing a wide range of data sources and current practices, chapter
7 offers a set of proposals for public libraries to advocate for support
through data-driven demonstrations of value to their communities. As
public libraries have been a significant target for reductions in funding in
spite of their dramatic usage increases in the past five years, libraries are
in desperate need of better strategies to continue to fight for financial
support. This chapter provides guidance and suggested best practices on
incorporating relevant data, analysis, and representations into public pol-
icy discussions about and advocacy of support for public libraries at local
levels and beyond. Arguing that public libraries need to be portrayed as a
unique community good, the chapter provides conceptual and factual
themes necessary for public libraries to successfully advocate for finan-
cial support in light of contemporary political and economic ideologies.
Based on data about public libraries and their impacts, this chapter fos-
ters the ability of libraries to use their contributions to the advancement
of major political goals—such as digital literacy and digital inclusion—as
a primary advocacy tool.
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Chapter 8 draws these large-scale discussions of policy, politics, and
advocacy down to the community level. This chapter wraps together the
ideas introduced in the book and examines the future directions of these
concepts, emphasizing the long-term reasons for data-driven advocacy
and value demonstration and the long-term potential consequences of
failing to adequately respond to contemporary political and economic
ideologies. Ultimately, the future of public library support through fund-
ing and through policy is at the local level, with the public library serving
as a cornerstone of community-based governance. This chapter meditates
on the ways in which the effective engagement of public libraries in
policy making and political discourse can serve to increase equality and
social progress in the information society, with sensible politics and poli-
cies about libraries at the local level serving to shape the national dis-
course.

Across these chapters, the main message is that there is a pressing
need for public librarians and other supporters of public libraries to be:

1. aware of the political process and its implications for libraries;
2. attuned to the interrelationships between policy and politics; and
3. engaged in the policy process to articulate the need for policies that

support public libraries.

This book has been written to be both scholarly and accessible to general
readers, with the goal of it being useful to students, educators, research-
ers, practitioners, and friends of public libraries in library and informa-
tion science (LIS). Everyone working in or supporting public libraries
needs to be aware of and engaged in the topics addressed in this book.

Given the interdisciplinary nature of the topics of this book, it also
seeks to be of interest to the fields of public policy, government, econom-
ics, and political science interested in the relationships between public
libraries, public policy, and political processes. This book has liberally
incorporated research from these fields, which has hopefully both
strengthened the arguments and increased the utility of the ideas it
presents. But the core goal of this book is to serve the roughly 17,000
public libraries and the tens of thousands of library professionals in the
United States. This book addresses a topic that all librarian profession-
als—particularly library administrators—need to be familiar with to en-
sure that public libraries continue to thrive in a political and policy cli-
mate increasingly hostile to the notion of the public good.

DATA SOURCES

Before diving into the arguments of the book, it is important to discuss
the origins of much of the data used in this book. This book draws heavi-
ly on the findings from a series of national surveys of public libraries that
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began in 1994 as the Public Libraries and the Internet survey and contin-
ued until 2006 through various funding sources. From 2006 to 2012, the
survey was part of the Public Library Funding and Technology Access
study (http://www.ala.org/plinternetfunding), funded by the ALA and
the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation. In 2013, the survey became a
stand-alone study again, funded by IMLS. Through the changes in names
and funders, the survey has been conducted annually or biennially with
the purpose of identifying public library Internet connectivity and usage
as a basis for (1) proposing and promoting public library Internet policies
at the federal level; (2) maintaining selected longitudinal data as to the
connectivity, services, and deployment of the Internet in public libraries;
and (3) providing national estimates regarding public library Internet
connectivity. Through 2004, the surveys were conducted roughly every
two years and enabled longitudinal data collection through ad hoc fund-
ing from various sources. Beginning in 2006, the surveys switched to an
annual data collection cycle through funding by the ALA and the Bill and
Melinda Gates Foundation.

Though the primary goals of the survey have remained consistent, the
survey evolved over time, experiencing three clear shifts in data collec-
tion, methodology, and approach:

• Prior to 1998, the surveys collected data at the system level (e.g.,
total number of workstations across all library branches, if appli-
cable).

• Between 1998 and 2004, the surveys collected data at the building/
outlet level (e.g., number of workstations in a particular branch,
speed of connectivity at the branch), as well as system-level data
(e.g., E-rate applications).

• Beginning in 2004, the surveys expanded to collect data at the state
and national levels, and included both building/outlet-level and
system-level data.

• Beginning in 2002, the survey offered participants a fully online
version of the survey as well as a printed version of the survey to
complete. Each year, more surveys were completed online, and in
2009, the survey became an online-only survey.

Throughout these shifts, the survey has maintained core longitudinal
questions (e.g., numbers of public access workstations, bandwidth), but
consistently explored a range of emerging topics (e.g., jobs assistance, e-
government, emergency roles). A further evolution of the study began in
2013, with the content of the studies focusing more heavily on the issues
of digital literacy of certain individuals and groups that are becoming
increasingly central to the missions of public libraries. A complete chroni-
cle of the evolutions of the study can be found in Jaeger, Thompson, and
Lazar (2012).
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Due to its continued record taking, longitudinal quality, and match-
less data, figures from the surveys have appeared over the years in con-
gressional testimony; filings with the FCC; filings with the National Tele-
communications and Information Administration (NTIA), particularly
NTIA documents regarding the recent Broadband Technology Opportu-
nity Program (BTOP) grant program; evidence cited in the U.S. Supreme
Court decisions on CIPA; U.S. Senate hearings on the E-government Act;
Pew Internet and the American Life reports; and many other critical poli-
cy venues. State librarians also have used the results in state legislative
testimony and in a range of state policy documents and initiatives. Local
libraries have used the data to lobby for funding and other forms of
support from local governments. In short, the data and findings from the
surveys are used by a number of stakeholders in a wide range of ways.

The Internet access, services, training, and assistance provided by
public libraries are vital to both serving the needs of individual patrons
and their communities and supporting national initiatives for digital lit-
eracy and digital inclusion, particularly in light of the extraordinary
circumstances of the prolonged economic downturn. Without the Public
Libraries and the Internet and Public Library Funding and Technology
Access studies, these and many other central roles of public libraries
would be inadequately documented. All of the Public Libraries and the
Internet and Public Library Funding and Technology Access reports are
also available in electronic format at http://ipac.umd.edu. Unless other-
wise noted, all data about public libraries and technology are from the
Public Libraries and the Internet and Public Library Funding and Tech-
nology Access studies; the most recent study data can be found in Bertot,
McDermott, Lincoln, Real, & Peterson (2012).



TWO
The Development of Public Libraries
as a Public Good in the United States

In 1949, the forward-thinking library scholar and educator Jesse Shera
observed that “the objectives of the library are directly dependent on the
objectives of society itself” (p. 248). Perhaps no truer summary of the
essence of public libraries has ever been articulated. Since the beginning
of the modern public library movement, libraries have never been about
the materials. Today, public libraries are community spaces, meeting
places, and study areas that offer printed materials, electronic resources,
audio and visual materials, computers, story time, information literacy
and technology literacy training, job-seeking help, social services of many
types, e-government, and so much more. And yet they are not defined by
any of these elements. The public library now stands as the quintessence
of the public good; it fills most information-based needs of its commu-
nity, particularly through the use of Internet-enabled technologies and
resources.

How public libraries reached this point is essential to understanding
public libraries in the political arena because this history reveals the deci-
sions that have led to both the magnificent achievements of public librar-
ies and the challenges they currently face in policy and politics. The ways
in which public libraries have developed into the embodiment of the
public good ineluctably have led to the ways in which politics and poli-
cies impact public libraries.

THE REALLY LONG TAIL

Libraries have existed for millennia, having gone through many permu-
tations, functions, and levels of availability, with many early libraries
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having religious or scholarly functions (Cossette, 1976; Jackson, 1974;
Krummel, 1999; Lerner, 2009). As social institutions, they “have evolved
in response to certain problem situations and have been shaped by count-
less, relatively independent individual decisions” (Swanson, 1979, p. 3).
The most famous early library is the Library and Museum of Alexandria,
founded circa 300 BCE by Ptolemy I, which was the center of learning in
the ancient world for several hundred years (El-Abbadi, 1990).

In many subsequent centuries, libraries were confined to educational
or religious settings, with the Middle Ages in Europe being the low point
for libraries as scientific knowledge became equated with paganism
(Manchester, 1993). After the invention of the printing press, it became
possible for wealthy individuals to build personal libraries. Few of these
libraries offered any opportunities for the general public to access the
works, and literacy was far from common until the 1800s (Jackson, 1974).
In the most dramatic sense, these libraries were intended for a very small
group of patrons, collecting materials to fit the specific needs, norms, and
tastes of the specific small group of individuals who used them.

The first popular libraries were commercial subscription libraries,
formed in towns around the United Kingdom and the colonies in the
early 1700s (Davies, 1974). Commercial types of libraries, such as sub-
scription libraries and circulating libraries, tended to specialize in popu-
lar novels of the day, with the massive popularity of Samuel Richardson’s
1740 novel Pamela driving up enrollment in many of these libraries (Jack-
son, 1974). At the beginning of the American Revolution, nearly a hun-
dred libraries existed in the colonies; one hundred years later, there were
more than 3,500 libraries in the United States (McMullen, 2000).

Though 1876 is considered the beginning of the modern library move-
ment, Americans had founded thousands of libraries before then—social,
circulating, subscription, academic, church, hospital, asylum, govern-
ment, military, commercial, law, town, scientific, literary and philosophi-
cal society, mechanics, institute, athenaeum, and lyceum libraries, among
others (Davies, 1974; Green, 2007; McMullen, 2000; Raven, 2007). Some of
these were fairly well stocked with titles; for example, in 1701, the bishop
of London shipped thirty-five boxes of books to Maryland for a religious
library (DuMont, 1977). Church libraries were often an important supple-
mentary source of reading materials in many communities, in which
church libraries and Sunday school classes “inducted children into a cul-
ture of literacy and prepared them to participate in a world centered on
print” (Pawley, 2001, p. 128). Some of these institutions also continued to
exist well after the establishment of public libraries. The Boston Athenae-
um, founded in 1807, is a subscription library that continues to thrive
today (Wolff, 2009). In 1850, Harvard University had the oldest and larg-
est library in the country with 84,000 volumes, the Library of Congress
had 50,000, and the total number of volumes in the United States was
around 2,000,000 (Curley, 1990).
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At this time, access to books was also becoming linked to the goals of
social movements—suffrage, assistance to the poor, better working con-
ditions, and the abolition of child labor—to improve the lives of the
underclasses of nineteenth-century society (Ditzion, 1939). “Born of a
democratic impulse, or at least a reform-minded one, this right to read is
associated with national issues of intellectual freedom and freedom of
expression” (Graham, 2001, p. 1). Many of these same groups, particular-
ly women’s progressive groups, became advocates for free public librar-
ies (Stauffer, 2005; Watson, 1994). These links to progressive movements
focused on social uplift helped shape the vision for the roles of public
libraries in their communities.

The first law allowing for the creation of public libraries was passed
by New York State in 1796 (Halsey, 2003). American towns and counties
began passing their own legislation to create tax-supported school librar-
ies in the 1830s and public-use libraries in the 1840s, with states begin-
ning to pass similar legislation a decade later (Davies, 1974; DuMont,
1977). Public libraries developed at a similar pace in the United States
and the United Kingdom, with legislation for public funding of libraries
becoming commonplace at nearly the same time (Conant, 1965; Davies,
1974; Gerard, 1978). In 1833, the first taxpayer-supported public library
opened in Peterborough, New Hampshire (Wellisch et al., 1974). In 1838,
New York State established an annual budget of $55,000 to establish and
maintain school libraries, with most other states following soon after
(Wellisch et al., 1974). In 1847, Boston established the first taxpayer-sup-
ported public library in a major city in the United States (Wolff, 2009).

It is important to remember that the funding of public libraries in the
United States was a series of decisions by taxpayers actively opting for
“taxation of the community for this public good” (McCook, 2011, p. 14).
Sometimes taxpayers were not enthusiastic to pay increased taxes in ex-
change for a public library. For example, Iowa passed a state law ena-
bling the establishment of public libraries in 1870, but only four libraries
had been established five years later (Goldstein, 2003). By the time the
ALA was founded in 1876, there were 188 free public libraries and many
more school libraries in the United States (Daniel, 1961). Many early pub-
lic libraries were established with support from philanthropists, none
more prominent than Andrew Carnegie, who bestowed more than $41
million to 1,420 towns to establish public libraries between 1886 and 1919
(Davies, 1974). In comparison, the Parliament of the United Kingdom
passed its first bill authorizing public libraries in 1850 (D’Angelo, 2006).

The intended clientele of public libraries were originally elite intelli-
gentsia who promoted the establishment of public libraries to ensure
access to the reading materials they were interested in, while secondarily
serving to promote self-education of the working classes (Pungitore,
1995). The books in these libraries included dictionaries, grammars,
books on political and moral issues, as well as books on practical sciences
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like agriculture, anatomy, astronomy, biology, chemistry, geometry, and
mathematics (DuMont, 1977). As with the first libraries, early public li-
braries tended to focus on the information needs and values of one spe-
cific community group. They also were developed in certain areas to
encourage order—public libraries were introduced in territories to help
prepare the residents for statehood and the accompanying expectations
for behavior and social order (Helling, 2012; Stauffer, 2005). At the time of
the founding of the ALA, “librarians wholeheartedly embraced the role
of dedicated promoter of democratic values and responsibilities” (Hal-
sey, 2003, p. 18). With the then-recent establishment of public schools
across the country, a steady growth of per capita income, increasing lei-
sure time as a result of the labor movement, and increased suffrage, social
and economic forces were in place to support this type of institution
(Borden, 1931).

However, these narrow views of the role of libraries were not univer-
sal. From the beginning of the American republic, some leaders saw the
library as a social institution that could simultaneously diffuse knowl-
edge to members of society and prevent the wealthy and socially elite
from having hegemonic domination over learning and education. Benja-
min Franklin—founder of several libraries himself—was the first promi-
nent political leader to advocate the development of libraries to provide
political and educational resources to members of society (Gray, 1993;
Harris, 1976). Franklin’s Library Company of Philadelphia chose a Latin
motto that translated, “To pour forth benefits for the common good is
divine.” Nine signers of the Declaration of Independence were members
of the Library Company. Many of the other framers of the government of
the United States, including James Madison, Thomas Jefferson, and
George Mason, saw great value in official publishing of information pro-
duced by the new government and distributing these publications for
easy duplication through newspapers and collection in other public insti-
tutions (Hernon, Relyea, Dugan, & Cheverie, 2002). In 1813, Congress
passed the first act to ensure the dissemination of printed legislative and
executive materials to selected state and university libraries and histori-
cal society libraries (Morehead, 1998).

Franklin’s belief that the public library should have the primary func-
tion of promoting equality and raising the quality of national discourse
was, however, somewhat unusual for several generations (Augst, 2001).
Well into the twentieth century, many more civic and political leaders
believed that public libraries could provide a civilizing influence on the
masses and be a means to shape the populace into adhering to social
norms (Augst, 2001; Harris, 1973, 1976). Libraries were “supported more
or less as alternatives to taverns and streets,” and librarians “viewed
themselves as arbiters of morality” (Jones, 1993, p. 135). The information
values and goals of public librarians were often expressed in “broadly
religious terms,” as if it were the library’s mission to save the lost masses
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(Garrison, 1993, p. 37). This attitude was reflected in public library selec-
tions of materials for the public betterment and attempts to be social
stewards of the general population (Augst, 2001; Harris, 1976; Heckart,
1991; Morehead, 1998; Wiegand, 1976, 1996).

The “felt cultural superiority of librarians led them to a concept of the
library as a sort of benevolent school of social ethics” (Garrison, 1993, p.
40). Andrew Carnegie’s philanthropic library-building activities between
1886 and 1917 further enhanced this role by making public libraries a
means for improving the corporate and industrial skills of members of
the public (Garrison, 1993; Van Slyck, 1995). During the period of pre-
scriptive roles for public libraries, leaders of the library profession were
greatly opposed to social change and feared the labor rights movement
and other forces reshaping American society. Library leaders even gener-
ally felt that the growth of newspapers and increased availability of fic-
tion were a threat to the prescribed social order, of which public libraries
considered themselves an important part (Garrison, 1993; Lerner, 2009;
McCrossen, 2006; Preer, 2006).

At the first ALA meeting in 1876, “most agreed that the mass reading
public was generally incapable of choosing its own reading materials
judiciously” (Wiegand, 1976, p. 10). Civic and political leaders believed
that public libraries could provide a civilizing influence on the masses
and be a means to shape the populace into adhering to hegemonic social
norms (Augst, 2001; Garrison, 1993; Harris, 1973, 1976). This attitude was
reflected in the elitist and paternalistic attitudes of most public libraries
in selecting materials for the public betterment and in attempting to be
social stewards of the general population (Augst, 2001; Heckart, 1991;
Wiegand, 1996). In 1928, Charles Compton, the director of the St. Louis
Public Library, suggested that “in the far distant future—we shall have a
public that will be sufficiently intelligent to select its own reading”
(quoted in Luyt, 2001, pp. 451–452). Thus, even as libraries were becom-
ing accessible to greater numbers of community members, librarians gen-
erally held to narrow understandings of information value and appropri-
ate social norms and attempted to enforce information needs of a single
population across all of the groups in their communities.

These attitudes were quickly starting to change, however. Well before
1900, many city libraries had established a wide range of educational and
cultural activities as part of their regular operations, offering everything
from tutoring for schoolchildren to classes teaching creative arts and
practical skills for adults (Davies, 1974; DuMont, 1977). Simultaneously,
libraries provided exhibits, lectures, and meeting spaces for community
groups of all types and began to develop services to reach their patrons
across multiple community groups—such as reference services, chil-
dren’s services, and adult education services (DuMont, 1977). Further,
libraries were also starting to model practices to improve life in commu-
nities. In cities, libraries were often among the first public institutions to
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adopt modern technologies and approaches for lighting, ventilation, and
reducing the spread of disease (Musman, 1993).

World War I tested the burgeoning inclusiveness of public libraries,
with mixed results. During World War I, public libraries actively sup-
ported the war effort by opening up facilities for use by government
agencies, created war-related exhibits, promoted books about the war,
served as collection agencies for bond and saving stamp drives, dissemi-
nated information provided by government agencies, promoted food
conservation, and collected books to create libraries for military camps
(Wiegand, 1989). They also actively engaged in censorship of their own
materials—removing all kinds of German-language, pacifist, and labor-
associated materials (Wiegand, 1989).

INCLUSIVE COMMUNITY ANCHORS

By the 1930s, public libraries more firmly began to turn away from their
previous roles as agents of social control. It took the rise of fascism and a
world war, but ultimately public libraries created and adopted a new
primary social role as the veritable marketplace of ideas, offering materi-
als that represented a diversity of views and interests, while opposing
censorship and other social controls (Gellar, 1974; Heckart, 1991). Many
libraries had begun to take on a social service mission in the early 1930s, a
change appearing earliest in public libraries in urban settings, where
working with largely immigrant patron populations meant that active
engagement with multiple community groups became part of libraries’
daily activities (Fiske, 1959). In these years, libraries tried to straddle both
educating foreign-born patrons and helping them to adjust and build
new lives, while also trying to make American citizens out of them (Bar-
rett, 1992; Jones, 1999). This dramatic change in social roles “emerged in
an environment in which the concept of the public library’s social respon-
sibility was itself changing radically” (Gellar, 1974, p. 1367).

Numerous factors affected this reorientation, but a key change was
the effect fascist governments were having on public access to informa-
tion in many parts of the world in the late 1930s, specifically through
lethal suppression of expression, closing of libraries, and public book
burnings (Gellar, 1984; Robbins, 1996; Stielow, 2001). In reaction to these
global events, the ALA passed its Library Bill of Rights in 1939 and began
the swing toward the modern ideal of the public library as society’s mar-
ketplace of ideas (Berninghausen, 1953; Gellar, 1984; Robbins, 1996). A
central component of this new stance was the unswerving assertion that
voters must have access to a full range of perspectives on all significant
political and social issues (Samek, 2001). Public libraries actively partici-
pated in voter registration and participation drives to increase voter turn-
out in the 1952 presidential election, firmly establishing the modern con-
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cept of the public library as a reliable “community source for serious,
nonpartisan information on a central issue of the day” (Preer, 2008, p. 19).

After World War II, American libraries were so secure in their role in
working with various community groups and promoting democracy—
through supporting continuing education, serving the information needs
of poor and recent immigrants, having special events for children, pro-
viding education to the working classes, opening branch libraries, and
other forms of service—that a major history written at the time was
proudly titled Arsenals of a Democratic Culture (Ditzion, 1947). These in-
creasing commitments to their communities coincided with, and were
likely fueled by, a time of robust increases in economic support of public
libraries by local communities. The post–World War II economic boom
that continued into the 1960s led to communities passing sales taxes,
property taxes, and local income taxes as means to support public library
expansion (Chatters, 1957). In fact, between 1936 and 1955, funding for
libraries in the seventy-six largest cities in the United States grew at a rate
far greater than rates of growth for total city expenditures (Chatters,
1957). Libraries also began to better serve larger communities by integrat-
ing into city- and county-level public library systems in many places
(Leigh, 1957).

The path to a professional commitment to serving communities was
not always smooth, however. Even after the passage of the Library Bill of
Rights in 1939, many public libraries still banned John Steinbeck’s The
Grapes of Wrath for its political views (Samek, 2001). Other major writers
that there were contemporaneous attempts to censor in libraries included
Theodore Dreiser, Warwick Deeping, George Eliot, Thomas Hardy, Na-
thanial Hawthorne, and Sinclair Lewis (Berninghausen, 1948a, 1948b). In
the 1940s and 1950s, some public libraries were still uncomfortable with
the idea of equal access to all, while, in sharp contrast, others took a clear
lead in the civil rights movement (Robbins, 2000, 2007). Public library
“read-ins” were important to breaking down segregation not only in
southern libraries, but also in other public institutions in southern com-
munities (Graham, 2001). The decision across the profession to actively
support access in the face of attempts to censor collections at the local and
broader levels has come to define the commitment of libraries to standing
up for the needs of their communities. Nevertheless, the collections of
many libraries were directly and indirectly influenced by the politics of
the McCarthy era, often leading to the silencing of unpopular viewpoints
in many library collections (Richards, 2001).

One writer, in 1953, made clear that libraries needed to hold to this
then-new stance of providing diverse information from numerous per-
spectives because “a democratic society has need for all the information it
can get” (Berninghausen, 1953, p. 813). This commitment to diversity of
perspectives and to battling censorship was reinforced in society when
public libraries actively resisted government intrusions into library col-
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lections and patron reading habits, particularly during the McCarthy era
(Jaeger & Burnett, 2005). Not only did the commitment to providing a
diversity of information resources apply to the kinds of political materi-
als typically targeted during the McCarthy era, but it also covers materi-
als more related to entertainment and other interests that may be consid-
ered by some to be of limited importance or lacking in the kinds of depth
and purpose that marked the goals of many early libraries. Materials
including fiction and entertainment-oriented works are now important
parts of library collections; the social importance of such materials can be
seen in the fact that they have been challenged by those who would
constrain people’s access to information at least as often as more overtly
political materials. In Iowa in the 1950s, public librarians even successful-
ly fought efforts to censor what could be sold in local bookstores and
drugstores (Taylor, 2013).

The first major government effort to monitor reading in libraries was
an Internal Revenue Service (IRS) program encouraged by the Bureau of
Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms (ATF) to check, without warrants, on
library patrons who had been reading books related to explosives and
guerilla warfare. The encouragement quickly spawned the Federal Bu-
reau of Investigation’s infamous Library Awareness Program (LAP), a
two-decade-long FBI program fishing for anything interesting in library
records (Foerstel, 1991, 2004). These efforts were part of a larger FBI
culture obsessed with collecting information about U.S. citizens, driven
by the efforts of its longtime director, J. Edgar Hoover. For example, in
1921, Hoover had files on 450,000 people, an amazing feat in an era before
computers; by 1974, the FBI fingerprint division had prints of 159 million
people, which included most of the population of the United States (Ack-
erman, 2007).

Though various censorship efforts have continued to affect public li-
braries since the McCarthy era, such as the LAP and the USA PATRIOT
Act of 2001, the public library has solidified its position as a place de-
voted to a diversity of ideas and inclusion of diverse communities, one
that is open to all through its active support of widespread public access
to information (Foerstel, 1991, 2004; Hartman, 2007; Jaeger & Burnett,
2005). Beyond the resistance to laws that limit the ability of patrons to
meet their information needs, public libraries and their organizations
have taken a wide range of stances to support civil rights and human
rights for many populations in the United States and abroad over the past
several decades.

The development of the public library through the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries strengthened the library’s social position and has
created certain social roles for public libraries, maturing from a simple
repository of texts to a place where a wide variety of community groups
can not only find information but can also have a voice (Heckart, 1991).
The idea that the public library will provide equal access to a wide range
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of information and views in numerous formats, often in a variety of lan-
guages representing a diverse array of perspectives on social and political
issues, has thus become a solid social norm across different populations
in society (Jaeger & Burnett, 2005). For people with limited or no other
access to published and electronic materials, the expected social function
of public libraries is to ensure access to newspapers and periodicals,
books of nonfiction and fiction, the Internet, music, movies, community
meeting places, and much more. The public library is now seen as a social
and virtual space where all ages and walks of life can mix, exchange
views, access materials, and engage in public discourse (Goulding, 2004;
Jaeger & Burnett, 2005). Due to their inclusive stance, public libraries are
even viewed as a safe community space for members of diverse and
underrepresented populations who may otherwise feel less than ac-
cepted in general society (Rothbauer, 2007).

Public libraries have further cemented their position through the de-
velopment of partnerships with other government agencies, nonprofit
organizations, and others to provide services that they cannot provide
individually (Bertot & Jaeger, 2012; Gorham et al., 2013; Jaeger, Taylor, et
al., 2012; Taylor et al., in press). These partnership programs vary across
the country, meeting unique local community needs. In Baltimore, Mary-
land, the public libraries work with the City Health Department to ensure
the availability of fresh groceries to those living in food deserts by pro-
viding opportunities for patrons to order their groceries through library
computers and have the food delivered the next day to the library. In
Alachua County, Florida, the Alachua County Library District, working
with the local office of the state’s Department of Children and Families,
the Partnership for Strong Families, and Casey Family Programs, opened
up a new facility, the Library Partnership, a 4,500-square-foot space de-
voted to the library and housing approximately forty nonprofit organiza-
tions and local government agencies that provide social services focused
on child welfare, greatly facilitating the ability to work with all of the
interrelated agencies to get needed support as quickly as possible. These
are but two notable examples of a great many across the nation, as nearly
one-third of public libraries have established partnerships to meet com-
munity needs (Bertot, McDermott, Lincoln, Real, & Peterson, 2012).

While it may not always work perfectly in practice, the public library
remains committed to serving the needs of the full spectrum of commu-
nity groups, from the individual, to different groups in the community,
to the entire service population. Whereas many traditional public spaces
in communities—the town square, the public gardens, the community
market, and other places that serve to foster interaction among commu-
nity members—have become less visible or ceased to exist, the public
library continues to be an extremely important physical public space
(Given & Leckie, 2003; Leckie & Hopkins, 2002). With so few physical
manifestations of the public good remaining, the public library may be
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“the nearest thing we have . . . to an achieved public sphere” (Webster,
2002, p. 176).

As an example, the evolution of the public library into inclusive com-
munity anchor institutions can be viewed through the perspective of
evolving services to immigrants. Services to immigrant populations have
long been a core function of public libraries in the United States. New
immigrants can turn to public libraries for information on citizenship,
employment, education, social services, health, safety, housing, and
learning English, as well as materials in their native languages, programs,
services, and referrals (Cuban, 2007; McCook, 2011). In many commu-
nities, the public library is the most important institution available to
immigrants in adapting to their new lives and new communities, while
also helping to preserve identities and connections to original cultures
(Cuban, 2007; Lukenbill, 2006). Such services have been central to public
libraries for well over a century.

Public library outreach and services for immigrants date back to the
early years of the public library movement in the late 1800s and early
1900s (Burke, 2008; Jones, 1999). Before World War I, public libraries were
particularly focused on providing services to immigrant children and
first-generation Americans (Larson, 2001; McDowell, 2010, 2011). A range
of materials and services were provided for young patrons as individuals
and in reading and social groups focusing on a range of subject matters—
literature, arts, economics, politics, and employment—with a heavy em-
phasis on enculturation and acclimation to the United States (Larson,
2001). These services for children were also seen as a way to reach their
parents and help Americanize them (McDowell, 2011). Such services
were provided in a climate “indifferent and at times even hostile” to the
educational needs of young immigrants and first-generation Americans
(Larson, 2001, p. 225).

By the time America entered World War I, immigrant services had
been widely accepted as a key function of public libraries in urban areas,
as the country was absorbing many more immigrants from a wider range
of places than previously (Wiegand, 1976, 1989). The ALA began pro-
grams to promote the socialization of these new waves of immigrants
and assistance in the transition from immigrant to citizen through public
library services (Burke, 2008; Jones, 1999; Wiegand, 1976). The increasing
focus on the needs of immigrants led to a stronger focus on the needs of
other disadvantaged groups, playing a significant part in the maturation
of the public library into a progressive community institution (Jones,
1999).

As a result, public libraries have a long history of helping immigrants
with personal needs, like employment and housing, and with community
engagement through social connections and civic participation (Caidi &
Allard, 2005). In libraries in urban areas of North America, Western Eu-
rope, and Australia, services to immigrants are now a major function of
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their community service (Lerner, 2009). Public libraries regularly provide
immigrant communities in their service areas with information about life
in the new country and other materials in native languages, English as a
second language (ESL) courses, computer training, civics education, job-
seeking help, and other resources for acclimation (Varheim, 2010). As a
result of these targeted programs and services, immigrant populations
typically perceive the public library as a place of building social net-
works, learning about their place of residence, meeting new people in the
community, staying connected to their native cultures, and learning to
trust social institutions, in addition to the information resources and lan-
guage services available (Audunson, Essmat, & Aabo, 2011; Chu, 1999;
Varheim, 2010). Inclusive services to immigrant populations is also a top-
ic that is part of the curriculum of many library schools (Jaeger, Subra-
maniam, Jones, & Bertot, 2011).

The advent of the World Wide Web has provided new opportunities
for public libraries to provide innovative services to immigrants. Many
libraries across the country, for example, are playing a pivotal role in
helping immigrants attain citizenship. Over the past several years, public
libraries in several regions with high levels of immigration have part-
nered with other social agencies to provide wide-ranging assistance
through the immigration process, with a few libraries even becoming the
immigration centers for their regions (Gorham et al., 2013).

PUBLIC LIBRARIES, THE INTERNET, AND THE EVOLUTION
OF THE PUBLIC GOOD

The public library is a social creation and agency that binds members of a
community—with its constituent community groups—together, with its
roles in the community evolving to reflect the changes in the society it
serves (Shera, 1970). The meaning of the library as a place within commu-
nities has varied across cultures, nations, and times (Buschman & Leckie,
2007). Libraries have served a range of societal needs throughout history,
functioning as repository, information provider, educational institution,
and social advocate (Reith, 1984). Similarly, the philosophies associated
with librarianship and the principles of educating librarians have
evolved over time (McChesney, 1984; Rogers, 1984). Clearly, libraries
have been adaptive and changing organizations as they attempted to fill
the needs of their communities and serve the public good.

These efforts have certainly been noticed by members of the public,
who rate public libraries as the most-trusted social institution and “seem
almost immune to the distrust that is associated with so many other
institutions” (Public Agenda, 2006, p. 11). In the past two decades, the
evolution of library services has been defined by the explosion of the
Internet and the move of countless personal, educational, civic, govern-
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mental, employment, and other activities online. Long-standing trust in
public libraries has extended to reliance on them for support in the new
virtual environment by many members of their communities.

Technology is a significant part of the changing nature of libraries.
From the time public libraries began to organize around professional
associations and develop professional standards in the late 1800s, tech-
nology has been important in shaping libraries and the profession of
librarianship. Melvil Dewey in particular was keenly focused on the crea-
tion and novel employment of technology to improve library operations
(Garrison, 1993; Stauffer, 2006; Wiegand, 1996). As new means of elec-
tronic dissemination of information—such as radio, movies, and televi-
sion—entered wide use, libraries reacted by eventually incorporating
many of them into the services and types of materials they provided
(McCrossen, 2006; Pittman, 2001; Preer, 2006). The invention of many
home-use entertainment technologies led libraries to begin to include
new types of media—videocassettes, CDs, DVDs, CD-ROMs—in the mis-
sion to offer patrons a diversity of materials with many perspectives
(Pittman, 2001). Jesse Shera (1964), in addition, foresaw that computers
would greatly reduce manual tasks performed by librarians. The progres-
sion of modern information technology has been a major influence on
what libraries have tried to provide to their patrons and what patrons
have in turn expected from them.

Shera (1970) asserted that technological evolution “will have tremen-
dous importance for services which the library can offer, the ways in
which it can offer these services, the advances it can make in its own
technology, and in the whole underlying theory of what librarianship is”
(p. 70). The specific changes eventually brought by the Internet proved,
however, hard for librarians to foresee, in part because of the speed with
which the Internet grew. For example, the White House Conference on
Library and Information Services of 1979 anticipated the time when tech-
nology would simultaneously reduce the costs of running a library and
expand the services available (Seymour, 1980). Conversely, around the
same time, one library scholar asserted, “The users’ perceptions of the
public library, as reflected in the types of services they recognize, raise
grave doubts as to the desirability of the large-scale adoption of electronic
gadgetry” (DuMont, 1977, p. 128). Such a suspicion of technology was
still, in 1996, a central factor in the San Francisco Public Library contro-
versy, in which some community members raised loud objections to giv-
ing more space to computers in the library building (Baker, 1996; Kniffel,
1996). More recently, librarians and citizens of New York City protested a
proposed renovation plan to the New York Public Library’s main branch
location. Library administrators proposed that much of the research col-
lection be moved into storage in a nearby New Jersey facility in order to
make way for computers and modern work stations (Adler, 2012).
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In a collection of essays written by librarians in the early 1990s envi-
sioning the library of the twenty-first century (Lancaster, 1993), no men-
tion was made of the Internet or the World Wide Web as part of the
library’s future, though CD-ROMs received considerable attention; while,
given the stage of the Internet’s evolution at that point, such an omission
is perhaps not entirely surprising, it does seem, in retrospect, somewhat
shortsighted. At the opposite extreme—though perhaps equally short-
sighted—some were predicting in the 1960s that computers would whol-
ly replace libraries before the new millennium (e.g., Kermeny, 1962; Lick-
lider, 1965).

The rise of the Internet in public libraries has been dramatic and swift,
transforming communities’ expectations and perceptions of information
value and behavior, radically altering what patrons expect from libraries,
with Internet access now being an essential service for many patrons. As
the Internet rapidly gained social prominence and significance in the
1990s, public libraries began to offer Internet access and a range of new
services through numerous media that provided patrons with exposure
to a wide expanse of information and ideas. Such services now function
as a natural extension of the established social roles of libraries. By pro-
viding new avenues by which to access information and by providing
access to many materials the library could not otherwise provide for
reasons of cost, space, or scarcity, the Internet can be considered a robust
source of diverse, and often otherwise unavailable, information for pa-
trons (Bennett, 2001; Kranich, 2001a).

The Internet—with its vast information resources, global interconnec-
tivity, and means of community participation—has allowed libraries to
finally achieve the vision of becoming true information centers for all
needs of the community, and to become important bridges between the
local needs of specific communities and far-flung information resources.
Public libraries were written about as community information centers as
early as William Learned’s The American Public Library and the Diffusion of
Knowledge (1924) and Libraries and Adult Education (1926). The technologi-
cal changes brought by the Internet have not only made the library one of
the last true physical entities of the public good, but have also allowed
libraries to serve patrons around the world through digital reference and
chat services and the provision of online databases and resources. How-
ever, since the Internet has become commonplace in libraries, its true
impact has been downplayed or underestimated in some quarters of the
library profession, ironically paralleling how libraries initially resisted
periodicals.

In the early 2000s, many librarians viewed the Internet as primarily a
basic reference tool that also had entertainment and communication ca-
pacities (Fourie & Dowell, 2002; Shuman, 2001). Perhaps echoing the ear-
ly perceptions of the information value of libraries that saw their goal as
moral arbiters and suppliers only of certain kinds of “important” infor-
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mation outlined earlier in this chapter, some have argued that the focus
on the Internet displays a confusion of purpose that undercuts more
traditional information provision activities (Baker, 1996, 2001; Brophy,
2007; Brown & Duguid, 2002; Tisdale, 1997). Given the mission of librar-
ies to serve these needs—from the mundane to the essential—of multiple
social groups, however, such concerns may in fact dangerously constrain
libraries’ potential.

Other fears are rooted in perception. Some argue that the increasing
centrality of computers to libraries makes libraries appear too removed
from the traditional perceptions of libraries and their reason for exis-
tence. Rows of computers and video game collections make some feel
that “at this historical moment, the changes that libraries are undergoing
makes them appear to be complicit with other contemporary forces that
are eroding access to history and unraveling the connections of past and
future generations” (Manoff, 2001, p. 374). A further factor may be that
libraries have historically been considered refuges in times of social
change (Rayward & Jenkins, 2007), but these social changes—in the tan-
gible form of computers in the library buildings—reach into the essence
of the library itself. “We subconsciously know that libraries are more
complex than information centers” (Dowell, 2008, p. 42). For many librar-
ians, though, the presence of computers may make libraries seem too
much like information centers only. However, the integration of the
Internet into basic library services might in fact serve both functions: it
simultaneously situates libraries as important information centers and
reflects the fact that they serve more complex needs than that designation
may appear to suggest (Jaeger & Burnett, 2010).

Resistance to or fear of the Internet and its impacts are hardly unique
to libraries, of course. The Internet reaches into virtually every dimension
of a technologically advanced society. Ben Shneiderman (2008) has even
suggested that the technological revolutions of the past twenty years are
so all encompassing and significant in shaping society that traditional
scientific methods need to be reconceptualized. The public library is far
from alone in rethinking its meaning as a social institution. Yet this issue
seems to be particularly hard for certain quarters in public libraries.

Many of the problems faced by libraries in dealing with new technolo-
gies and information sources through the years are similar to those faced
now in relation to the Internet in that they force a reconsideration of the
roles the library wants to play in society (Preer, 2006). As examples
among countless others, the digital age has forced libraries to redefine the
meaning of intellectual freedom in libraries and the meaning of the li-
brary as public forum (Dresang, 2006; Gathegi, 2005). The new technolo-
gies that have become central to librarianship have also greatly increased
the ethical dilemmas in providing access to information, including intel-
lectual freedom, privacy, confidentiality, filtering, and Internet access
(Alfino & Pierce, 1997; Hauptman, 2002).
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Whatever the various reasons behind the resistance to Internet-ena-
bled roles and expectations, as demonstrated above, the public library
has a long tradition of adopting new technologies to meet user informa-
tion needs. In the past century, it has adopted and absorbed many differ-
ent technologies to continue to expand its services, remain relevant to
patrons across information worlds, and build trust in communities (Jaeg-
er & Fleischmann, 2007; McCrossen, 2006; Pittman, 2001; Preer, 2006).

Libraries have long served as a physical public entity of the public
good, with places and spaces for different community groups to meet
and for members of different community groups to interact and exchange
information and gain exposure to new perspectives. Regardless of the
technologies and types of information, libraries are still serving as a hub
of public engagement and spreading information throughout their com-
munities. Now, public libraries are “perhaps even the last true public
spaces” due to their physical presence in communities and their guaran-
tees of access to all (Leckie, 2004, p. 233). However, the Internet and
related social networking technologies are also allowing the library to
become a central part of the virtual public good, where members of soci-
ety gather together via social networking technologies.

Instead of being a technology that involves the one-way transfer of
information, the Internet features many types of multidirectional interac-
tion and information exchange through social networking technologies,
allowing for the creation of new communities online (Stephens, 2007). In
June 2007, the Online Computer Library Center (OCLC) reported that the
top three Internet sites already were social networking sites—YouTube,
MySpace, and Facebook—attracting an astounding 350 million patrons
that month (OCLC, 2007). These participatory technologies opened up
new opportunities for library services. In the most practical sense, many
libraries already offer virtual reference and chat services, online data-
bases, and other virtual forms of traditional services. The more challeng-
ing use of social networking technologies will be to cultivate the interac-
tions of different groups online and to create a meaningful virtual public
good. At this point, “libraries have a chance not only to improve service
to their local communities, but to advance the field of participatory net-
works” (Lankes, Silverstein, & Nicholson, 2007, p. 32).

Libraries already play a vital role in ensuring the health of online
communities—providing free Internet access to those who would not
otherwise have it. Beyond providing access, the library already takes a
major role in ensuring participation in some online activities. Federal,
state, and local governments increasingly rely on the public library as an
access point through which all members of society can reach e-govern-
ment websites, with many government websites and publications even
directing people to go to the public library for assistance in filing taxes,
welfare requests, immigration documents, and numerous other essential
government forms (Bertot et al., 2006a, 2006b). At the same time, a signifi-
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cant proportion of the U.S. population—including people who have no
other means of access, people who need help using technology, and peo-
ple who have lower-quality access—rely heavily upon this access and
trust the e-government assistance available through public libraries (Jaeg-
er & Fleischmann, 2007). Some difficulties with respect to such new re-
sponsibilities, which entail libraries trying to reach across communities
and populations to diverse individual patrons, are not surprising. Long
before the advent of the Internet, the goals of providing service to all
created a great and increasing number of obligations to meet with thinly
spread library resources (Conant, 1965; Gerard, 1978).

Another linkage of traditional library service with new technology
capacities has been intended specifically to reach otherwise underserved
populations. One omnipresent example of this among public libraries is
the provision of information literacy and technology literacy—usually
discussed in conjunction as “digital literacy”—classes that enable patrons
to use computers and the Internet on their own to accomplish online
tasks, as well as the informal assistance always available to patrons using
the Internet. In many communities, the public libraries have become the
only available source of formal or informal digital literacy education for
members of the community (Jaeger, Bertot, Thompson, Katz, & DeCoster,
2012).

A less common example of such efforts is known as community-fo-
cused information services (CIS), which focus on using new media tech-
nologies to enable patrons to create and share content about themselves
and their communities (Bishop, Bazzell, Mehra, & Smith, 2001; Durrance
& Fisher, 2002; Fisher, Durrance, & Hinton, 2004). CIS projects have de-
veloped around the globe and involve not only preservation and access
to information resources, but also promotion of community participation
and engagement (Srinivasan, 2006a, 2006b, 2007). These CIS efforts both
reassert the public library as a vital community asset that can help con-
nect patrons to find locally relevant information and provide new means
through which to bring library services to underserved populations with-
in diverse communities (Becvar & Srinivasan, 2009; Boast, Bravo, & Sri-
nivasan, 2007; Caidi & Allard, 2005; Lyons, 2007; Mehra & Srinivasan,
2007). The Chicago area provides two key examples of CIS projects.
NorthStarNet (http://northstarnet.org) is designed to link people from
diverse populations across the various suburbs of Chicago’s urban
sprawl, while SkokieNet (http://skokienet.org) not only focuses on cur-
rent community members’ interests—such as community revitalization,
child care, jobs, and housing—but offers resources to new immigrant
populations in their native languages, including Indian, Korean, and As-
syrian, among others.

Clearly the contributions of public libraries to their communities re-
main significant in the age of the Internet. Symbolically, public libraries
have great social meaning as social institutions that are trusted to provide
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a range of information, education, technologies, and perspectives, as well
as places for different community groups to interact. National surveys
have repeatedly shown the public library to be the most trusted public or
government institution in the country, primarily because they serve the
public good and change to meet new public needs (Lukensmeyer, 2012).
Further, libraries, by ensuring information access and information litera-
cy, contribute significantly to the health of the community, promoting
interaction and sharing of physical and virtual spaces with different
groups in the community. While patrons may not always rub shoulders
in the physical library, they can separately use library resources to create
perspectives that they can share in other forums across their local com-
munity or across cyberspace (Jaeger & Burnett, 2010). The vital roles of
public libraries in contemporary society of building and supporting com-
munities and civic engagement are evidenced by the large amount of
support that they receive from major private foundations, such as the
Gates, Knight, and MacArthur Foundations. These organizations would
not be continuing to make such investments if they did not see public
libraries as central to education, economics, and participation (Ellis, Ja-
cobs, & Stasch, 2012a, 2012b).

The historical changes that have led to the public library as the pro-
vider of a vast range of physical and virtual services attempting to reach
the information, technology, and related educational needs of all groups
in a community have occurred in less than a century. The evolution of the
public library as perhaps the most durable agency of the public good
encapsulates many of the rapid major physical and virtual social changes
that have shaped the society in recent decades, as well as the varying
reactions to these changes. Throughout these changes in community
needs and available technologies, public libraries have continued to re-
flect and reinforce their commitment to serving all members of their com-
munities in an equitable and inclusive manner and to promoting freedom
of expression in both physical and virtual contexts. This evolution by
which public libraries are serving their communities more and more
through computer-related activities has paralleled a time in which the
political and policy pressures on public libraries have increased notably,
as will be explored in the next chapter.





THREE
The Evolution of Policies Affecting
Public Libraries in the United States

While libraries have long viewed themselves as a pillar of democracy by
supporting an informed, educated, and engaged citizenry, political and
policy decisions have treated libraries in a number of different ways,
ranging from neglect to direct intervention. Building on the historical
development of public libraries described in chapter 2, this chapter exam-
ines the very significant changes over time in government actions toward
public libraries and how these actions impact libraries and their commu-
nities. The chapter also explores the reactions of public libraries to these
new expectations and their attempts to engage large policy issues in the
national political and policy-making processes.

For many years, local and state policies and politics were the only
ones with a direct impact on libraries. This local nature has often empha-
sized the contents of the collection, operational issues, and library fund-
ing. However, after many years of limited involvement in public librar-
ies, the federal government has become a major influence on public li-
braries through crafting policies and framing political debates in ways
that have significant impacts on the ways in which libraries can serve
their communities. Particularly since the advent of the Web, laws and
policies have heavily shaped the funding of public libraries and the con-
tributions public libraries are able to make in their communities.

Tracing the development of the relationships between libraries, poli-
cy, and politics at local, state, and national levels over time, this chapter
posits that these relationships have passed through four distinct phases.
Understanding these phases and incorporating these understandings into
library advocacy and perspectives in political and policy discourse will
allow libraries to better assert the contributions of libraries to democracy,
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the reasons for the stances they take, and the importance of political and
policy decisions that support and adequately fund libraries.

PUBLIC LIBRARIES AND POLITICS

Public library professionals and scholars have long articulated the value
of public libraries as being central to democracy, giving rise to such oft-
repeated phrases to describe public libraries as arsenals of democracy
and marketplaces of ideas. The power of this association can be seen in
the title of a book published in 2001: Libraries and Democracy: The Corner-
stones of Liberty (Kranich, 2001b). This equation of the public library as
foundational to democracy holds “near-mythic status” (Dervin, 1994, p.
369) and serves as “the alpha and the omega” (Buschman, 2007a, p. 1483)
of the profession. When the ALA created a document entitled “12 Ways
Libraries Are Good for the Country,” support for democracy was the first
reason presented on the list (ALA, 2000).

Public libraries are indeed fundamentally public institutions that
serve to inform the public and alleviate social problems, which clearly
can support a healthy democratic society (Buschman, 2009, 2012). Librar-
ies support democracy as transmitters—they are filled with “resources
and channels of information” that provide “a wide range of knowledge
and opinion” to support the literacy and intellectual growth of commu-
nity members (Line, 2003, p. 386). They are “inextricably bound up with
the life of a community” (Foskett, 1962, p. 7), serving as advocates for
their patrons and their communities (Clark, 2009).

However, even if libraries are important in a democracy, libraries
have never demonstrated that they are central to democracy or based in
democratic functions (Danton, 1934). That assertion from 1934 remains
true to this day. The case for the democratic role of libraries has been one
of assertions of value rather than demonstrations of value. This difference
is enormous in terms of the political and policy-making processes. When
discussing political processes and involvement in the United States in a
book published in 2012, John Buschman suggests that library discourse
“really has not gone beyond some of the very earliest of formulations at
the beginnings of modern democracy” (p. 10). This complements a telling
observation made two decades before that library discourse makes many
large assumptions that libraries and the information to which they pro-
vide access have “implications for democratic political processes and par-
ticipation,” but these assumptions are generally neither well developed
nor empirically supported (Lievrouw, 1994, p. 350).

Instead, public libraries have relied upon “assertions and rhetorical
claims” when seeking support through the political process, rather than
actual evidence or data to make the case for their democratic contribu-
tions and for increasing the level of funding to support these contribu-
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tions (DeProspo, 1977, pp. 197–198). Thus “librarians have been unable to
make a claim for social relevancy which has generated the kind of admin-
istrative support needed to make an impact on the nation and the Con-
gress” (Shields, 1980, p. 9). Instead public libraries have opted to “rely on
simple comparisons—letting people draw untestable conclusions”
(Wheeler, 2011, p. 48). Tellingly, a 350-page report on public libraries and
federal policy published in 1974 listed many contributions to society by
libraries—including availability, familiarity as a landmark, ability to
meet the changing and wide-ranging needs of the largest number of peo-
ple, dedicated public servants—but did not list support for democracy as
one of those contributions (Wellisch et al., 1974).

Part of the library community’s lack of ability to demonstrate the val-
ue of being a foundation of democracy ties to the lack of attention the
concept receives in scholarship. The field of LIS only averages four refer-
eed journal articles published yearly that deal with democracy in any
way since the mid-1960s (Buschman, 2007a). That average represents an
overall decline from earlier years of that time frame. While never robust,
focus on social and political issues within librarianship has fallen off from
a higher period of interest in the late 1970s and early 1980s (Kajberg,
2011).

As a result, a disconnect exists between the way libraries see them-
selves as arsenals of democratic culture and the limited ability of library
discourse to convey clear connections to actual democratic political pro-
cesses. Serving as an arsenal of democracy is a central pillar of the narra-
tive that libraries use to justify their funding and support. Perhaps some
of the political weakness of public libraries in contemporary funding
debates is tied to relying on an argument that cannot be well articulated,
especially in times of fiscal austerity. If public libraries cannot show their
importance in the overall political culture and their tangible support of
civic values and democratic engagement, they will be more vulnerable to
being treated with indifference—or not considered at all—in politics and
policy.

Oftentimes, the policy and political discussions related to libraries are
based on a historical perspective in which libraries are viewed merely as
book warehouses and places where children participate in story time.
Ask the average person (or policy maker) about their local public library,
and chances are they will mention getting books there as a child or as an
adult, and they will not know about the myriad of other resources and
services that libraries provide. Almost never will they mention the role
libraries play in educating citizens of a democracy. While such focus on
the urgency of the present is hardly unique to considerations of policy
and political processes in library discourse, it is problematic when a foun-
dational aspect of the argument is based on the notion that libraries are
central to the arc of democratic progress.
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EVOLVING DYNAMICS OF POLICY AND LIBRARIES

One step toward being able to better articulate the roles of libraries in
democracy as part of policy and political discussions is to spend more
time considering the historical relationships between libraries, policy,
and politics in a democracy. It is a story that can be considered in four
phases:

1. the entirely local years, when decisions of funding and policy that
impacted libraries were truly limited to local and state govern-
ments;

2. the years of the world wars and the early Cold War, when libraries
became involved in national political issues to try to support de-
mocracy and/or government objectives;

3. the years in which federal government interest in public libraries
focused primarily on providing funding to increase access and ser-
vice; and

4. the current period of direct government intervention in public li-
braries through a range of laws and policies that shape library
activities (Jaeger, Gorham, Sarin, & Bertot, 2013).

As much of general library history from these periods—particularly the
first two—is covered in the previous chapter, this chapter will focus on
the political and policy side of the story.

During the years that public libraries were entirely shaped by local
political and policy decisions, the range of influences was far more know-
able, and the avenues of engagement with these processes were much
clearer. Over time, all of the local issues have continued to be considera-
tions for public libraries, but they now coexist with an enormous range of
political and policy-making pressures at the national level.

From the beginning of the modern public library movement, the local
community has played a huge role in the operations of the public library.
Even today, regardless of the size of the population served by the library,
the local government provides at least three-quarters of its funding, as
shown in figure 3.1.

When libraries were established by communities, it was often a large
commitment to build the library, staff it, and build the collection, given
the size and funding base of many agrarian American communities in the
late 1800s. Yet a public library was seen as a great source of pride for a
community, a sign that the community had arrived and was significant
(Wiegand, 2011). In most communities, the perceived status of the public
library and the proportionally large amount of funding it required led to
a great deal of local political involvement in decisions of operations, hir-
ing, and collection development. Many library governing boards were
comprised of the people who were already local community and political
leaders.
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Figure 3.1. Source of Funding (2011) Source: IMLS, Public Libraries Survey,
Fiscal Year 2011.

Though different communities have different structures of govern-
ance, public libraries since their establishment have needed sufficient
engagement in the political process to continue to receive funding. “Local
politics are crucial to public libraries because they can affect their quality,
if not their very existence” (Shavit, 1986, p. 22). The amount of funding
made available to the library by the local government is the most imme-
diate determinant of its ability to meet community needs. As long as
most libraries have existed, they have simultaneously had to navigate the
politics of local government that shapes their funding and the policy
making of local library boards that places parameters on the activities of
the library.

This local nature of public libraries leads to a great deal of flexibility in
the ways in which libraries can identify and respond to local needs. How-
ever, it also contributes to the disparities between library funding and
services in different areas, particularly in those areas serving minority
and marginalized populations that most strongly need a vibrant public
library. To limit such disparities, many European nations enact national
goals and standards for public libraries, including minimum funding and
service standards (Helling, 2012). Without such established national goals
and standards, most public libraries in the United States historically have
been, and remain to this day, heavily beholden to the whims of local
politics and policy that can heavily impact their ability to meet their
community needs.
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Even in the local years, public libraries navigated other key challenges
in relation to politics and policy. Ensuring that the majority of commu-
nity members have a positive impression of the library is of great impor-
tance. As voters influence the decisions of local politicians both by what
they say and who they vote for, too many community members upset at
the local library will likely negatively impact funding. A manifestation of
this is the constancy of potential objections to materials that are made
available in the library by members of the public or local government
officials. As a truly public institution, libraries have faced challenges to
materials spanning the novels of Horatio Alger in the early twentieth
century (for supposedly giving children too much hope) to more recent
challenges to the Harry Potter novels (for allegedly promoting witch-
craft). As noted earlier, since the adoption of ALA’s Library Bill of Rights,
libraries have had a professional policy to defend the rights of patrons to
access materials that certain community members find objectionable. But,
realistically, libraries also have to account for the tastes and standards of
their individual communities when selecting materials.

The local nature of public libraries also includes a role for the state.
While states generally provide only a small portion of library funds, they
have long had a role in standardizing and coordinating the public librar-
ies in each state. In some states, virtually as soon as the library was built,
representatives of the state were there to give opinions on the collections
or the operations of the library (Wiegand, 2011). While state libraries
clearly can advocate for public libraries in the state, the public libraries
must also account for the opinions of elected state representatives and the
staff of the state library.

The desire to serve their communities and support government agen-
das led to some very divergent library initiatives during the years of the
world wars and the Cold War. On one hand, as detailed in the previous
chapter, World War I offered libraries a chance to take a clear role in
providing educational materials for a democracy at war and otherwise
actively supporting the war effort (Wiegand, 1989). Yet public libraries
also actively engaged in censorship of their own materials by removing
German-language, pacifist, and labor-associated materials, and a similar
dichotomy of efforts was evidenced during World War II (Wiegand,
1989). However, these activities represented the first concerted efforts of
public libraries to be a part of the national political agenda.

Between the world wars, public libraries received their first support
from the federal government level. In the 1930s, public libraries received
a small amount of federal support during the Depression through the
Works Progress Administration (WPA) and the Federal Emergency Relief
Administration (FERA), which used its programs to pay unemployed
individuals to work in libraries, primarily doing maintenance, book re-
pair, inventories, and odd jobs (Novotny, 2010; Shields, 1980). This sup-
port was so limited, and so many libraries opted to limit or halt purchas-
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ing new materials to conserve funds, that most library collections were
nevertheless in tatters at the end of the Depression (Kramp, 1975). The
voracious appetite of the public for reading materials even overwhelmed
the Library of Congress, which featured usage rates doubling every few
years and thousands of patrons looking for reading materials every day
(Aikin, 2013).

However, the WPA funds represented the starting point of the federal
government beginning to envision a direct role for itself in the public
library. Also in the late 1930s, President Roosevelt’s Advisory Committee
on Education considered potential federal funding for state libraries as a
way to support public education, but no actual support resulted from the
idea (Shavit, 1985). The 1940s saw the establishment of the Washington
Office of the ALA, which then made concerted efforts to lobby for federal
support for public library funding. For several subsequent decades, how-
ever, the ALA would focus on the best interests of libraries as institutions
rather than the interests of library professionals, patrons, or communities
(Curley, 1974; Raber, 2007; Raymond, 1979).

Following their involvement in World War I efforts, libraries pursued
a similar path during World War II. They provided materials for military
libraries, offered patriotic books on the home front, and limited access to
materials sympathetic to the other side or by authors from enemy na-
tions. By working to be active supporters of the war efforts, public librar-
ies earned a great deal of political capital and recognition, giving rise to
the phraseology of the “arsenals of democracy,” which was originally
expressed by President Franklin Roosevelt in acknowledgment of their
wartime support. Yet libraries were not deemed central enough to the
war effort to be granted extra funding for their activities (Halsey, 2003).

Over the next few decades, these federal roles were primarily ex-
panded in terms of an interest by federal law enforcement and intelli-
gence agencies in the reading habits of certain Americans. During the
“Red Scare” of the 1940s and 1950s, the federal government encouraged
libraries to limit access to—or to entirely remove from their collections—
books that were seen as sympathetic to socialist and communist ideas
(Doyle, 2001). These initial efforts were soon systematized as the LAP.
The LAP and other actions undertaken to monitor reading materials and
other information activities of many library patrons represent the main
interest of the federal government in libraries during the early years of
the Cold War, creating many tensions between libraries and government
agencies. The ostensible purpose of the LAP was to enhance national
security by thwarting attempts by foreign spies to collect unclassified
information available in U.S. public libraries. Librarians, however, vehe-
mently opposed this so-called counterintelligence effort by the FBI to
coerce them into monitoring library usage, a practice that violated their
“commitment to the principle that unrestricted access to and dissemina-
tion of ideas are fundamental to a democratic society” (U.S. House Com-
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mittee on the Judiciary, 1998, p. 5). The potential for abuse was great—the
LAP, having been created within the FBI’s bureaucracy, operated within
a gray area: “It was authorized by no federal law, nor did it represent any
clear violation of federal law” (Foerstel, 2004, 35).

The library community, led by the ALA, played a critical role in call-
ing national attention to the LAP, which ultimately led to congressional
hearings to investigate the legality of this program. In the aftermath of
their experience with the LAP, the ability—and willingness—of libraries
to speak out (both for and against) federal policies that impact them
began to take center stage, as the focus shifted from the funding of librar-
ies to more concerted government intervention in their policies and prac-
tices. However, a project of libraries during this same time opened up the
possibilities of greater federal government support of public libraries.

After World War II, there were concerns about participation in elec-
tions. To help increase voter turnout in the 1952 presidential election,
public libraries across the country sponsored voter registration, educa-
tion, and participation drives and created large displays of political mate-
rials from both parties and objective analyses of candidates, issues, and
positions written by commentators and scholars. These efforts helped to
measurably increase voter turnout and establish the modern concept of
the public library as a reliable “community source for serious, nonparti-
san information on a central issue of the day” (Preer, 2008, p. 19). This
experience was not a comfortable one for library leadership, as many felt
it represented too much engagement in the political process; their sup-
port of the democratic process through information and education, how-
ever, helped encourage federal interest in financial support of public li-
braries. It could be accurately observed in 1974 that “there has not been a
clearly or consistently articulated federal policy” toward libraries (Well-
isch et al., 1974, p. 203), and the same holds true today. However, the
1950s marked the initial discovery of libraries by federal policy makers,
allowing libraries to make their first meaningful appearances in the na-
tional political process.

In 1956, the federal government passed the Library Services Act
(LSA), the first program of federal assistance for libraries, emphasizing
library services in rural underserved and unserved areas, as well as the
improvement of existing libraries in rural areas. This law was a contro-
versial one, as many members of Congress felt that libraries should be a
purely local matter (Raber, 1995). Proponents of this departure from the
established history of local funding crafted arguments that played to the
geopolitical tensions of the time, tying public libraries to the democratic
ideal of an informed citizenry (U.S. Senate, 1956). Members of Congress
were also swayed by testimony from the first director of ALA’s Washing-
ton Office, Paul Howard, who explained that about one-third of the U.S.
population at the time (35 million out of 132 million) lacked access to a
public library (Fuller, 1994). The purpose of this initial injection of federal
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funding into libraries, however, was limited in scope, in terms of both the
dollar amount ($7.5 million per year) and the duration (five years). The
LSA was not intended to fundamentally alter the local nature of libraries,
as evidenced by the express statement in Section 2(b) that this act was not
to be “so construed so as to interfere with State and local initiative and
responsibility in the conduct of public library services.”

The LSA, which was subsequently extended, improved library ser-
vices for more than 40 million people within the first seven years (Well-
isch et al., 1974). Amendments to the LSA expanded the law’s focus to
include assistance for urban areas, construction, interlibrary cooperation,
and certain target populations (e.g., institutionalized persons), culminat-
ing in the law being renamed to the LSCA in 1964 (Shavit, 1985). Reau-
thorization of the LSA, and later the LSCA, provided numerous opportu-
nities to revisit the debate on federal funding of libraries. Both the Nixon
and Carter administrations openly wanted to curtail federal funding for
public libraries (Fuller, 1994). Opponents of federal funding made two
somewhat contradictory arguments: (1) that the amount of money made
available through the existing program was not significant enough to
make a difference, and (2) that federal funding was no longer necessary
because the primary goal of extending library service to all parts of the
country had been largely achieved.

Proponents of continued federal funding pointed their fingers at local
and state governments, asserting that these entities generally underval-
ued, and thus provided insufficient support for, libraries (Congressional
Research Service, 1984). The ALA, in one of its first major engagements
with national political processes, became a key player in this debate,
actively lobbying for greater appropriations under both the LSA and the
LSCA. When the Nixon administration tried to halt the release of LSCA
funds, the ALA filed a lawsuit against the administration, leading to the
release of $52 million in LSCA funds (Halsey, 2003). The ALA’s lobbying
for financial support annoyed the Nixon administration so much that
they had the IRS audit ALA as an intimidation tactic (Shields, 1980).

Ultimately, proponents of federal funding for libraries prevailed and
the LSCA was reauthorized on multiple occasions. Over time, it incorpo-
rated support for library services, library construction, interlibrary coop-
eration, literacy programs, foreign language materials, and library ser-
vices for American Indians. The LSCA was, however, a measured suc-
cess. The limited amount of funds actually made available under the
LSCA in real dollar terms was far less than the Carnegie grants of fifty
years before (Lee, 1966). In fact, in the first twenty-five years of federal
contributions to library funding, the total support amounted to less than
the cost of two aircraft carriers (Josey, 1980). Moreover, attempts to create
a national library policy and a more consistent funding structure proved
futile. The National Library Act, introduced in 1979, was intended to
promote universal library service and minimum standards of service na-
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tionally, moving away from the notion of a public library as a purely
local institution, in line with changes in perceptions of public schools.
This piece of legislation, however, never made it out of the congressional
committee stage (Shavit, 1986).

INTERVENTION AND THE CURRENT POLITICAL
APPROACH TO LIBRARIES

Although the past quarter century has seen a significant increase in atten-
tion paid to libraries at the national level, this increase has not been
accompanied by a meaningful increase in federal funding to libraries.
Both the Reagan and George H. W. Bush administrations actively worked
to have LSCA and all federal funding for libraries eliminated as part of a
governing philosophy emphasizing smaller federal government and de-
creased support for public services (Fuller, 1994). While these efforts
proved unsuccessful, they foretold the increasingly hostile political envi-
ronment in which public libraries find themselves.

In the mid-1990s, the LSCA became the Library Services and Technol-
ogy Act (LSTA) in order to emphasize the importance of libraries as
access points for computers and the Internet. Funding for programs,
however, was shifted to other entities or disappeared entirely; literacy
program funding, for example, moved to the Department of Education
(McCook & Barber, 2002). The E-rate program, authorized as part of the
Telecommunications Act of 1996, provides financial support to some li-
braries for Internet connections and wiring. The National Commission
for Library and Information Statistics (NCLIS) was created to provide
national data on libraries and to provide policy guidance regarding li-
braries, but it was subsequently closed. NCLIS also brought attention to
key issues related to libraries and public policy, becoming involved in
issues such as access to government information, literacy, services to old-
er adults, and the creation of the Federal-State Cooperative System for
Public Library Data (Wall, 1990).

When it was discovered that the entire budget of NCLIS was going to
personnel costs, NCLIS was soon closed down and library program man-
agement was transferred from the Department of Education to IMLS.
Though a small federal agency, IMLS offers policy guidance regarding
libraries, manages the LSTA funding, is in charge of collecting and re-
porting national public library data, and funds library research and inno-
vative education programs. Yet, in spite of these programs, federal contri-
butions to public libraries are still well below 1 percent of total library
funding and have not succeeded in ensuring equal availability and qual-
ity of library services around the country (Jaeger, Bertot, et al., 2007;
Jaeger, McClure, & Bertot, 2005).
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The scarcity of federal funding, however, should not be construed as a
return to the first historical phase, referred to here as the “local years.”
On the contrary, in recent years, policy making and political processes at
the federal level have ushered in an unprecedented level of intervention
in libraries at the national level. Some of these policy decisions have been
aimed directly at libraries, while others have impacted libraries collater-
ally. Looked at collectively, the impacts of these decisions are significant.
After hundreds of years of primarily being left alone by federal policy
and politics outside of the contexts of war, this change is radical in both
size and scope. Given the number of laws that now directly affect librar-
ies, their services, and their patrons, the federal intervention in libraries
which we are now witnessing may continue for the foreseeable future.

In many of these interventions, the library has been the direct target as
a result of its ability to collect information on people’s reading habits or
to influence those reading habits. The post-9/11 period gave rise to laws
like the USA PATRIOT Act and the Homeland Security Act, which en-
hanced government agencies’ ability to collect a wide range of libraries’
physical and electronic records and to observe patron behaviors in librar-
ies, while also limiting the government information available through use
of zealous classification standards and permitting information to be re-
moved from library collections (Jaeger, Bertot, & McClure, 2003; Jaeger &
Burnett, 2005; Jaeger, McClure, Bertot, & Snead, 2004). In voicing opposi-
tion to these laws, librarians once again cast themselves in the role of
defender of their patrons’ rights of privacy and freedom of expression. As
with the LAP, librarians were forced to reevaluate how they handle pa-
tron information.

This time, however, librarians also found themselves at the center of
lengthy legal proceedings as they challenged the constitutionality of Sec-
tion 505 of the USA PATRIOT Act, which greatly expanded the FBI’s
authority to issue national security letters (Gorham-Oscilowski & Jaeger,
2008; Matz, 2008). Having thrust themselves into the middle of the post-
9/11 debate about the appropriate balance between national security and
individual liberty, librarians then had to grapple with the uncomfortable
glare of the political spotlight as the attorney general of the United States
even questioned their patriotism for objecting to the intrusive and exten-
sive nature of these laws. Many librarians took this issue extremely seri-
ously, with American Libraries even publishing an editorial titled “Who
Wants to Be the First to Go to Jail?” (Kniffel, 2002). Many libraries devel-
oped strategies to inform patrons that their activities in the library might
be monitored by the government.

During this same time period, Congress repeatedly sought to address
the issue of pornographic and other indecent content online, and as in the
national security realm, libraries became vocal advocates for their pa-
trons’ First Amendment rights. While the first two laws passed by Con-
gress were thrown out by the courts, the third—CIPA—survived legal
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challenges by ALA that went all the way to the Supreme Court. CIPA
requires the filtering of Internet access for all library computers in order
to receive certain types of federal funding. These filtering mechanisms
are highly imperfect, often blocking far more content than is covered by
the law; the mechanisms in the law for requesting unfiltered access can
be very slow and are entirely optional; and, most significantly, the re-
quirements are far more broad than they need to be, covering all patrons
and staff, regardless of their age (Gathegi, 2005; Jaeger, Bertot, &
McClure, 2004; Jaeger & McClure, 2004; Jaeger & Yan, 2009; Jaeger, Ber-
tot, McClure, & Langa, 2005).

The primary federal funds covered by CIPA, those available through
the E-rate funding program, are relied on by many libraries to support
library technology and Internet access, giving many libraries no choice
but to comply with CIPA’s requirements. Here, by virtue of their long
recognized contributions to the development of an informed citizenry,
libraries find themselves in a difficult position. Libraries do not create the
online content that CIPA seeks to regulate, but they nevertheless have
become a target in the federal government’s effort to protect children
from it, forcing them to juggle several different legitimate interests,
namely, their need for federal funding, their commitment to providing
unrestricted access to information, and their desire to limit children’s
exposure to potentially harmful content.

Other laws have impacted libraries in a less direct way. The DMCA
and other recent copyright reforms created serious issues for libraries.
Extensions of copyright protection to such incredible lengths—such as
the life of the author plus eighty years—create many questions of owner-
ship, and these extensions create significant tensions with the increase in
access to information brought about by the Internet and electronic files.
The exceptions carved out in an attempt to address these issues, such as
the fair-use exemption and the exemptions for use in distance education,
only serve to make the issues murkier, leaving many libraries uncertain
of their legal positions (Butler, 2003; Travis, 2006). Digital copies of or-
phan works—older works where the copyright owner is untraceable—
became virtually unusable, even by the libraries that own the items (Brito
& Dooling, 2006; Carlson, 2005). Libraries struggled mightily with previ-
ously much clearer issues of interlibrary loan, electronic resources, and
services to remote patrons, while universities had to determine how to
try to provide resources to distance education students (Allner, 2004;
Carrico & Smalldon, 2004; Ferullo, 2004; Gasaway, 2000).

Yet another type of intervention has occurred through the offloading
of federal government responsibilities onto libraries. Some of this off-
loading has been more the result of incompetence than intent, such as the
dramatically increased roles of libraries in emergency response and re-
covery during the 2004 and 2005 hurricane seasons (Bertot et al., 2006a,
2006b; Jaeger, Langa, et al., 2006). While the actions of public libraries in
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the devastated areas, as well as the areas to which the refugees had evac-
uated, earned them enormous respect among residents, politicians and
federal government employees downplayed these roles because the suc-
cess of libraries in helping communities made the federal response seem
all the more incompetent (Jaeger & Fleischmann, 2007).

The more deliberate offloading of federal government responsibilities
on public libraries—without any accompanying support—is best demon-
strated through e-government. The E-government Act of 2002 encour-
aged government agencies to move as much information, services, and
communication as possible online. Agencies soon realized that it was
easier and cheaper to send patrons to public libraries for help under-
standing and using e-government than to do it themselves, leading them
to offload the training and support for use of their online services to
public libraries (Bertot et al., 2006b; Jaeger & Bertot, 2009, 2010). Given
their public-access infrastructure, libraries are capable of serving as an
instrumentality through which this particular federal information policy
is carried out, and local, state, and federal governments quickly realized
the opportunity to shift cost and effort onto public libraries. Public librar-
ies and e-government delivery are so interconnected at this point that not
only is e-government heavily shaping public library activities, but the
way in which public libraries provide access has also impacted the for-
mat of e-government (Jaeger, Taylor, et al., 2012). This role, however, has
emerged at a time when public libraries are faced with budgetary con-
straints and forced to provide more services with fewer resources.

A related area that has devolved to public libraries is the provision of
access to government documents in a more traditional sense. As public
law libraries have closed or become less open to the public and academic
libraries have dropped out of the FDLP, public libraries in many regions
are the only public-access points for physical government documents and
other materials (Jaeger & Bertot, 2011). However, most public librarians
are not trained to function as government document librarians, putting a
further strain on their ability to effectively serve patrons.

The expectations related to government information, and e-govern-
ment in particular, are part of a growing problem for public libraries in
terms of perception. There is increasing pressure for public libraries to
have available all types of information, based on the misconception that
public libraries can be like Google (Waller, 2009). Public libraries have
built a reputation on being able to provide trusted information sources
and guidance using those sources, while Google, in presenting all infor-
mation it can find without any sense of evaluation other than the number
of hits a page receives, is the antithesis of the approach and skills of
public libraries. Google may ultimately become the only backup that
public libraries have in providing public access to government informa-
tion, however, as there is no other organization or constituency to which
to transfer public library information services. Public libraries are, in a
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sense, the last line of defense for e-government services and resources in
communities, having picked up increased roles and responsibilities as
government agencies, academic libraries, and law libraries reduced their
public services.

Broadband policy, a priority of the current administration, is yet an-
other area that has enabled the federal government to intervene in public
libraries. Similar to e-government, libraries serve as an instrumentality
through which broadband policy is carried out, as many have been able
to obtain federal funding through BTOP to improve their public-access
infrastructure. Here, however, the federal government views libraries as
one of many instrumentalities that can help it further its broadband poli-
cy goals. For example, the FCC’s 2010 Broadband Plan contains a seem-
ingly enormous contradiction—while acknowledging the contributions
of libraries, it also suggested defunding libraries to promote private-sec-
tor growth of broadband access. Yet in markets with low demand for
Internet access and services, increases in demand are more likely to result
from consumer outreach and digital literacy than from more infrastruc-
ture (Jayakar & Park, 2012). Service providers typically lack incentives to
invest in outreach and literacy programs, as they fear greater usage of the
Internet will reduce profits from other services, such as phone and cable
television (LaRose, Strover, Gregg, & Straubhaar, 2011). Even when ser-
vice providers do provide information literacy tools and outreach, such
actions are often simply a means to bring in customers who will ultimate-
ly pay for more expensive services. Comcast, for example, offers $9.95
Internet services, dubbed Comcast Essentials, for qualified low-income
customers who have children. However, service speeds are slow enough
to make it almost necessary for patrons to purchase more expensive ser-
vice options (Randall, 2013).

And in yet another derivation of federal government intervention in
libraries, libraries are now much more commonly used as a blatantly
political tool. They have become a symbol of public-sector spending in
political debates, with proponents of austerity now emboldened to belit-
tle support for public libraries to accomplish political goals, such as the
reduction of public spending and the elimination of public-sector unions
(Bertot, Jaeger, & Sarin, 2012). The main economic arguments for auster-
ity were based on poor assumptions with data, incorrect math, and data
errors in spreadsheets that resulted in wildly incorrect results—and such
errors and invalid assumptions have been widely documented by econo-
mists—yet these demonstrably incorrect results continue to be used in
many conservative arguments for cutting back on public goods to save
money (Herndon, Ash, & Pollin, 2013).

In addition, there are ongoing policy developments, proposals, and
regulations that can have substantial impacts on libraries as information
access providers. The continued debate over network neutrality—the free
flow of content over the Internet—can directly affect the provision of



The Evolution of Policies Affecting Public Libraries in the United States 55

digital content to library patrons. The debates over digital content piracy
culminated in SOPA. Though not passed into legislation, SOPA affected
libraries through its focus on content providers on which libraries de-
pend. And more broadly, efforts to reform Title 44 to account for the
increasingly digital context of library service can have an impact on the
GPO and the FDLP. In short, the policy and political environment is not
static and continues to spawn legislation and regulation that can have
significant consequences for libraries both as content creators and as con-
tent providers.

In a relatively short period of time, the means used by the federal
government to intervene in public libraries has evolved from the post-9/
11 focus on libraries as a direct target of federal information policies to
the use of libraries as both an instrumentality and a tool, depending on
the particular information policy or political goal at issue. In light of these
shifts, it is difficult to make predictions with any certainty as to how the
federal government will intervene in public libraries in coming years.
However, given the extent to which the services provided by public li-
braries have become increasingly intertwined with various federal infor-
mation policies, there is little doubt that intervention will continue in
some form or another.

NEUTRALITY AND THE POLITICAL WORLD

The ways that public libraries are affected by the policy-making and
political processes are also heavily shaped by a stance of their choosing.
By taking the stance of a neutral profession—specifically the intentional
distancing from the political and policy processes—the public library has
made it more difficult for its own perspective to be articulated and heard
in political and policy-making processes over the years. As federal poli-
cies make greater and greater intrusions into public library operations,
this stance becomes increasingly detrimental to public libraries.

The goal of neutrality has been a point of contention in library dis-
course for many years. Neutrality manifests itself in two keys areas of
librarianship: (1) trying to create collections that present as many differ-
ent viewpoints as possible, and (2) trying to remain apolitical to the great-
est extent possible. One of the staunchest defenders of library neutrality
summarized the position as the responsibility of the library being to “se-
lect materials from all producers, from the whole world of published
media, to build balanced collections representing all points of view on
controversial issues, regardless of their personal convictions or beliefs”
(Berninghausen, 1972, p. 3675). In contrast, criticisms of neutrality have
been stated just as starkly: “The basic question for librarians to face is
whether or not, individually or collectively, they wish to exert their influ-
ence in defense of freedom outside of the libraries where freedom is
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being assaulted. I hope we will not stand like chickens, waiting for our
turn on the block” (Ellsworth, 1948, p. 58).

While both of these areas of neutrality are a source of controversy, the
latter point is central to the discussion at hand. Some present an apolitical
posture as an act of service to patrons, while others see the commitment
to a plurality of opinions in library collections as mitigating against politi-
cal engagement by the field (Byrne, 2003; McMenemy, 2007). “Neutrality
is the wrong word—we aren’t neutral, we just suppress our feelings as an
act of discipline while at work and protest on our own time” (White,
1990, p. 73).

In practice, though, neutrality is at best a modernist ideal from a by-
gone age. In a time before the embrace of cultural diversity and postmod-
ernist perspectives, the idea of a rational, unbiased actor in any profes-
sion would have seemed far more plausible than it is today. Critics of
neutrality have noted, among other issues, that

• the work of libraries as community institutions means that they
must adopt the normative standards of the community, meaning
neutrality does not exist for libraries (Cornelius, 2004; Floridi, 2002);

• materials themselves are not neutral, so no collection of materials
can ever be neutral (Alfino & Pierce, 2001; Budd, 2006; Burton,
2009);

• many libraries carry the names of private and corporate benefac-
tors, undermining any image of neutrality (Graham, 2003);

• presenting all sides of an issue as having equal moral weight is
engaging in moral relativism and misleading patrons (Good, 2006);

• decisions made in resources to acquire, programs to present, and
services to offer are based on the class position and outlook of the
librarians and their communities (Durrani & Smallwood, 2006);

• abundant information available through the Internet makes neu-
trality impossible if librarians are to also promote digital literacy
(Graham, 2003; Jaeger, Bertot, Thompson, Katz, & DeCoster, 2012);

• those who challenge access to materials in libraries seek “to regu-
late and control what others read,” which is an inherently political
act (Knox, 2013, p. 200);

• public libraries are government entities, benefitting some groups
more than others based on policy-making decisions (Shavit, 1986);
and

• perhaps most significantly for the discussion at hand, public librar-
ies are publicly funded institutions whose fate is determined by
local, state, and national politics (Burton, 2009).

Even if neutrality is treated as an aspiration rather than an achievable
goal, these difficulties with neutrality challenge the very notion of it as a
driver of the profession.
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The challenges presented by neutrality are reflected in the profession-
al literature time and again as new social and political issues arise. At
various points in the last quarter century, arguments have been made for
abandoning neutrality to promote educational equality, challenge antiter-
rorism laws, combat privatization, and advocate for multiculturalism,
among many other issues (e.g., Berry & Rawlinson, 1991; Blanke, 1989;
Durrani & Smallwood, 2006; Jerrard, Bolt, & Strege, 2012; Kniffel, 2002;
Stoffle & Tarin, 1994). One could certainly argue that the positions taken
by librarians against the intrusions of the LAP, the USA PATRIOT Act,
CIPA, and other laws already constitute a clear abandonment of neutral-
ity on at least these issues.

The largest challenge to librarianship by neutrality, however, can be
found in the way it limits the ability of libraries to advocate for them-
selves, their patrons, and their communities:

By offering neutral responses in the increasingly partisan cultural
atmosphere, the librarian denies him or herself the opportunity to defi-
nitely reverse the tide of negative educational trends which have seen
the diminishment of the influence of the library in American soci-
ety. . . . If the librarians cannot be motivated to take a stand on pressing
social issues out of a sense of moral duty, certainly the librarians
should break his or her neutrality in the name of self-interest. (Good,
2006, p. 28)

As there are fewer resources available for public services and more re-
sponsibilities being placed on public libraries, the failure to actively en-
gage politically threatens the ability of the library to function and per-
form its vital educational functions.

Public libraries are not the only social institution that has tried to
remove itself from politics. As public schools became standardized and
professionalized, they originally pursued a strategy of being apolitical as
well. However, the movement to change their stance began in the 1950s
(Eliot, 1959). While the implications of this change for public schools have
been both positive and negative, politicians, policy makers, and members
of the public certainly are more aware of the implications of decisions on
public schools than they are for libraries. And all of those populations
have a much clearer sense of the roles of schools than they do of libraries
in society.

By continuing to hew to this neutral stance, public libraries have
boxed themselves in as far as the ability to advocate for their own needs.
“It is often the case that the librarian’s role as advocate is often under-
mined not merely by society but by librarians themselves” (McMenemy,
2007, p. 178). By simultaneously declaring themselves central to democra-
cy and above the world of politics that all other public institutions inhab-
it, public libraries have “evolved into a paradox” (Shavit, 1986, p. 3).
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Political and policy decisions shape what libraries can do, but libraries
commonly say they want nothing to do with politics and policy.

Nevertheless, these proclamations of neutrality are not truly represen-
tative of the reality of the activities of the library profession. Across the
Library Bill of Rights, the Code of Ethics, the ALA Policy Manual, and
other ALA documents are many direct and indirect declarations of
stances on political issues related to information—freedom of expression,
privacy, censorship, inclusion, and literacy being prominent themes
among them. Some of these documents stray well beyond information
issues, however. The ALA Policy Manual (2012a) focuses mostly on infor-
mation, but also includes pro-disarmament, pro-environmentalism, and
pro–nuclear freeze provisions in the section titled “National Information
Services and Responsibilities.” These are clearly political stances, includ-
ing some that have no rational relation to librarianship.

In spite of the profession’s adoption of various political stances—in-
formation-related and beyond—it has yet to abandon its overall stance of
neutrality. Ironically, in practice, libraries have never been neutral in
their collections or programming, emphasizing mainstream information
sources, privileging them over alternative sources, and shaping collec-
tions to both fit perceived community standards and the wishes of library
boards, local governments, and professional organizations (Samek, 2001;
Wiegand, 2011). Not only has the value of neutrality been problematic in
terms of how it has been implemented and mobilized in public libraries
since the 1960s and 1970s, but also it is perhaps impossible to ever
achieve in reality (Scott, Richards, & Martin, 1990).

The result is a self-imposed voicelessness on many important issues
with dramatic impacts on libraries. “Public librarians have, for the most
part, kept quiet” (Kent, 1996, p. 212). Such quietness, and related asser-
tions of neutrality, have not served libraries well in policy and politics
thus far, and it will only become more problematic as the ideology of
austerity more significantly dominates decisions about funding and poli-
cy. Trying to be quiet and apolitical when one exists in a starkly political
world is not a good survival strategy.

The combination of a stance of neutrality and a limited amount of
research demonstrating the contributions of libraries to democracy fre-
quently places libraries in the position of having major political and poli-
cy decisions happen to them, with their voice basically unexpressed, un-
heard, or ignored (Jaeger & Bertot, 2011; Jaeger, Bertot, & Gorham, 2013).
For example, the self-imposed voicelessness of libraries in the political
process has made it much easier for governments to offload the signifi-
cant e-government and emergency response duties discussed above to
public libraries in the past few years (Jaeger & Bertot, 2011).

Perhaps the most telling example of the considerable downside of
relying on apolitical positioning and assertions of value to democracy
was the court case over CIPA. The intent of the law was very popular—to
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protect children from harmful materials online. Yet by requiring the
placement of filters on all computers, rather than only those accessible to
children, the law is clearly unnecessarily broad. The library community’s
decision to challenge the law on its face, as opposed to waiting for it to be
implemented, was ill advised. By challenging the law on its face as an
infringement of intellectual freedom, they relinquished the opportunity
to make their case based upon either actual incidents in which people
were unable to reach information due to the expansiveness of the law or
actual incidents of problems with filters overblocking content to demon-
strate its overreach. Instead, the Supreme Court was able to rule entirely
in the abstract and produce an opinion that evidenced a lack of compre-
hension of both technology itself and of the operations of libraries (Gath-
egi, 2005; Jaeger, Bertot, & McClure, 2004; Jaeger & McClure, 2004). Had
libraries been prepared to demonstrate value to democracy as engaged
participants in political discourse and thereby been able to articulate a
very different case to the courts, it is not hard to imagine that the end
result of the legal challenge may have been different.

The disengagement with the political process not only has conse-
quences for libraries; it also limits the attention paid to library-generated
perspectives on and solutions to issues of policy that would benefit other
groups. One legal scholar recently labeled libraries as possessing “com-
pelling answers” to current major policy problems, such as privacy and
intellectual freedom, but bemoaned the disinclination of libraries to en-
gage these issues in the political arena (Richards, 2013, p. 689).

POLICY, POLITICS, AND IDEOLOGY

In spite of the federal government’s limited funding of and more consid-
erable interventions in public libraries, they remain a resolutely local
institution, and most of the everyday political issues are local ones. The
early efforts to control collections are different than those today, but li-
brary board members, local political leaders, and community members
still challenge existing materials and try to shape acquisitions. Battles
over budgets almost entirely occur at the state and local levels. However,
the spiraling interventions of the federal government in libraries during
the recent past represent a seismic shift in the relationship between poli-
tics, policies, and libraries.

Though various federal efforts now affect public libraries in profound
ways, the public library still maintains the position adopted in the early
twentieth century of being open to all through its active support of wide-
spread public access to information (Foerstel, 1991, 2004; Jaeger & Bur-
nett, 2005; Hartman, 2007). With the widespread opposition to the intru-
sions of the USA PATRIOT Act, the costly legal challenges to CIPA, and
the willingness to provide e-government services and resources, as three
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prominent examples, a steadfast belief in democracy clearly drives public
libraries at a deep level. Yet public libraries have difficulty expressing
their actual roles in the democratic process.

The self-perception of a library “conditions the kinds of choices the
library makes and the way it acts” (Beckerman, 1996, p. 11). Hopefully
greater attention paid to the long view of the impact of politics and poli-
cies on public library history will give public libraries a clearer self-per-
ception of their intended roles in democracy and how the political and
policy environment has responded to and shaped their actions. “History
is not an occasional or partial affair” (Shera, 1952, p. 251), and this discon-
nect between public libraries and the historical impacts on them by pub-
lic policy and politics has devastating consequences. The ability of librar-
ies to better articulate their role in democracy as part of the policy and
political discussions that will shape the future of the library depends
heavily on their ability to express how political and policy decisions im-
pact them—and how they wish for these decisions to impact them. How-
ever, as the next chapter details, greater engagement in the political and
policy-making processes is only the first step, as public libraries now face
a situation in which they need to work against major ideological currents
of politics and economics that have taken hold in the United States over
the past several decades.



FOUR
Prevailing Governance and

Economic Ideologies

In 2012, political commentator E. J. Dionne suggested that the current
levels of elevated partisanship and political gridlock stem from the dis-
junction between two political visions of the essence of the United States:
the strong-sense individual freedoms enumerated in the Constitution
and communitarian beliefs necessary to support the social infrastructure
that enables individual freedoms. Dionne argued that an overemphasis
on individualism impairs the ability of the American system to function
(2012). The luxury to lead a life of individualism, though, is entirely
dependent on a strong state to protect individual rights and a community
agreement to respect individual rights, while a stable society relies on a
certain level of equality between individuals (Gutmann, 1995; Stiglitz,
2012; Wolin, 1993). Such tensions between individualism and communi-
tarianism are far from new, though, as much of American politics since
the election of President Nixon in 1968 have been focused on moving
away from the support of public goods (Perlstein, 2008).

Historians often refer to the middle of the twentieth century as the
“great consensus,” as so much of the political activity and policy making
of governments at all levels was focused on building communities, rights,
and infrastructures. The period is typified by the political emphases of
presidents in that time span, from the New Deal social support, civil
rights, and building programs for social institutions of Franklin Roose-
velt and Harry Truman, through the focus on physical infrastructure of
Dwight Eisenhower, to the Great Society social investments and civil
rights programs of John Kennedy and Lyndon Johnson. The unraveling
of the great consensus during the later years of the Johnson administra-
tion ushered in a new political landscape centered much more strongly
on the individual than the community.

61
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While Nixon the candidate and Nixon the president deftly played to
the interests of the individual voter as a means to attain power and con-
trol, the political and economic ideologies to solidify the move away from
public goods were firmly entrenched by the administration of Nixon’s
one-time protégé, Ronald Reagan (Perlstein, 2008). While the neoliberal
economic ideology and the neoconservative political ideology sound like
they would be diametrically opposed, they in fact have served as the
central defining characteristics of American governance for the better
part of fifty years, moving from defining federal governance down to
defining most state and local governance in the United States and signifi-
cantly shaping the stances of the Republican and Democratic political
parties.

Public libraries, as the living definition of the public good, do not fare
well under these ideologies. Unfortunately, the terminology and advoca-
cy of public libraries in this time have only served to make their position
worse. While the venerable statement that “new policies create a new
politics” (Schattschneider, 1935, p. 288) often holds true, it has not in the
case of public libraries. Public libraries have never played a major part in
policy making at the local, state, or federal levels—they are typically
affected by policy decisions made without their input—or input that
shapes the policy outcome. Even major successes of public libraries in
recent years—e-government, emergency response, digital literacy, tech-
nology access, and community partnerships, among others—have not
given them a greater role in the policy process. Regardless of libraries’
demonstrations of success and contributions, their lack of voice is prede-
termined in part by governance ideologies that are based on the belief
that public goods are always inferior to private efforts.

THE AMERICAN NIGHTMARE

One political scientist has labeled the governance that has resulted from
the confluence of the neoliberal economic ideology and the neoconserva-
tive political ideology as an “American nightmare” (Brown, 2006, p. 690).
If so, it is a nightmare widely embraced by most politicians, regardless of
where they stand on the political spectrum. It is not a uniquely American
nightmare, however, as both the liberal and conservative political parties
in the United Kingdom have embraced the same ideologies since the
election of Ronald Reagan’s spiritual twin Margaret Thatcher as prime
minister. During her years as prime minister, Thatcher oversaw the evis-
ceration of public library funding in the United Kingdom, with her suc-
cessor John Major continuing her policies. Libraries in that nation have
yet to recover from those two decades, and the economic downturn has
worsened the situation (Helling, 2012).
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The neoliberal economic ideology is an approach to the economy that
extends beyond economic policy, mandating that decisions of govern-
ance be based on what is best for markets, as free markets are seen as
being dependent on all decisions reinforcing their freedom. Under this
approach, economic, political, and social decisions are driven by market
concerns and organized by the language and rationality of markets. It is
“consistently hostile to the public realm,” seeking to replace public goods
with “the rule of private interests, coordinated by the markets” (Clarke,
2004, pp. 30–31). As president, Reagan liked to frequently repeat the joke
that the nine scariest words in the English language were “I’m from the
government and I’m here to help.” The erosion of the public good
through economic decisions in the United States actually began after
World War II, when the vast majority of infrastructure funds distributed
by the federal government went to housing, education, and development
in the newly created suburbs rather than urban areas. In this transition,
many of the agencies of the public good found in urban areas—cafes,
museums, bookstores, lecture halls, and parks—did not follow the popu-
lation to the suburbs in large numbers (Cohen, 2003).

In 1987, after being elected prime minister for a third consecutive
term, Thatcher stated, “There is no such thing as society,” but instead
“the great driving engine, the driving force of life,” is individuals and
groups wanting to make money (Thatcher, 1987). This statement was
perhaps the clearest window into the thinking of adherents of neoliberal-
ism. Without society, nothing can be the fault of society, alleviating
government of the need to look after members of society who are in need
of help. Without the need to support members of a society, institutions of
the public good become utterly superfluous. Now there are at least three
different major arguments that society does not exist, all emanating from
the neoliberal economic ideology and being united by a central premise
that rejects any central structure binding people together beyond eco-
nomics (Dean, 2013).

Many major policy changes since Reagan’s election can be understood
as clear articulations of the neoliberal economic ideology. The deregula-
tion of the private sector is based on strengthening the ability of corpora-
tions at the expense of individuals, based on the assumption that the
market will find ways to protect individuals through options. The wide-
spread use of school choice, charter schools, and school vouchers stems
from the neoliberal belief that the market will provide better options than
government, even if many of the new educational options are not particu-
larly successful at providing an education. The past several decades have
provided numerous other examples of this approach, with many previ-
ously common functions becoming ones of self-care couched in the lan-
guage of consumerism. A famous example of this was President George
W. Bush’s ultimately unsuccessful proposal to change Social Security to
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individual retirement accounts, under which citizens would have been
left to fend for themselves in the market.

The movement for all government functions to justify themselves in
economic terms may be the essence of the neoliberal economic ideology,
with many public goods being assessed as cost calculations. Al Gore
spent much of his eight years as Bill Clinton’s vice president spearhead-
ing efforts throughout government—known collectively as National Per-
formance Review studies—to focus on efficiency, productivity, and prof-
itability rather than good governance or the public good. A little-remem-
bered part of the early development of e-government was that some
government officials initially advocated for it as a revenue stream for
government, making citizens pay for searches, transactions, and interac-
tions with government that they would only be able to do online.

The notion that all government functions can and should have a clear
economic value has led to dwindling investments in and support of edu-
cation, physical infrastructure, benefits, workplace safety, environmental
safety, and public libraries, among many other government functions.
Many public institutions have thus been driven to act more like corpora-
tions, as can be seen in public schools being underwritten by corporate
sponsorships and vending machine contracts (Buschman, 2012). It is in-
triguing to note that, prior to the widespread embrace of the neoliberal
economic ideology by politicians, sociologists and historians had made
clear that degrading the public sphere in favor of the private sphere
serves to undermine the value of both the public and private spheres as
elements to support a functional society (Sennett, 1974).

The neoconservative political ideology is based on the idea that the
state should exercise power as moral authority rather than through repre-
sentative governance. A neoconservative state is strong and willing to
use that strength to accomplish policy goals that may be driven entirely
by moral evaluations, such as “wars of choice.” The moral basis of
governance is embraced by elected officials. George W. Bush famously
spoke of his decisions in terms of “political capital” that he had earned
and could spend as he saw fit rather than in terms of trying to represent
the interests and perspectives of the governed.

Many of these values are rooted in support of what is seen as the
“traditional” family unit and “pro-family” perspectives that are part of
the neoconservative narrative, resulting in promotion of certain gender
roles and opposition to rights for certain disadvantaged populations
through politics and policy (Burnham, 2010; Gaffney, 2013). Neoconser-
vatism is designed to appeal to the upper and middle classes, creating a
narrative that they, as the wealthy, hegemonic majority, are besieged by
minority groups and the disadvantaged who are trying to change their
way of life. The neoconservative political ideology has succeeded in get-
ting much of the middle and upper class to believe that it needs protec-
tion from the government, rather than focusing on the reality of receiving
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the considerable benefits of the government that accrue to advantaged
populations (Burnham, 2010).

Neoconservatism also belittles educational institutions, like schools
and libraries, as serving to erode the values of the supposed majority. The
field of education was far more attuned to the ways in which neoconser-
vatives were framing education than the field of librarianship, with as-
sessments of the impact of neoconservatives already appearing in educa-
tion discourse before Reagan was elected (Park, 1980). Libraries certainly
did everything they possibly could to reinforce the narrative in the minds
of neoconservatives—and much of the general public—that they were
actively threatening community values based on the way ALA’s chal-
lenges to CIPA played out in the courts.

As state steerage of the economy is central to the neoconservative
approach, its economic dimensions have simply become the same as the
neoliberal economic ideology. Under the combination of these two ideol-
ogies, economic discourse now “prescribes the form that ‘problems’ have
to be given before they can be acted upon, the kinds of ‘choices’ that exist,
and the meaning of ‘rationality’” and frames the discussion and choices
in “virtually every sphere of public activity, from health care, social wel-
fare, and education to weapons systems, environmental protection, and
scientific research” (Wolin, 1981, pp. 26–28). This approach to policy en-
courages divisions and promotes inequalities in availability and funding
of public services (Wolin, 1993).

Curiously, as the neoliberal economic ideology has greatly decreased
regulation of the corporation, the moralistic aspect of the neoconservative
political ideology has increased the regulation of the citizen. Limitations
on previously established rights, such as limiting women’s access to the
services of reproductive choice as a way to curtail the ability to seek an
abortion, amount to moralistic regulations on citizens. When failed Re-
publican presidential nominee Mitt Romney stated that “corporations are
people too” in a 2012 campaign speech, it was no mistake, though under
the combinations of these two ideologies, corporations are likely able to
act more freely than citizens.

Corporations are also much more likely than individuals to garner
political support and funding for the infrastructure on which they de-
pend. Big business lobbies for the infrastructure that supports business
activities—roads, railways, shipping, and power and other utilities—and
the government always meets these corporate infrastructure needs.
“What is missing is investment in such things as public libraries, parks,
city streets and sidewalks, urban mass transit” (Galbraith, 1998, p. 207).
This disjunction was evidenced in the spring of 2013 when Congress
passed legislation to stave off cuts from the Federal Aviation Administra-
tion (FAA) budget that would have led to delays in airplane flights as a
result of mandatory furloughs for air traffic controllers. Complaints from
business made this cost-saving measure disappear immediately, while
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the many larger cuts to public services that do not impact businesses
remain in place, such as major reductions to Head Start preschool pro-
grams, Meals on Wheels programs for older adults, and health care for
the poor.

Since the combination of these ideologies swept into common usage
under the Reagan and Thatcher administrations in the United States and
the United Kingdom, the result has been radical change through reduc-
tions in tax rates, spending cuts for public services, deregulation, and
erosions of social support for the public good. In a public discourse in
which every public good can be questioned and required to demonstrate
a tangible value, economic terminology began to dominate. Yet, as with
librarians and library collections, economics and economic analysts are
not neutral. By treating political and moral questions as being inter-
changeable with economic ones, these ideologies have allowed for politi-
cal discourse and policy-making processes to question anything to which
it is hard to assign a tangible value or that does not comply with a strict
moral vision of the government. Being a public good is no longer suffi-
cient. “The whole idea of human rights has lost some of its romantic
appeal and moral authority” (Moyn, 2012, n.p.).

The omnipresence of these ideologies at the federal level has resulted
in their widespread adoption in lower levels of government as well. At
all levels of society, political problems have been transformed into indi-
vidual problems with market solutions (Brown, 2006). Unfortunately, the
market and the government provide services in very different ways. Pub-
lic goods can deliver many kinds of contributions, supporting democratic
equality, social efficiency, and social mobility (Labaree, 1997). In support-
ing the public good, governments can provide services, distributions, and
stabilization of the market, none of which the market itself can provide as
effectively, or at all in many cases, as it focuses on monetizing discrete
services to individuals provided by different companies (Ver Eecke, 1998,
1999). Further, many elements of the public good are not easy to mone-
tize, so decreasing government support to them will not easily be re-
placed by support from the market. Public libraries, while they contribute
enormously to their communities, are not likely to turn a profit for a
company. As a result, they are coming to stand as “a symbol of the
impoverishment of the public domain” (Newman, 2007, p. 905).

In the recent years of the prolonged global economic downturn, the
emphasis on the value of public services has been extended under the
new buzzword of austerity. While clearly an intentionally ambiguous
term, austerity provides a means to justify deeper cuts into public goods
and services that cannot articulate an economically quantified value and/
or that are deemed morally objectionable under the neoconservative
ideology. As the language of value is based on economic contributions
rather than public good, the terms of austerity are clearly biased against
educational and cultural institutions like public libraries.
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FEAR AND LOATHING IN THE PUBLIC LIBRARY

The public library is an important social institution that provides much-
needed resources—education and training, job search resources, and
Internet access for applying for jobs and social services, among many
other services—for patrons and communities (Sigler et al., 2011; Taylor et
al., in press). In library literature, public libraries are seen as providing
value to their patrons and communities through services and resources
related to information, education, literacy, economic regeneration, cul-
ture, diversity, and recreation in a public space that is welcoming of all
community members (Bourke, 2005; Debono, 2002; Given & Leckie, 2003;
Hafner, 1987; Hillenbrand, 2005; Kerslake & Kinnell, 1998; Leckie & Hop-
kins, 2002; Webster, 1995; Williamson, 2000).

The sheer number and presence of libraries suggests that they may
have greater cultural value than community members, policy makers, or
librarians themselves realize (Buschman, 2007a, 2007b). However, the
“value of a good library—like good teaching—is extraordinarily difficult
to quantify” (Buschman, 2005, p. 1). The bounty of information provided
by the Internet has made demonstrating library value even more com-
plex, as many commentators see libraries as needing to be more like or to
be replaced by Google (Waller, 2009). Others have argued that the library
is diminishing its own value through the focus on Internet-based services
and reducing the emphasis on more traditional information provision
activities (Brophy, 2007; Brown & Duguid, 2002; Buschman, 2003; Tis-
dale, 1997). Most of the contributions made by public libraries to patrons
and communities are very hard to put in economic terms, and attempts to
do so are hampered by the fundamental incompatibility of this approach
with the premise, activities, and goals of libraries.

While some attempts have been made to express public library value
in the terminology of business or purely economic terms, such efforts are
limited by the actual activities and goals of libraries, which are not inher-
ently business functions. The field of education, on the other hand, has
worked to change the parameters of value applied to it—from purely
economic terms to their own metrics of teacher evaluations, standardized
testing, and a focus on components and types of education—through
advocating in the public discourse for how education should be meas-
ured and valued. By being engaged directly in political and policy-mak-
ing processes, the field of education has been able to establish the narra-
tive of how they will be judged in terms of productivity, efficiency, and
economic metrics. While policy makers and educators are still debating
what forms of assessment are the best measures of progress and learning
outcomes, the fact remains that these forms of tangible assessments exist
and the debate continues. This lesson is an important one for all other
cultural institutions.
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No matter how the public library tries to demonstrate its myriad con-
tributions, however, a political climate dominated by the neoliberal eco-
nomic ideology and the neoconservative political ideology may prevent
it from successfully arguing for its continued relevance. Neoliberalism
targets professional groups, as their specific knowledge bases threaten
the assumption that markets know more than other social actors (Clarke,
2004). This has led to conflicts with many unions, particularly those of
government workers and teachers, due to their specialized knowledge
bases that cannot be easily replicated by the market. While librarians are
a much smaller population than either of those groups, it is a workforce
that is particularly associated with knowledge due to the nature of library
work. Simply put, the neoliberal economic ideology wants libraries to
fail. Not surprisingly, President Reagan believed that information was
central to the future of the country and decided to support businesses
working in the information sector to facilitate economic success with in-
formation while actively trying to suppress library funding and their
focus on information as an educational tool (Harris & Carrigan, 1990).

The job losses of the Great Recession clearly reflect the negative atti-
tudes toward public-sector jobs and unions that have been most clearly
impacted by the Great Recession. Based on recent Bureau of Labor Statis-
tics (BLS) data, 680,000 public-sector jobs in the United States were lost
between June 2009 and August 2012, or roughly 3 percent of the local,
state, and federal government jobs that existed before the prolonged eco-
nomic downturn began. In previous recessions, public-sector employ-
ment has traditionally increased (Hatch, 2004). According to the Center
on Budget and Policy Priorities, state budget shortfalls have ranged from
$107 billion to $191 billion between 2009 and 2012, and current projec-
tions place state budget shortfalls at $55 billion for 2013 (http://www.
cbpp.org/cms/index.cfm?fa=view&id=711). Some states—Florida, Neva-
da, and Arizona, for example—have fared much worse. This current situ-
ation stands in stark contrast to other recessions of the past several
decades, during and after which the number of public-sector jobs actually
increased. Certain public-sector areas have been hit particularly hard in
this prolonged economic downturn, with 20 percent of the public health
workforce losing their jobs since 2009 (Kliff, 2012).

State and public libraries have not been untouched in these cuts. Ac-
cording to the 2012 Public Library Funding and Technology Access
Study, public library funding has stagnated or declined since 2009, result-
ing in a reduction of operating hours and staff at some libraries. In addi-
tion, 40 percent of states reported reduced state aid funding for public
libraries over the last three years. In the most recent annual library bud-
get survey conducted by Library Journal, overall state funding fell 8.3
percent, with 44 percent of respondents observing a decrease in state
funding (Schwartz, 2013). In at least one state (Texas), state aid was com-
pletely cut, which if not reinstated in the next legislative session will
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result in a loss of federal LSTA funds. Overall, budgets for public librar-
ies, public schools, public health services, and other state and local
government agencies devoted to the public good have been cut substan-
tially since the recession began, greatly limiting their ability to serve their
communities in many cases. In fact, hundreds of thousands of govern-
ment jobs have disappeared across the country during the prolonged
economic downturn and are not coming back.

The public library is also an affront to the neoconservative political
ideology in many of its positions. The public library is associated with a
diversity of viewpoints and intellectual openness, both of which run
contrary to the neoconservative narrative of “traditional” values and so-
cial structures. In the United Kingdom in the 1980s, public libraries were
bizarrely attacked in the political discourse by some conservatives for the
crime of “daring to order books in the name of the public” (Webster,
2005, p. 283). Many challenges to materials are rooted in neoconservative
values conflicting with public library values, such as the incessant chal-
lenges to And Tango Makes Three—a 2005 children’s book in which a
couple made of up of two male penguins adopts a penguin chick—for
threatening the “traditional” family unit. The public library is also an
institution that serves all classes in society, and it is particularly suppor-
tive of the needs of the marginalized and minority populations that neo-
conservatism portrays as threatening the values of the middle class (Jaeg-
er, Subramaniam, Jones, & Bertot, 2011).

This neoconservative ideology also has manifested in organized na-
tional efforts to control access to materials in public libraries, most not-
ably Family Friendly Libraries (FFL). Created in 1992, FFL is a “pro-
family” conservative organization to try to limit access to lesbian, gay,
bisexual, transgender, and questioning (LGBTQ) materials and other ma-
terials the group perceived as a threat to “traditional families”—a mother
and father raising children together in a Christian household—in public
libraries (Gaffney, 2013). Most pro-family organizations are conservative
Christian organizations opposed to LGBTQ rights, reproductive rights,
public education, and/or science education (Diamond, 1998; Kintz, 1997;
Wilcox, 2011). “Pro-family activists target public institutions themselves
as the problem, believing that schools and libraries abuse their profes-
sional trust by attacking religion, promoting ‘liberal causes’ such as gay
rights, and ultimately denying conservative parents their right to incul-
cate their religious and political beliefs in their offspring” (Gaffney, 2013,
p. 188).

Attacking the ALA as being antichild and anticommunity, FFL argued
that commitments to diversity and access had no place in public libraries.
While their focus was initially on books, the FFL turned all of its attention
to online materials in the late-1990s, leading the movement to pressure
Congress into passing CIPA and also campaigning for the wildly over-
reaching Deleting Online Predators Act (DOPA) that never even left com-
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mittee. The group has been less active in the years since but continues to
argue for enforcement of CIPA standards in public and school libraries
(Gaffney, 2013). These various types of attacks on public libraries in poli-
cy and politics are intrinsically tied to larger debates about culture and
society. “When the cultural discourse is contested, the institutions
charged with the transmission of culture become arenas in the contest”
(Robbins, 2000, p. 161).

On the other side, arguments in favor of support for public libraries in
national policy and politics have typically relied heavily on basic liberal
ideology, offering aspirational assertions of the importance of public li-
braries as a social equalizer and the moral imperatives of education for all
(Harris & Carrigan, 1990; Molz, 1976). Not only do these types of argu-
ments in favor of libraries have no chance of success in the current politi-
cal climate; they serve to further antagonize the sensibilities of the neo-
conservatives that dominate current political discourse.

The strong political and policy currents flowing against public librar-
ies in the United States and the United Kingdom are hardly universal.
Many nations, particularly in northern Europe, have expanded the offi-
cial roles of public libraries in recent years and have increased support
for them to parallel these new responsibilities. Nations like Sweden, Den-
mark, and Finland have used the growth of the Internet and the increas-
ing number of government services available online as an opportunity to
bolster the centrality of the public library as a social institution by ex-
panding funding, resources, services, and access to government agencies
in public libraries (Helling, 2012). It is worth noting that such support has
been accomplished in nations with very different policy-making struc-
tures—Denmark has a more centralized government and library policies
are addressed in politics, while Sweden has a more decentralized govern-
ment and library policies are addressed at local levels (Landoy & Zetter-
lund, 2013).

A 2012 article in Forbes magazine declared that a master’s degree in
LIS is the worst type of master’s degree based on career earning potential
(Smith, 2012). Despite the designation by Forbes, librarians are not poorly
paid. Within the realm of public-sector occupations, the BLS gives a high-
er median annual wage for librarians than for social workers, dispatch-
ers, firefighters, kindergarten teachers, elementary school teachers, mid-
dle school teachers, secondary school teachers, school counselors, and
special educators, among others. While librarians are paid less on aver-
age than police officers, nurses, and college faculty, librarianship in-
volves less danger than the first two and requires less education than the
third. Put in the public-sector perspective, librarianship is not a poorly
paying career choice, especially for people who want to serve the public
good.

E-mail lists, as well as blogs and other social media, reacted to the
Forbes piece, with many librarians responding with an emphasis on non-
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economic reasons to earn an MLS—the desire to have a job focused on
public service, the fact that they did not get an MLS to become wealthy,
and the widely acknowledged high levels of career satisfaction among
librarians. These same themes were central to the official response posted
by the ALA on its website and the editorial written by former ALA presi-
dent Maureen Sullivan in the Washington Post in July 2012 (Sullivan,
2012). However, it is a critical mistake to see the Forbes piece as anything
but political in nature (Bertot, Jaeger, & Sarin, 2012).

Steve Forbes, who has guided Forbes magazine as editor in chief and
its parent corporation as president and CEO, is one of the popularizers of
the ideologies of neoliberal economics and neoconservative governance.
Through his magazine, Forbes has influenced the thinking of the mon-
eyed classes about public services and the public good. The magazine has
made numerous direct assaults on the value of various public goods over
the decades. For example, a 1997 Forbes article attacked the idea of pro-
viding a public education for children with disabilities as “a costly fail-
ure,” “an unmonitored mess,” and “a scandalous waste of money,” ulti-
mately arguing that most children with disabilities did not deserve to be
educated (Gubernick & Conlin, 1997, p. 66). Seeing these types of asser-
tions in print in a magazine like Forbes can have an enormous reinforcing
effect on readers who are already skeptical of the importance of public
goods. Neoconservative media measurably increases the likelihood of
voting and measurably shapes the positions taken by voters (DellaVigna
& Kaplan, 2007). As most readers of Forbes likely already favor neoliberal
economic and neoconservative governance ideologies, these types of arti-
cles strengthen their existing beliefs, making it more difficult for informa-
tion representing other perspectives to have an impact (Hoff & Stiglitz,
2010; Rabin & Schrag, 1999).

Steve Forbes ran for the Republican presidential nomination in 1996
and 2000 on a platform that was definitional of neoliberal economics and
neoconservative governance. Though his campaigns failed, elements of
his platform have been inspirational to the George W. Bush administra-
tion, the Tea Party, and the austerity movement through slashing public
services to yield substantial reductions in tax rates. In the 1996 campaign,
Forbes advocated for a greatly reduced flat tax system of 17 percent on
earned income above $36,000 and complete exemption of any investment
or inheritance income. Such a plan would eviscerate the federal budget
and public services. He also campaigned on allowing opt-outs of Social
Security and other government social programs, while promising to elim-
inate virtually every federal agency related to social, cultural, environ-
mental, and educational concerns. By his next campaign, Forbes had even
expressed support for the repeal of the Sixteenth Amendment, which
allows the federal government to collect taxes. Across the views ex-
pressed in his campaigns and other political activities, Forbes demon-
strated the neoliberal/neoconservative belief that cultural, educational,
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and social service agencies are unnecessary, and even unwise, tax expen-
ditures.

It is important to note that the 2012 Forbes article only rated thirty
master’s degrees. With many politicians treating public libraries as easy
targets for cost-saving initiatives—through cutbacks in funds and hours
of service, privatization, suggestions of all-volunteer staffing, and other
means—it would hardly be surprising if the MLS was predestined to be
named the worst master’s degree by that publication. Also curious is the
fact that the source of their data on average incomes by degree came from
a private, nontransparent vendor. The fact that the vendor data cited in
the Forbes piece indicates a higher average salary ($57,600) than that listed
by the BLS (2012) (listed as $54,500) is especially curious. It is not unrea-
sonable to question the validity of the data used, as other publicly avail-
able data seem to contradict, at least in part, some of the article’s conclu-
sion. What is not in question, however, is the political agenda driving the
conclusion of the Forbes piece.

LIBRARY SERVICES IN THE AGE OF AUSTERITY

In a different political climate, perhaps the same employment data could
be interpreted not as showing that the MLS is the worst master’s degree,
but that libraries are heavily undervalued and librarians are underpaid
for all that they do for society. The current political realities, unfortunate-
ly, make such a scenario pure fantasy. For libraries, the limitations on
serving their communities due to budget cuts and other austerity meas-
ures are a particularly acute problem, even among agencies of the public
good. While it is deeply unlikely that the neoliberal economics and neo-
conservative governance movement would ever be able to reach a cres-
cendo in which the nearly 17,000 public libraries in the United States
were all shut down or privatized, the thousand paper cuts of austerity
unquestionably will undermine the myriad ways that public libraries
have developed to support their communities.

The contemporary public library is a mix of community center and
community service center, with librarians simultaneously acting as infor-
mation experts, educators, and social workers to serve the unique needs
of their community. In fulfilling these roles, public libraries are generally
the champions of “interest groups of less influence,” which has dramatic
consequences in the political process (Landoy & Zetterlund, 2013, p. 106).
The wealthier members of society do not frequently need these types of
resources and therefore can easily be unaware of the importance of the
library in the lives of so many Americans—especially as the U.S. popula-
tion continues to become more demographically and culturally diverse.
With only the image of the library of their childhood from thirty or forty
or fifty years ago, the advantaged view the library as completely dispens-
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able with Google always at hand. Unfortunately, these individuals are
also the people working as politicians and policy makers and the ones
contributing the majority of money to political campaigns that support
neoliberal economics and neoconservative governance. The view of the
library as an antiquated institution that people only use by choice, rather
than out of necessity, has even led to assertions by some in positions of
power that libraries should be funded exclusively through private dona-
tions, just like museums (Holt & Holt, 2010).

As a result, all of the existing and innovative services that public
libraries are providing to their communities to help them through the
long-term economic crisis have resulted in the untenable pairing of dra-
matically rising usage and precipitously declining funding. Public librar-
ies have long experienced that economic downturns lead to increased
usage of the library and its services, with references to this relationship
dating back to as early as 1880 in library discourse (James, 1985). This
relationship is now known as the Librarian’s Axiom and has been dem-
onstrated to be true through numerous studies and, more importantly,
many years of library operation during times of economic crisis (Davis,
2009, 2011; James, 1986; Lynch, 2002). During the Great Depression, li-
brary services and materials were “eagerly sought” and “contributed
something to the lessening of social ills during a difficult period” (Herd-
man, 1943, p. 334). The demand for library books and for reference ser-
vices skyrocketed; between 1930 and 1932, circulation at libraries around
the country jumped by 25 to 30 percent annually, though those averages
were down to 14 percent by 1935 as libraries had fewer intact materials
left for patrons to borrow (Waples, Carnovsky, & Randall, 1932; Herd-
man, 1943).

The increased demand coupled with budget decreases left many li-
braries with decimated collections by the end of the Depression (Kramp,
1975). The needs of patrons during this time also led to expansions of
services for unemployed adults and of children’s services, creating “a
broader concept of community service” that continues to this day (Ennis
& Fryden, 1960, p. 253). Yet a lack of funds drove libraries to stop buying
materials and hiring new employees—a whole generation of library
school graduates had to take jobs without pay simply to be able to work
in their chosen fields (Shera, 1933). Subsequent recessions have increased
demand for library services, though even in the best of economic times,
libraries are a vital resource for individuals in economic distress (Berman,
1998; Nyquist, 1968).

This current Great Recession has been no exception. Libraries in com-
munities with long-term economic difficulties typically have more limit-
ed resources for patrons (Constantino, 2005). Yet, between 2006 and 2008,
the number of Americans with library cards increased by 5 percent, in-
person library visits increased by 10 percent, and library website visits
increased by 17 percent (Davis, 2009, 2011). “These increases in use trans-
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late into 25 million more in-person visits, 11 million more uses via com-
puter, and about 4 million more uses by telephone” (Davis, 2009, p. 13).
On average, circulation in libraries rose 5.6 percent between 2007 and
2008 alone (Hoffert, 2009). In 2009, more than 14 million people were
considered regular patrons of library computers for Internet access (C.
Hill, 2009a).

These increases in usage are not uniform across socioeconomic strata.
As compared to higher-income households, those making less than
$50,000 a year, and especially those making less than $30,000 a year, are
far more likely to use the library and consider it important to their fami-
lies (Zickuhr, Rainie, & Purcell, 2013). In 2012, 30 percent of American
households lacked home Internet access, and, unsurprisingly, public li-
braries are the primary option for Internet access among those who do
not otherwise have access (NTIA, 2013). In individual libraries, the im-
pacts can be overwhelming, with some systems seeing a 25 percent in-
crease in visits in one year or a 500 percent increase in computer usage in
a recent three-year period (N. M. Hill, 2009).

In a typical public library, this has translated to an increased usage of
books, audiobooks, and DVDs for entertainment, as well as the Internet,
with patrons primarily searching for employment, unemployment bene-
fits, and social services (Holland & Verploeg, 2009; Martell, 2009). In
2012, 73 percent of unemployed and 52 percent of underemployed Inter-
net users went online to look for work (NTIA, 2013). Such increases
should not be surprising as jobs are scarce and, according to a 2009 sur-
vey, 63 percent of people have reduced their entertainment spending
during the Great Recession (Gibbs, 2009).

In addition, parents working longer hours and having fewer funds for
after-school activities equates to more children, tweens, and teens coming
to the library for entertainment and a safe haven (Farrelly, 2009). People
also see libraries as a place where patrons can get information from li-
brarians on using the Internet to help save money (Porter & King, 2009).
Past president of the ALA Maureen Sullivan recently stated that “while
libraries have long been refuges for the down and out, anecdotal reports
underscore that [libraries] are dealing with more people than ever before
with mental health issues and basic needs such as food and shelter”
(Nieves, 2010, n.p.).

The need for use of technology to access social services is particularly
acute. In the United States, millions of people were relying on govern-
ment-provided social services to meet basic needs even as the long-term
economic downturn took hold: Medicaid (57.8 million people in 2006);
food stamps (over 33 million in 2009); the Women, Infants, and Children
(WIC) program (9 million in 2009); Social Security (over 7 million in
2009); and many others (U.S. Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Ser-
vices, n.d.; U.S. Office of Retirement and Disability Policy, n.d.; U.S. Sup-
plemental Nutrition Assistance Program, n.d.; U.S. Women, Infants, and
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Children Program, n.d.). In addition to these federal services, each state
provides a range of local services that cover health, family, employment,
and other social services.

With one in six Americans living in a household where there is diffi-
culty feeding the members of that household and nearly half of older
adults facing poverty, many Americans who have never previously ap-
plied for social services now find themselves seeking government sup-
port (Chen, 2010; Reuters, 2010). However, most of these support services
must now be applied for online (Bertot & Jaeger, 2012; Jaeger & Bertot,
2011). Because public libraries are so well positioned to offer e-govern-
ment services, use of public library computers for this purpose is high,
especially among patrons who have no other access to the Internet out-
side of the library (Becker et al., 2010). Thus, the economic downturn, by
both exacerbating the digital divide and increasing the volume of appli-
cations for social services, is strongly driving public library usage (Bertot
& Jaeger, 2012; Gehner, 2010; Holt & Holt, 2010; Kinney, 2010).

In short, despite the strong political and policy headwinds that they
face, public libraries are vital centers of information, education, social
services, resources, and technology access that have only grown more
important since the prolonged economic downturn began. While chapter
6 will turn in detail to strategies to articulate the value of all of these
contributions to politicians, policy makers, and members of the public
who do not regularly use libraries, the next chapter focuses more deeply
on the evolutions of public library offerings and usage since the advent of
the Web. In these past two decades, the innovative education, services,
resources, partnerships, and technology access that public libraries are
able to provide to their communities have made them even more impor-
tant to their communities than they have been in the past. In striking
contrast to the narratives of neoliberal economics and neoconservative
governance, public libraries are increasingly central to the lives of pa-
trons without access to or the ability to use the Internet-enabled technolo-
gies necessary to participate in contemporary education, employment,
and government.





FIVE
Changes in Public Libraries and

Changes in Communities

Following the advent of the Internet in the 1990s, public libraries quickly
became the leading provider of free public Internet access in commu-
nities across the country. By 2002, almost every public library was offer-
ing public access (Bertot, McDermott, Lincoln, Real & Peterson, 2012).
Ten years later, the importance of this role has not diminished; according
to the most recent Public Library Funding and Technology Access survey
data, 62.1 percent of responding libraries indicated that they were the
sole provider of Internet access in their communities (Bertot, McDermott,
Lincoln, Real & Peterson, 2012). Through the provision of this vital ser-
vice, libraries are therefore acting as a bridge over the often discussed
“digital divide,” defined as “the gap—whether based in socio-economic
status, education, geography, age, ability, language, or other factors—
between Americans for whom Internet access is readily available and
those for whom it is not” (Jaeger, Bertot, Thompson, Katz, & DeCoster,
2012, p. 3).

The concept of access, however, is not as simple as it may appear, as it
involves the provision of both hardware and Internet connectivity (physi-
cal access); a user’s ability to effectively navigate the online environment
(intellectual access); and the user’s ability to make sense of the technolo-
gy and the information it provides within their existing frames of refer-
ence (social access) (Burnett, Jaeger, & Thompson, 2008). Physical access
is a basic and familiar concept—the ability to reach something, in this
case technology and information. Physical access to information is gener-
ally viewed as access to the document or other form embodying informa-
tion, be it conveyed through print, electronic, verbal, or another means of
communication—literally the process of getting to the information that is
being sought (Svenonius, 2000). The vast majority of discourse on infor-

77



78 Chapter 5

mation access tends to focus on physical issues, such as the physical
structures that contain information, the electronic structures that contain
information, and the paths that are traveled to get to information (Jaeger
& Bowman, 2005). While it is a necessary prerequisite, mere physical
access is not sufficient for full access. “It is a common, but mistaken,
assumption that access to technology equals access to information”
(McCreadie & Rice, 1999, p. 51). The ability of a user to get to information
and the ability of that user to employ information to accomplish particu-
lar goals are very different (Culnan, 1983, 1984, 1985).

The next level of access is intellectual access—the ability to under-
stand the information. Intellectual access can be understood as the access-
ing of the information itself after physical access has been obtained (Sve-
nonius, 2000). Intellectual access to information “entails equal opportu-
nity to understand intellectual content and pathways to that content”
(Jaeger & Bowman, 2005, p. 68). Issues of intellectual access involve
understanding how the information is presented to people seeking it, as
well as the impact of such presentation on the process of information
seeking; intellectual access to information includes the means through
which the information is categorized, organized, displayed, and repre-
sented.

Social access is the most advanced level of access—the ability to com-
municate and use the information in social contexts (Burnett, Jaeger, &
Thompson, 2008). Such social contexts can range from personal commu-
nication for entertainment purposes to educational and work settings to
democratic participation. Gaining and understanding information with-
out the ability to communicate that information inhibits social engage-
ment through the information. People also have a stronger sense of com-
munity and belonging in situations in which they can exchange informa-
tion in social contexts (Johnson, 2010; Williamson & Roberts, 2010). Social
access is now heavily dependent on information technologies for commu-
nication in many contexts. The social access depends both on an individ-
ual user’s attitudes toward information technologies and on the ability of
the user to employ information technologies to engage in social interac-
tions.

Libraries risk compromising their ability to bridge the digital divide
and to promote digital inclusion if they fail to pay adequate attention to
any of these facets of access. Even the one that is arguably the easiest to
keep abreast of—the provision of physical access—creates challenges for
libraries as they struggle to meet the demands posed by the increasing
number of patrons coming to the public library to obtain this access. A
significant percentage of public libraries are seeing increased usage of
both public Internet workstations (60.2 percent) and wireless Internet
access (74.1 percent) (Bertot, McDermott, Lincoln, Real, & Peterson, 2012).
Libraries are responding to this growing need by augmenting both the
number of public terminals they offer and their connectivity speeds. Fig-
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ure 5.1 shows the growth in the average number of public-access termi-
nals over the past fifteen years. After a number of years of modest in-
creases in this area, the average number of public-access terminals in-
creased from 14.2 to 16.4 public-access computers over the last two sur-
vey cycles. Moreover, an increasing percentage of public libraries are
reporting connectivity speeds greater than 1.5 Mbps (69.7 percent, up
from 60.3 percent in 2010–2011 and 51.8 percent in 2009–2010), and in
some cases greater than 10 Mbps (31.2 percent, up from 24.9 percent in
2010–2011).

Figure 5.1. Average Number of Public-Access Workstations, 1998–2012
Source: Public Library Funding and Technology Access Surveys, 1998–2012
(http://ipac.umd.edu).

Notwithstanding these improvements, public libraries’ existing re-
sources are not always sufficient to keep up with the public’s steadily
growing demand. Though libraries reported increases in public-access
computers and bandwidth, 41.4 percent of libraries (down from 44.9 per-
cent in 2010–2011 and 45.1 percent in 2009–2010) reported that their con-
nection speeds are insufficient some or all of the time, and 65.4 percent of
libraries (down from 76.2 percent in 2010–2011 and 73.5 percent in
2009–2010) reported that they had fewer public-access computers to meet
demand some or all of the time. Tables 5.1 and 5.2 demonstrate these
recent trends in the adequacy of Internet connections and public-access
terminals to meet patron needs.
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Table 5.1. Internet Connection Adequacy, 2010–2012 (percent)

2010 2011 2012

Insufficient to meet patron needs 14.7 13.3 13.0

Sufficient to meet patron needs at 30.4 31.6 28.4
some times

Sufficient to meet patron needs at 54.4 54.6 58.3
all times

Source: Public Library Funding and Technology Access Surveys, 2010–2012 (http:/
/ipac.umd.edu).

Table 5.2. Public Workstation Adequacy, 2010–2012 (percent)

2010 2011 2012

Insufficient to meet patron 18.2 17.1 13.4
needs

Sufficient to meet patron needs 55.3 59.1 52.1
at some times

Sufficient to meet patron needs 26.5 23.8 34.6
at all times

Source: Public Library Funding and Technology Access Surveys, 2010–2012 (http:/
/ipac.umd.edu).

Libraries reported cost factors (77.9 percent, similar to the 78.8 percent
reported in 2010–2011 and down slightly from 79.8 percent reported in
2009–2010) as a challenge in maintaining, sustaining, and enhancing their
public-access technology infrastructure. An additional challenge facing
many libraries is that staff members must juggle issues that arise in con-
nection with public-access technology along with any number of other
roles they play within their libraries. Technology support is most fre-
quently provided by the library director (50.4 percent) or public service
staff (37.6 percent), and the absence of dedicated technology staff leads to
frustration among patrons as updates and repairs are not made as quick-
ly or as frequently as they would like. Unfortunately, as few libraries (a
mere 9.2 percent) have seen recent increases in the number of full-time
employees, it appears unlikely that a significant number of libraries will
be able to remedy this particular situation.

Maintenance of a robust public-access infrastructure, however, is only
one component of the Internet-enabled services provided by libraries.
Public libraries currently contribute to the creation of digitally inclusive
communities in four critical areas (Bertot, Gorham, Jaeger, & Taylor,
2012):

• access to online content and resources,
• technology training in various formats,
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• assistance with employment-related needs, and
• e-government support.

These four areas clearly overlap and cannot be understood in isolation
from one another. Technology training, for example, may very well be
necessary before a user can effectively use an e-book, apply for a job
online, or navigate a government’s website. Accordingly, discussion of
how public libraries promote digital inclusion should preface any discus-
sion of the particular Internet-enabled services they are providing to their
communities.

The terms digital divide, digital literacy, and digital inclusion are well
entrenched within current policy discussions pertaining to libraries, yet
their importance is not always clearly stated. “If the digital divide and
digital illiteracy are the problem, digital inclusion is the proposed solu-
tion, representing the ability of individuals and groups to access and use
information and communication technologies” (Jaeger, Bertot, Thomp-
son, Katz, & DeCoster, 2012, p. 6). Public libraries therefore are the means
through which the proposed solution can be implemented, stemming
largely from their commitment to and experience with digital literacy
training.

As currently understood, digital literacy is closely linked to “twenty-
first-century literacy,” an overarching term that weaves together the
threads of technology literacy, information literacy, media creativity, and
social competence and responsibility (Adeyemon, 2009). As explained in
the National Broadband Plan:

Though there is no standard definition, digital literacy generally refers
to a variety of skills associated with using [information and communi-
cation technologies] to find, evaluate, create and communicate infor-
mation. It is the sum of the technical skills and cognitive skills people
employ to use computers to retrieve information, interpret what they
find and judge the quality of that information. It also includes the abil-
ity to communicate and collaborate using the Internet—through blogs,
self-published documents and presentations and collaborative social
networking platforms. (FCC, 2010, p. 90)

Digital literacy, by promoting access to information, is closely tied to the
ideals of civic engagement, educational success, and economic growth
and innovation (Scott, 2011). Public libraries’ long-standing commitment
to these very ideals makes them particularly well suited to engage in “an
evolving national dialogue about how we marry robust access to technol-
ogy resources with the twenty-first-century literacy skills necessary to
ensure digital opportunity for all” (Clark & Visser, 2011).

The National Broadband Plan characterizes public libraries as “venues
for free Internet access” where “reluctant and new users [can] begin to
explore the Internet, become comfortable using it and develop the skills
needed to find, utilize, and create content” (FCC, 2010, p. 176). Recent
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data confirms the accuracy of this characterization—82.7 percent of li-
braries offer informal point-of-use assistance, 44.3 percent offer formal
technology training classes, 34.8 percent offer one-on-one training, and
29.5 percent provide online training materials. Only 9.8 percent offer no
technology training at all, lending further support to the notion that li-
braries are making a significant contribution to the development of digi-
tally inclusive communities. In offering technology training, libraries are
providing an in-demand service: 36.3 percent of public libraries reported
increased use of these services over the last year (up from 27.6 percent in
2010–2011 and 26.3 percent in 2009–2010).

As with all technology-related matters, however, the need to constant-
ly evolve is strong. Whereas a few years ago it was enough for a library to
offer basic computer classes, this is no longer the case, and there is a
growing consensus that libraries must now focus on implementing initia-
tives that take a broader view of digital literacy (California ICT Digital
Literacy Leadership Council, 2010; Clark & Visser, 2011; Jaeger, Bertot,
Thompson, Katz, & DeCoster, 2012). The increasingly diverse types of
formal technology training classes that libraries are now offering demon-
strate this evolution. While the most frequent offerings are general com-
puter skill classes (87.0 percent), general Internet use classes (86.5 per-
cent), general online and Web searching classes (75.6 percent), and gener-
al software use classes (73.3 percent), it is worth noting that

• 49.2 percent offer online job-seeking and career-related information
classes, and

• 39.4 percent offer social media (e.g., blogging, Twitter, Facebook,
YouTube) classes.

As libraries begin to offer training in more specialized areas, it raises an
interesting question: If their goal is to promote digital inclusion, how do
they know which services they should provide in furtherance of this
goal? Given the resource and budgetary constraints currently faced by
many libraries, the choices they make regarding services provision re-
quire careful consideration based upon a nuanced understanding of the
communities they serve (Scott, 2011). At this time, two areas have been
identified—e-government support and employment-related assistance—
that libraries have embraced as central to the development of digitally
inclusive communities. These two areas are characterized by Bertot, Gor-
ham, Jaeger, & Taylor (2012) as “critical needs.” As discussed below,
however, there are challenges to overcome in providing services in each
of these areas.
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SUPPORTING E-GOVERNMENT

As government information at local, state, and federal levels has become
increasingly available online, public libraries often find themselves serv-
ing as the primary, or only available, access point for e-government,
training, and assistance (Bertot & Jaeger, 2012). At just the level of local
government, the most common e-government activities in public libraries
include finding court proceedings, submitting local zoning board infor-
mation, requesting planning permits, searching property and assessor
databases, registering students in school, taking driver’s education pro-
grams, applying for permits, scheduling appointments with government
officials, paying fees and taxes, and completing numerous other local
government functions online (Jaeger, 2009).

Serving as the guarantor of e-government access, along with access to
government information, is a somewhat natural extension of the estab-
lished social roles of the public library. “The public library is one place
that is culturally ingrained as a trusted source of free and open informa-
tion access and exchange” (Jaeger & Burnett, 2005, p. 487). Notwithstand-
ing this history, public libraries—particularly early on—often struggled
with the provision of e-government services. The difficulties were due
largely to the fact that government agencies were directing users with
questions about their websites to public libraries without providing ade-
quate notice or guidance to libraries regarding their new responsibilities
(Bertot et al., 2006a, 2006b).

Three developments then occurred in tandem that made it all the
more important for public libraries to step into this role: (1) due to the
Great Recession, an increasing percentage of the population became eli-
gible for a variety of state and federal social services (Taylor et al., 2012),
(2) government information and services have increasingly become avail-
able exclusively online, and (3) government agencies have reduced the
number of “frontline” personnel who are available and equipped to field
e-government-related inquiries from the general public. The first devel-
opment led to an increasing number of people being directly affected by
the latter two developments.

By way of example, the Florida Department of Children and Families
reduced the number of caseworkers and assistance providers by over
3,000 positions due to its implementation of the AccessFlorida online
application system, resulting in a near complete lack of available agency
staff from which users could seek assistance (Gibson, Bertot, & McClure,
2009). In the time since these developments transpired, government
agencies have come to rely on public libraries to provide patrons with
assistance in completing e-government applications and forms and locat-
ing government information online (Jaeger, 2009; Jaeger & Bertot, 2009).

E-government access, assistance, and training are now one of the larg-
est demands on staff time and technology resources, saving federal agen-
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cies huge amounts of money and greatly taxing the infrastructure of pub-
lic libraries (Jaeger, Bertot, Thompson, Katz, & DeCoster, 2012; Jaeger,
Taylor, et al., 2012). Recent survey data highlight the many facets of the e-
government service role that public libraries are now playing:

• 96.6 percent of libraries reported providing assistance to patrons
applying for or accessing e-government services (up considerably
from 80.7 percent in 2010–2011 and 78.7 percent in 2009–2010);

• 70.7 percent of libraries reported that staff provide assistance to
patrons for completing government forms (up from 67.8 percent in
2010–2011 and 63.3 percent in 2009–2010); and

• nearly all public libraries—91.8 percent—reported providing assis-
tance to the public for understanding how to access and use e-
government websites (up from 89.7 percent in 2010–2011 and 88.8
percent reported in 2009–2010).

The Opportunity for All study (Becker et al., 2010) reveals that library
patrons are taking advantage of these services: “More than 26 million
people used public library computers to get government or legal infor-
mation or to access government services. Of these, 58 percent down-
loaded government forms, such as Social Security paperwork, tax forms,
and Medicare enrollment documents. Nearly half of these people wound
up submitting a government form using a library computer” (p. 4).

There are various factors at play, however, that complicate the provi-
sion of e-government services. Library patrons are often ill equipped to
engage in e-government. What has become more evident in recent years
is that there are a number of “prerequisites” to being able to use e-
government services and, more importantly, that public librarians should
not assume that their patrons have met all of these prerequisites. Lack of
access to computers and the Internet is but one reason why members of
the public turn to libraries for e-government assistance. Additional rea-
sons include the following:

1. a lack of technical skills to use the online services and resources;
2. a lack of understanding of civics that renders them unable to dis-

cern between federal, state, and local government services and/or
which agencies are responsible for which e-government services;

3. discomfort with engaging in online interactions without guidance;
4. inability to engage in e-government services due to the lack of

accessibility and usability of government websites in general and
e-government services in particular; and

5. a range of social barriers to the access and use of e-government
services such as trust, language, and culture (Bertot et al., 2006a,
2006b; Heanue, 2001; Jaeger, 2009; Jaeger & Bertot, 2009).

Each of these reasons alone can impede successful e-government interac-
tion. The difficulties are amplified, though, in those situations in which
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users present with two or more of these impediments (e.g., recent immi-
grants with limited English-language skills may be unfamiliar with the
structure of government in this country). Librarians find themselves hav-
ing to resolve these issues before they can focus their attention on the
specific e-government need that the user has presented, all of which re-
quires the devotion of additional time and resources.

Moreover, the nature of e-government itself presents a challenge.
From a librarian’s perspective, much of the complexity inherent in pro-
viding e-government services can be traced to the fact that government
agencies in this country have yet to adopt a uniform e-government ap-
proach, forcing them to familiarize themselves with many different sys-
tems, technologies, and forms as well as to remain informed about which
agency or agencies are responsible for providing a given service. Not-
withstanding this complexity, the decision facing most libraries now is
not whether to provide e-government services but rather which e-govern-
ment services to provide. Ultimately, the local service context—com-
prised of elements such as the library’s budget and community needs—
should drive these decisions. Given the fluidity of these elements, as well
as the ongoing evolution of e-government driven by government agen-
cies’ growing preference for online engagement with members of the
public, libraries must regularly revisit such decisions and redefine the
parameters of their e-government service roles whenever necessary.

SUPPORTING EMPLOYMENT

Just as the Great Recession has increased the number of people coming
into the library looking for assistance in applying for social services, it
has also ushered in a wave of sustained unemployment. According to the
Current Population Survey, a monthly survey of households conducted
by the BLS, the annual unemployment rate peaked in 2010 at 10.6 per-
cent, remaining above 8 percent until September 2012. Public libraries
continue to feel the effects of this slow and halting recovery today as they
seek to offer assistance to those who are struggling to find their way back
into the workforce.

Public libraries have a long history of providing services to individu-
als who are out of work and looking for a job (Taylor et al., 2012). What
makes this current period of economic turmoil somewhat different, how-
ever, is the extent to which advancements in information and communi-
cation technologies have shifted much of the job search process online. In
the current job market, therefore, digital literacy skills are often critical,
rather than merely beneficial:

While the most obvious benefit of the Internet to job seeking is the
ability to access online-only job postings and job applications, hidden
advantages include the ability to research the background of compa-
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nies, access salary averages for the position one is seeking, and find
resume and interview tips. These are benefits that many without access
to the Internet would not think to search for and would have trouble
finding offline without significant time commitments. (Taylor et al.,
2012, p. 197)

Due to these developments, the range of services that libraries provide in
this area has greatly expanded. The 2010 Opportunity for All study esti-
mated that 30 million people had used library computers and Internet
access to search for employment, with 3.7 million people actually being
hired for a position they applied for through the library computers (Beck-
er et al., 2010). The latest survey data reveals that

• 92.2 percent of libraries reported providing access to jobs databases
and other job opportunity resources (up from 90.1 percent in
2010–2011 and 88.2 percent in 2009–2010);

• 76.0 percent of libraries reported providing patrons with assistance
in completing online job applications (up from 71.9 percent in
2010–2011 and 67.1 percent in 2009–2010); and

• 77.5 percent of libraries reported offering software and other re-
sources to help patrons create resumes and other employment ma-
terials (up from 74.5 percent in 2010–2011 and 68.9 percent in
2009–2010).

As evidenced by this data, the employment-related services that public
libraries provide are particularly important for those who do not have
high-speed Internet or computer access in the home or who lack critical
digital literacy skills. Furthermore, inasmuch as public libraries are often
open evenings and weekends, they are able to more fully meet the needs
of individuals who cannot access other employment services that are
only available during the workday.

COMMON CHALLENGES

The ability of public libraries to effectively provide both e-government
and employment-related services, however, is dependent upon adequate
public-access infrastructure and the presence of sufficient staff to take on
these additional responsibilities. The fact that too many libraries must
make do with an insufficient number of public-access computers and
slow Internet connectivity was discussed above, but these deficiencies
create particular challenges for individuals who come to the library for e-
government or employment-related services—slow connectivity speeds
may make the completion of bandwidth-heavy government forms and
job applications onerous (particularly during times of peak usage), and
libraries may impose time limits on computers, which may operate to
preclude patrons from completing lengthy forms and applications.
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The lack of adequate staff and staff with sufficient expertise also
presents challenges in both of these areas. At a time when budgetary
issues have resulted in across-the-board staff reductions for many librar-
ies, the availability of librarians to walk patrons through often-complicat-
ed e-government and employment processes—much less the availability
of a librarian with expertise in one of these areas—is not guaranteed.
With respect to staffing issues, 49.8 percent of public libraries reported
that there was insufficient staff to effectively help patrons with their job
seeking, while 44.9 percent of libraries reported similar challenges in
meeting the e-government needs of patrons. In both areas, however, sur-
vey data reveals a gradual downward trend in the number of libraries
reporting staff-related challenges, suggesting that libraries are increasing-
ly accepting the provision of these services as a core component of the
role they play within their communities (Bertot, McDermott, Lincoln,
Real, & Peterson, 2012).

This brief review of public libraries’ e-government and employment-
related service roles highlights a growing tendency to broadly define
these roles so that the provision of these services extends well beyond
providing library patrons with the means to access the Internet. The val-
ue of the library’s services in this area derives largely from the guidance
and expertise of staff members who guide patrons through often compli-
cated processes, ranging from applying for government benefits (e.g.,
Medicaid, WIC) to building a resume through an online job portal. There
are other related areas in which public librarians find themselves func-
tioning as an intermediary, such as emergency response and disaster
recovery (Jaeger et al., 2006; Jaeger & Bertot, 2011); and, as the amounts
and types of information and services available online continue to grow,
one can envision the continued expansion of libraries’ current Internet-
enabled service roles.

NEW SERVICE PARADIGMS

As important as it is to reflect on changes in the types of services being
provided by public libraries, it is equally important to examine how li-
braries have evolved—and continue to do so—with respect to the man-
ner in which they provide these services. Two major developments in
particular—(1) the emergence of Web 2.0 and mobile technologies, and
(2) increasing collaboration among public libraries, community organiza-
tions, and government agencies—have shaped how public libraries are
now providing key services.
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Emerging Technologies

As quickly as free Internet access has become ubiquitous in libraries
throughout the United States, libraries are embracing a range of technolo-
gies that expand upon this access, seeking to offer more services to those
patrons who are physically present within their buildings as well as to
connect with patrons (and potential patrons) online. A growing number
of libraries now offer their patrons various means to access Internet-
enabled resources; recent statistics indicate that 49.0 percent of public
libraries provide access to mobile devices (e.g., laptops, netbooks), and
39.1 percent provide access to e-readers (e.g., Kindle, Nook), evidencing
the degree to which mobile technologies are becoming central to people’s
daily lives. According to an April 2012 Pew Internet and the American
Life report, 57 percent of adults age eighteen and older have a laptop, 19
percent own an e-book reader, and 19 percent have a tablet computer
(Zickuhr & Smith, 2012). During the same period in which these devices
have been growing in popularity, there has been a decline in the owner-
ship of desktop computers. In offering access to these devices, libraries
are thus demonstrating their awareness of their patrons’ shifting prefer-
ences.

The surge in the use of mobile devices is also striking—63 percent of
adults now go online wirelessly with a mobile phone, laptop, e-book
reader, or tablet computer (Zickuhr & Smith, 2012). As such, in addition
to providing access to mobile devices, libraries are increasingly designing
and offering services that “promote and expand their existing services by
offering mobile access to their websites and online public-access catalogs;
by supplying on-the-go mobile reference services; and by providing mo-
bile access to e-books, journals, video, audio books, and multimedia con-
tent” (Vollmer, 2010, pp. 2–3). Specifically,

• 36.1 percent of urban libraries (as compared to 9.3 percent of rural
libraries) optimize their website for mobile device access;

• 31.9 percent of urban libraries (as compared to 6.5 percent of rural
libraries) use scanned codes (e.g., QR codes) for access to library
services and content; and

• 27.8 percent of urban libraries (as compared to 3.7 percent of rural
libraries) have developed smart phone apps for access to library
services and content.

Given that populations traditionally excluded from broadband and com-
puting access in the home are gaining Internet access via mobile phones
(Rainie, 2010), the provision of mobile device–specific services enable
libraries to connect with members of the public who would otherwise
have no access to their online services.

Similarly, public libraries’ growing use of Web 2.0 technologies—“a
variety of Web-based platforms, applications and technologies which ex-
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ploit the Internet’s connectivity to support the networking of people and
content” (Reddick & Aikins, 2012, p. 1)—demonstrates their willingness
to connect with patrons via nontraditional means. As with mobile devices
and technologies, libraries are both providing patrons with access to Web
2.0 technologies and using those very technologies to connect with pa-
trons who may never step foot inside their doors. Nearly 62 percent of
libraries indicate that they provide access to a range of social media ser-
vices and resources. These services and resources are in demand—ac-
cording to a January 2013 Pew Internet and the American Life report, of
the 26 percent of Americans that reported accessing the Internet through
a library’s computer or wireless network, 35 percent visited social net-
working sites (Zickuhr, Rainey, & Purcell, 2013).

In addition to providing access, libraries are increasingly using Web
2.0 technologies in their outreach efforts:

• 70.7 percent of public libraries report using social networking tools
(e.g., Facebook) to connect with library patrons, the general public,
and for marketing purposes;

• 45.6 percent of public libraries report using communication tools
(e.g., Blogger, WordPress, Vox, Twitter) to reach the public;

• 37.3 percent report using photography sites (e.g., Flickr, Zoomr);
and

• 27.5 percent use video sharing tools (e.g., YouTube, Vimeo, Open-
film).

Given that 66 percent of online adults use social media platforms (Smith,
2011), the decision to conduct outreach in this manner appears to be a
sound one. Libraries’ willingness to engage in social media has a positive
impact on public trust (ALA, 2012b), as their ability to embrace new
means of communication highlights their ongoing commitment to pro-
moting the open exchange of information.

Partnerships

Through ongoing research, the authors have been able to identify li-
braries across the country that have entered into partnerships with com-
munity organizations and government agencies to provide both e-
government and employment-related services. The growth of partner-
ships was born, at least in part, out of necessity. The public is increasingly
relying upon the libraries in their communities to deliver these additional
services at a time when these very institutions are contending with bud-
getary constraints. Partnerships are one means for public libraries to meet
the heightened demand for their services without a corresponding in-
crease in staff and resources.

In particular, partnerships are becoming increasingly prevalent within
the e-government realm. The latest survey data reveals that 30.9 percent
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(up from 24.7 percent reported in 2010–2011 and 20.5 percent reported in
2009–2010) of reporting libraries indicate that they partnered with
government agencies, nonprofit organizations, and others to provide e-
government services. As discussed above, government agencies at the
state and local levels have gradually been shifting responsibility for vari-
ous services to public libraries over the past decade, without providing
any funding to offset the costs associated with libraries taking on these
additional responsibilities. Furthermore, in many cases, collaborations
with government agencies and community organizations present public
libraries with the opportunity to provide services that would be difficult,
if not impossible, to provide on their own.

Detailed descriptions of several existing partnerships between public
libraries, government agencies, and nonprofit organizations are dis-
cussed below to highlight the unique ways in which each strives to meet
particular community needs. Three partnerships focus on providing ser-
vices to immigrants, and two focus on providing social services.

Immigration-related services, in particular, have provided a fertile
ground for partnerships as the United States Citizenship and Immigra-
tion Service (USCIS) has continued to shift a growing number of its core
services online. Because many immigrants lack the means to access,
understand, and use e-government, however, the ability of libraries to
function as intermediaries has been particularly important in this area.

In 2000, the Hartford Public Library (HPL) in Connecticut created
The American Place (TAP), a program with the principal goals of helping
an increasingly diverse group of immigrants secure citizenship and
achieve language literacy (Naficy, 2009). By forming innovative partner-
ships that utilize local resources and securing grant funding, HPL has
taken steps to create a community-wide approach that involves USCIS,
the local school district, and nonprofit agencies to reach the target popu-
lations. For example, in 2010, HPL secured grant funding to train volun-
teers from the Hartford Public Schools and community organizations in
the use of instructional technologies so that they could lead citizenship
education classes and guide patrons through computer-based self-study
courses. In addition, TAP works with the federal government to provide
passport services and voter registration for newly naturalized citizens.

TAP seeks to connect with people online, as well as in person. Recog-
nizing that navigating the USCIS website is a major challenge for many
immigrants, TAP “streamlines information” to help guide library staff,
immigrant patrons, and local organizations that assist this particular pop-
ulation (Naficy, 2009, p. 166). TAP’s website divides information into
various categories relevant to the immigrant experience, including a
“Welcome to Hartford” section that features important community infor-
mation links, such as housing information and the city’s website.

Austin Public Library (APL) in Texas created the New Immigrants
Program (NIP) in 2000 as a result of recommendations made in 1998 by a
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task force charged with investigating the effects of then-recent changes to
immigration laws on local residents. The APL initially opened English
and citizenship centers in three APL branch locations. Within several
years, however, the NIP expanded to eight locations, the study centers
were renamed New Immigrant Centers (NICs) to better reflect the pro-
gram’s expanded mission, and the city increased the number of bilingual
library employees in response to the changing demographics of sur-
rounding communities (Miranda-Murillo, 2006).

In addition to housing study centers that offer computer and Internet
access, the NICs host English conversation programs and English as a
second language (ESL) classes. Since the inception of the program, APL
has partnered with both Austin Community College and the Austin Inde-
pendent School District to offer ESL classes. TAP also maintains an online
presence through a website that provides Internet-based tools to help
immigrants with their English-language skills, as well as links to USCIS
information and international news.

Established in 1977, the New Americans Project (NAP) run by the
Queens Borough Public Library (QBPL) in New York was a pioneering
effort to provide better services to immigrants through ESL classes, cultu-
ral arts programs, coping skills programs, and collection development in
a variety of other languages (Carnesi & Fiol, 2000). Due to the linguistic
diversity of its staff (Winkel, 2007), QBPL is able to provide programming
in a wide variety of languages and on a wide range of topics, often in
conjunction with one of the many community organizations that are part
of its extensive network of partners. In addition to reaching out to immi-
grants through programming, QBPL has also compiled a number of citi-
zenship and immigration resources on its website, including referral lists
for both citizenship and ESL classes offered by various community or-
ganizations (e.g., the Turkish Cultural Center, Catholic Charities), as well
as the New York City Department of Education. Also available through
the QBPL is a community resources database of agencies offering low-
cost or free social and human services, searchable by services offered,
locations, target groups, languages, and ethnic groups.

A partnership with the Mayor’s Office of Immigrant Affairs, focused
on assisting immigrants with the application process for the Diversity
Visa Lottery, is a prime example of successful e-government collabora-
tion. Shortly after the U.S. Department of State mandated that the appli-
cation process be completed online, a partnership between QBPL and the
Office of Immigrant Affairs was conceived following city officials’ recog-
nition that the electronic application system “created another hurdle for
some low-income immigrants who lack computer access” (Yaniv, 2005).
Detailed guidance prepared by the Office of Immigrant Affairs is pub-
lished on QBPL’s website, thereby ensuring that immigrants are receiv-
ing accurate information from the actual provider of the e-government
service. In addition to encouraging applicants to use the library’s com-
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puters to complete the application, QBPL has also set up designated
times at different branches during which immigrants can receive assis-
tance with scanning photographs to be submitted with their applications.

Innovative partnerships are also being cultivated to provide social
services that meet specific community needs. “Baltimarket” is a collabo-
ration among the Baltimore City Enoch Pratt Free Library System, the
Baltimore City Health Department, the Maryland Institute College of Art,
and Santoni’s Super Market, the primary goal of which is to provide
Baltimore residents currently living in underserved “food deserts” access
to fresh and healthy foods. Through Baltimarket, residents can order gro-
ceries online at their local library branch and then collect their food on a
designated pickup day. Each partner has a clearly defined role: the librar-
ies provide the space and computers to facilitate the online ordering, the
grocery store delivers the groceries to the libraries, and the local govern-
ment oversees the program and ensures that communication flows
among the various partners.

What differentiates this online grocery order system from those run
by major grocery chains are the accommodations made for those who are
on the wrong side of the digital divide. The availability of computers—as
well as people to provide one-to-one assistance in using the online gro-
cery order system—at the program sites makes the program more access-
ible to those who are unable to or are uncomfortable with using an online
ordering system at home.

In July 2009, the Alachua County Library District in Florida, working
with the local office of the state’s Department of Children and Families,
the Partnership for Strong Families, and Casey Family Programs, opened
a new facility (the Library Partnership) designed to be a one-stop re-
source for the surrounding community (Blumenstein, 2009). In addition
to 4,500 square feet devoted to the library, this facility also houses ap-
proximately forty nonprofit organizations and local government agencies
that provide social services focused on child welfare. Partners include
FloridaWorks (the regional workforce board), the Alachua County Hous-
ing Authority, the United Way, and Head Start.

Building upon the library’s long-standing commitment to the devel-
opment of e-government training services and resources, staff members
at the Library Partnership help individuals access the online forms and
applications now mandated by many social service agencies in Florida.
Because of the way in which child welfare issues are intertwined with
other important social issues—including health, employment, education,
and literacy—this partnership views robust e-government service provi-
sion as one component of a broader collaborative effort to better address
the needs of children and their families. The Library Partnership’s suc-
cess is leading to the construction of another library partnership site, with
a focus on poverty. Budget cutbacks for social services are straining the
ability of partnership agencies to staff both the Library Partnership and
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the new location; however, partners are willing to participate on a more
limited basis.

What each of these partnerships demonstrates is that, notwithstand-
ing criticism that public libraries are becoming increasingly irrelevant,
their role in communities across the country is not diminishing, merely
evolving. Their value now lies less with the printed information that is
available within the four walls of the library and more with the myriad
services that they provide in an effort to connect members of the public
with information that is central to their day-to-day lives. As Watson
(2010) observed, “for [l]ibraries . . . the vision and purpose must switch
from resource provision to being about people and making a real contri-
bution to the learning landscape” (p. 51). While partnerships are often
born out of economic necessity, they are demonstrating a clear potential
to transform the means through which libraries and other organizations
provide vital services. The realization of this potential, rather than cost
savings, may ultimately be the greatest contribution of these partner-
ships.

IMPACTS OF EXPANDING SERVICE ROLES

With a better understanding of both what libraries are currently doing
and how they are doing it, the book will turn now to the ways in which
these changes have impacted the use and the perceptions of the public
library. Interestingly enough, at the same time that public libraries have
become a key provider of Internet access and training within their com-
munities, they have been confronted with repeated charges of their grow-
ing irrelevance in this country. Data about library usage, however, tells a
remarkably different story. Many different data points demonstrating
library usage increases were discussed in the preceding chapter, but a
few are worth reiterating here:

• Between 2006 and 2008, the number of Americans with library
cards increased by 5 percent, in-person library visits increased by
10 percent, and library website visits increased by 17 percent (Da-
vis, 2009, 2011).

• In the current extended economic downturn, the use of public li-
braries and library computers for job-seeking activities, social ser-
vices, e-mail access, entertainment, and other purposes has in-
creased substantially. In 2009, more than 14 million people were
considered regular users of library computers just for the Internet
access (C. Hill, 2009a).

• Since the beginning of the economic downturn, most libraries have
seen around a 25 percent increase in overall usage, with some actu-
ally being forced to handle up to a 500 percent increase in usage
(Sigler et al., 2011).
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The huge increases in public library usage have gotten the attention of
many print, radio, and television media outlets; in one of the early years
of the Great Recession, media outlets around the country began to tell the
story of the yeoman efforts of libraries to meet spiraling community
needs (e.g., Carlton, 2009; CNN, 2009; Gwinn, 2009; Jackson, 2009; Van
Sant, 2009).

A key reason for these significant increases in the usage of libraries is
the fact that they attempt to connect patrons to all levels of information
access. The computers and related Internet technologies ensure physical
access to those who have insufficient or no other means of access. The
training and assistance promotes intellectual access for patrons with lim-
ited or no digital literacy. The range of social services, partnerships, edu-
cation programs, and outreach activities in which libraries now engage
serves to foster social access to information by integrating it into the
larger community context.

In addition to positive trends in the overall usage of libraries, there is
also ample evidence that the public library remains relevant to a wide
range of individuals, cutting across a variety of demographics (e.g., age,
income, race, education level). A handful of statistics from the Opportu-
nity for All report will suffice to demonstrate this point:

• Age: Youth (between fourteen and twenty-four years old) make up
a quarter of all patrons, but the second- and third-largest groupings
of patrons, respectively, are people in their middle years (forty-five
to fifty-four) and seniors older than sixty-five.

• Income: “Overall, 44 percent of people in households living below
the federal poverty line ($22,000 a year for a family of four) used
public library computers and Internet access” (p. 2).

• Race: Public-access Internet usage at libraries is highest among peo-
ple of mixed race and Native Hawaiians/Pacific Islanders.

• Education Level: Individuals with education levels below a high
school degree, as well as those with some college or a two-year
degree, are more likely than high school graduates to take a library
computer class (Becker et al., 2010).

These statistics highlight how the Internet-enabled services now pro-
vided by libraries are sought not merely by one small segment of society
but by a broad spectrum of individuals with different needs and inter-
ests.

Both the increased usage experienced by many libraries in recent
years and the benefits reaped by communities when libraries form part-
nerships with government agencies and nonprofit organizations to offer
improved and often innovative services reveal positive developments
occurring in libraries across the country that could serve as vehicles for
advocacy. Through partnerships, for example, libraries are making use of
existing in-house resources—notably, Internet access, technology train-
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ing, and knowledgeable staff—to play a vital role in the provision of e-
government services to members of the public. The narrative of how
libraries provide these in-demand services could help to form the basis
for libraries’ appeals for increased funding:

Through education, access, equity, inclusion, engagement, and simply
by existing, public libraries are strengthening the communities in
which we live. Unfortunately, many of our users and nonusers alike,
for the most part, still think of public libraries primarily as book reposi-
tories. Understanding our role in community building and being able
to articulate this role is essential to the work we do. (Scott, 2011)

As will be discussed in subsequent chapters, however, libraries continue
to struggle with demonstrating their value to policy makers, as well as to
the public at large.

These struggles with demonstrating their value in political and policy
contexts can result in significant missed opportunities to increase support
for libraries. One prominent missed opportunity can be found in the
incredibly successful efforts of public libraries along the Gulf Coast and
throughout the Southeast to assist their communities during and after the
particularly devastating 2004 and 2005 hurricane seasons—Katrina, Wil-
ma, Ivan, Dennis, and Rita, among others. Public libraries with their
Internet-enabled technologies and assistance played key roles in helping
evacuees and those in devastated areas to

• find missing and displaced family members, friends, and pets;
• download and fill out Federal Emergency Management Agency

(FEMA) forms and insurance claims;
• find information about the conditions in and view photos and maps

of their communities; and
• check the state of their individual homes and places of work (Bertot

et al., 2006a, 2006b).

For example, one small community reported that the library’s computers
were used to help evacuees from New Orleans complete over 45,000
FEMA and insurance claims in the month after Katrina made landfall. In
many communities, the libraries were praised as “a godsend” and other
terms that drove home the magnitude of their positive impacts in prepar-
ation, response, and recovery from the catastrophic storms (Bertot et al.,
2006b). Additionally, public libraries also performed enormous services
for the affected communities as a whole by

• helping them prepare through the creation and distribution of
emergency preparedness guides, disaster preparedness workshops,
and coordinating volunteer programs;

• providing emergency information reference services during and
after the hurricanes;

• giving shelter during and after the hurricanes;
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• recharging electronic devices and keeping prescription medicines
refrigerated;

• providing food, medical supplies, roof tarps, and many other vital
supplies; and

• working with relief organizations and government agencies—in-
cluding FEMA and the National Guard—to get aid to the places
where it was needed (Jaeger, Langa, et al., 2006).

The myriad ways that public libraries helped their communities through-
out the 2004 and 2005 hurricane seasons helped to cement the notion in
the minds of the public—even nonpatrons of the library—that libraries
are central to their communities and central to the provision of Internet
access (Jaeger & Fleischmann, 2007).

The responses of libraries in helping their communities during these
disasters also helped shape the development of electronic tools for com-
munities to respond to emergencies (Jaeger, Fleischmann, Preece, Shnei-
derman, Wu, & Qu, 2007; Jaeger, Shneiderman, Fleischmann, Preece, Qu,
& Wu, 2007). The roles of libraries have continued to expand to helping
communities cope in similar ways with many other kinds and sizes of
disasters in subsequent years, from tornado outbreaks and flooding to
wildfires, droughts, and even the East Coast derecho of 2012 (Cook, 2012).
While many of these efforts have not received much national attention,
the work of public libraries in helping the communities of coastal New
Jersey, New York, Connecticut, and other areas that were devastated by
Superstorm Sandy in fall 2012 did garner considerable attention in the
media.

Unfortunately, the profession and its professional organizations failed
to use these successes as the basis for arguing for greater government
support in policy and funding. In fact, the inertia of librarians in convey-
ing their successes in these areas allowed an embarrassed FEMA to try to
cover for some of its epic failures in responding to Katrina by claiming
that, contrary to press reports, libraries played no useful role in response
to the hurricanes (Bier, 2006; Chertoff, 2005; White House, 2006). By not
engaging and contradicting this campaign by FEMA to use falsehoods to
improve its standing in the eyes of Congress, public libraries managed to
snatch defeat from the jaws of victory, losing the chance to demonstrate
unequivocally their importance in contemporary society. Instead, mem-
bers of Congress walked away from the events of those two years none
the wiser about the extraordinary services of libraries to their commu-
nities in distress.

The failure to tell this story of libraries and communities in the politi-
cal and policy context is far from an exception. It has been replicated by
the failure to demonstrate the roles of libraries in delivering e-govern-
ment and in providing services throughout the Great Recession and in
creating innovative partnerships to meet unique community needs and in
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so much else. The counterproductive and irrational fear of engaging in
political discourse has led libraries to even fear telling the story of their
successes in the political arena, with profound consequences. Libraries,
however, must overcome this paralysis-inducing fear—their ability to
demonstrate their value and engage directly in policy and political pro-
cesses will undoubtedly have a significant impact on their future sup-
port.





SIX
Engagement and Valuation of the

Public Good

The ideologies of neoconservative politics and neoliberal economics place
institutions of the public good such as public libraries in the position of
needing to directly and actively engage the political and policy-making
processes and advocate by expressing their value in language that makes
sense to political actors. Libraries, unfortunately, have not found a suc-
cessful way to accomplish these needs, leading to many negative reper-
cussions in terms of financial support and decisions of policy and politics.
Alongside the political and policy consequences of these insufficient ef-
forts at engagement in the policy-making process, the primary response
of libraries to the predominant political and economic ideologies has
been assertions of value. As public services are expected to prove their
value as a prerequisite to receiving funding in the current political cli-
mate, public libraries have faced the difficult challenge of quantifying the
value of education and community support. Most libraries and national
organizations have unhelpfully fallen back to assertions—rather than
data-driven demonstrations—of library value.

Based on public opinion, public libraries seem like they should be well
positioned to receive all of the policy, political, and financial support that
they need. A 2006 national survey found that 71 percent of citizens say
public libraries spend their money well, and 52 percent of citizens favor
tax increases if their local libraries need additional support (Wooden,
2006). Seven years later, another national survey found even greater sup-
port for public libraries. Among Americans aged sixteen and older, 91
percent believe that public libraries are important to their communities,
and 76 percent say public libraries are important to their families (Zick-
uhr, Rainie, & Purcell, 2013). In the past year, 59 percent of respondents
to the 2013 survey had visited a public library in person and/or online. In
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sharp contrast, the same survey found that only 26 percent of respon-
dents thought positively of government as a whole.

Members of the public overwhelmingly state that libraries are impor-
tant to their communities and families and that libraries should receive
the funding they need, even if through tax increases. If these views are
not adequately conveyed to public officials, or if public officials do not
share these beliefs, the public support for libraries will not translate into
support in politics, policy, or funding. And, unfortunately, the lack of
sufficient support has become commonplace. A 2013 survey found that
48 percent of librarians feel their local government is committed to the
value of the library in the community, 44 percent feel that the local
government is neutral to the public library, and 8 percent feel the local
government is unsupportive and does not value the library as part of the
community (Schwartz, 2013). These numbers indicate that a majority of
local governments (52 percent) are seen as less than supportive of public
libraries, while the 48 percent that are perceived as recognizing the value
of the library to the community still may not adequately support it. “Pub-
lic libraries are beloved institutions, but they can’t survive on accolades
alone” (Wooden, 2006, p. 4).

It is a very legitimate question as to why consistently high levels of
support for libraries do not translate into libraries receiving funding at
the levels they seek, garnering respect in political discourse, or benefit-
ting from supportive policy decisions. The answer likely lies within the
realm of library advocacy. “Our advocacy efforts must convince officials
that libraries are essential and critical community services. Otherwise,
like other services perceived as worthwhile, library budgets will suffer
greater cuts than services seen as critical” (Dougherty, 2011, p. 46). This
sentiment is correct, but hardly new; the difficulties faced by public li-
braries in navigating governmental structures to receive adequate sup-
port have been recognized for nearly a century (Hinton, 1938). Many of
the books that have been written on lobbying for support for public li-
braries in local, state, and national politics have taken the same message
through the years (e.g., Abbott-Hoduski, 2003; Halsey, 2003; Josey, 1980;
Josey & Shearer, 1990; Turner, 1997). The key issue is why library advoca-
cy efforts continue to fall short.

THINKING LOUDLY

In chapter 1, in an effort to describe the public library’s place in the
contemporary political world, we referenced the following quote by
Archilocus: “The fox knows many things, but the hedgehog knows one
big thing.” The majority of the political, policy, advocacy, and funding
problems faced by public libraries—foxes in a political and policy-mak-
ing world dictated by hedgehogs—are tied to this situation. Public librar-
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ies are currently struggling to exist in a political climate defined by
hyperpartisanship and entrenched ideology that is quite hospitable to a
hedgehog, but not to a fox who thinks in variables and shadings.

Studies of politicians, newscasters, media commentators, and even
public intellectuals have demonstrated both that they are overwhelming-
ly hedgehogs and are rewarded for being so with greater amounts of
attention and airtime (Silver, 2012a; Tetlock, 2006). A defining element of
a hedgehog is the ability to take any new information and find a way to
make it support the ideology that they espouse. When hyperpartisans
with opposing views are given the same information, both sides will
make the new information fit their respective ideologies (Silver, 2012a).

With a badly divided electorate, politicians and policy makers are
rewarded with support by certain segments of the population for being
hedgehogs. Entire mainstream “news” channels and sites are devoted to
covering the events of the day from a particular hyperpartisan viewpoint,
providing platforms for the voices of the hedgehogs of different political
persuasions. As a result, public discourse has become dominated by
hedgehogs, even if they are hedgehogs of competing political ideologies.

The public library, in contrast, is the most fox-like institution imagin-
able. As earlier historical chapters on libraries demonstrated, the public
library has done nothing but change to meet community needs as they
arise, continually redefining what they do for their patrons. They collect a
wide assortment of multidisciplinary information sources and materials
to meet a broad range of information needs, repeatedly taking stands in
support of freedom of expression and freedom of access to diverse per-
spectives and opinions. And the library discourse is absolutely choked
with self-reflection and self-questioning. The combination of adaptability
and self-reflection, though, can easily be perceived as weakness by those
who function with absolute and unwavering certainty.

Thus the public library, by its extremely fox-like nature, runs contrary
to the hedgehog-like nature of the vast majority of politicians and politi-
cal commentators and other key public voices about the political and
policy-making processes. Foxes inherently challenge public leaders re-
gardless of political perspectives, as public leaders tend to be hedgehogs
with their focus on unifying theories and grand explanations (Cuban,
1995). This tension is in addition to the animosity toward public libraries
of politicians and policy makers that adhere to neoconservative political
and neoliberal economic ideologies.

The determination resulting from the combination of these ideologies
and a discourse favoring hedgehogs can be seen in a 2013 article in Forbes
magazine. As was examined in chapter 4, Forbes caused quite a stir in
2012 for naming the MLS to be the worst master’s degree (Smith, 2012),
and they were criticized for using a highly flawed methodology as the
basis of this determination (Bertot, Jaeger, & Sarin, 2012). A year later,
Forbes used exactly the same methodology and made the same conclusion
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about the MLS. “The low pay rank and estimated growth rank make
library and information science the worst master’s degree for jobs right
now” (Smith, 2013, n.p.). However, in true hedgehog fashion, Forbes took
the negative response to their previous year’s article as supporting their
correctness. Noting that the job prospects for anyone who wishes to work
in a library are “fairly limited,” the article instead strongly recommends
using an MLS to work in a corporation on big data, a career choice they
deem “quite respectable” (Smith, 2013, n.p.). The distinction also shows
the neoconservative political and neoliberal economic biases against pub-
lic libraries—working in libraries is a terrible choice, but you can redeem
yourself by working for a corporation. Sadly, these attitudes and ideolo-
gies are central aspects of the political and intellectual climate in which
public libraries must engage in advocacy.

WHERE DOES THE PUBLIC GOOD GO?

As a starting point for examining the relationship between public librar-
ies and advocacy, the nature of the public library as an institution of the
public good merits consideration. Public goods include clean air and wa-
ter, police and fire departments, health care, national defense, and public
education and public libraries, among much else. They are typically con-
sidered in economic terms, yet they are the foundations of a democratic
and healthy society. A public good has two essential attributes: it is open
to all (nonexcludability), and the use of it by one person does not limit the
use by another person (nonrivalry).

To economists, public goods use basic inputs of public capital and
public labor to provide services (hours open, services available, re-
sources, and materials) that are then measured in terms of observable
outputs, such as crimes solved, emergency patients saved, student
achievement tests scores, and library circulation data. The output meas-
ures used are not accurate portraits of the efficiency or productivity of
services, though, as the measured outputs are heavily dependent on the
engagement and efforts of members of the public (De Witte & Geys, 2011,
2013). Teachers, for example, can do an excellent job of preparing their
students for a standardized test but cannot control whether the students
study or get a good night of sleep before taking the test.

Close cousins to public goods are common-pool resources, which are
nonexcludable but limited (Apesteguia & Maier-Rigaud, 2006). Picking
fruit from trees in a public park is an example of a common-pool re-
source. The fruits are there for everyone to take, but once the last piece of
fruit is picked, it is not available until the next spring. Unlike common-
pool resources, the materials and training in the library are not an ex-
haustible resource, unless the library is defunded to the extent that it is
unable to provide adequate resources.
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Public libraries can be seen as a public good in several distinct and
equally significant ways. First, “they perform critical functions that bene-
fit the entire society” (Ramey, 2013, n.p.). Political philosophies related to
republican government have historically presumed an educated popu-
lace, which is entirely dependent on members of the public having the
means to educate themselves (Sandel, 1996). In many nations, public li-
braries are the one entity that exists to fill this need. On an individual
basis, patrons have many chances to improve their lives through oppor-
tunities made available by the library. Moreover, communities benefit
from these opportunities for individual patrons as well as from the li-
brary’s community-building facilities, resources, and services. Individu-
als who never interact with the library therefore still reap the benefit of
living in a better-educated and better-connected community. Second,
“they are a public good in the classic economic sense” (Ramey, 2013,
n.p.). Simply put, they are open to all members of the community, they
are primarily paid for through local public funds, and the use of the
library by some members of the community does not prevent other pa-
trons from benefitting from it as well. Third, public libraries are tied to
the ideals of the public good (Ramey, 2013, n.p.). Public libraries are
inextricably linked to the fundamentals of democracy, including commu-
nity, public education, meritocracy, civil rights, and civic engagement,
among others. “Public libraries are always going to be about people—the
connection of people to resources, the connection of people to technolo-
gy, the connection of people to people” (Kent, 1996, p. 214).

As detailed in preceding chapters, the neoconservative political ideol-
ogy and the neoliberal economic ideology have combined to create a
distrust of institutions of the public good among many politicians and
policy makers. The long-standing conception of the public library as a
pure public good, particularly a public good whose benefits are extraor-
dinarily hard to quantify in economic terms, is not enough to gain trac-
tion in the political and economic climate in the United States.

CONFUSION HAS ITS COST

In many ways, shaping an effective national advocacy strategy for public
libraries can seem unachievable. As there are so many public libraries in
the United States and their circumstances are so divergent, no general
advocacy strategy can capture all of their diverse situations and needs
(Lyons, 2013). Public libraries also have very significant variations in
funding, number of full-time staff members, percentage of staff members
with an MLS, quality of Internet access, and other factors that heavily
influence the ability to provide services to the community (Sin, 2011).
However, there is a clear way to craft a message about support that
works for all public libraries. The quantity of library services—materials,
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resources, programs, and outreach available—has a positive impact on
the frequency of usage of the library by community members and the
perception of the importance of the library (Sin, 2012). Thus, public li-
braries are widely different in composition and needs, but united by the
fact that greater funding and political support equates to better service to
their communities.

Local friends of the library groups, state library organizations, profes-
sional groups, and national library organizations all make efforts to ad-
vocate for public libraries, and many of these efforts have been ongoing
for a long time. As noted earlier, ALA founded its Washington Office to
lobby on behalf of libraries many decades ago. Unfortunately, several
major challenges to library advocacy have stymied the library profession:

• Library advocacy often uses comparisons that have nothing to do
with the role of the library in the community, such as the oft-repeat-
ed statistic that there are more public libraries than McDonald’s
restaurants and five times as many public libraries as Wal-Marts
(Lyons, 2009). While these types of statistics can get attention, they
reveal nothing about the importance of the library to the patron or
the community.

• Many librarians do not feel that advocacy is part of or relevant to
their job, and many are afraid of facing negative employment re-
percussions for engaging in advocacy for libraries (Jaeger, Gorham,
Sarin, & Bertot, in press).

• The lack of marketing training or a culture of lobbying limits the
ability and willingness of libraries to market their services, which is
increasingly an expectation for public service entities (Parker, Kauf-
man-Scarborough, & Parker, 2007).

• Only a small number of MLS programs even offer students the
opportunity to take courses on advocacy, lobbying, or marketing as
electives (Hussey & Velasquez, 2011).

• We do not learn well from past experiences. The recession of
1990–1992 had economic impacts on public libraries similar to those
of the Great Recession—leading the ALA to have to caravan across
the country to raise local media attention and a national rally in
Washington, D.C., to raise national media attention in the summer
of 1991—but librarians have not been quick to learn from these past
advocacy efforts (Dougherty, 2011).

• The issue of self-imposed voicelessness discussed earlier is a signif-
icant problem. “We do not sing our praises loudly enough. We do
not tell our stories compellingly enough. We do not take credit for
our achievements, and we certainly do not assert our position as
the very public heart and soul of the information age” (Kent, 1996,
p. 212).
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• As detailed above, the stance of neutrality is inherently designed to
undermine the ability of libraries to advocate for themselves in any
meaningful way (Jaeger, Gorham, Sarin, & Bertot, in press).

• Many library advocacy efforts and slogans have been safe and non-
controversial (e.g., “Read”), yet effective advocacy requires “genu-
ine courage, not only because we may be criticized as overreaching,
but also because we ultimately don’t control the outcome” (Hum-
mel, 2012, p. 5).

• These same safe advocacy efforts and slogans do not adequately
convey what a library does. Having invested decades of effort into
campaigns based around reading, librarians have been very suc-
cessful in creating an association between libraries and one specific
role they play, rather than crafting a campaign that better commu-
nicates the huge array of community contributions made by public
libraries.

The politicians who have not been kind to libraries over the past several
decades have done so for more than ideological reasons. In surveys of
politicians about public libraries, a majority believe that libraries them-
selves hurt their own support by inadequate marketing, a lack of advoca-
cy, differences in operational structure, and isolation from the rest of
government (Wooden, 2006). Many of these issues are reflected in the list
above.

In all fairness, successful library advocacy hinges on several elements
beyond the control of libraries. Libraries typically do not serve popula-
tions that have a dominant voice in politics. Public libraries are signifi-
cantly important to the poor, immigrants, urban residents, the homeless,
children, the unemployed, people with disabilities, and those with lower
levels of education, among others, none of whom are a particularly well-
represented voice in political decisions. The ability of each of these
groups to lobby on their own behalf is hampered by a lack of both dispos-
able income and political skills (Baumgartner et al., 2009). Moreover, the
likelihood that they will ever be the intended beneficiary of a policy
change advocated by lobbyists is small because the interests of these low-
profile groups generally are not part of the equation when lobbyists are
determining what issues to take up and how to frame these issues. Their
voices are almost always absent in “the corridors of power as reflected on
K Street” (Baumgartner et al., 2009, p. 28). By being champions of the
powerless, the public library not only serves groups who are generally
ignored in politics and policy making but also associates itself with many
groups that the rest of society wishes to forget even exist.

Further, the ability to successfully advocate for libraries hinges on the
transparency of government budget information and processes to stake-
holders (Hussey & Velasquez, 2011). If financial and policy decisions are
made in ways such that libraries and their supporters have no warning
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that the decisions are being made or information about how the decisions
are being made, advocacy will be nearly impossible. In addition to being
politically disinclined to feel favorably about institutions of the public
good, policy makers and politicians making decisions that impact librar-
ies also generally know little about what libraries actually do. For exam-
ple, politicians who favor reducing library funding or closing library
branches are typically unaware of the socioeconomic contributions of
libraries (Svendsen, 2013).

The area of e-government provides a vivid example of the depth of
this unawareness. Since the advent of e-government, public libraries have
provided the infrastructure and training for access to the rest of govern-
ment (Milam, 2001). As more and more things have been moved online,
government has provided money for infrastructure but has not given
attention to public information distribution and management, duties
which libraries have assumed (Shuler, 2002). Politicians and government
agencies love using e-government and love the savings it provides to
government, yet primarily remain blissfully unaware of the burden it has
created for libraries. As a result, these responsibilities have rolled down
to the lowest political level—local public libraries—with no attendant
support from any level of government (Jaeger & Bertot, 2011).

The FCC’s 2010 National Broadband Plan reveals the impact of such
unawareness on specific policy making. It discussed expanding broad-
band access at a range of institutions that they labeled “public computing
centers”: “health clinics, community colleges, schools, community cen-
ters, libraries, museums, and other public access points” (p. 10). Yet pro-
viding public access has always been a responsibility placed on libraries
and schools, with public libraries providing the only free public comput-
er and Internet access in more than two-thirds of communities in the
United States (Bertot, Gorham, Jaeger, & Taylor, 2012; Strover, Chapman,
& Waters, 2004). The idea of public computing centers directly parallels a
failed program of the Clinton years—community technology centers
(CTCs) were places of computer access without the support or training
that are provided by libraries, and, not surprisingly, the program failed
due to lack of usage of the computers (Strover, Chapman, & Waters,
2004). An absurd policy situation like this interrelationship between pub-
lic libraries and e-government can only occur because of a complete dis-
junction between the way political and policy decision makers think
about libraries—or, more aptly, do not think about libraries—and what
libraries are expected to do as a result of community expectations and the
results of politics and policy.

The public library “is commonly seen as a physical entity, rather than
a force in the world” and thought of in terms of collections rather than
“the actions, interactions, and transformations that its existence makes
possible, every day, for people from all walks of life” (Hummel, 2012, p.
4). This physical focus weighs heavily on funding considerations. In dis-
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course about cutting budgets, the “library” part of public libraries is usu-
ally emphasized by those favoring budget cuts—giving prominence to
the role of Google and other Internet products in making the library
irrelevant—but the public library is an irreplaceable community institu-
tion because of the “public” part of its name (Kent, 1996). Worse is the
fact that advocates for public library support also typically emphasize the
“library” over the “public,” even though they are well aware of the enor-
mous range of major contributions that public libraries make to their
communities.

A great but extremely necessary challenge for public libraries is to
engage political and policy-making processes with advocacy strategies
that demonstrate the value of libraries and the reasons they should be
supported in language that makes sense in the current political climate.
Just as public libraries view seeking ways to engage community members
as central to their mission (Kranich, 2010), they also need to learn to view
engaging the political process as equally central to their mission. Without
the latter, the former will grow more and more difficult.

ARTICULATING VALUE, DEMONSTRATING VALUE

As a result of the neoconservative political climate and the neoliberal
economic climate, effective advocacy hinges on the demonstration of val-
ue. Libraries have to look for different ways to measure their value to
society and clearly express that value. Bringing together the library’s his-
torical ideals of providing knowledge and information for all citizens
with the current practical demands and needs of those in their commu-
nities, libraries provide the much-needed resources and support many
people seek. Increasingly, libraries offer their communities otherwise un-
available combinations of resources, services, space, outreach, and exper-
tise to resolve and meet community challenges in the areas of education,
government engagement, employment, and other articulated community
needs.

In a policy environment that emphasizes business metrics for value
like return on investment (ROI) and that seeks quantifiable social goods
to prove economic contribution, the public library faces enormous chal-
lenges in articulating and demonstrating the value of all that they do in
measures and language that resonate with the politicians and policy
makers who determine the levels of support that libraries receive in fund-
ing and policy decisions. Many of the activities of the public library are
expressly intended to have a social rather than economic benefit; commu-
nity space, for example, is meant to build a sense of community. Finding
ways to leverage an economic value from a service, resource, or program
intended to build a sense of community is a considerable challenge. Yet
doing so is critical to the ability of libraries to meet the demands of policy
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makers seeking economic contributions from all social services. This chal-
lenge is exacerbated by the fact that most politicians approach value in
terms of a business perspective that, as detailed above, does not fit com-
fortably with the history, goals, or activities of the public library. Public
libraries have much value if we demonstrate it through available data,
and there are some obvious places to start.

To be able to measure and demonstrate value, it is first necessary to
determine what we mean by the value contributed by public libraries.
Value can be defined in many ways, though most associations of value—
including the expectations of value for adherents to neoconservative po-
litical and neoliberal economic ideologies—refer to it in a monetary or
economic sense. The Oxford English Dictionary’s definitions of value are
evaluative, emphasizing the materials, benefits, sum, and importance of
an object, person, or thing from the perspective of the person making the
judgment (Oxford English Dictionary, 2013a). Therefore, “value” in and of
itself is a subjective term that changes based on the thought processes of
those who make the determination of its definition. Value reflects on the
perceived innate quality of something, whether that thing is a physical
item or an abstract idea.

When considering the meaning of the word value as it is used in the
field of library science, there are many varying perspectives on how li-
braries show their value to society. The discussions within librarianship
do not exist in the abstract, however, and are heavily influenced by other
perspectives on value and the expectations for value from those making
decisions about policy and funding. Table 6.1 provides an overview of
this range of diverse, and frequently divergent, perspectives.

Part of the challenge of determining the way in which to articulate
library value is tied to the nature of what libraries do. Public libraries are
educational institutions, and much of what educational institutions do is
extraordinarily hard to quantify as a number. Additionally, funding for
public libraries, like that for public schools, is primarily allocated by a
local municipal body from tax monies. As such, libraries and schools
might be expected to have similar definitions of value. Unfortunately,
metrics from other educational institutions do not offer much help in
producing a means to articulate and demonstrate library value.

From an educational perspective, value is most often calculated for
specialized forms of education, such as vocational education or bilingual
education or supplemental education, such as prekindergarten or post-
secondary education (Labaree, 1997). Emphasis is placed on the evalua-
tion and determination of value of various individual components of
education. The movement of standardized tests to measure basic compe-
tencies that underlie No Child Left Behind, Common Core, and countless
state-level educational competency examinations reflects this approach.
The value of the typical K–12 public education is assessed through teach-
er evaluations, standardized tests, and similar metrics, but not often de-
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Table 6.1. Selected Articulations of Value by Perspective

Field Value

Library Science Products are consumed by clients/customers

What libraries do

Benefits of use of library materials

Return on investment (ROI)

Librarians’ Axiom

Education Focus on components and types of education

Teacher evaluations

Standardized tests

Economic Monetary worth

Amount for exchange

Business Value creation

Return on investment (ROI)

Public goods

Source: Jaeger, Bertot, Kodama, Katz, & DeCoster (2011).

termined or promoted as a whole entity (Rothstein & Jacobsen, 2006).
Such assessments have placed sizeable constraints on what teachers have
to do in the classroom, but they have created specific standards by which
all teachers and students can be measured quantitatively.

Schools, like libraries and other public-sector or nonprofit organiza-
tions, have perhaps been slow to adopt the terminology of business in
their self-evaluation or promotion. Yet, by using metrics based on num-
bers and assessments that appear businesslike, schools have fared better
than libraries in arguing for financial support from adherents of neocon-
servative political and neoliberal economic ideologies. Libraries, howev-
er, are not able to perform assessment tests on patrons to determine how
much they learned from the library or how well they fit predetermined
metrics for achievement. As educational approaches to value are not of
enormous help to libraries, another option is to try to learn from business
and economic perspectives, which are most closely tied to value in a
financial sense.

Library value is, in fact, often seen through the lens of a business
model (Sykes, 2003; Van Moorsel, 2005). This approach to library value is
evidenced by the widespread embrace of viewing patrons as “clients” or
“customers” and treating the library as a business entity (Van Moorsel,
2005). The library is seen as a place where products (such as books and
computers) and services (such as workshops and classes) are consumed
by the library patron/client. In this approach, value is measured by the
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amount of use/nonuse of these products and services. “The value of a
product/service offering is determined by client use. Unused, a product/
service has no value” (Van Moorsel, 2005, p. 29). All parties involved, the
library patron and the library itself in this case, would need to have the
same definition and conception of economic “value” in order for the
library to evidence its worth to the broader society.

Reviewing the library science literature for definitions of value brings
to attention the importance of the patron and the patron’s needs when it
comes to finding information. What the patron deems a valuable service
or commodity needs to be of utmost importance to a librarian. When
looking at libraries from a business angle, the job of the library and librar-
ian is to satisfy the patrons, and give them what they desire when they
walk into a library, whether that is a novel, computer access, government
information, a class, or some other resource or service. In terms of value,
then, the library can argue that its value lies in its impacts on “the lives of
its customers” (Matthews, 2007, p. 136).

Not surprisingly, the idea of treating patrons as customers, and refer-
ring to them as such, is far from a universally popular notion among
librarians (Auld, 2004; Budd, 1997). In 1998, American Libraries magazine
published an article in which the author argued for the advantages of
running public libraries as if they were bookstores (Coffman & Varek,
1998). While libraries have subsequently embraced many of the ideas in
the article, the national bookstore chains to which the author pointed as
service models to emulate have mostly gone out of business, indicating
that such bookstore chains are probably a terrible model to emulate. For
example, in 2003, the London library system opened what they labeled
“Idea Stores”—heavily branded libraries modeled on retail principles
that have customer service experts but, oddly, no trained librarians on
staff (Ezard, 2003).

Other recent suggestions for measuring library value have hewed
much closer to traditional approaches within the library literature. Such
suggested approaches include qualitative metrics for documenting the
ways in which libraries are perceived to build community trust (Brown,
2001), contribute to quality of life (McCook & Brand, 2001), help patrons
(Durrance & Fisher, 2005), change lives (C. Hill, 2009b), and create social
capital (Johnson, 2010). While all of these approaches may document the
actual value of libraries, they will likely not gain traction in the current
data-driven political environment, as they all rely upon qualitative expla-
nations of the importance of libraries. Such explanations of value will fail
to resonate in the age of austerity, as they will be seen as too similar to
assertions, rather than demonstrations, of value.
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SEARCHING FOR LIBRARY VALUE

The Oxford English Dictionary offers a second definition of value as “the
material or monetary worth of a thing; the amount at which it may be
estimated in terms of some medium of exchange or other standard of a
similar nature” (Oxford English Dictionary, 2013b). Since thing is a vague
term, it is easy to bridge the concept of the monetary worth of intangible
items such as information and data, factors which have always been
viewed as essential to economic success, to their evolution as commod-
ities in and of themselves.

The monetization of intangible concepts such as information and
knowledge has created complications from business and economics per-
spectives. Time-tested formulas do not exist by which the monetary value
of these concepts can be measured, though certainly information does
have a value, and that value can vary by timeliness, quality, individual
and/or societal need, and a range of other factors (Kingma, 2001). If said
information, knowledge, and/or data results in the creation of a commod-
ity, then perhaps a monetary figure can be proposed. But when informa-
tion itself becomes the commodity, it is extremely difficult to impose an
accepted, validated, and reliable fiscal value. This is an area in which
libraries in particular struggle, as providing access to information is, at
the very least, one of their core functions.

In a climate that emphasizes the value of social institutions in terms of
financial measures, the majority of concepts of value suggested in the
library literature do not successfully translate the activities, services, and
resources of a public library and their contributions to patrons, commu-
nities, and society into dollar figures. Application of the concept of ROI in
libraries highlights this disjuncture. The concept of ROI is a common and
frequently used metric for businesses to calculate the all-in costs, from
development to production to marketing to sales, of products. ROI is
calculated after the sale of a product or service, deducting the total
amount of effort and resources used in research, design, development,
implementation, evaluation, and marketing. This way of thinking about
value thereby steers the definition of value toward an economic view-
point of the word. From this approach, information specialists and librar-
ians cannot maintain their value based on what they can or are able to do,
but on what they actually do (Sykes, 2003). Results then are a significant
aspect to defining the value of an information professional or librarian.
How information professionals contribute to the larger community,
whether that community is an organization, business, or city, is what
gives them their value. This approach can be seen in studies that compare
the costs of the collection and library operation to estimations of the
benefits of the use of the library and its materials (Matthews, 2007).

The typical formula for determining ROI can be summarized as
“‘Price’ minus ‘Cost’ divided by ‘Sales’” (O’Neil & Hansen, 2001, pp.
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708–710). A positive ROI proves that the initial cost outlay for a product
was a worthwhile investment. The ALA’s Advocating in a Tough Economy
Toolkit (2009) argues for the use of these types of ROI tools. Following this
business model, several libraries, as well as the ALA, have created ROI
calculators to emphasize the cost-saving nature of their information
products:

• The peer-based ROI calculator created by the Library Research Ser-
vice for Colorado’s public libraries (http://www.lrs.org/public/roi/
calculator.php). Using four basic categories, Colorado public librar-
ies can select from a similar library system to calculate the mone-
tary benefit to their communities.

• Using a total of twelve categories based on the one created by the
Maine State Library (http://www.maine.gov/msl/services/calcula
tor.htm), the Library Research Service has also created a slightly
more complicated ROI calculator for taxpayers to estimate the re-
turn on tax dollars offered by libraries (http://www.lrs.org/public/
roi/usercalculator.php).

• The ALA’s Library Value Calculator (http://www.ala.org/ala/
issuesadvocacy/advocacy/advocacyuniversity/toolkit/makingthe
case/library_calculator.cfm) was created by the Massachusetts Li-
brary Association and uses eighteen categories to calculate taxpay-
ers’ returns.

While certainly providing a clear visual to theoretically calculate tax in-
vestment compared to returns for communities, complications arise
when reviewing the valuation systems used for the categories.

Using these three major examples of ROI calculators to prove the
fiscal worth of libraries, single-source prices appear to be a common
method of measuring value, such as Amazon for book costs and Barnes
and Noble for e-book download costs (http://www.swissarmylibrarian.
net/librarycalculator/valuecalc_costs.html). The sources used are a good
starting point by which to gauge costs; the aforementioned ROI calcula-
tors, however, do not actually average costs, since average, by definition,
indicates a measurement of more than one source. Additionally, none of
the calculators adjust for diminishing value, depreciation, inflation, or
other cost fluctuations. Cost valuations remain static, which, while cer-
tainly assisting with advocating for the community value of libraries, is
not necessarily a true measure of ROI. The utility of all the calculators is
ultimately undone by the fact that the mechanistic counting and measur-
ing of library activities as widgets fails to demonstrate the importance of
library information, services, programs, and outreach provided to com-
munities.

In part, this is an issue that public libraries and the LIS research com-
munity invited, through efforts such as Output Measures for Public Librar-
ies (Zweizig and Rodger, 1982) and subsequent assessment approaches
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built upon output measures that emphasize the quantity of a library’s
resources and the extent to which patrons consume these resources, rath-
er than the value of the products produced and/or added by the library.
Indeed, these initial efforts were instrumental to the development of the
national Public Library Statistics collection effort currently managed by
the IMLS (IMLS, 2011b). As such, the predominant library assessment
framework that evolved and to some extent still exists today measures
how often materials (print, digital, and other) circulate and how often
resources (e.g., public-access computers) are used—with the assumption
that more use is of greater value than less use. These mechanical meas-
ures, however, reveal absolutely nothing about the impacts of the usage
on the patrons or the community or the uniqueness of what libraries
provide as a social institution rather than a repository of materials.

These measures seem even more out of step with value demonstration
in the age of austerity based on the fact that austerity may very well serve
as a backdrop for the reinvention of communities. Funding education is
one major issue facing communities in an environment of austerity, with
some communities grappling with numerous challenges in the areas of
literacy and dropout rates (National Center for Education Statistics,
2009). Other community issues exist as well, in areas such as health and
wellness, employment, and economic development (Seattle Foundation,
2009). In today’s constrained financial environment, the issue is less how
to meet each of these challenges through traditional approaches and
more about rethinking and mobilizing local assets such as public librar-
ies, schools, and other community organizations to meet these chal-
lenges. This movement, dubbed “smart cities,” involves innovative com-
binations of open government, engagement efforts, crowd-sourcing, and
other techniques to benefit communities. In this context, there is a need to
view the role of the public library as an engaged participant—with articu-
lated goals and measurable objectives—to demonstrate its value. One
scholar of urban planning has dubbed public libraries “the economic
engines” of urban areas that draw people downtown and “generate in-
creased business for local merchants” (Senville, 2009, p. 18), making pub-
lic libraries central to the concept of a smart city.

One option for public libraries therefore is to focus on emphasizing
value creation—“to achieve competitive advantages, a firm must create
more value than its competitors in the industry” (Lin & Lin, 2006, p. 93).
While it may be a ubiquitous perception that libraries have vast competi-
tion in the area of information dissemination, no other organizations pro-
vide such an all-encompassing wealth of information and education to
use the information as the public library. Search engines and other Inter-
net resources lack the ability to provide education, literacy training, or
guidance in using or selecting information sources (Waller, 2009). Be-
cause libraries’ revenue streams are derived from funding by their local
communities, however, there is not an empirical way to prove their finan-
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cial worth in the same way in which business analysts can gauge, for
example, the value of Google.

While it is possible to draw similarities between libraries and an infor-
mation-oriented company such as Google, libraries offer a physical loca-
tion not only in which people can be assisted in their information
searches, but in which people with limited or no knowledge in a subject
can access a resource or call upon the expertise and knowledge of an
information specialist who can help them develop the skills and literacies
needed to accomplish their information-related goals. The ubiquity of
Google as a locator of information, in contrast, presupposes a level of
technological knowledge and information literacy, not to mention access
to the technologies through which one can access the site.

Since public libraries can be viewed as organizations providing a
product (access to information) to patrons/consumers (the public), and
since patrons/consumers already have preconceptions about libraries
(whether good, bad, or neutral), it follows that libraries, much like any
other organization providing a product, should take a proactive stance
on how they brand and market themselves. “When the local library
comes to mind, there should be a key message or picture of the library
that residents recall” (McClure, Feldman, & Ryan, 2006, pp. 152–153).

Such steps would require overcoming some librarians’ inherent resis-
tance to marketing the library (Jaeger, Bertot, Kodama, Katz, & DeCoster,
2011; Jaeger, Gorham, Sarin, & Bertot, in press; Parker, Kaufman-Scarbo-
rough, & Parker, 2007). By creating business plans that include branding
and value creation, libraries can enhance their existing and established
product lines and thereby highlight their fiscal and other contributions to
the public. “Brands, after all, are nothing but the information—real or
imagined, intellectual or emotional—that consumers have in their heads
about a product” (Evans & Wurster, 1997, pp. 72–73). Thus, branding and
marketing efforts have the potential to help public libraries to define and
create value (perceived or real) in the marketplace that can then be em-
ployed as a basis of demonstrating value to politicians and policy mak-
ers.

Simultaneously, however, the library profession needs to enhance its
use of empirical assessments and measure the contributions of public
libraries to community challenges such as education, employment and
economic development, and health and wellness. For far too long, public
libraries have relied on input (resource investment) and output measures
(resources available and used) to demonstrate value (Jaeger, Bertot, Kod-
ama, Katz, & DeCoster, 2011). These only go so far, but more importantly,
we are seeing a downward trend in key output statistics (Swan et al.,
2013). As a narrative, public libraries traditionally have equated in-
creased usage with value—but what happens when usage goes down, as
we are seeing in key areas such as library visits? Does this mean de-
creased value? Output measures are limited and do not answer the criti-
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cal questions about the impact of library service usage on literacy, com-
munity health, building a twenty-first-century workforce, and many oth-
er important contributions to communities.

Even with these attempts and their limitations, libraries still come up
against the same problems as economists when attempting to quantify an
intangible asset such as information. “Economists define information as a
phenomenon to reduce uncertainty and it is usually studied in terms of
exchange values” (Repo, 1989, p. 68). Information as a public good,
though, has received some attention within the greater study of econom-
ics:

[Public goods] . . . are not divisible into units that can be sold separate-
ly. Consumption by one person does not reduce the amount available
to others. . . . Common examples of public goods are streets and roads,
national security, and public libraries. Though it is hard to define exact-
ly where the borderline between public and private goods lies, it is
obvious that many available information products and services have
some characteristics of public goods. (Repo, 1989, p. 72)

Because politicians and policy makers are comfortable and familiar with
ROI calculators and other business-based metrics, using these tools to
quantify the value of public libraries may be a useful method. But to truly
calculate community value, public libraries need to employ measure-
ments of services provided by libraries, including information and
knowledge sharing, technology, literacy training, homework help, meet-
ing spaces, and employment resources, to name a few, that are of a fiscal-
ly indefinable nature.

One area that clearly offers great potential to measure and express the
economic value of public libraries is in the Internet-based services and
resources that assist in education, technological literacy, job seeking, ap-
plications for social services, and other measurable contributions to the
economy. If libraries can express the numbers of jobs and social services
applied for and received, for example, they can show real economic val-
ue: adding employees to the economy, simultaneously decreasing the
need for unemployment benefits and increasing the number of taxpayers,
while also reducing the need for specific government agencies outside of
libraries to assist people applying for social services. A 2010 study esti-
mated that 30 million people had used library computers and Internet
access to search for employment, with an astounding 3.7 million people
actually being hired for a position they applied for through the library
computers (Becker et al., 2010). The enormous contributions of the public
library in the ongoing economic downturn need to be recorded and dem-
onstrated to those making funding decisions. Demonstrating these types
of numbers may enable libraries to speak in the language of policy mak-
ers, who currently exist in an environment that requires even traffic lights
to have a demonstrable economic contribution.
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That the potential of Internet-based services and resources is the key
to demonstrating library value to policy makers is particularly ironic in
light of the resistance to the Internet in libraries strongly expressed with-
in some quarters of librarianship itself. But the changing nature of public
libraries through time means that they have been able to adapt to chang-
ing social needs and economic circumstances. The Internet is evidence of
this ability to evolve. While the definitions of the institution we call the
public library may shift and change depending on the social and econom-
ic climate of a particular era, their importance to patrons and commu-
nities is evident and unmistakable.

The Internet-enabled roles of public libraries offer a clear example of
how libraries can articulate and demonstrate value in the economic lan-
guage that is essential to communicate with politicians and policy mak-
ers. Providing data-driven demonstrations of library value ultimately
will not overcome all of the resistance to public libraries that has been
created by neoconservative political and neoliberal economic ideologies.
However, even if libraries cannot be kept out of harm’s swift way, politi-
cally engaged and data-driven advocacy will at least make it more diffi-
cult for politicians and policy makers to render with impunity decisions
that are detrimental to libraries.



SEVEN
Demonstrating Library Value and

Advocating for Support

As the previous chapters have demonstrated, there is no shortage of op-
portunities for public library practitioners, educators, researchers, stu-
dents, and patrons to engage policy-making, political, and funding pro-
cesses to advocate for outcomes that support public libraries. Many reci-
pes have been offered for engaging in policy or politics or funding, but
they tend to oddly treat these elements as unrelated, and few of the
approaches offered tie the advocacy to actual data to support the posi-
tions being advocated. This lack of coordination is also reflected in the
entities seeking to influence policy-making, political, and funding pro-
cesses on behalf of libraries. For example, the ALA has a Washington
Office of Government Relations, a Committee on Legislation, an Office
for Library Advocacy, and a Federal Library Legislative and Advocacy
Network, among other parts of its national organization working to influ-
ence policy and politics. Having so many voices does not result in a
coherent or coordinated approach.

To better advocate for public libraries and the best interests of library
professionals and patrons, library advocacy needs to be coordinated and
coherent at several levels:

• the message should be conveyed consistently by voices within the
library profession and library supporters;

• outreach to decision makers and community members needs to be
simultaneous and related;

• the message should be presented in terms that make sense to mem-
bers of the community and to decision makers;

• the message needs to be based on data that will be understood by
decision makers; and

117
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• policy, politics, and funding need to be seen as an interrelated set of
issues.

Achieving these goals is much more complicated than it sounds, which
likely explains why public libraries continue to struggle to positively
impact decisions in policy, politics, and funding.

The ALA’s Library Advocate’s Handbook (2003) outlines advocacy as a
process of defining goals and objectives, assessing the context, identify-
ing tasks, communicating a message, crafting a work plan, and evaluat-
ing the outcome. While these approaches are sensible in the abstract, the
largest problems libraries face in political and policy processes are not
related to their failure to be systematic about engagement. The problems
relate to engaging in a way that does not present the full picture of public
libraries—politics, policy, advocacy, history, and services as a united
whole—in society. The ultimate goal of demonstrating library value and
advocating for the support of libraries is to change the current political
and policy discourse into an environment far more supportive of public
libraries and their contributions.

BEYOND THE LIGHTHOUSE

Advocacy for public libraries based on active engagement with policy-
making processes and employing data-driven demonstrations of value in
the language of political discourse will help to improve the standing of
libraries under policy and funding decisions. However, these efforts
must also be accompanied by a broader engagement to help members of
the public at large better understand all of the contributions of the public
library.

The study that found 91 percent of members of the public believing
that public libraries are important to their communities also found,
alarmingly, that only 22 percent of respondents were familiar with most
or all of the services offered by their public library (Zickuhr, Rainie, &
Purcell, 2013). The public library clearly needs to apply advocacy and
marketing initiatives that will reach both nonpatrons of the public library
(so that they will at least understand its contributions) and patrons of the
library (so that they will be able to avail themselves of all aspects of the
public library). This engagement also needs to include efforts to shift how
the public library is conceived within the range of public goods—the
concept as it is generally understood does a great disservice to the
breadth of contributions of the public library.

When someone is trying to explain the idea of the public good, the
odds are rather high that a lighthouse will be used as the example, partic-
ularly in textbooks. Lighthouses carry enormous societal benefits for all
members of the public—primarily, allowing for the safe delivery of food
and other essential goods and passengers over water—while also incenti-
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vizing the operation of ships by protecting the investment of shipowners.
Without lighthouses, there would be less shipping or no shipping at all,
significantly raising the prices on many goods or making them unavail-
able altogether. With reduced shipping, cities that have ports may strug-
gle to support their own economies. Yet building a lighthouse is expen-
sive, far too expensive for most individuals and companies that own
ships.

Governments build lighthouses, then, because they benefit the public
and the economy in many important ways. They are a clear example of
the public good. However, they are only one kind of public good, and
thinking of all public goods as the equivalent of lighthouses serves to
limit the ability of some public goods to serve the public to their fullest
potential. The cost of building and operating a lighthouse is the same on
any given day if one ship or if one hundred ships pass by the lighthouse.
The amount of the input provides the same result no matter how many
times the lighthouse is used. And greatly expanding the budget of a
lighthouse will not significantly change what the lighthouse contributes
to the community. It is a public good, but the extent of the public good is
finite.

Public libraries help the community in many different ways and pro-
vide many resources and services that would not otherwise exist in a
community. In contrast to lighthouses, they are a very different kind of
public good. The contribution of public libraries to the public good is not
static. The more plentiful and stable public library funding is, the more
people it can help; the greater number of services, resources, and materi-
als it can provide; the more community partnerships it can create; and the
bigger impact it can have on its community. The size of the public good
generated by the public library grows with the amount of support given
to the library. Due to their resources and the skills of staff members,
public libraries can become centers for social services, emergency re-
sponse and recovery, e-government, digital literacy and inclusion, job
training, and innumerable other contributions to the health of the com-
munity, so long as they are provided sufficient support. The public li-
brary is, in short, a public good that can adapt and expand through
proportional increases in funding. The inherently fox-like nature of the
public library makes it a very unique public good.

To adequately convey the impact of public libraries, we need a term
that better captures the nature of public libraries as a public good. They
are more than just a public good; they are a community good. The more the
public library is supported, the more value to the community it generates
and the more members of the community it helps. This is a very rare
attribute among public goods, as most public goods—from parks to traf-
fic lights—have a discernable upper limit on how much they can support
the community. Just as economists distinguish between public goods and
common-pool resources, the nature of the public library as a unique kind
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of public good—a community good—must be made clear through our
advocacy efforts.

Explaining the nature of public libraries as a community good is an
essential part of better advocating for public libraries, but it is merely a
part of the argument. The picture that libraries have of themselves, and
thus the picture they present externally in advocacy, is not a mosaic but
merely a series of fragments. The fact that this book is the first attempt to
bring the politics, policy, advocacy, history, and services related to public
libraries together demonstrates a failure to create integrated portraits of
what libraries do for their communities and how those contributions can
be articulated to drive support of libraries. The public library as a com-
munity good may be the linchpin of the argument, but advocacy must
present the nature and contributions of the public library as an integrated
whole.

REASSERTING THE PUBLIC GOOD, ASSERTING
THE COMMUNITY GOOD

Crafting a more detailed and more nuanced description of the library’s
contributions as a public good and deploying this description is the foun-
dation of increasing the effectiveness of advocating for policies and fund-
ing decisions that will help public libraries succeed. Politicians and policy
makers do not typically focus on how their decisions impact everyday
people’s lives in the long term; they must be educated about issues “to be
cognizant of the real-life consequences of their policy choices” (Green-
berg & Dratel, 2005, xxiii). The fact that policy makers and politicians
frequently fail to comprehend the ramifications of their decisions for li-
braries is due in no small part to the way libraries present themselves.
Public library advocacy has to do a far better job of explaining how fund-
ing and policy choices impact public libraries and their ability to effec-
tively serve as a community good.

If politicians and policy makers understood that their choices expand
or limit the ability of public libraries to serve the community good, differ-
ent policy and political choices might be made. Based on the materials
discussed throughout this book, a thorough approach to trying to contin-
ually and productively engage political, policy-making, and funding pro-
cesses on behalf of public libraries might begin with the following:

1. Creating and using meaningful data to articulate the community
good. Instead of relying on assertions of value, libraries must learn
to demonstrate their value in terms that make sense to decision
makers (Jaeger, Bertot, Kodama, Katz, & DeCoster, 2011). A combi-
nation of means can be used to demonstrate value, including an
analysis of the economic benefits of use of library materials, ROI,
the Librarian’s Axiom, measures of products consumed by pa-
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trons, and the larger social benefits of funding libraries as a way to
support local communities, among many others. The activities and
impacts of the public library need to be conveyed through the data
and language that are the coin of the realm in the kingdom of
austerity (Jaeger, Gorham, Sarin, & Bertot, in press).

2. Raising a voice. Public libraries have to learn to speak for them-
selves in a strong and coordinated voice. Public libraries will be
more likely to make an impact by simultaneously communicating
the value and contributions of the library through marketing (e.g.,
selling to the community) and advocating for policies that positive-
ly impact libraries (e.g., lobbying in the policy process) (Nelson,
2006).

3. Empowering all members of the library staff to advocate. In train-
ing public librarians in advocacy, one author of this book has re-
peatedly been told that front-end librarians do not see advocacy as
part of their position, though many feel quite the opposite. One
public librarian recently stated in one of these training sessions,
“Advocacy isn’t part of my job. It’s part of my library director’s job
but not mine. In fact, if I did try and advocate, I’m pretty sure my
director would be angry with me for stepping on his/her toes”
(Jaeger, Gorham, Sarin, & Bertot, in press, n.p.). Empowering all
members of the library staff to be advocates for the interests of the
library will greatly increase the number of educated voices of sup-
port.

4. Spurring other voices to speak for the library. Effective library ad-
vocates can be trustees, friends of the library, patrons, library part-
ners, community members, community leaders, educators, and re-
tired library staff (Imhoff, 2006).

5. Using many avenues to engage in the discourse. Successful advo-
cacy campaigns can include support of high-level community
members, organized committees, speaker bureaus for community
events, polling, public relations, focusing on the groups most likely
to be supportive and engaged, guest editorials in local media,
statements of support from local politicians, information tables in
libraries, advertisements, and endorsements from colleges and uni-
versities, homeowner and condominium associations, celebrities,
unions, and Chambers of Commerce (Imhoff, 2006).

6. Using new technologies and tools to advocate. When New York
City was considering cutting library funding so significantly that it
would necessitate the closure of forty-five public library branches,
Christian Zabriskie, the founder of Urban Librarians Unite and a
New York City librarian, wrote an articulate and affecting explana-
tion of the potential toll on individuals and communities of such
closures for the Huffington Post (Zabriskie, 2013). By using such a
channel to disseminate his message, it was quickly picked up in
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social media and even shared by some celebrities encouraging
their followers to advocate for library support.

7. Becoming educated and remaining engaged. For a number of rea-
sons discussed earlier, the majority of public librarians have histor-
ically disconnected themselves from political and policy processes,
instead clinging to a carapace of neutrality (Jaeger, Gorham, Sarin,
& Bertot, in press). This approach is the diametric opposite of what
is currently needed. If everyone is using omnipresent media to
argue their point of view, public libraries need to be informed and
vocal to have any chance of being heard.

8. Looking for ramifications that may not be intended. Many of the
consequences of political and policy decisions for public libraries
are not the intent of those making the decisions, for whom libraries
are rarely a consideration. As a result, many laws—like copyright
laws and national security guidelines—have unintended major im-
pacts on public libraries (Jaeger, Bertot, & Gorham, 2013). A key
aspect of being educated and engaged with policy, political, and
funding processes means forbearance against decisions that will
have significant unintended consequences for libraries.

9. Perceiving politics, policy, funding, advocacy, history, and services
as an interrelated system. Too often, the impacts on public libraries
are viewed as discrete factors (e.g., “technology usage is up”) or as
limited correlations (e.g., “technology usage is up because the
economy is bad”). While the basic correlation may be true, the big
picture involves the interrelationships between many factors.
Without seeing those factors as a complicated system, and advocat-
ing accordingly, the risk of arguing for the wrong outcome rises
considerably.

10. Speaking to decision makers and members of the community in
terms that assume some intelligence, at least on the part of public
library professionals. Glittery distractions like how many more li-
braries there are than McDonald’s restaurants or Wal-Mart stores
or Jiffy Lube centers do little to convince people that public librar-
ies have real value or what that value might be.

11. Being honest about the implications of funding decisions. Libraries
must “make the library’s expenditures understandable to as many
constituents as possible” (Holt, 2013, p. 68). Public libraries must
convey that they are effectively using money to do what the com-
munity needs, but they also must show that insufficient funding
results in negative shifts in services and resources.

12. Crafting messages that show what the library means to individu-
als and to the community. Most people, even those who regularly
use the library, do not know the full range of its services and con-
tributions to communities (Zickuhr, Rainie, & Purcell, 2013). Con-
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veying everything that the library does and why it matters is a
central component of improving advocacy.

13. Crafting messages that vary by interests of different decision mak-
ers and stakeholder groups. The wide range of contributions of a
public library to individuals and to communities ensures an equal-
ly wide range of potential messages. Complementary messages
tailored to the primary focus of different groups can cultivate sup-
port from a number of different groups who might not be swayed
by a single monolithic message.

14. Making the case for the public library as a unique part of a broader
social system. The library is an entirely unique public good—a
community good—the chameleon able to change itself to meet new
or pressing community needs as they arise. This wholly unique
nature needs to be central to library advocacy. Public libraries are
truly irreplaceable, and there is no shame in reminding policy
makers, politicians, and community members of this fact.

These steps are offered as a logical place for starting the dialogue, as the
advocacy and value demonstration challenges facing public libraries are
currently so large that the correct answers will only become obvious
through much trial and error.

For example, the issue of how to best frame and demonstrate the
value of public libraries in political, policy, and funding discourse de-
pends on the answers to several major questions:

• How can libraries use the language of the new public philosophy to
convey our contributions so that politicians and policy makers will
understand the message?

• How do statements of neutrality affect our value in the minds of
politicians and policy makers?

• How can MLS programs, professional organizations, and continu-
ing education programs be designed to incorporate principles of
advocacy into the training of all library professionals?

• What research topics can library scholars pursue to provide data
that will best help libraries demonstrate their value?

• How can libraries influence the perceptions of value that shape
funding decisions?

• How can the philosophical ties between libraries and democracy be
more meaningfully conveyed to show a tangible impact?

• How can libraries counter the narratives created by neoliberal eco-
nomic and neoconservative political ideologies?

These will not be simple questions to answer, but the key thing is to start
engaging and advocating in a much more coherent and committed man-
ner than has been attempted thus far. Fear of mistakes cannot be a barri-
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er, though, as trying and learning from mistakes will have fewer negative
ramifications than not trying at all.

WE’RE ALL ALONE?

The areas of focus and questions for further consideration above are of-
fered as key parts of an approach for public libraries and their supporters
to effectively engage political, policy-making, and funding processes. But
planning and strategizing alone will not guarantee success in sustaining
support of public libraries in the contexts of policy, politics, or funding.
Libraries have to make clear their contributions and relevance in an envi-
ronment that can be rather hostile to the library and its goals.

Changing perceptions of technology have led to apathy toward librar-
ies among those who do not use them. Many media commentators who
are ready to bury the public library admit to never using them or having
any idea what goes on inside them now (Rosenblum, 2013). They primar-
ily come from the affluent and educated classes who do not understand
the community good provided by the public library (Zabriskie, 2013). In
fact, refuting these pervasive but uninformed critiques can seem like a job
in itself (Meade, 2013). Nevertheless, the affluent who have moved more
and more of their social, educational, and commercial activities online are
a large and vocal force. Most of the private-sector entities that filled simi-
lar community space and community learning roles as public libraries—
bookstores, music stores, video stores—have disappeared in the past
decade (DePillis, 2013).

The first twenty years of the Internet age have shown that many social
institutions may be less permanent than previously thought. Public li-
braries would be wise to remember that another part of the country
known as an “arsenal of democracy”—the derelict but once-vibrant in-
dustrial region of the United States now called the Rust Belt—was until
recent decades considered one of the defining elements of the country
and one of the keys to future success for the nation (McClelland, 2013).
The historical importance of public libraries and the public goodwill for
them will not be enough to ensure positive political, policy, and funding
outcomes.

The past twenty years have also seen some fairly titanic shifts in na-
tional political structures that make changing the national political dis-
course even more challenging. Along with the previously discussed rise
of neoliberal economic and neoconservative political ideologies as the
core of national governance, changes in the structure of elections to na-
tional office have resulted in a much less dynamic conversation at the
national level.

In 1992, there were 103 members of the House of Representatives from
swing districts, in which either party had a realistic chance to win in any
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given election; now there are only 35 swing districts left (Silver, 2012b). In
contrast, 242 districts are hyperpartisan, consistently delivering land-
slides for one party. Resulting largely from the redistricting of seats in the
House of Representatives to make them “safe” for the party doing the
redistricting, this means that the vast majority of members of the House
only face a viable challenge to their seat in the primaries. The focus on the
primary serves to fuel partisanship by making the races about pleasing
the base of the majority party rather than courting mainstream voters in a
general election.

Major increases in fundraising and campaign spending, particularly
on negative ads, have served to suppress interest in politics by middle-of-
the-road voters (Pearlstein, 2012). Ads that are negative and ideological
alter the composition of voters on election days by simultaneously ener-
gizing the hyperpartisan base and alienating moderate voters, furthering
the partisanship of the people who get elected. With growing disregard
for moderate voters, elections have become a tragedy of the commons,
with the self-interest of politicians serving to embrace the partisanship
that inhibits the functioning of the political system. The ability to solve
societal issues relies on the cooperation of actors with different perspec-
tives, based on the ability to hold others accountable and keep them
involved (Young, 2006). Not surprisingly, making elections more parti-
san and less appealing to mainstream voters does little to promote coop-
eration between different stakeholders.

The hyperpartisan atmosphere in Washington has polarized the mem-
bers of Congress on both sides of the political aisle, with institutions and
programs that formerly received consensus support becoming the subject
of obstructions, filibusters, and antipathy due to ideology (Mann & Orn-
stein, 2012). New policies are likely to be rejected, and the parties can be
seen as actively trying to sabotage existing laws simply to score political
points (Sargent, 2013). “Partisans who expect every idea to fit on a bump-
er sticker will proceed through the various stages of grief before accept-
ing that they have oversimplified reality” (Silver, 2012a, p. 452). Even
social institutions that formerly enjoyed near-complete consensus, such
as public libraries, have turned into partisan issues in this environment.

The resistance to change in Congress is also tied to the age of members
and the lengths of their stays in office. Keeping the same people in power
is not likely to produce different results. In 2011, the average Republican
in Congress was 56 years old, and the average Democratic member of
Congress was 60.8 years old, up about five years from a decade previous.
In 2013, then-eighty-seven-year-old congressman John Dingell had spent
more than two-thirds of his life in Congress. Redistricting has served to
not only make districts more partisan and end the term limits movement;
it has also made getting reelected easier, extending the number of times
most members of Congress serve, so people in Congress serve much
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longer and become more entrenched while they are there (Cillizza,
2013a).

The entrenched and partisan nature of Congress has also negatively
impacted its ability to pass any laws. The 112th Congress passed fewer
laws than any preceding Congress since records have been kept (Cillizza,
2013b). This historic level of nonproductivity occurred in spite of the
112th Congress recording the fifth-highest recorded total of votes. Most
of these votes were taken for partisan reasons and were doomed to fail,
such as the more than 60 votes taken to repeal the Affordable Care Act
during the 112th Congress (Milbank, 2013). In late 2013, a veteran Wash-
ington reporter published a book detailing the ways in which the enor-
mous influence of special interests, political action groups, and the prom-
ises of lucrative consulting jobs after retirement from government service
now conspire to sustain a permanent moneyed, governing class that pro-
vides limited incentive for Congress to pass any legislation (Leibovich,
2013).

Entering such a partisan and entrenched environment can be very
risky for any community-minded group. For example, climate scientists,
by trying to directly engage in political battles to advocate for policies
and funding decisions that will help reduce global warming, have hurt
their position by poorly engaging in politics and policy making. The
number of Americans who believe in climate change is actually decreas-
ing, in spite of the none-too-subtle increases in temperature and extreme
weather events. Because they have not engaged the policy process as a
politician would, climate scientists have made a case to the public that
did not resonate (Silver, 2012a). As scientific evidence generally cannot be
expressed in terms of black and white or with 100 percent precision, the
hyperpartisan atmosphere serves to make scientific evidence seem uncer-
tain and confused. Conservative politicians and political groups have
been able to conflate the exploratory nature of scientific research with
real, ongoing changes in the environment to convince many members of
the public that global warming is merely the aimless blade of science
seeking more research funding.

RESPONSIBILITY ROLLS DOWN

As the example of global warming demonstrates, better engagement in
the world of politics and policy making will not be easy and will not be
without risk. It is not a choice of whether or not to engage political and
policy-making processes, however. Doing nothing different is the worst
possible option. Other agencies of government have learned that passive
public libraries are a place to which they can devolve many responsibil-
ities and obligations (Jaeger & Bertot, 2011). More perniciously, the
events of recent years have shown that inaction and limited engagement
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leads to politics that degrade libraries, policies that simultaneously con-
strain library activities and call upon them to take on additional respon-
sibilities, and funding decisions that bleed libraries dry.

Libraries and their supporters must not only engage political, policy-
making, and funding processes; they must do so in ways that are not
based on the notion of being all things to all people. While the unique
nature of the public library as a community good allows it to serve its
community in a wide-ranging and adaptable manner, trying to be all
things to all people is as much of a problem as a lack of funds. Justifying
continued support by taking on every task sent the way of public librar-
ies by other government agencies will only lead to paralysis and inability
to provide any services effectively.

Looking for support by assisting larger policy initiatives sounds good
initially, but this approach can be problematic for libraries as they strug-
gle to meet mounting responsibilities and get involved in political fights
for which they have not prepared themselves. Many libraries already
find themselves in this predicament. Since 2000, public libraries have
taken on significant new roles in providing e-government, social services,
tax filing, immigration processes, disaster response and recovery, and
many other areas, usually without gaining any additional support for
taking on these duties. The risks with this strategy—and the accompany-
ing lack of rewards—were evidenced in the summer of 2013.

Under the Affordable Care Act, about 7 million people are expected to
sign up online for health insurance, and a great many of them will de-
pend on public library resources and services to do so (Eberhart, 2013).
With 15 percent of American adults being nonusers of the Internet (Zick-
uhr, 2013), much of the work with health-care enrollment will begin at
teaching basic digital literacy. Many of these will be additional patrons
beyond the 28 million public library patrons who currently use library
computers to search for health and wellness information on a regular
basis (Pera, 2013). The U.S. Department of Health and Human Services is
expecting considerable support from public libraries in both informing
people about options and helping them enroll, without providing any
support to help libraries meet these expectations. As IMLS Director Susan
Hildreth noted, “there are no federal funds to support this program”
(Eberhart, 2013, n.p.).

President Obama recorded a special video message thanking librar-
ians for helping with the implementation of the Affordable Care Act, but
only allowed the ALA to show the video once at its annual convention.
Members of the public were not allowed to see the video (Morrongiello,
2013). In summary, the national leaders representing public libraries in
the ALA and IMLS acquiesced to an enormous new burden to inform and
help enroll millions of uninsured people in a new online government
program without receiving additional funding and with the only recogni-
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tion of their assistance being a recorded message that could be played
once, entirely away from the eyes of the public.

Not only is the situation absurd; it also has the potential to cause
enormous problems for librarians working in public libraries in states
that are refusing to comply with the law. Along with the aforementioned
incessant attempts by Republicans in Congress to repeal the law, some
Republican-led state governments are trying to undermine the law by
preventing it from being implemented in their states (Somashekhar,
2013). These efforts range from limiting consumer protections to prevent-
ing federal workers from promoting enrollment. In Missouri, however,
the voters approved a ballot initiative that bans state and local govern-
ment officials from helping to implement the law. This places the public
librarians of the state between a state regulation barring them from help-
ing patrons sign up for insurance under the Affordable Care Act and a
national initiative from ALA and IMLS saying they are professionally
obligated to help patrons with the same. More politically engaged organ-
izations would have anticipated such potential difficulties in this political
climate and planned around them.

Similarly, if the issues that the library tries to engage are not well
chosen, the results will be detrimental. As previously discussed, the
CIPA lawsuit is such an example. The decision to challenge the popular
law on its face, as opposed to waiting for its implementation, allowed
libraries to be portrayed as defending content to which much of the pub-
lic objected, rather than protecting patrons from the expansiveness of a
law affecting access to important information by actual patrons. Taking
on pet issues of the library community that are not of great significance to
the public at large or that are not yet ready for public debate or that are
simply too unpopular to succeed will result in an erosion of public sup-
port, along the lines of the climate scientists ineffectively working to
change policy in order to halt global warming.

Libraries cannot take on every role thrown at them by other agencies,
and they must choose the issues that they engage carefully. An important
guiding principle for libraries engaging policy, political, and funding
processes is that the issues that are engaged and the advocacy stances
that are taken should tie directly to the communities that public libraries
serve. Part of this strategic engagement also needs to account for the
differences among libraries themselves. Different libraries have different
amounts of space, staff, technology, and other resources that shape the
practical ability to provide specific services. A large, urban public library
system may have dozens of branches, thousands of computers, and hun-
dreds of librarians with which to engage a new task. In contrast, rural
public libraries—those serving communities of fewer than 25,000 peo-
ple—have on average less than one (.75) librarian with a master’s degree
from an ALA-accredited institution; an average total of four staff, includ-
ing both full- and part-time employees; a median annual income (from all
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sources) of $118,704.50; and typically one building/branch that is open an
average of forty hours per week (IMLS, 2013). Clearly, the average urban
library system is going to have a much better chance of dealing with an
influx of patrons looking to sign up for health insurance online than the
average rural public library.

If standing still is no longer an option, the choices of which direction
to move in can seem overwhelming. Inertia is facilitated by the over-
whelming number of historical cases where the failure to plan for the
correct challenges had terrible outcomes. Just as one example, the catas-
trophic loss of lives, planes, and ships inflicted by the Japanese navy on
the U.S. military at Pearl Harbor were made possible by the U.S. military
planning for the wrong problem. The U.S. military feared not a military
attack, but sabotage operations, so planes were kept wingtip to wingtip
in open areas to make them easier to guard, and ships were moored close
together for similar reasons (Wohlstetter, 1962). By placing all of their
emphasis on the wrong threat, the U.S. military made their planes and
ships much easier targets when the actual threat arrived.

Dwelling too much on examples such as these can promote inertia, a
luxury that the public library simply does not have at this point. Public
libraries have reached the point of absolutely needing to act. Fortunately,
the way forward is clearer than it might seem. As a community good, the
best chance that public libraries have for effectively engaging political,
policy-making, and funding processes is successfully demonstrating pos-
itive outcomes in those same local communities that are so closely con-
nected to their public libraries.





EIGHT
The Public Library in the Local

Political Process

The decades in which the neoliberal economic ideology and the neocon-
servative political ideology have defined national politics have not been
particularly kind to local governments in many ways. Twenty years ago,
predictions were made that local governments were “in for a decade of
excruciating pain” (Osborne, 1993, p. 349), due to more responsibilities
and expectations devolving to local government, a trend that continues to
this day. These changes, however, have also led to local government
becoming the level of government at which community challenges are
met and where innovative approaches to community building are being
generated. Just as public libraries have adapted in the changing political
and economic climate, local governments have done the same.

Local governments have historically been seen as having either a pub-
lic focus or a private focus in their operations, with public-focused local
governments putting a greater emphasis on public planning, public infra-
structure, and public service (Banfield & Wilson, 1963; Wolfinger & Field,
1966). While some city managers have applied private-sector principles
to promote efficiency and treat citizens as customers of local government
(Kearney, Feldman, & Scavo, 2000), a large number of local governments
remain firmly public focused as they have taken on new responsibilities
and expectations. Regardless of how it is framed, the embrace of manage-
rial innovation within a local government has been shown to strongly
determine whether that government will readily adopt new approaches
and technologies to provide government services (Moon & Norris, 2005).

Innovation in local government is essential to the economic success of
communities. “Cities are the new economic engines. They’re also places
where partisan politics must take a backseat to real postpartisan innova-
tion and risk-taking” (Newsom & Dickey, 2013, p. 228). Simply to keep
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residents, cities have to be more innovative than state or federal govern-
ments. If a city becomes noncompetitive, it is a lot easier for residents to
move to a new city than to a new country. The failure to be innovative
can kill a local economy, as evidenced by the massive multimillion bank-
ruptcy filing of the city of Detroit in the summer of 2013 after so many
businesses and residents left the city. In fifty years, Detroit lost two-thirds
of its population, resulting in a city with 78,000 abandoned buildings
(38,000 of which are identified as public hazards) and 66,000 empty lots at
the time of its bankruptcy.

Successful local governments are also able to be more responsive to
community needs. The top-down, centralized, large-scale bureaucracy of
the federal government is not able to respond efficiently to a period of
rapid technological and social change due to the inherent structure of a
large, national government of a very large country (Osborne, 1993). Addi-
tionally, an innovative and responsive local government can make for a
much more vibrant and connected community. Community building, fa-
cilitation of participation, and development of partnerships are key roles
of vibrant local governments (Nalbandian, 1999). Such active government
promotes more active citizenship—better government performance at the
local level is facilitated by social trust and organized community engage-
ment (Knack, 2002).

The hyperpartisanship and gridlock at the national level reinforce the
need for local governments to be active in trying to generate community-
level solutions to problems. Any local community waiting for the mount-
ing problems and federal inaction to pass will be in trouble very quickly.
The “solutions to our country’s problems are not coming from Washing-
ton D.C. They are coming from state and local governments all around
the country” (Osborne, 1993, p. 349). In many ways, the growing role of
local government in solving community problems is a return to the roots
of community problem solving in the United States.

ACT LOCALLY, BUILD NATIONALLY

In early rural American life, the barn-raising tradition arose out of neces-
sity; small efforts and contributions from large numbers of people were
required to construct a building that would benefit the larger community
as a whole. Brought together by the harsh realities of frontier living,
settlers responded to the needs of their community. Whether motivated
by altruism, an expectation of a returned favor, or devotion to a shared
value system, the resulting collective action helped build strong social
ties as well as physical structures within communities. The modern
equivalents of raising barns—meeting diverse community needs from
keeping food pantries stocked to rebuilding after disasters to fixing
roads—now often involve combinations of local government organiza-
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tions, nonprofits, and engaged community members working together
(Hansen et al., 2014, in press).

Chapter 5 provided examples of innovative public library–based part-
nerships with other government agencies and nonprofits to provide ser-
vices that would otherwise be unavailable in their communities, such as
bringing access to fresh groceries into city food deserts. The examples in
that chapter barely scratch the surface of the amazing services that public
libraries are providing to their communities. Public libraries in the Pima
County Public Library of Tucson, Arizona, have public health nurses in
the libraries who provide free basic health care, answer health questions
that patrons have, and help them navigate the social services structures
(Kim, 2013). Public libraries in San Francisco have social workers to assist
homeless patrons and recovering drug addicts. The innovative roles in
responding to major hurricanes in the early 2000s have evolved into stan-
dard roles for public libraries to help their communities through more
commonplace disasters, like recovery from tornadoes and wildfires
(Bishop & Veil, 2013). All over the country, public libraries have devel-
oped programs, often as collaborative community partnerships, that
meet community needs of all shapes and sizes that otherwise would
likely be ignored (Taylor et al., in press).

Many public libraries also already have programs encouraging civic
engagement. Many public libraries host regular events to spotlight civic
issues in their communities. Such participatory forums on civic issues can
increase information seeking, advocacy, and self-efficacy among mem-
bers of the public (Schneck-Hamlin, Han, & Schneck-Hamlin, in press).
Several national initiatives focus on the public library as a key means to
increase civic participation, such as the ALA/Harwood Institute “Promise
of Libraries Transforming Communities” initiative (http://discuss.ala.
org/transformignlibraries/libraries-transforming-communities) and
ALA’s “Center for Civic Life” (http://discuss.ala.org/civicengagement).
Part of these activities need to be attuning patrons to the need to advocate
for decisions that support public libraries and other aspects of the com-
munity good.

Along with being uniquely responsive to local community needs,
public libraries are primarily local-level entities in terms of funding. Fig-
ures 8.1 through 8.12 present comparisons of IMLS data from 2006 and
2011, revealing that the percentage of public library funding that comes
from the local government continues to increase, regardless of the size of
the population or legal service area of the library. “Legal service area”
usually means (1) the geographic area for which a public library has been
established to offer services, and (2) the area from which the library de-
rives funding. For the purpose of this analysis, libraries were grouped
into six categories based upon the size of the population served: (1) less
than 10,000, (2) 10,000–24,999, (3) 25,000–99,999, (4) 100,000–499,999, (5)
500,000–999,999, and (6) greater than 1 million.
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Figure 8.1. Source of Public Library Funding (percent), Population Less Than
10,000 (2006) Source: IMLS, Public Libraries Survey, Fiscal Year 2006.

Figure 8.2. Source of Public Library Funding (percent), Population Less Than
10,000 (2011) Source: IMLS, Public Libraries Survey, Fiscal Year 2011.
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Figure 8.3. Source of Public Library Funding (percent), Population
10,000–24,999 (2006) Source: IMLS, Public Libraries Survey, Fiscal Year 2006.

Figure 8.4. Source of Public Library Funding (percent), Population
10,000–24,999 (2011) Source: IMLS, Public Libraries Survey, Fiscal Year 2011.
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Figure 8.5. Source of Public Library Funding (percent), Population
25,000–99,999 (2006) Source: IMLS, Public Libraries Survey, Fiscal Year 2006.

Figure 8.6. Source of Public Library Funding (percent), Population
25,000–99,999 (2011) Source: IMLS, Public Libraries Survey, Fiscal Year 2011.
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Figure 8.7. Source of Public Library Funding (percent), Population
100,000–499,999 (2006) Source: IMLS, Public Libraries Survey, Fiscal Year 2006.

Figure 8.8. Source of Public Library Funding (percent), Population
100,000–499,999 (2011) Source: IMLS, Public Libraries Survey, Fiscal Year 2011.
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Figure 8.9. Source of Public Library Funding (percent), Population
500,000–999,999 (2006) Source: IMLS, Public Libraries Survey, Fiscal Year 2006.

Figure 8.10. Source of Public Library Funding (percent), Population
500,000–999,999 (2011) Source: IMLS, Public Libraries Survey, Fiscal Year 2011.
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Figure 8.11. Source of Public Library Funding (percent), Population Greater
Than 1 Million (2006) Source: IMLS, Public Libraries Survey, Fiscal Year 2006.

Figure 8.12. Source of Public Library Funding (percent), Population Greater
Than 1 Million (2011) Source: IMLS, Public Libraries Survey, Fiscal Year 2011.
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There are wide variations in whether this support is sufficient for each
individual library (Alexander, 2008). As shown in figures 8.1 through
8.12, the remainder of funding is primarily from other local community
sources (e.g., donations, friends groups, grants), a small amount of state
funding, and a minuscule amount of federal funding. Public library dis-
tricts with independent taxing authority do not have improved per capita
funding when compared to public libraries that are entirely reliant on the
local government for funds. However, library districts with independent
taxing authority have more reliable funding; as a result, library districts
have both fewer decreases in funding and fewer years of sizeable in-
creases (Anderson, 2003; Elliot, 2013).

When that local government funding is insufficient, and as state fund-
ing has decreased, libraries have to rely on donations, grants, friends
organizations, and other sources primarily from the local community.
The extent to which libraries have been able to cover the budgetary short-
falls created by reduced state funding varies. As reported in the Library
Journal’s 2012 survey, most respondents experienced a decrease in state
funding. Libraries in California were no different, reporting a 63.7 per-
cent reduction in state funding. California libraries, however, also re-
ported an increase of 4.8 percent in their total funding, indicating that
“other sources of funding” came to their rescue (Schwartz, 2013).

While many libraries have cafes and shops expressly to generate sup-
port for the library, some public libraries that receive insufficient funding
to support operations are now charging for specific services within the
library. These charges range from a fee for faxes, printing, notarizing,
scanning, photocopying, photo services, library cards for those who live
outside of the service area, meeting room usage, document searches,
interlibrary loan, and e-book checkouts, among many others (Alexander,
2013). Even when public libraries have to charge for certain services,
those charges are paid by people in the community.

The movement toward local governments being the center of commu-
nity problem solving in the United States positions public libraries as
central to communities and community problem solving. A 2009 Seattle
Foundation study suggested that a healthy community depended on
meeting

• basic needs such as food, housing, a living wage, and equal treat-
ment;

• health and wellness needs such as preventative care, consistent
health care, long-term care, and prevention of domestic violence;

• education needs such as strong public education, early learning,
and lifelong learning;

• economic needs such as job skills training, promoting small busi-
nesses, and supporting employers;

• arts and cultural needs such as arts education and arts funding;
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• neighborhood and community needs such as social support, com-
munity engagement, and neighborhood living; and

• environmental needs such as conservation, environmental aware-
ness, and balancing interests.

The public library is a vital part of meeting many such community needs;
the typical public library plays a role in almost all of them. Even for less
obvious ones, there are clear roles for libraries. For example, making
artistic materials available in libraries and providing discussion forums
about these materials “can positively impact library patrons’ interest in
becoming more critically engaged and foster a greater understanding of
the issues raised” by the materials (Cocciolo, 2013, p. 1).

Public libraries are highly ingrained in their local communities, and
local governments are the most innovative and responsive level of
government in the United States. “The essence of successful library oper-
ations is building relationships” (Holt, 2013, p. 69), and the strongest
connections that public libraries have are in their local communities.
With their strong connections and parallel needs, local governments are
clearly the best level of government for public libraries and their support-
ers to try to make substantive changes to the impacts of policy-making,
politics, and funding decisions on public libraries.

Applying the strategies, objectives, and approaches detailed in chap-
ter 7 to advocacy at the local level represents the best way for public
libraries and their supporters to begin advocating for a future political,
policy, and funding environment that is more supportive of public librar-
ies. This approach of directly engaging policy and politics at the local
level will give public libraries a better chance to demonstrate their value
to their communities, local decision makers, and local funders. Local
governments and voters will best understand the impacts of their own
libraries, and local governments will be best positioned to support evolv-
ing library roles in the community through responsive and innovative
governance. Focusing on local politics and policies will not address the
problem of detrimental impacts of national-level decisions immediately,
but it might work very well as a long-term strategy.

Historically, for librarians, “our interpretation of culture dictates our
practice” (Bossaller & Raber, 2008, p. 18). If that still holds true, then a
greater engagement in the culture of policy and politics will drive a prac-
tice better informed by and more attuned to the implications of policy
and politics for the ability of the public library to serve the community.
This heightened awareness seemingly would lead to a stronger sense of
the changes to policy and politics that libraries need at the local, state,
and national levels to provide improved service to their communities.

The game plan is based on starting at the local level and building
upward. If public libraries all over the country begin to use data-driven
value demonstration strategies to promote awareness and advocate for
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policies and political decisions that support the library in each commu-
nity that has a library, the changes will likely gain momentum within
states. If the majority of the local governments in a state have coordinated
policies and politics related to local libraries, it seems quite feasible that
these local stances would shape the stance of the state government. And,
if all of the state governments have coordinated policies and politics re-
lated to public libraries, it seems possible that the policy-making and
political debates at the national level might finally begin to account for
public libraries in a sensible manner.

COMMUNITY GOOD AND COLLABORATIVE
COMMUNITY SERVICES

Public libraries, as a collection of about 17,000 local institutions, have
worked to establish a collective national identity and to advocate collec-
tively at the national level, as evidenced by major organizations such as
the ALA and the Public Library Association (PLA). Lumping together
these adamantly local institutions, however, does not make for a coherent
grouping in terms of political, policy, or economic positions. While they
share broad similarities in intent and practice, they are actually a collec-
tion of more than 17,000 different community institutions.

The existence of these differences means that there is no “one size fits
all” strategy for library advocacy. In recent years, larger library systems
have fared comparatively worse in terms of funding.

Budget struggles, whether at the federal, state, or local level, hit larger
library systems the hardest, according to LJ’s survey: those with service
populations from 500,000 to 999,999 reported on average a 2.7 percent
reduction in their budgets, and those with service populations above
one million reported an average reduction of 1.8 percent. The
10,000–24,999 population range was the sweet spot, with libraries of
that size reporting an average increase of 2.5 percent. (Kelley, 2012)

As further evidence of the hardship faced by larger library systems, fig-
ures 8.13 and 8.14 demonstrate the IMLS survey data showing that, be-
tween 2006 and 2011, the largest libraries saw the greatest reduction in
full-time equivalent (FTE) staff.
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Figure 8.13. FTE Staff (2006) Source: IMLS, Public Libraries Survey, Fiscal Year
2006.

Figure 8.14. FTE Staff (2011) Source: IMLS, Public Libraries Survey, Fiscal Year
2011.
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Larger libraries, many of which are providing any number of the
Internet-enabled service roles discussed throughout this book, have the
capacity to collect the data necessary to support their claims that they are
doing more with fewer resources. This is not to minimize the adverse
impacts of budgetary cuts on smaller libraries, but the narrative is not the
same.

Moreover, public libraries have always framed their activities in terms
of the needs of the local community served by the library. Public libraries
in wealthy communities have very different needs and services than
those in high-poverty areas. Differences can be found in libraries of vary-
ing service populations, geography, political climate, infrastructure, and
many other factors. Each public library has its own unique roles in its
community. Individual libraries have long struggled to adequately con-
vey their roles in society to even their local communities (Jaeger, Gorham,
Sarin, & Bertot, in press). Devoting energy and resources to changing the
political, policy, and economic context at the local level is both more
practical based on the individuality of local public libraries and truer to
their nature as community institutions.

To emphasize the potential of first focusing on fixing the policy and
politics related to public libraries at the local level, it is worth returning
once more to the new roles that public libraries have taken on as a result
of serving as the social guarantor of Internet access and education. The
partnerships that have developed reinforce both the nature of the public
library as a community good and the ways in which new collaborative
community services benefit the community and the local government.

As has been discussed in preceding chapters, during the past two
decades, public libraries have assumed key roles in supporting social
services, providing access to local e-government services, facilitating
emergency response, job seeking, accessing health and wellness informa-
tion, and supporting the local economy, among other essential roles (Ber-
tot et al., 2006a, 2006b; Sigler et al., 2011; Taylor et al., in press). As part of
their new Internet-enabled community services, public libraries have in-
creasingly partnered with local governments and nonprofit entities to
provide innovative services that neither could provide individually
(Jaeger, Taylor, et al., 2012). Similarly, libraries are working with non-
profit organizations to serve a greater number of people, as well as to
improve the services they are already providing to existing constituents
(Hansen et al., 2014, in press).

Local governments historically have served as vital information
sources for communities, and the local governments and residents in
many communities now expect their public libraries to serve as the pri-
mary access point for

• local government information and services;
• communication with and a connection to local government;



The Public Library in the Local Political Process 145

• awareness of how their local government is working through great-
er transparency;

• trust in the local government;
• a sense of involvement and ownership in their government; and
• a way to participate in local government and the local community

(Jaeger, 2009).

The capacities of local government, however, vary widely across the
United States. Larger local governments are generally better equipped to
pursue innovative Internet-based initiatives, often due to greater finan-
cial, technical, or personnel capacities available for e-government projects
(Moon, 2002).

In the adoption of new technologies by local governments, there are
concerns about how inclusive the technology is, as the “political and
policy landscape [is] often made up of insiders and outsiders” (Axford &
Huggins, 2003, p. 188). In many local communities, participation in Inter-
net-enabled local government is limited often by difficulties in searching
for and locating the desired information, as well as a lack of availability
of computers, Internet access, and technological literacy for many indi-
viduals and segments of the population (Jaeger, Bertot, Thompson, Katz,
& DeCoster, 2012). Such problems are exacerbated by a general lack of
familiarity about the structure of government and the domain of different
agencies, as well as attitudes toward technology and government
adopted by many citizens (Burnett, Jaeger, & Thompson, 2008; Jaeger &
Thompson, 2003, 2004). In most communities, however, the public library
stands as an institution that allows community members to overcome
these gaps in access.

In most communities, public libraries have taken on roles and respon-
sibilities to address many of these challenges associated with technology
education, access, and usage. Public libraries were originally drawn into
the role of providers of e-government access, education, and training in
the early 2000s by filling needs created when government agencies dis-
continued in-person services and began to require the completion of
forms online, and subsequent emergencies then created new ways for
libraries to assist their communities (Bertot et al., 2006a, 2006b). Since
then, provision of e-government access, education, and training has be-
come one of the central activities of public libraries (Jaeger & Bertot,
2011).

The development of a range of social networking tools in recent years
has the potential to facilitate the collaborative ventures of local govern-
ment agencies, public libraries, and nonprofit organizations. Nonprofits
and government agencies at all levels are increasing their use of social
technologies as a way to reach members of the public in new locations,
extend government services, promote democratic participation and en-
gagement, crowd-source solutions and innovations, and co-produce val-
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uable community resources (Bertot, Jaeger, Munson, & Glaisyer, 2010;
Jaeger, Paquette, & Simmons, 2010; Mergel, 2010; Pirolli, Preece, & Shnei-
derman, 2010).

The goal of collaborative community services provided by a combina-
tion of local government agencies, public libraries, and nonprofits and
facilitated through websites and social media can be seen as part of a
broader set of public engagement goals to promote what has been called
“collaborative governance” or “participatory governance”—the inclusion
of public agencies, nonprofit civic organizations, and individuals in ad-
dressing community issues (Ansell & Gash, 2007; Callahan, 2007;
O’Leary, Gerard, & Bingham, 2006; Page, 2010). Such initiatives “blur
traditional boundaries between organizations, sectors, and policy design
and implementation” and their success depends on meaningful involve-
ment from all stakeholder groups in a community (Page, 2010, p. 246).

In this context, public libraries are supporting both their communities
and their local governments in several key ways. As a community good,
public libraries have expanded their contributions to the community to
provide technology access and training necessary for residents to partici-
pate in Internet-enabled local government. The same contributions have
also facilitated the ability of local governments to use more Internet-
enabled services as part of local government. The collaborative commu-
nity services that have developed allow libraries and their partners to
meet community needs that would not otherwise be addressed, while
freeing the local government to focus on other, yet-to-be-addressed is-
sues. These initiatives also encourage community involvement from a
range of individuals and groups who are stakeholders in the community,
promoting a more engaged community. And, as discussed above, com-
munity engagement is important in supporting innovative and respon-
sive local government. As a community good and as a conduit for collab-
orative community services, the public library fosters healthy commu-
nities and strong local government.

DISRUPT AND REBUILD

If the impacts of neoliberal economic and neoconservative political ideol-
ogies that so heavily frame the national political discourse on public li-
braries are to be thoroughly disrupted, the process starts at the local level.
National government has become too entrenched and partisan for an
effective rethink of the policies and politics that impact public libraries.
The more dynamic nature of government at the local level, combined
with the tremendous contributions of public libraries to their local com-
munities, enables public libraries to have the opportunity to significantly
shape policies and politics at the local level. Rebuilding a political and
policy-making environment that is supportive of public libraries begins
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at the local level and will hopefully convey over time to the national
level.

If these efforts are to succeed, however, public libraries and their sup-
porters will need to step away from the fallacy of neutrality and political
disengagement. Instead, they need to embrace advocacy based on data-
driven value demonstrations of their contributions to the community.
The coordinated response of public libraries and their supporters in Los
Angeles demonstrates how the right kind of engagement in local politics
can even reverse very negative decisions—the voices of libraries and li-
brary patrons reversed drastic cuts imposed by city leaders. Such engage-
ment, however, is also a necessary part of building support for decisions
made by the library.

A series of controversies impacting public libraries in the summer of
2013 demonstrated the range of ways in which political and policy pro-
cesses can affect libraries and also showed the clear need for public librar-
ies and their supporters to be engaged in these processes:

• The Urbana Free Library in Illinois tossed out over 66,000 books in
a week in 2013, deselecting all nonfiction titles that were more than
ten years old. The community was not informed of this pending
action, and librarians were not given the chance to check circulation
statistics to see which older books were actually being used. Not
surprisingly, the resulting controversy did not improve local per-
ceptions of the library (Hart, 2013).

• The public library system of Miami-Dade lost nearly two hundred
employees some two years ago and almost lost as many in 2013.
Instead, Miami-Dade commissioners approved use of reserves to
avoid cutting library workers and slashing library hours in the
coming budget year. This action did not fix the long-term budget
deficit, however, and the libraries will face a major overhaul in
funding and service over the next year to try to cover the $20 mil-
lion deficit (Mazzei & Rabin, 2013).

• Kentucky libraries were surprisingly stripped by state courts of
their power to raise property taxes for support, an authority they
have had under state law since 1979 (Morehart, 2013).

• The Fairfax County Public Library in Virginia adopted a modern-
ization plan that deselected more than 250,000 print titles, eliminat-
ed the requirements for hiring trained librarians to staff or manage
libraries, reduced hours, and cut time that children’s librarians
could spend with families in libraries (Jackman, 2013a). A reaction
to a 23 percent budget reduction, this plan was greeted with much
public resistance, and the library seemed to engage in no thought
about how to gain support for it among supporters or local govern-
ment (Dvorak, 2013; Jackman, 2013b). The trashing of 250,000
books—many of them new—in particular gained attention as the
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library denied requests from the Friends of the Library group and
other local organizations to have the titles to donate or sell to raise
funds.

The Fairfax example includes the broadest impacts of political and policy
processes on public libraries. The library director engaged the library
board about the plan but failed to articulate the plan or the reasons for
the plan to the community. The community reacted negatively because it
was quite onerous in reductions of quality and quantity of service. After
cutting the library budget by 23 percent, the city council prevented the
library from making changes to accommodate the budget reduction fol-
lowing the community outcry. Imagine public reaction to the plan if the
library had released it earlier to the community as a sample of what
would happen if 23 percent of the library budget was cut. The commu-
nity complaints would then have mostly been directed at the city council.

Engaging community members and local government officials offers
real hope in a bleak political climate, but this engagement by public li-
braries and their supporters must be active and coordinated. In the cur-
rent political and economic climate, every gain will probably be hard
fought. But at this point, the only other option to fighting for support is
slowly fading away. Given their history, the fight to sustain libraries is
appropriately local and heavily weighted with symbolism about the state
of the American community. “One of the primary social functions of the
library remains symbolic: the staging of freedom in the local, often mun-
dane struggle of individuals to craft a meaningful identity for themselves
amidst routine paths and standard choices for society” (Augst, 2007, p.
183).

As was detailed in earlier chapters of this book, public libraries have
become more engaged and organized in difficult times, defending the
principles of the ALA Bill of Rights in the face of censorship and using
the same principles to promote social integration. Public libraries have
helped the nation through world wars and the Great Depression, and
now the Great Recession. This same strength that public libraries have
collectively mustered in the face of enormous challenges in the past must
be drawn upon again. While the goal of changing political discourse and
policy-making processes is more obtuse than fighting segregation, it is
vitally important to the future of public libraries and of other community
goods.

To reiterate a key point from the first chapter, the main message of
this book is that there is a pressing need for public librarians and other
supporters of public libraries to be

1. aware of the political process and its implications for libraries;
2. attuned to the interrelationships between policy and politics; and
3. engaged in the policy process to articulate the need for policies that

support public libraries and the community good.
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The history, context, strategies, and goals offered in this book can serve as
a blueprint for action and a starting point for larger discussions in the
field.

Not everything presented here will work in every library, and some
suggestions will probably fail utterly. As two statisticians once observed,
“All models are wrong, but some models are useful” (Box & Draper,
1987, p. 424). The hope of this book is to present something useful in
spurring discourse and action on an interrelated set of problems that
threaten the nature and existence of public libraries and require engage-
ment and action. Having debates on what to do and taking actions, even
if not all of them work, are the necessary steps toward engaging and
advocating so that public libraries have a chance to survive and thrive as
a community good within current realities.

A few weeks before writer/activist/orator Frederick Douglass died in
1895, a young African American college student visited him. The student
asked, in light of all that Douglass had accomplished in a long and distin-
guished life, what he should do as a man beginning his professional life.
In response, “Douglass rose to his full height, looked at the young man
and then up to the heavens, and in his rich baritone voice said ‘Agitate!
Agitate! Agitate!’” (Stauffer, 2008, p. 314).

Public libraries mean far too much to their patrons and their commu-
nities for libraries and their supporters to not throw everything they can
at advocacy and engagement. Libraries in the United States have spent
more than a century acting as agents of social change. Advocating for
public libraries must now be part of that portfolio of advocating for social
change. Many public librarians may feel uncomfortable in the role, but
the profession and its supporters need to take the admonition of Frede-
rick Douglass to heart completely and unabashedly.
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