Library Service Modernisation Review: 

Response by The Network – tackling social exclusion in libraries, museums, archives and galleries
Background
The Network
 was formed in May 1999 as a legacy of the then Library and Information Commission-funded research project, "Public Library Policy and Social Exclusion", the report of which was published under the title, Open to all?
 There is further information about us at Appendix 1.

We are very pleased to have this opportunity to submit comments and recommendations to the Review.

The Review itself
Before setting out our response to the Review, we would like to make the following broad comments:

· The reasons for setting up the Review are not at all clear – clarification is needed about what exactly has led to this (and what range of outcomes might be expected)
· The timescale needs clarifying too, in order that  the exact programme that the Review is running to becomes transparent

· The relationship between this Review and those being carried out by the All Party Group and by Unison is also very unclear. There needs to be some ‘knitting-together’ of these three processes, otherwise there is a danger that libraries will appear even more disparate and subject to lots of (potentially conflicting) directions. It could also be argued that it’s no wonder that public libraries are in something of a mess if the Government and Trade Union cannot even work together!
· From a cross-section of frontline and middle management staff in public libraries, that I have spoken to, very few seem to be aware that there is even a Review going on! How is the ongoing work going to be better promoted, and how are local communities and library staff actually going to get engaged with the Review process?

· How were these five strands arrived at? (And how were the members of the strand working groups chosen?) Why, for example, is there not a strand around social justice?

Social justice and other definitions
For the purposes of this response, we are taking the overall context in which we are working to be one of aiming for social justice, with tackling social exclusion as being a key action, along with our contribution to community cohesion. Community engagement we take to be one of the means of achieving all this. Further discussion of the definitions can be found at Appendix 2. 

Although it is implied in some of the objectives of the Review and the Review areas, we consider that issues of social justice (and these related policy areas) need to be at the core of the Government’s vision for the public library service – and, of course, at the core of the service provision too.

Broad & cross-cutting themes

Although we have responded under each of the Review areas, there is a number of issues and documents that cut across the five Review areas.

1. Learning from experience elsewhere
A key strand of the Review should be to look at how other places are managing to develop and promote their public library services. 
In Wales, for example, the “Libraries for Life” strategy commits libraries of all types to work together to create a “truly 21st century library network”
, with investment of £10.5m by the Welsh Assembly – how has this been possible, whilst new public investment in libraries in England is at such a low level?

In addition, Welsh libraries are working “towards further pledges to put users’ needs at the heart of the service. Over the next three years, three more entitlements will be added to make using the library even more flexible.”
 This has been promoted by the pan-Wales library marketing campaign, “Library Wales”
.

In Scotland, the Public Libraries Quality Improvement Fund is being used to fund initiatives that not only increase access (and bring libraries into the 21st century), but also target areas of diversity
. Why is the same not happening in England?

Of course, it can be argued that the Big Lottery Fund’s Community Libraries Programme [please also see the following point] is fulfilling this, but many people have actually found the BLF process to be divisive (and it has also focused on capital, buildings-based pieces of work rather than revenue funded initiatives that will truly build community engagement and empowerment). 

2. Community Libraries Programme Evaluation …
This important baseline report
, which as the Review Team will know was published by MLA earlier in 2008, evaluated current levels and quality of community engagement, and aimed to identify and disseminate good practice, and to assess the effectiveness of the Big Lottery Fund’s Communities Libraries Programme.

The report identified six key areas for improvement:

· Vision and goals 
· Community segmentation 
· Organisational transformation 
· Effective communications 
· Real social networks 
· Methods and metrics (ie the development of a methodology around ‘what works’ and ways of measuring this impact).
 

These six areas were then turned into recommendations: 
· “Visions should be collaboratively developed, focused and properly communicated. 
· Community segmentation should increasingly focus on behavioural segments; delivery should focus on delivery of service experiences in addition to products. 
· The potential impact of organisational transformation on staff must be recognised, and effective communication and engagement processes must be put in place to ensure ownership. 
· External communications should be creative and carefully targeted, in addition to provision of generic service information. 
· Community engagement plans should be more robust, with an emphasis on monitoring progress.” [pp7-8] 

This report identified both issues facing public libraries as they tried to implement the Programme, and also ways of dealing with them; these can inform the Review without the need for additional work.

3. Digital Services and Information Literacy AND A Skilled and Responsive Workforce
There also seems to us to be a large area of overlap between these two areas, in that library staff are critical to public usage of digital and ICT services, yet also, in many cases, have major information (or, at least, ICT) literacy needs of their own. 

From our experience, we think that public library staff can be divided into the following groups where ICT is concerned:

· The “cutting-edgers”: comfortable with social media and all forms of IT, and probably seeing the solution to most problems in ICT terms – but this may place them out of reach of many members of the community and their colleagues

· “Confident mainstreamers”: use ICT as a regular, day-to-day part of their work, and are very comfortable doing so, probably seeing ICT as part of a mix of provision, which also includes printed and other media

· “Nervous users”: do use ICT, but are very unsure, eg will not join an email discussion list in case they send a ‘wrong’ message – and not strong trainers of the public

· “Technophobes”: think that the role of technology is greatly overplayed, want the book-stock boosted, very unwilling to use ICT or to assist library users.

Initial training in use of the People’s Network raised skills considerably (and this has been built upon via ECDL and other training programmes), but there is a real danger of a gap in proficiency and willingness to use ICT, which needs to be challenged urgently.
4. MLA
It remains to be seen whether MLA in its new form will be able to deliver the strategic leadership (and massive levels of support) that public libraries require, but it is already clear that there is likely to be a lessening of focus at national and regional level on social justice issues, and we would urge DCMS (and MLA) to ensure that social justice, tackling social exclusion, community cohesion and engagement are all built into MLA’s core policies and work-plans.

Digital Services and Information Literacy
Other respondents will be far better equipped to comment on the detailed objectives set out for this area.
However, from the social justice stand-point, it is vital to remember that digital inclusion is by no means universal. For example DCLG’s recent consultation document states:

“Digital technologies pervade every aspect of modern society. However these opportunities are not enjoyed by the whole of the UK population – for example, 17 million people in the UK still do not use computers and the Internet and there is a strong correlation between digital exclusion and social exclusion.”

Later, the document suggests that 75% of socially excluded people are also digitally excluded [p60].

The same consultation document goes on to say:

“There are significant and untapped opportunities to use technology better on behalf of citizens and communities. These include improved service planning, design and delivery, particularly to address the needs of disadvantaged groups and individuals.”

DCLG proposes, amongst other actions, to:

· introduce a Charter for Digital Inclusion
· appoint a Digital Inclusion Champion who will develop, embed and promote the Charter
· establish an expert taskforce with representation from all sectors to support the role of the Champion
· maintain a cross-government coordination team, to complement the work of the Champion and support the valuable and ongoing role of the Cabinet Committee.
This consultation document creates the opportunity for public libraries’ taking a far stronger role and building on their provision via the People’s Network, and this should be a key area for the Review to act on.

In related vein, the DCLG website, solutions4inclusion
, which has recently been launched, needs to be populated with case studies from the libraries, museums and archives sector, which could highlight the role that they play in tackling digital and social exclusion.

A Skilled and Responsive Workforce
Existing relevant research
There is probably little need to undertake further analysis of the workforce issues, particularly in relation to social exclusion, given the thorough research carried out recently by the University of Sheffield
.

The main issues in relation to social inclusion and community librarianship, that the research identified, are:

· “The research has revealed a lack of clarity and understanding within public library services of what social exclusion means and its relationship with other social policy objectives, particularly within the access and equality agendas. Over 50% of survey respondents claimed to be partly aware of national social exclusion policy and debate, yet qualitative data suggests that awareness is considerably lower than this.” [p105]
· Training of library staff was identified as critical – and, in some cases, needed to be updated. 
· “The non-inclusive organisational culture of public libraries themselves is seemingly having, in some cases, a negative impact upon staff engagement with and contribution to the social inclusion agenda. The maintenance of hierarchical management structures and executive decision making procedures, combined with a perceived lack of transparency and ineffective communication mechanisms, is causing apathy and demoralisation amongst staff, particularly front-line employees, who feel that their experience and opinion is undervalued and ignored.” [p105] 
· On the positive side: “There is however strong evidence of good practice in providing successful services for targeted groups, as illustrated by case study profiles and within focus group discussions. The value of community profiling and consultation cannot be underestimated in this context, and the research has also revealed examples of good practice in this area. Outreach work in deprived areas and regeneration wards has also proven to be particularly effective.” [p105] 
· Concerns were expressed by interviewees about ‘quick-fix’ solutions to problems and a differentiation between ‘core services’ and ‘add-ons’.
 

Leading on from this is the report’s ‘headline’ message:

“The findings of this national study present a strong argument for radical and far-reaching strategic changes to English public libraries. Given the comments made by respondents to both the quantitative and qualitative data collection phases, one recommendation would be for the development of a public library service that is managed strategically from regional centres, funded by central government, with the opportunity for match funding on charitable and project bases. Such a system could arguably allow greater flexibility in responding to local needs, particularly when not obliged to explicitly conform to local government agendas, and adhere to stringent bureaucratic procedures and policies.” [p107]
The findings of this key piece of research need to be incorporated in the Review recommendations.

The MLA Topical Workshop’s recommendations
In addition, the MLA Social Justice and Inclusion Topical Workshop held on 5 July 2007
 also considered the workforce to be a central issue. The Workshop concluded that library staff needed to find new ways of working, which included the need to:

· “Emphasise ‘outward-facing’ skills, rather than internally-focused work – the importance of dialogue with local people

· Adopt a radical, forwards-looking agenda for libraries

· Focus on outcomes

· Work in partnership, making alliances with others

· Learn how to work to achieve wider outcomes than just those of the library service

· Develop greater political awareness, especially when we become more involved with different factions within a community

· Continually assess the role that libraries play – are we the right people to be delivering this particular service, or would we be better commissioning/supporting someone else to do it?

· Take positive action – for example to recruit people who otherwise might never consider working in a library.”

The Workshop also “agreed that, whilst some ‘traditional’ librarianship skills were essential, we also needed people with a range of other skills and abilities – and that it was frequently difficult to recruit librarians with the required skills (for example in working in the community).” 

Therefore, the Workshop recommended the following, all of which should be taken on by this Review:

· “Library services review their staffing profiles (for example, how far they reflect their local community, what age/gender spread they have) and look at ways of changing this as necessary (eg by recruiting people with qualifications and experience in other fields, who can take on a more community-based, entrepreneurial role).

· Library services review their training priorities to ensure that they are investing in frontline staff.

· As part of this development of work towards social justice, library services also actively embrace a change of culture (for example, towards a whole-service approach).

· All development work also involves challenging staff attitudes.

· Library staff are trained to deal with the complex issues that arise via full community engagement – for example by learning to analyse what the issues are, who might be able to assist in resolving them, etc. Real community engagement is a dynamic, exciting process, not one to be shied away from.

· Leadership is critical. Libraries need leaders who will advocate, engage, communicate, support … and who will ensure that these required changes actually occur.”

Local authority ‘culture’
One of the themes that is likely to run through responses to the Review is the nature of working in a local authority setting. 
The Review outline refers to “[the] entrepreneurial culture needed to develop this workforce”, and this is a critical area. Whilst local authorities are changing (and there is much good practice in the social justice area
, for example), nevertheless the pace is relatively slow, and, for many library services, there are as many ‘problems’ as ‘solutions’, eg:
· Local authority income targets are ‘set in stone’ so it is difficult, if not impossible, for libraries to remove overdue charges if they wish to without making cuts in service

· Audit requirements are set so tightly that initiatives to tackle barriers (such as removing the need for proofs of address/ID) are thwarted

· Risk-taking is often frowned upon (and a ‘blame culture’, rather than a positive, experimental one, is imposed)

· Financial organisation is increasingly outsourced – and therefore centralised and bureaucratic – which makes it hard for frontline staff or middle managers to have any real impact on changing procedures and processes (just one example is where local authorities take some 3 months to pay a cheque – which could actually be turned round within a few days).

These issues (and more) need to be tackled urgently, and there needs to be the introduction of a real entrepreneurial culture, and more staff recruited who have this as their modus operandi. 
The Review, therefore, needs to consider – and make recommendations on – a range of options in terms of governance of public libraries in order to free services from these strangleholds. 

Capturing Impact
Despite the proliferation of ‘toolkits’ over the last decade, we consider that, in general, public libraries have been poor in gathering evidence of the impact of their work, and in demonstrating how they contribute to other people’s agenda. Why is this?

The ‘library-centric’ service
· Part of the issue is that some library services are ‘library-centric’, ie they see themselves as important service-providers and any partnerships they form will need to have them at the core. Therefore, demonstrating their worth to others is not their starting point.
· A key recommendation from the Review therefore could be to urge public libraries to adopt a model of working similar to that outlined in A passion for excellence
 which has, as a starting point, a list of “Ten things you and your council can do to deliver the strategy and improve culture and sport services …” [p33]

National Indicator Set
· It is unfortunate (but, given the need for this Review, perhaps inevitable) that the National Indicator Set includes only one specific library Indicator. However, public libraries can contribute to a large number of Indicators, and there needs to be urgent clarification as to whether (and how) data from public libraries can be included in other Indicators, and what the mechanisms would be for ensuring that this happens.
Lack of data
· Despite the number of ‘toolkits’ and other measurement devices, many libraries are still missing the fundamental evidence that would persuade a Children’s Services Director, say, that the public library is an equal and beneficial partner. Inspiring Learning For All has assisted some to start to build this data-bank, but not everyone seems keen to use ILFA (or the Generic Social Outcomes).

· There is an urgent need for training and awareness-raising in how to evaluate and collect evidence of impact. Clearly, this does not have to be complex and cumbersome – a straightforward ‘distance travelled’ model, such as that used in the evaluation of “Welcome To Your Library”
, would lead to some valuable evaluation and learning.

Lack of sharing of/taking up good practice
For people whose job is all about information, some library staff are quite poor at sharing it!
· Good practice, even at quite simple, basic levels, needs to be shared more (perhaps, at least to start with, on a regional basis). For example, in the East Midlands (in conjunction with East Midlands SCL), libraries are using benchmarking frameworks to self-assess their progress in developing provision for looked-after children & young people
 and migrant workers
.
· Neighbouring authorities need to be encouraged to share good practice – and, where possible, to actually share service provision

· Mechanisms for taking on this good practice and using it to inform service development need to be developed urgently

· Staff antipathy to other authorities’ practice needs to be overcome.
A Community-led Service 

Which ‘community’?
· Whilst public libraries may have originated as part of the Victorian response to the poor, some have increasingly become dominated by a vocal minority who are really just calling for their own high-level service. Any ‘community-led service’ needs to be led in reality by people who represent the whole community, not just a small part of it

· Similarly, in most communities there will be people who find library services extremely hard to reach, perhaps because of transport/access, financial barriers, perception barriers, educational barriers, and libraries will need to make every effort to ensure that such communities are included.
MLA Topical Workshop
The Topical Workshop considered the topic, “Libraries and their communities”, and participants’ comments are extremely relevant to this Review:
We should actively involve local people in the planning, design, delivery and evaluation of local services. They should have a real stake, power in spending the resources and setting their own measures of libraries’ performance. [quote from Workshop participant]
“’Community’ has become an over-used term, and one which means different things to different people. Here we are using it to mean the people – service-users, non-users and lapsed users – who potentially could make use of library services.

The relationship between a library service and its community is at the crux of the issues we considered. Many library services are engaging fully with local people, moving far beyond mere provision of services, via consultation, towards community-led services – however, others seem stuck in a supply-and-demand, transactional model which is increasingly irrelevant to many people’s lives (and out-of-step with the general political direction in the UK).”
Recommendations of the Topical Workshop
· Engaging with local people – and as many people as possible, rather than just those who always engage – to develop joint approaches to providing services which reflect local people’s needs (recognised and unrecognised).

· Ensuring that the ‘distance’ between the library and the community is made as small as possible, for example by recruiting local people to work in the library service (this in itself may, of course, contribute to community cohesion by showing that the library reflects the local community).

· Ensuring that libraries are seen as community spaces – or developed within another facility (such as Children’s Centres, as in Leicester and Suffolk).

· Library staff are fully aware of the complexities of working with their communities. This requires a shift in thinking about whose library it is, how to manage tensions between different community demands, etc.

· Working with partners (eg via Local Area Agreements) to ensure that libraries are part of achieving wider outcomes, and that partners fully understand what skills and resources libraries are offering and become advocates for our services.”

Proper community engagement
The Network has had considerable involvement in training
 library staff over the last year, particularly those whose services were successful and unsuccessful in their Big Lottery Fund bids.

Again, there is much excellent work being developed, but, at the same time, there are some fundamental issues around community engagement, which, we would argue, need to be clarified and resolved as part of the recommendations from this Review. These include:

· No clear understanding of what is actually meant by ‘community engagement’

· Assuming it means consultation only

· Seeing consultation as listening only, without any real commitment to change anything

· Nervousness about handing over any power to local people – and being unclear as to which local people are getting involved.
Integration of services
Local government services need to become more integrated – and, of course, also need to be transformed by the Local Strategic Partnership (and involvement in LAAs and MAAs). 

· Investigate whether there need to be so many stand-alone library buildings, and learn from (and apply) the findings of different models of provision, such as “Idea Stores”, which remove many of the barriers that socially excluded people face when considering using libraries 
· Ensure that a simplistic, ‘one-stop-shop’ approach is not adopted just because it may allow for savings

· Investigate the scope for more cross-authority service provision (eg to specific target groups such as a community which lives across two or more local authority areas) or even, in some areas, such as London, investigate the joint, cross-authority provision of library services  

· In some areas, it is becoming fashionable to suggest that the link between libraries, museums and archives is a weak one (and even that it should be dissolved). There are enormous strengths in the three domains working together, especially in relation to social inclusion, and we would like to see these partnerships strengthened, not weakened
· In addition, as has happened in parts of Wales, it would be valuable for the different types of library to work together to tackle some of the key issues they are all facing
· Support the piloting and testing of ‘co-production’ models involving the joint planning, design, delivery and evaluation of library services with local communities. 
Funding Innovation
The Topical Workshop also considered some of the key funding issues. Conclusions were:

There needs to be some discrimination over what libraries offer. There is currently too much provision of varying quality. We need to find really excluded people and develop staff’s awareness of the basics of people’s needs. [quote from Workshop participant]
· “Libraries cannot be all things to all people, and therefore must prioritise their resources.

· At the same time, libraries must ensure that whatever services are provided are not regarded by anyone as second-class.

· Mainstreaming resources: there has been considerable reliance placed on external funding. This is fine as money to experiment with new services, to develop time/resources-limited provision, or as funding which will knowingly be mainstreamed, but, as a member of the workshop stated:

We need to accept external funding only if we can make the work sustainable.

We recommend that library services ensure that they do not become over-reliant on external, short-term project funding for the provision of services, and find ways of mainstreaming and sustaining funding. When external funding is accepted, it should lead to a demonstration of how more capital or revenue investment would be of benefit.
· It is inequitable to introduce charges for the People’s Network (which was established as a free service to support those who do not have easy access to ICT elsewhere) – and it is clear that public libraries in Scotland have resisted calls to introduce such charges. As a member of the workshop put it: 

Charges for the People’s Network are not going to be taken up in the same way the museum charges were – it’s up to us to deal with them. We need to set priorities and challenge ourselves.
We therefore recommend that, in order to continue to provide free access to ICT resources via the People’s Network, public libraries should not introduce charges for this service.

· In addition, some libraries are now charging for information that used to be free when it was on the shelf in print form, and for resources that are only available electronically, and we recommend that public libraries should cease to make such charges.”

John Vincent

December 2008 

Appendix 1: The Network – who we are

The Network’s mission is “to assist the cultural sector, including libraries, museums, archives and galleries, heritage and other organisations, to work towards social justice.”

Membership includes: local authorities (public libraries, archives and museums) in England, Wales and Scotland; National museums, archives and libraries (including the House of Lords Record Office; the British Library; the British Museum; the National Library of Wales); University Departments (including the Petrie Museum; the Research Centre for Museums and Galleries; Manchester Metropolitan University); Professional bodies (such as the Chartered Institute of Library and Information Professionals); Heritage organisations (including English Heritage; the Heritage Lottery Fund); Charities, voluntary sector organisations (including the National Literacy Trust); and individuals committed to tackling social exclusion.

Appendix 2: Social justice and other definitions
As the Review team will be aware, social justice is something of a disputed term – or, rather, one without an agreed definition.

In a recent book on social justice
, the think-tank, ippr, talk about the four principles of social justice, being:

· Equal citizenship

· The social minimum – “All citizens must have access to resources that adequately meet their essential needs, and allow them to lead a secure and dignified life in today’s society.” [p5]

· Equality of opportunity

· Fair distribution – of “Resources that do not form part of equal citizenship or the social minimum …” [p5].

Given this, the MLA Social Justice and Inclusion Topical Workshop [see below] decided to use the following as a running definition, and we are also using this meaning in our response to the Review:

“Giving people access to the information, services and facilities that they have a right to, and making sure that they are fully aware of and know how to take up their entitlement to these services – with a particular emphasis on providing services for the most needy.”

The latest definition of social exclusion being used by the Government’s Social Exclusion Task Force is:
“Social exclusion is about more than income poverty. It is a short-hand term for what can happen when people or areas have a combination of linked problems, such as unemployment, discrimination, poor skills, low incomes, poor housing, high crime and family breakdown. These problems are linked and mutually reinforcing. Social exclusion is an extreme consequence of what happens when people don't get a fair deal throughout their lives, often because of disadvantage they face at birth, and this disadvantaged can be transmitted from one generation to the next.”

In terms of community cohesion, a cohesive community is one where: 
· “there is a common vision and a sense of belonging for all communities 
· the diversity of people’s different backgrounds and circumstances is appreciated and positively value [sic]

· those from different backgrounds have similar life opportunities 
· strong and positive relationships are being developed between people from different backgrounds in the workplace, in schools and within neighbourhoods.”

Community engagement
"Community engagement is the process of involving communities in the planning, development and management of services. It may also involve other issues which concern us all, or it may be about tackling the problems of a neighbourhood, such as crime, drug misuse or lack of play facilities for children."
 

“Community engagement provides people with opportunities to have a greater say in what happens in their city and to be more active in decision making. Communities can be of place (people in a geographical area) or of interest (people who share a particular interest, experience or characteristic). Often people belong to more than one community and communities are always diverse in some way.”
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� Nick Pearce and Will Paxton (eds). Social justice: building a fairer Britain. Politico’s Publishing, 2005. 


� Taken from: � HYPERLINK "http://www.cabinetoffice.gov.uk/social_exclusion_task_force/context/" ��http://www.cabinetoffice.gov.uk/social_exclusion_task_force/context/�.


� Taken from: � HYPERLINK "http://www.communities.gov.uk/index.asp?id=1503278" ��http://www.communities.gov.uk/index.asp?id=1503278�.


� Scottish Centre for Regeneration, see: � HYPERLINK "http://www.communitiesscotland.gov.uk/stellent/groups/public/documents/webpages/scrcs_006876.hcsp#TopOfPage" ��http://www.communitiesscotland.gov.uk/stellent/groups/public/documents/webpages/scrcs_006876.hcsp#TopOfPage�. 


� Manchester City Council website, � HYPERLINK "http://www.manchester.gov.uk/bestvalue/engage/index.htm" ��http://www.manchester.gov.uk/bestvalue/engage/index.htm�.  
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