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Application for PhD 
 

Lauren Smith 
 

What is the role of public libraries in improving the  
democratic engagement of UK citizens? 

 
Background  
 
Democratic engagement is defined as “individual and collective actions designed to identify 
and address issues of public concern” (Tapia & Ortiz, 2010), or “individual and collective 
involvement in public affairs” (Norris, 2001 in Tapia & Ortiz, 2010). Indicators of democratic 
engagement can be broadly divided into three categories: civic, electoral and political 
engagement, and include behaviour such as: active membership of groups; voting; 
contacting officials; contacting the media; protesting; petitioning and boycotting. Much 
research has been conducted into the importance of democratic engagement by various 
bodies, some of which have explored possible methods of increasing citizens' engagement 
in political and civic processes (Belfrage, 2000; The Democratic Society, 2010; Hafner, 1993; 
The POWER Inquiry, 2001; World Movement for Democracy, 2010; Zacharzewski, 2010). 
 
Strong relations between government, representatives and citizens are achieved through 
active participation. This is essential for a healthy democracy, encouraging shared 
understanding, cohesion and confidence in the institutions and elected representatives 
(Wills in Ministry of Justice, 2008). There has been much discussion of a 'democratic deficit' 
in the UK (Demos, 2008) and worldwide (Print, 2007), and a perceived and measurable 
reduction in democratic engagement in the United Kingdom, which echoed The POWER 
Inquiry's warning of a “serious problem of disconnection between the governed and the 
governors in Britain’s democracy” (Kennedy, 2005 in Smith, 2005). UK research has found 
levels of democratic engagement to be low and in decline (Hansard Society, 2009; Demos, 
2008; Coleman, 2005). 
 
Despite the widely accepted view that libraries are democratic institutions and suggestions 
that the mission of public libraries is to strengthen democracy (Kranich, 2001), little research 
has been conducted into the role that particular public services may play in the process, and 
less still into the role of libraries as providers of information, advice and space within the 
democratic realm. Buschman (2007) argues that the “information-equals-democracy 
narrative (and vice versa)” is insufficient and fails to explore the key concept of citizenship in 
relation to information and democracy. Of the literature extant, the bulk of research is not 
UK-based, indicating a lacuna in the literature. The proposed research would help to fill this 
in the literature through an in-depth analysis of the relationship between information 
provision and democratic engagement. 
 
My MA in Librarianship dissertation (Smith, 2010) was designed as a preliminary step 
towards identifying key themes and as a pilot study for the proposed research. The 
literature review showed that public libraries are widely perceived to have a fundamental 
role in the promotion and safeguarding of democratic values and processes (Byrne, 2004; 
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Kranich, 2001; Madsen, 2009). The views of library staff and users were explored in order to 
investigate the key issues relating to democratic engagement; identify the ways public 
libraries currently support and encourage involvement; determine which sources of 
information and advice members of the public make use of; determine if the information 
available is adequate; and to make recommendations about how library provision might be 
improved. The research concluded that libraries play a significant role in supporting 
democratic engagement, but policies need to be developed locally and nationally to 
formalise this role. 
 
 
Research Questions 
 

1. What information about national and local democratic processes do public libraries 
provide? Is it enough to facilitate democratic engagement? 

2. What formal schemes to promote and develop democratic engagement do public 
libraries participate in? How successful are these? 

3. What factors influence public libraries’ involvement in formal democratic 
engagement schemes and related information provision, in terms of: 

a. Central government, local council and library authority policies? 
b. Staff perception of the meaning of these policies, and the associated concept 

of the ‘neutrality’ of public libraries? 
c. Library users' perceptions of the role of libraries in democratic engagement? 

 
Objectives 
 

1. To discover extant areas of democracy-related information provision, and: 
a. Identify areas of strength; 
b. Establish areas in need of improvement. 

2. To determine which of the formal schemes available are used by public libraries and 
assess the impact they have on democratic engagement. 

3. To explore the barriers to libraries’ involvement with democratic engagement 
activities and suggest ways these could be overcome in order to strengthen the role 
of public libraries in improving democratic engagement. 

 
Outcomes 
 
 

 A novel contribution to the framework for greater citizen engagement through a 
focus on the role of public library and information services; 

 The suggestion of amendments in policy which would reduce barriers to libraries' 
involvement in supporting democratic engagement; 

 The recommendation of ways library services could develop schemes and justifiably 
integrate democratic engagement into library service strategies; 

 The encouragement of library services to explore their role in democratic 
engagement, thereby adding value and enhancing libraries' position within local 
councils. 
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Approach 
 
The aim of the research is to provide a descriptive analysis of the role of public libraries in 
promoting and improving national and local democratic engagement. The scope of the 
research will be wider than that of the preliminary Masters research which focussed on the 
work of one library authority (Sheffield). This research will identify the ways in which 
libraries actively contribute to strengthening democracy; explore the barriers libraries face 
when seeking to contribute to this cause; explore the barriers faced by library users and 
non-users when seeking to use libraries as a means to democratic engagement; and 
investigate the relationship between local authority and national government policy and 
libraries' involvement in democratic engagement schemes. 
 
The research will take a mixed methods approach, encompassing qualitative and 
quantitative methods. National scoping will enable the identification of examples of good 
practice to be further analysed through local case studies of impact using qualitative 
methods such as interviews and focus groups. Perspectives of library staff and members of 
the public will be explored to allow in-depth analysis of key issues which would benefit from 
further investigation using methods such as document analysis (Gorman & Clayton, 2005: 
125). Data will be triangulated to provide a broader research perspective (Denzin, 2000, in 
Patton, 2002: 555), for example to identify common themes in staff and public perspectives, 
and compare staff understanding of policy and guidance with the policy itself. 
 
Methods 
 
Questionnaires 
 
A questionnaire will identify information provision, levels of staff training and the formal 
schemes in which libraries participate.  
 
Document analysis 
 
A thorough document analysis of policy documents from central government and local 
councils to gain an insight into barriers to libraries’ involvement in activities, such as a 
perceived need to be politically neutral. It may be necessary to revisit this stage further into 
the research process due to potential changes in national legislation. This has been built into 
the plan and timetable of work. 
 
Questionnaires and focus groups 
 
A sub-set of library authorities which do participate in schemes to support democratic 
engagement will be identified and the perceptions of library users will be explored. 
Participants will complete a questionnaire which will explore their involvement in the 
schemes. Focus groups will be conducted, exploring library users' perceptions and 
investigating the ways in which these schemes support democratic engagement. 
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Semi-structured interviews 
 
Semi-structured interviews will be conducted with library staff to explore staff perception of 
and approach to council policies, and the level of staff training received to identify where 
training is strong or may be lacking and the way in which this impacts on dealing with 
enquiries. 
 
 
Plan and Timetable of Research 
 
 
 

 
 
  



5 

 

Brief bibliography 

 
Belfrage, J. (2000). "Advocacy for democracy - the role of the library associations". In: IFLA 
2000 Jerusalem [Online]. Proceedings of the 66th IFLA Council and General Conference. 13-
18 August 2000, Jerusalem, Israel.  
 
The Hague: International Federation of Library Associations and Institutions. 
http://archive.ifla.org/IV/ifla66/papers/101-122e.htm [Accessed 1 May 2010]. 
 
Buschman, J. (2007). “Democratic theory in library and information science: toward an 
emendation”. Journal of the American Society for Information Science and Technology, 58 
(10), 1483-1496. 
 
Coleman, S. (2005). “e-Democracy: what's the big idea?” *Online+. Manchester: British 
Council. www.britishcouncil.org/bc-edemocracy-2.doc [Accessed 9 May 2010]. 
 
The Democratic Society (2010). “About” *Online+. http://www.demsoc.org/about/ *Accessed 
31 December 2010]. 
 
Demos (2008) "Democratising Engagement" [Online]. London: Demos. 
http://www.demos.co.uk/files/Democratising_Engagement-web.pdf [Accessed 2 January 
2011]. 
 
Gorman, G. E. & Clayton, P. (2005). Qualitative Research for the Information Professional: a 
practical handbook. London: Facet Publishing. 
 
Hafner, A. W. (1993). Democracy and the Public Library: Essays on Fundamental Issues. 
Westport, CT: Greenwood Press. 
 
Hansard Society (2009). Audit of Political Engagement 6: Political Engagement Indicators 
[Online]. London: Hansard Society. 
http://www.hansardsociety.org.uk/files/folders/1755/download.aspx [Accessed 30 
December 2010]. 
 
Kranich, N. (2001). “Libraries create social capital”. Library Journal [Online]. 
http://www.libraryjournal.com/article/CA180511.html [Accessed 04 December 2010]. 
 
Madsen, M.C. (2009). "The library as democratic hothouse". Scandinavian Public Library 
Quarterly, 42 (1), 10-11 [Online]. http://www.splq.info/issues/vol42_1/04.htm [Accessed 30 
December 2010]. 
 
Ministry of Justice (2008). “A national framework for greater citizen engagement” discussion 
paper [Online]. http://www.justice.gov.uk/publications/docs/citizen_engagement.pdf 
[Accessed 15 January 2011]. 
 
 



6 

 

 
Museums, Libraries and Archives Council (2010). Promoting local democracy - how we can 
help [Online]. : MLA. 
http://www.mla.gov.uk/what/policy_development/communities/Promoting_local_democra
cy_how_we_can_help [Accessed 04 December 2010]. 
 
Patton, M. Q. (2002). Qualitative research & evaluation methods (3rd ed.). London: Sage. 
 
The POWER Inquiry (2001). The Decline in Political Participation in Britain: An Introduction 
[Online]. London: The POWER Inquiry. 
http://www.powerinquiry.org/publications/documents/Intro.pdf [Accessed 30 December 
2010]. 
 
Smith, G. (2005). Beyond the Ballot: 57 Democratic Innovations from Around the World 
[Online]. London: The POWER Inquiry. 
http://www.powerinquiry.org/publications/documents/BeyondtheBallot_000.pdf [Accessed 
30 December 2010]. 
 
Tyckoson, D. A. (2000). "Of the people, for the people: public libraries serve democracy". 
American Libraries [Online], 31 (4), 40. 
http://proquest.umi.com.eresources.shef.ac.uk/pqdlink? 
index=0&did=52180156&SrchMode=1&sid=2&Fmt=6&VInst=PROD&VType=PQD&RQT=309
&VName=PQD&TS=1272101709&clientId=29199 [Accessed 04 December 2010]. 
 
UNESCO (1949). UNESCO Public Library Manifesto 1949 [Online]. : UNESCO 
http://www.fundaciongsr.es/documentos/manifiestos/mani49ing.pdf [Accessed 04 
December 2010]. 
 
World Movement for Democracy (2010). “About” *Online+. http://www.wmd.org/about 
[Accessed 31 December 2010]. 
 
Worpole, K. (1995). "Libraries: the key to an educated democracy". Public Library Journal, 10 
(4), 106-107. 
 
Zacharzewski, A. (2010). Democracy pays: How democratic engagement can cut the cost of 
government [Online]. Brighton: The Democratic Society. 
http://www.demsoc.org/static/Financial-Case-white-paper.pdf [Accessed 04 December 
2010]. 
 
  



7 

 

Further information in support of the application 

 
I am a strong candidate with a history of academic success and application of good research 
skills. I was awarded a distinction in the Masters in Librarianship at the University of 
Sheffield in 2010. My dissertation research into democratic engagement and public libraries 
received a mark of 75 and won the West Riding County Library Annenberg Prize for 
outstanding performance in the field of public librarianship. My genuine commitment to LIS 
research and engagement with my chosen research topic will enable me to further my study 
in a rigourous manner and develop my research skills to PhD level and beyond. My research 
is closely aligned with the interests of the University of Strathclyde iLab’s Library Policy and 
Practice research group and would be a valuable contribution to the body of knowledge 
around the social value of public libraries, policy formulation, the ethical framework for 
library and information professionals and the issues that impact on ethical practice. 
 
I have a good degree of experience that will help me to perform well on the PhD 
programme. I have given guest lectures for the departments of Information Studies at the 
University of Sheffield and Manchester Metropolitan University, in which I taught Masters 
students about the history of public libraries, the law, democracy and the implications of 
current public service spending cuts for public library services and local authorities.  
 
My research topic is relevant to current and future events pertaining to policy-making, 
democracy, public librarianship and library and information studies as an academic 
discipline. There has been a good degree of interest in my research since I completed my 
Masters and I have taken the opportunities offered to me to share my research findings. I 
was involved in a panel discussion held by The University of Leeds in collaboration with The 
Office for National Statistics (ONS), as part of its Measuring National Well-being project. I 
was asked to speak about my research and discuss the relationship between public libraries, 
citizen engagement and well-being. I have written a number of articles about my research 
and its relation to my campaigning work for library- and literature-related journals.  
 
In addition to my work around libraries and democracy, I am also involved in a project 
funded by Leeds Metropolitan University and including representatives from CILIP, the 
Department for Culture Media and Sport and the Museums, Libraries and Archives Council, 
which aims to develop clear methods of measurement which appropriately demonstrate the 
outcomes of public library services and the value of library and information professionals.  
 
I am a dynamic and confident individual, and am heavily involved in public engagement 
activities to promote the value of academic research into the arts, humanities and social 
sciences. I am a co-ordinator for the Save Doncaster Libraries Campaign and the national 
Voices for the Library campaign, both of which advocate for the proper use of statistics and 
the importance of appropriate methods of data collection and analysis in order to develop 
and improve library services and impact. As media spokesperson for Voices for the Library, I 
have discussed the value of library services at professional conferences, on national 
television news and local and national radio, and written articles for a number of local and 
national newspapers and magazines. My work has been recognised internationally; I was 
nominated as a Library Journal Mover and Shaker in March 2011. 


