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Introduction
Background
In 2011 Arts Council England became the national
development agency for the library sector, with
responsibility for championing libraries and
supporting the development of the sector. In
September 2011 they published Culture, knowledge
and understanding: great museums and libraries for
everyone, a framework for decision making in the
arenas of museums and libraries during the current
spending period (2011-15).
In order to support the development of a longer
term vision for libraries, the Arts Council embarked
on Envisioning the library of the future, a series of
research projects commissioned to inform policy
development that is rooted in an understanding of
what a 21st century library could and should look
like, and how it delivers value to its stakeholders.
Public library services are currently grappling with a
period of transition, working to adapt to economic,
technological and social change. Debate about
the role and function of public libraries has tended
to focus on short term issues of funding and
management. This research is designed to inform
a more strategic approach to the future potential
of public library services and the value they
offer, encourage fresh thinking and promote
positive change.

Envisioning the library of the future
This report presents the results of two workshops
held with young people in the 12-18 age bracket in
November 2012, and designed to take into account
their views on the purpose and value of libraries
as important current and future users of library
services. These workshops were part of the third
phase of Envisioning the library of the future. The
first phase of desk research and a second phase of
engagement with library sector stakeholders were
completed in the summer of 2012. The third phase
of the programme explored public views of the

1 Libraries without the small print: Understanding what people value about
libraries, Involve and Dialogue by Design, January 2013
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purpose and value of public libraries and comprised
a series of four public workshops held in September
2012, an online survey and two focus groups with
young people, the findings of which are presented
in this report.
The findings of the online survey and the
workshops with adult members of the public are
available in separate reports. We encourage the
reader to start with the main report on the
four public dialogue workshops, and to read
this report on the views of children and young
people and the report on the public survey
alongside the main report.1

Workshops with young people
Participants
We held two workshops with young people
during November 2012, one in Warrington in
the north west of England and the other in
Hounslow, London. There were five participants
at each workshop. Participants in the Warrington
group were between 12-15 years and those in the
Hounslow group were 16-17 years old. Overall,
there were more girls (eight) than boys (two); all
participants in the group in Warrington were white,
while all those in the Hounslow group were from
Black or Asian backgrounds.
Participants were recruited through MyVoiceUK,
an initiative of The Reading Agency, to give young
people new skills and opportunities through
organising creative reading and writing activities
in their local libraries and communities.
As members of MyVoiceUK groups, the young
people who took part in the workshops are
enthusiastic library users. During the workshops,
participants were asked to consider why other
young people may have less positive views of
libraries and were able to suggest reasons for this
based on the attitudes and comments of their

peers. The reader of this report should keep in
mind that the views of the young people who took
part in this study will not reflect the full spectrum
of young people’s attitudes towards libraries.

Design
Each workshop lasted for two hours. The workshop
design drew on the design for the public dialogue
workshops with adults, with exercises adapted to
suit younger participants – for example shortened
sessions. Workshops included a mix of group
discussions and interactive exercises and the
process design was underpinned by the
following principles:
• the process must be transparent, which means
that the information given to the participants
is balanced and accessible, participants
understand how their views are reported, and
it has been made clear to all participants how
the results of the dialogue will be used
• the process demonstrates the value accorded
to participants giving their time and energy to
the project
• the process must be varied to generate
and retain interest
• participants’ views should be treated
with respect
The session plan can be found in Appendix 1.
At the end of each workshop, participants
completed a brief evaluation questionnaire
(results can be found in Appendix 2).

young people. However fewer themes and fewer
areas of contention arose among the younger
people than in the adult workshops, perhaps
because of the smaller numbers involved and their
shared experience as MyVoice participants. So
readers should not look for young people’s views
on all of the themes in this report, or to see the
same emphasis or depth in each as was accorded
by adults.
The themes are reported as follows:
• libraries through childhood
– reading
– fun and play
– family day out
– study and homework
– life lessons
– changing attitudes over time
• space
– safe space
– social space
– space to relax and escape
• gateway to knowledge and culture
– order and trust
– meeting diverse needs
– journeys of exploration
• equality, access and opportunity

Analysis and reporting

– free access and services

Facilitators took notes of workshop discussions and
the sessions were recorded using digital recorders.
These notes were analysed with other outputs,
such as flip chart notes, library-use timelines and
‘ideal library’ floor plans (which can be found in
Appendix 3).

– easily accessible

Many of the same themes arose in the workshops
with young people as were identified in the
parallel strand of research with adult members
of the public. For ease of reading alongside the
report on the adult workshops, we have structured
this analysis around some similar themes, and
throughout the report we highlight any similarities
and differences identified in the views of adults and

4

– creating opportunities
• libraries in a changing context
– the impact of technology
– complimentary services and networks
of libraries

This report
This report is structured as follows: chapters
2-6 deal in turn with the themes outlined above;
the final chapter outlines our conclusions; and
the appendices include the full session guide,
the results of the post workshop questionnaires
and photos of the ‘ideal library’ floor plans
created by participants.
The discussions that took place were rich, varied
and wide-ranging and we have not been able
to include in this report all of the points made.
Where we have provided detail or quotes, we
have chosen these to be as illustrative as possible
of the main points.

Terminology
In this report, we use the term ‘library’ to mean
‘public library’; where other types of library are
being referred to (eg school library), we will
make this clear.
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Throughout this report, when we refer to the
‘value’ of public libraries, these are the values
ascribed to them by participants in the research.
‘Young people’ refers to all ages under 18, and
‘children’ to the younger end of this range. While
workshop participants did not always specify
the exact age they were referring to, they would
frequently say ‘children’ or ‘younger children’ in
relation to things like learning to read and play.
‘Younger’ refers to either a) the younger of our
two workshop groups (who were aged 12–15)
or b) as used by the participants to mean children
younger than themselves (under 12). We specify
in the text which of these is being referred to.
Participants often spoke generally about ‘people’
valuing certain things about libraries. When they
specified that they were talking about young
people, we use ‘young people’. Where it seemed
that they were referring to people of any age,
we use ‘people’.
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Libraries through childhood
In this chapter we include themes relating to how
children and young people value the library at
the different stages of their childhood and young
adulthood. The themes are: reading; fun and play;
families; study; life lessons; and changing attitudes
through time.

Reading
Reading for pleasure
The simple pleasure of reading and the sense of
joy and adventure it gives were palpable in both
groups of young people. They talked about the
range, availability and sheer number of books and
breadth of topics at the library as a great source
of excitement and possibility. Whether getting a
book to read on holiday, during school holidays or
at the weekend, young people – like adults in the
main workshops – saw reading as an escape from
the world, fuel for the imagination, and a way to
open their minds. Young people’s delight as they
talked about books and reading, as well as other
things they valued about libraries, came across
very powerfully in the workshops.

Achievement
The young participants associated reading books
with a sense of achievement and pride. Structured
opportunities for reading such as the Summer
Reading Challenge (run by The Reading Agency)
were mentioned by many as a way of motivating
them to read. They enjoy the challenge and the
fact they could win prizes, and feel that improving
their ‘reading age’ is a positive way to spend time.
Spending time reading – or even, less specifically,
simply spending time in the library – makes them
feel they have ‘done something’:

‘If you come to the library, at the end of
the day you know you’ve done something.
Rather than just walking down the street
and wasting your time’
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Libraries were seen as helping children and young
people learn to read in a number of ways. The
participants reported that libraries had provided
them with a place to read aloud with others and
help each other with long words, and to be read
to, either by family, in storytelling sessions or by
borrowing audio books. All this helps to make
difficult books more manageable. They observed
that the library’s year-round provision could help
to maintain reading during the summer holidays,
when children’s reading skills may be at risk
of slipping.

Fun and play
Young people reflected on their experiences of
using public libraries while growing up, recalling
visits to the library with family and playing with toys
and games. They recalled how storytelling sessions
and looking at picture books initiated their interest
in reading and taught them how to concentrate on
a task. Getting children interested in reading (and
retaining that interest) through fun activities was
seen by the young people as an important
function of libraries.
The participants reflected the importance they
attributed to their early experiences of libraries in
their ‘ideal library’ floor plans. These included areas
especially for children, to look at books, play or
make things. One group created a gallery area in
their library floor plan in which children’s craft and
art works could be displayed. They thought that
this would give children a sense of pride in their
work, as well as showing other library users that
such activities are available, thereby encouraging
more parents to bring their children along.
There was more emphasis placed on ‘fun’ by
those at the younger end of the workshop age
range (ie 12 or 13), but all participants clearly
recognised the importance of considering others
and maintaining order and control over noise
levels in the library. A ‘calm’ atmosphere was
highly valued by all participants.

Family day out

Study and homework

Something for all the family

Free from distractions

Young people talked about the value of libraries
as a place for families, mainly relating to when
children are too young to come to the library
by themselves (ie younger than the workshop
participants). Because each family member
can access the books or services they want,
everyone can enjoy themselves – something
that is not necessarily possible in other types
of leisure activities.

The young people spoke a lot about the value of
the library in relation to study. This lay primarily in
the quietness of the library as a space in which to
concentrate on homework, away from distractions
at home. Participants spoke of both ‘tempting’
distractions, like watching TV or using the phone,
as well as unwelcome distractions, such as parents
asking them to help around the house.

‘We’ll all come to the library, but then
we’ll all go into different sections, the bits
that we like, because mum likes romance,
I like vampires, my brother likes science
and my dad likes old rock.’
Young people associated visiting the library with
their families with having the freedom to choose
what to read. One group preferred going to the
library with family to going with school, because
they didn’t always like the books that school
pointed them towards, whereas ‘your parents
know what you like better than the school do.’

Time together
Visiting the library was valued not only because
there was something for all family members to
enjoy, but as a way to spend time together. One
young person recalled that their dad was ‘always
working’, and that the time they spent together at
the library was more valued and precious because
of this. Another spoke of the fun of going with
her grandfather to visit a museum with a library
attached, where they could enjoy looking at
objects and then finding out about them together.

Young people feel they are more likely to focus
on their work in the library. Even when they feel
that they can’t be bothered with their homework,
being in the library helps to create the right mood
for working.

Resources, space and support
The presence of books helps to create an
environment which is conducive to study:

‘All the books… it makes you
feel intelligent!’
In addition to the feeling generated by the presence
of books, participants identified a range of other
advantages to studying at the library rather than at
home or elsewhere. These included: having access
to books and the internet; the presence of staff to
help locate the relevant information; having the
space to work together with friends on projects or
revision; and access to the internet, computers or
printers for those who do not have them at home,
or where the library’s equipment is of superior
quality. For some, studying at the library is a matter
of preference. However, participants in one group
reported that some of their homework involves
tasks which must be completed online (‘selfassessment method learning’), so the library next
door to their school is essential for those who don’t
have internet access at home.
Young people feel that there should be separate
spaces in the library for studying alone –
somewhere quiet in which to concentrate – and for
studying or spending time in groups, so they could
talk without disturbing other library users.
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There was some tension between the roles of the
library as a place for younger children who are
likely to be noisier while they are playing, and for
older young people who need quiet to do their
homework. However, this tension did not seem
to be a major issue for the participants; they were
generally pragmatic about the competing priorities
of different library users and accepting of the
need for compromise.

Life lessons
Adults who participated in workshops on this
topic considered that the library had value for
young people in teaching ‘life lessons’ – such
as independence (through having the freedom
to choose books) and responsibility (by having
to take care of books and their library card and
return books on time). Young people themselves
also talked about enjoying the freedom to choose
books, and they showed themselves capable of
taking responsibility by participating in MyVoice
activities and other volunteering at the library. Most
also showed the maturity to understand the library
as a shared space where others’ experiences and
needs should be respected. So while young people
themselves did not necessarily draw explicit links
between their library use and their transition
to adulthood, there was evidence to suggest
these links might exist.

Personal development
and ‘giving back’
The young people spoke about the library
benefiting them through opportunities for
volunteering, principally through their membership
of the MyVoice group. Through this group,
some had been involved in organising events
or activities for young people and others, such
as a cinema club in the summer holidays. They
were very enthusiastic about this, and valued the
opportunity to ‘give something back’ to others.
Volunteering opportunities accessed through the
library have benefits for young people’s personal
development. They said that the activities they
had been involved in had helped to build their
confidence and skills, for example, through
having the opportunity to talk to adults:

‘I didn’t know how to approach people…
but now I’m more confident.’
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Although the young people did not themselves
extrapolate these benefits to their future career
prospects or contribution as citizens, it seems
likely that confident individuals with volunteering
experience and the desire to give back to others
may look forward to a bright future.

Changing attitudes over time
Most of the participants had used libraries since
they were small children, though some had come
to libraries later and others had stopped using the
library for a while and then returned. Some reasons
why participants thought that young people may
‘turn away’ from libraries or not use them at all
were: a) lack of time, because of study or part-time
work commitments, and b) the ‘image problem’
that libraries can have with this age group.
Participants noted that some of their peers see
reading – and therefore libraries – as being ‘uncool’
or ‘geeky’. One group thought that this image may
come from American films, where young people
who use the library are portrayed as ‘nerdy’:

‘They do it a lot in American films, it’s
like, if you go in a library you’re a geek.’
One group of young people also wondered
whether children now are more likely to watch
TV than read a book, than they were at that age.
They thought this was a pity because TV doesn’t
have the same absorbing or imaginative qualities
as a book:

‘You get closer when you’re reading a
book – rather than being in front of a
screen where you have like a restriction –
you can’t get into the TV like a book.’
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Space
This chapter covers themes relating to the library
space and environment and how it is valued by
young people in terms of its feel, character and
the nature of the space. Themes are: safe space,
space to relax and escape, social space, community
space and division of space.

Safe space
Young people value the library environment for
its warm and welcoming character, suggesting
that they see it as a safe and inviting space:

‘I like the interior, it’s welcoming, and
decorative… so it makes you feel, like,
all warm.’
‘It’s a good place – you wouldn’t hear
anything bad in the news about libraries
(apart from closures!)’

They said that their parents were happy with them
spending time in the library, not only because of
its association with education and learning, but
also because parents ‘trust’ the library – they
are familiar with it and know what their children
are doing there and that they are safe. This was
contrasted with other places where young people
might spend time, such as a café or the shops:

‘Parents trust it. If you said I’m going to
the library they won’t be much worried,
but if you said I’m going to the shop, it’s
‘why aren’t you back?’’
In the adult workshops, some participants worried
that it was not appropriate for ‘down and outs’
to share the library space with children and young
people. Young people themselves did not identify
any concerns about feeling less safe because of
other library users – they were strongly in favour
of the library’s accessibility to all.

‘That’s basically what the library is for
– everyone is invited and everyone feels
welcome, you have something to do no
matter how old you are.’
Staff make the library feel safer too: ‘they are
people you can trust.’
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Space to relax and escape

A social space

In common with adults, young people see libraries
as a place for relaxation. One group created a
dedicated ‘relaxation area’ as part of their ‘ideal
library’ floor plan, which would have comfortable
seating and provide a place to read and relax, and
where quiet talking is acceptable, as compared to a
study area, which would have a quiet atmosphere
for focusing on work. This would be open to
everyone, not just young people, as they recognised
that adults, particularly older people, might value
the library for this purpose.

For young people

Young people in the older age range (16–17) linked
the library’s relaxing qualities to its non-commercial
nature. These participants were old enough to visit
other publicly accessible but commercial places
without their parents, such as bookshops, and
are therefore in a position to make comparisons
that the younger participants were not. Not only
do libraries have the advantages of being free
and having a far greater range of services than a
bookshop, they also have the great advantage of
allowing users to spend as much time as they wish
there, without any ‘pressure’:

‘You can spend hours in the library,
reading and doing what you want, rather
than feeling that pressure of, ‘ok I have
to choose a book now’’
The notion of escape applied not only to the library
space but to the library as a setting in which to
escape into a book, to become immersed in and
transported by what they are reading:

‘You go into another place in a book,
where you can escape from reality.
You open a book and you forget about
everything else in your life.’
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Young people tended very much to view the library
as a social space for meeting friends and spending
time together; this view may have been influenced
by their membership of MyVoice groups, which
means they are used to using the library in this way.
One of the libraries was attached to the school
attended by the young participants. This makes
it a convenient place to arrange to meet or to
bump into friends. In the ‘ideal libraries’ session
participants emphasised the value of the library
as a social space, with opportunities for socialising
that were both organised (such as attending
groups, events or activities) and informal (such
as snack bars).
One barrier to library use identified by young
people was that some people – especially the
young – might not perceive the library as being
a social or friendly place. They felt that some
people have a stereotypical image of libraries as
cold or strict places, as ‘too quiet’ and having an
intimidating, rather than welcoming, atmosphere.

For older people
Young people thought that the library has value
for older people as a social place too. Being in the
library provides opportunities for meeting others,
rather than being alone and isolated at home. They
felt that that older people may have lots of time to
fill because they are retired, and that they may have
few options of where to spend this time.

‘It’s a place to go, to get out of the house,
to have something to do.’
As well as the general value of the library as a
‘place to go’, libraries offer specific activities for
older people; for example, one participant was
aware of a local history group based at the library.

A community space

Division of space

Some young people talked about the value of
seeing people in the library who they don’t know
or who are different from them. This echoes
comments made by adults who value the library as
a community space, where people from different
walks of life and cultures can mix. Young people
did not tend to refer to ‘meeting’ or ‘interacting
with’ different people, nor articulate so clearly a
sense of the community as a diverse collection of
people. Nonetheless, the older ones (16–17) in
particular emphasised the value of the library as a
place for everyone, and as a place where people
can gain awareness of others and enjoy
the familiarity and reassurance of seeing familiar
faces as well as new people.

Spaces which appeared in the young people’s
‘ideal library’ visualisations included clear
boundaries around areas that were designated for
different purposes. At the same time, they wished
to maintain the sense of the library as an open
and inclusive, rather than segregated, space. They
felt that it was important for library users to have
the sense of being in the library and to be aware
of the range of areas and services located there.
The young people thought that having an open
space would encourage users to move around and
discover these things. It would also, they felt, give
people the opportunity to see who else is using
the space, which is a value of libraries for young
people, as discussed elsewhere.

‘You need to see the different people who
use the library, like different age ranges.
It’s open to everyone.’
‘You feel free because you can come
as many times as you like, and you
feel comfortable because you know
people there, people you’ve seen in
the library before.’

Young people meet up at Paignton Library in Torbay. Photo: Michael Cameron Photography
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Gateway to knowledge
and culture
This chapter contains a cluster of themes around
the library as a place where knowledge and culture
is collected, and where access to this knowledge
and culture is enabled and supported. The library
performs this role by providing order and trust,
meeting diverse needs and enabling journeys
of exploration.

Young people value a calm atmosphere in the
library, by which they mean quiet in a relaxed way,
rather than a strictly silent one. They all recognised
the role of library staff in facilitating this by keeping
control over behaviour and noise levels of users,
and felt that staff were a positive presence in
the library.

Order and trust

Trust

Order

Young people said they had found the library
to be a good place to select books from the wide
range of possible choices. The recommendation
of books through ‘popular’ or ‘recommended title’
sections narrows down the range of options and
provides some guidance. This suggests that young
people trust the recommendations made by library
staff. Unlike the adults, in their discussions of this
particular issue, the young people did not refer
to selections being trusted because they are not
driven by commercial imperatives.

The library is valued by young people as a place
to find specific books. Categorisation into sections
and the ability to find books using the online
catalogue make this straightforward. In the exercise
on the ‘ideal library’, one group specified that the
books should be categorised to make it easy to
find things, suggesting that something one might
imagine to be taken for granted in a library is in
fact highly valued. The support of library staff is
greatly valued here:

‘Even if you can’t find it on the shelf you
can look on the catalogue and it will have
the exact location... it’s easy to use but if
you need help you can ask.’
It is important to young people that they can
find specific books for practical reasons, such
as getting a book needed for a class at school,
and for pleasure – for example finding books
recommended by friends or family. Using libraries
in this latter way is seen as an important way of
narrowing down the possible choices, helping
young readers discover what kind of books they
enjoy and form their tastes. For one participant,
it was coming to the library to find a book that
her aunt suggested to her that had re-awoken
her passion for reading.
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In discussing information searches, like adults,
young people made the comparison between
doing so on the internet and in books. They found
that browsing tended to work better with books,
as well as giving the additional pleasure of holding
and reading the actual, physical book (see also
chapter 6).

Meeting diverse needs
For young people the vastness of the library’s book
collection was extremely appealing and exciting:

‘You can read it and then move onto
another one… you have the feeling that
you could read as many books as you can.’
The range of books on offer not only provides
much pleasure in reading itself but is seen to enable
people to take up new hobbies, such as craft,
cookery and gardening. The choice of examples

suggests that participants were thinking more of
adults rather than themselves, but nonetheless the
concept was exciting to the young people:

‘There are so many things to do… you
can take your time and keep looking and
looking for all the things you could do.’
As well as the range of books, the variety of other
services offered at the library was greatly valued by
young people. When considering why some people
might not use the library, the young participants
suggested that lack of awareness of the range and
diversity of services on offer might be one of the
main reasons, and they thought this a great
shame for those people.

Journeys of exploration
New interests
Young people did not tend to articulate their
experiences of libraries as journeys in such a strong
way as did the adults. Young people talked about
the value of the library in enabling people, both
themselves and others, to find out about new
things, develop new interests and explore new
genres and topics widely. Many young people had
developed interests in ‘things they never would
have thought about before’ at the library, from
ancient Egypt to manga. Attending author talks
at the library was one way of sparking new
interests which was valued by young people:

‘Instead of just reading the same book
as you’d usually read it’s good to try a
new book, try a different genre, it’s
really good.’
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Imagination
As discussed in earlier sections covering the
pleasure and escape that young people experience
in reading, participants ascribe significant value
to this function of the library, ie firing their
imaginations and awareness of the potential
world available to them.

‘When you have a book and read it,
the imagination just runs wild!’
Participants thought that this escape into the
imagination was not simply a nice thing to
experience – for some young people it can have
more tangible value by providing an alternative
to less constructive activities such as hanging
around the streets and smoking:

‘I used to hang around the streets but
when I got introduced to the library,
I kind of, stepped away from that… it
kind of stopped me from doing something
stupid, I guess. And when I came back
to the library it was that I had missed it,
using my imagination…’

5

Equality, access
and opportunity
In this chapter, themes relating to equality, access
and opportunity are brought together. Free access
and accessibility were valued aspects of the library
for young people, as was creating opportunities
for users.

Free access
Like adults, young people placed a high value
on the free access to books and services offered
by libraries. Unlike adults, they tended not to
talk explicitly about this being important for
equal access, or to talk about the affordability of
books and services elsewhere. This may reflect an
unwillingness to discuss their own economic status
in front of their peers. However, they are aware
that not everyone has internet access at home.
Both groups identified with the pen portrait that
they were given which described library users who
want to use the internet for free and who, as stated
in the pen portrait, ‘don’t want to pay £4 for a DVD
at Blockbuster.’ This seemed to prompt views that
it was simply common sense to access things for
free instead of paying for them, especially things
like DVDs which are likely to be watched only once.
In this way the library was seen to offer access to
things which, regardless of how affordable they
are or are not perceived to be outside the library,
are not seen as good value, or good sense, to
spend money on.

‘There’s a small price for DVDs in the
library but it’s not as much as like £10
in HMV, especially if you’re only going
to watch it once!’
The fact that books and other resources are free
in the library is also valued because it means that
readers are not restricted in their choices or the
number of books they can read.
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Accessibility
Different abilities and needs
Young people strongly identified the value of
the public library in terms of its accessibility to,
and offerings for, other groups of people. They
identified its appeal to many different people
as one of its main strengths. They tended not
to conceptualise accessibility as adults did, in
terms of disabled access – eg wheelchair access,
accessible toilets – but both groups thought that it
was important that libraries cater for people with
different abilities and needs, such as through audio
books, large print and books in different languages.
The young participants talked about the value
of being read to and those in the younger group
enjoyed this themselves. They were aware of its
value to others too, in particular those who are less
able to read to themselves.

Older people
Access for all types of people is an important
feature of libraries for young people, and apart
from young people, older people were the most
mentioned group for whom access to the library
was perceived as important. Perhaps because
they are used to seeing older people in the library,
and because of the experiences of their own
grandparents, they highlighted the value of libraries
as a place for older people to spend time, reducing
their isolation and enabling them to access
newspapers and books in order to ‘keep up with
the world’, and to have the opportunity to learn
about computers and the internet.

Creating opportunities
While the participants in the workshops were
not themselves at the stage of looking for a job,
they readily identified the role of the library in
supporting jobseekers and believe this to be a
valuable function. They know that people can use
the library to prepare their CVs on the computer,
to search for jobs on the internet and to get advice.
One of the libraries hosts the careers advice service
Connexions, and the other has a job-searching
group for young people who are leaving college.
As a place for these activities, young people
feel the library has a number of strengths. It is
accessible and convenient, and library staff can
help users to navigate jobsearch websites that they
have not used before. Furthermore, job searching is
normalised or de-stigmatised, because people can
see others using the service and know that they
are not alone in needing a job or seeking help
to find one:

‘You know other people are using it, it’s
for young people who are trying to get
jobs so it’s not only me that needs to
get a job. You’re not alone.’

Space to study at Canada Water Library, London. Photo: Michael Cameron Photography
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Libraries in a changing context
Like all public services libraries are affected by
changes in the wider environment, and this chapter
presents two themes relating to this which are: the
impact of technology; and complimentary services
and library networks.

The impact of technology
Computers and the internet
Young people do not seem to feel that the
presence or otherwise of technology in the library is
contentious in the way that adults do. Technology
has been part of their experience of library use
and is hence normalised. Unlike adults, they have
no comparison to make with libraries from a precomputer age.
In general, they see computers and internet access
in public libraries as useful for a range of purposes:
playing games (primarily seen as being for younger
children); doing homework and study on the
internet; using social media sites such as Facebook;
and using the printer to print out homework
assignments – even if they have a printer at home,
the library one was described as producing better
quality print.
The young people thought it was important that
the library provides internet access, especially for
people who don’t have this at home. Their views
were not limited to their own experience; the
majority agreed that the library provides a valuable
opportunity for older people to use (or learn to use)
computers and the internet, both in a general sense
and in relation to their own relatives:

‘It’s good for my granddad to have access
to the internet, because then he won’t
have to nag me!’
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The physical book
While it certainly plays an important part in
libraries, technology did not emerge as the top
priority for young people – perhaps, as suggested
above, because they take it for granted, and
because many have access to computers and the
internet at home or at school, so it was not seen
as a function that is special or unique to the library.
Rather, the ‘physical book’ was valued strongly
by young people, as compared to computers
or e-readers. They liked seeing their progress
through a physical book, and being able to check
visually how many pages they had got through.
Physical books seemed to generate more sense
of absorption in the content, giving momentum
and energy to their reading and, like the adults in
previous workshops, they mentioned the particular
smell of books:

‘Now you have new developments like the
Kindle, but you won’t get the same feel, as
going to the library and opening a paper
book, and smelling the book! You get to
feel the book and you know how much
you’ve read, and you want to continue –
because the next part of the story is just a
page away and you want to get to the end!’

Young people placed a high value on books in
terms of locating the information they need, as
compared to the internet. They felt that the internet
can be too vast, with a confusing quantity of
information, or equally too specific in that you have
to know precisely what you are looking for in order
to search effectively. Books, and books in libraries
in particular, seem to offer something that the
internet does not in terms of search-ability
and finding a way in to a topic.

‘I think books are better than the internet
for doing homework, because there’s all
different sites and it just confuses me.’

Complimentary services and
library networks

that this arrangement could increase access. They
thought that people using one service may be
attracted to the other, and that the services could
be complimentary. For example, one participant
talked about seeing an exhibit at the museum and
then going to research the topic further in the
library, and about popping into the library after
school because it was right next door, especially on
days when no after-school clubs were taking place.
The accessibility and familiarity of libraries were
seen to make them a good place in which to offer
other services such as careers advice or arts venues.
The young people thought that libraries could act
as a gateway to trying new things, because people
would be more likely to try something new in a
familiar and convenient setting, rather than seek
out the same service in a separate, specialised
setting, which could feel more daunting.

Services in and around libraries

Networks of libraries

The library as a gateway or link point to other
services was also seen as valuable. The older group
talked about the value of locating the Connexions
service (which gives careers advice to young
people) in the library. They said they would not
know where to go for jobs or careers advice
if Connexions was not there.

Having a linked ‘community of libraries’ within an
area was seen as a strength, because it increases
the range of books and services available to users.
Some young people were aware that libraries
in their area were joined up, and were excited
and impressed by the additional capacity and
opportunity that this opens up to users:

As well as services based within the library itself,
having libraries attached to other services – such as
a school, museum, leisure centre or theatre – was
seen to add to their value. Of the libraries used by
the participants, one was attached to their school
and the other to a theatre, and both groups felt
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‘When you come here it’s like a big
community of libraries all joining
together, it’s really good.’

7

Conclusion
The limited scale of this element of Envisioning the
library of the future and the existing involvement
of the young people with their local public libraries
mean that we need to place the findings from
these two workshops in context. Like the adults
who participated in the wider research, the young
people were in absolutely no doubt as to the
value of libraries, both to individuals and to the
community as a whole. Also, like adults, young
people were able to identify benefits to a wide
range of library users, not only to themselves.
Perhaps because the number of young people
participating in the research was small, and/or
because they were all enthusiastic library users and
knew each other from their involvement in MyVoice
activities, there were fairly few points of contention
compared to the adult workshops. While the young
people acknowledged the tensions between some
groups of library users (such as young children
who might wish to play noisily and older users
who might value the quiet at the library), they did
not identify any serious conflicts in terms of the
interests of different library users.
Young people discussed many of the same themes
as emerged from the adult workshops, namely:
• the value of libraries throughout childhood
and young adulthood
• the importance of the library space
• the role of libraries in collecting and offering
a gateway to knowledge
• the inclusivity of libraries and their role
in social opportunity and equality
• change in libraries
Young people generally concurred with all of the
points highlighted in the concluding section of the
report from the adult workshops as to what the
purpose and value of public libraries should be.
Rather than repeat these here, we present what

18

felt like the most important points to young people,
which are that the purpose and value of the library
should be to:
• provide a place for enabling and encouraging
reading – widely and freely
• offer a space that is accessible, welcoming,
inclusive and non-pressured where people
can spend time
• provide something for everyone – all the family
and all other people of all ages, abilities and
interests – and in a space for everyone to share
• create an environment for play and fun,
and for study
• guide users and readers to books or
information they know they want, and support
them to discover new interests and passions
• foster a sense of excitement and possibility,
particularly for young people but for others too
• act as a gateway to other services and
opportunities such as volunteering and jobs
It is important to note that the participants in this
research were all regular library users, who readily
acknowledged that their views of libraries were far
from typical of their age group. Many other young
people do not value libraries in the same way
that the participants did. The young participants
at the workshops were able to identify some of
the reasons for this. As for some adults, there are
competing demands on young people’s time and,
perhaps more so than for adults, there is a strong
negative perception of reading and libraries among
some young people, which is associated with the
all-important notion of what’s ‘cool’. Nonetheless,
our understanding of why young non-users do not
value the library is far from complete, and there is
undoubtedly further work to be done in terms of
engaging with this group to work out how to make
the library of the future an inclusive one, for all
young people.
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Appendices
Appendix 1. Workshop topic guide
Time

Session title

4.30pm

Set up

Detail

Notes
Participant list
Ensure sufficient chairs
put round a table in
a circle
Wall timeline
Ensure venue has correct
break timings for midway refreshments

5–
5.15pm

Arrival,
registration
and
refreshments

Cold drinks, fruit and biscuits
will be available

There will be one
facilitator and one note
taker with the group of
young people

5.15 –
5.25pm

Presentation,
ground rules

Dialogue by Design/OPM
(2-3 minutes):

This session will give
participants a clear
understanding of why
they are in the room
together and what this
project is about. It will
provide them with the
context and practical
information they need
in order to understand
how the focus group will
work as a whole.

• welcome everyone
• introduce all in the room
• introduce Arts Council
England speaker
Arts Council (5 minutes only):
• in language suitable for young
people situate the meeting
within the Arts Council project
as a whole (previous phases,
overall objectives, etc)
• emphasise value of
participants’ contributions –
particularly keen to hear from
young people as they are
major users of libraries and
future users too

19

The session will also give
people a chance to ask
any initial questions they
might have.

Time

Session title

Detail
• brief description of how
findings will be used
• brief Q&A
Dialogue by Design/OPM
(‘business’: 3 minutes):
• overview of the focus group
– in particular: explain that over
the discussion, we want to
build a visual picture of the
role and value of libraries
for us as individuals, for the
communities in which we live,
work and play and for the
country as a whole.

Notes
Some timing flexibility
in this session: might
be able to start next
session early.
Facilitators help young
people fill in consent
forms if needed.

• room layout/facilities
• fire alarms
• mobiles
• ground rules
• questions of clarification
• ask participants to complete
informed consent form

5.25 –
5.45pm

Introductions
and warm-up

Warm-up and broad discussion
It is likely that the group will
know each other as they are
already part of an existing
Reading Agency group.
Go round the table so individuals
can introduce themselves and ask
them to tell the group about their
earliest memory of a library
Whole table discussion:
• why do young people
visit libraries?
• why do young people NOT
visit libraries?
• what do you think children and
young people value most about
their local library? (If the group
find the concept of ‘value’ hard
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This session provides
a broad introductory
discussion to focus young
people on the issues for
the session and to draw
out initial views.
Table discussion should
not be steered too much:
participants should have
space/time to bring up the
issues that are important
to them Note taker to
capture comments on
a flipchart.

Time

Session title

Detail

Notes

ask ‘What do young people
think is most important about
their local library?’)
• what do you think other
people in the community –
young adults, middle aged
and older people value about
their libraries?
• are there differences to what
young people and other people
in the community think about
what’s important for libraries?
• do you think the things
that young people think are
important about libraries are
different or the same to other
public services like leisure
centres or youth centres?

5.45 –
6.05pm

Libraries and you

Libraries and you – now and
when you were growing up
and in the future
Facilitator introduction:
• aim of session is to develop
a map of your experiences of
public libraries over your lifetimes
and the lifetimes of your families
and friends (parents, sisters,
brothers, friends)
• we want to understand how
and why you and your family
and friends might have used
public libraries, what might have
stopped you using them, what
you have enjoyed about public
libraries, what you didn’t like
about them, what you value
about libraries – basically we’d
like to build up a large visual
picture of your life of libraries
• piles of post-it notes on your
tables and a large time-line on
the wall: please write down
anything that is important,
interesting, frustrating or
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Overall aim of session
is to encourage
participants to consider
their relationship with
libraries over the course
of their lives and the
lives of their families
and friends.
Large timeline on wall.
The timeline will be
broken down into 0-5
years, 6-11 years, 12-15
years, 16+years and
‘young adults’ to help
anchor experiences and
memories in particular
stages of growing up.
Participants map their
memories/experience of
libraries over that time.
NB – the timeline is
mainly focused around
the period of the young
person’s life as it would
be difficult for them

Time

Session title

Detail

Notes

valuable about libraries –
for you, personally
• you might want to think about
– where the library is, who you
went with, what you did there,
what the staff were like, what
time of day you went, what it
felt like when you went, if you
didn’t go – what put you off?

to know about their
parents’ usage before
they were born and we
will explore future use in
a later discussion.
Facilitator to help young
people – eg, ask them
questions about visits
to library as a younger
child/with their parents/
for enjoyment/for school
work – what did they go
for, what did they do,
what do they remember
about it etc.
Did anything put you
off using libraries when
you were younger or
now? How do you think
you will use libraries
when you become
a young adult, or
parent yourself?

6.05 –
6.15pm

Break

6.15 –
6.35pm

Libraries in your
communities

Break for refreshments / toilet break
Libraries and young people
in your community
Facilitator: explain how pen
portrait session will work.
Emphasise that we’re interested
not just in the different services
that different people use and
value, but why they value them –
what’s important to them
about those services.
Table facilitator spreads out pen
portrait cards on table. Each pair
selects one and reads it together.
When each pair has selected a
card, facilitator asks one of the
pair to read out their selection
in turn, asking:
• what caught your attention
about this particular pen
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Discussion widened
through use of pen
portraits: each pair
selects a pen portrait
of a young person
which describes
different possible
use of a particular
library service.

Time

Session title

Detail

Notes

portrait? What benefit do you
think that using their local library
brings to this young person?
• what is different or the same
about this to what we’ve
already heard?
• draw out points about the
values/principles that underpin
how the pen portrait uses
the library. Try to move the
conversation beyond aspects
of service delivery (computers,
book stock, etc). Encourage
cross-table dialogue: this should
not just be a ‘round the table
one at a time’ session
• what have we learned about
what young people in different
communities might value about
the services that libraries offer?
Facilitator to use the last
question to flipchart a list of
principles/factors that different
young people in the community
value about their local library.
6.35 –
6.55pm

Our ideal
library:
designing the
building

Drawing and visualisation
exercise
Separate the table into two smaller
groups of 4-5.
Our ideal library: each group has two
empty ‘floor plans’ with six rooms in
it and a pile of different activities.
Their task is to work as a team to
develop their ‘ideal public library’
for young people and to provide
an explanation of why this is ideal.
Emphasise that we want to think
about this from the perspective
of different young people in the
community, rather than just from
their own individual perspective.
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Facilitators: ensure
participants understand
that this is about us
understanding what
people value about their
library service, how they
make decisions about
what an ‘ideal’ library
would include and why.
Emphasise that the Arts
Council England won’t
be using their work to
inform their idea of an
‘ideal library’ but to
understand more about
what is important about
the future of libraries.

Time

Session title

Detail

Notes

Use the flipchart list of principles and
values that has been developed just
before as to refer back to.

Each group has large
A3 sheet with blank
floor plan on it, blu-tack,
magazines, scissors,
glue etc.

Each group has 15 minutes for
the exercise – the notetaker and
facilitator work with one group each
to keep them on task and help them
if they get stuck
• how did you decide what
was really important in your
floorplan?
• will this library serve all young
people in the community? Does
that matter?
• how did you think about the
different ages of young people
and make sure they had what
they wanted in the library?
• how would you describe the
library to your friends?
When the groups have finished they
have 5-7 minutes each to present
their work to the other group and
explain their decisions and thinking
behind the design.

6.55 –
7.05pm

Close and
thanks

Facilitator
• summarise and feedback what
you’ve heard from the group
about what’s important/
messages to the Arts Council
England
• Arts Council England: thank,
explain what you will do with
findings
• thank you – and ask people
to complete evaluation form,
which will be exchanged for
their ‘thank you’ payment
of a £10 book token at the
registration desk
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• summary review
and looking forward
• next steps and
closing remarks

Appendix 2. Post workshop feedback
Young people were asked to complete a feedback
form after the workshop. On their feedback forms,
the majority of participants agreed or strongly
agreed with the following statements:
• I was able to join in the discussions today
• There was enough time for me to say
everything I wanted to
• I enjoyed taking part
• The event was well organised and
well structured
The majority agreed or strongly agreed with
the following too, although there were a small
number of ‘don’t knows’:
• I learnt something I did not know before
• I feel that what I said will be useful to
Arts Council England
• I changed my views on public libraries
as a result of attending this event

What participants liked about
the event
Comments made via the feedback forms:
• very useful
• a good way to get my points across
• the staff/helpers were really helpful and friendly
• the conversations were very interesting
• I felt that my opinion was valued and to
improve libraries I shared my thoughts
• I got involved with everything as well as
shared my opinion to others
• it was fun and felt comfortable to give my views
• I liked that they took time to get all our
points across
• I had a say in everything and we could easily
help each other
• I liked everything!
• I liked how everyone there shared their opinions
and ideas
• everyone took part, fun atmosphere
• nice discussion – I’d like to do this kind of
thing again

What they didn’t like about the event
• nothing – I think it was well organised
• it could have been longer
• asked a lot of questions

Involvement in this kind of event
Have been involved in similar events before? Never
(3), not much (3), a few times (3), a lot (1)
More likely to get involved in future? No difference
(1), a bit more likely (2), much more likely (7)
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Appendix 3: Ideal library floor plans
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