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Abstract:   

This paper examines the market adaptation of Swedish public 
libraries from a critical theory perspective, to see which forms of 
market-based funding and activities have been incorporated in the 
Göteborg, Malmö and Stockholm city libraries. The thesis uses an 
ideal type analysis, creating a theoretical construct of the 
archetypical marketized library against which the three libraries can 
be compared. The funding of a marketized library (1) is not public; 
and relies on (2) user fees; and (3) private grants and sponsorship. 
Regarding the activities of a marketized library, (4) the objectives 
are to maximize the quantity of output, regardless of its content (5) 
users are approached as “customers” and (6) collections are 
determined by market criteria and user demand. Library plans, 
annual programs and annual reports are the material for analysis. 

The results give a mixed picture. The libraries are all primarily 
publicly funded. Only the Stockholm library used private 
sponsorship as a source of funding. However, all three libraries 
relied rather heavily on user fees and service charges, and they all 
received private grants in 2006. In terms of the activities, none of 
the libraries expressed their goals purely in quantitative terms 
(although the Göteborg library vision was close). The goal 
assessments indicate libraries preoccupied primarily with numbers, 
however, trying to increase the quantity of visits and loans much 
like a book store. Users were in practice often approached as 
“customers,” but they were not expressly called that in the 
documents. There were also some market elements in the 
determination of collections. 
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1. Introduction of the problematic: the marketization of the public library 
 

Public libraries seem to be in an almost perpetual state of crisis.  Indeed, one scholar has 
identified a “crisis culture” in librarianship, demonstrating that the profession has been 
declaring crises for many decades now (Buschman, 2003).  There are of course crises in the 
field of librarianship – from lack of funding and closures to various “identity crises,” real or 
imagined, brought about in part by developments in information technology.  Despite 
continuous crises, few institutions enjoy the level of support and trust that the public (both in 
Sweden and the U.S.) has for its libraries.1   

The hyper-capitalist spirit of the times may constitute the most serious contemporary threat to 
public libraries. The ever-increasing pervasiveness of free markets is undercutting their ability 
to provide access to a wide range of information in many different formats that is free of 
charge to a broad public.  The threats come from corporations and governments happy to do 
their bidding, in the form of more stringent copyright laws, multi-lateral trade agreements like 
General Agreement of Trade in Services (GATS) and Public Lending Rights.  But they also 
come from within.  One doesn’t have to look long to find examples of library leaders and 
librarians uncritically accepting the logic of the marketplace as an appropriate, even 
progressive development for libraries and librarianship.  “Market populism,” which Thomas 
Frank (2000) describes as the belief that markets are not only democratic but actually more 
democratic than democratically elected governments, may have started out in the business 
world, but it has made its way into the public sector and even into libraries. 

That the spread of markets and market ideology is a general trend in the world is hardly a 
novel observation. Market ideology is characterized by a belief in individual achievement, 
individual choice, competition and the importance of economic growth. Democratic principles 
such as equality and collective welfare are viewed with suspicion, and little value is placed on 
non-economic creativity, critical thinking or openness to alternative ways of being. And 
market ideology is transforming the democratic public sphere in fundamental ways. The 
notion of the democratic public sphere will be discussed further, but for now it is sufficient to 
borrow Henry Giroux’s definition of the public sphere as “those arenas of social life…where 
dialogue and critique provide for the cultivation of democratic sentiments and habits” 
(Giroux, 1984, p.192).   The spread of market ideology is part of what political scientist 
Sheldon Wolin has termed the “New Public Philosophy.”  In the U.S., this “philosophy” came 
out of the Reagan White House and called for shrinking the public sector, privatizing and 
commodifying previously uncommodified areas of life, such as education.  Wolin argues that 
whereas political issues in America were once treated as moral issues, in the wake of the New 
Public Philosophy, all questions became conceived narrowly as economic questions – from 
education and social welfare to weapons systems and environmental protection. Wolin goes 
on to contend that when discourse is dominated by economics, we lose the ability to express 
and reason in non-economic ways (Wolin in Buschman, 2003, p. 15-16).  In the New Public 
Philosophy version of the public sphere, our entire social world is a market place.      

In Dismantling the Public Sphere (2003), John Buschman shows how the New Public 
Philosophy is currently transforming US libraries. American public libraries are increasingly 
coming to function according to market principles, infused by the principles of individual 
choice, competition and economic growth rather than democratic values.  Buschman points to 
                                                 
1 As Wayne Wiegand (2003) has pointed out, there are more public libraries in America than there are McDonalds 
restaurants.  
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a number of different ways that the library has become marketized. Libraries are more and 
more expected to fund themselves, either through entrepreneurial activities or through 
relationships with private donors or sponsors.  Another sign of marketization is that the way 
the library views the user, and how the library should serve the user, has changed profoundly. 
Buschman argues that patrons are increasingly approached as “customers,” i.e. goal-oriented 
consumers who use the library to satisfy set preferences by buying a commodity, namely 
information. Patrons are no longer seen as citizens, as inquisitive being who are curiously 
seeking information to learn and change and who interact with other citizens in the library.   

Along with changes in funding and the approach to the user, the library mission has changed 
accordingly. The goal, Buschman argues, is now to provide consumers with whatever 
information they may seek. The greater the number of transactions, the more successful the 
goal has been met, regardless of which user group is involved. The democratic mission of 
contributing to a society of equally informed citizens is neglected. Collection development 
takes the form of purchase requests from users and market research often performed by a 
private firm. Outreach activities to user groups particularly in need of information, who do not 
use the library and may not do well in a market society, are not prioritized. Nor is the library 
organized as a meeting point for deliberation and debate. 

Swedish public libraries may be defying this trend. The Swedish public library has a long and 
vigorous democratic tradition of folkbildning – a term difficult to translate into English but 
which in sentiment is close to lifelong learning.  The term is often used to refer to popular, 
informal and voluntary educational systems in Scandinavia, such as study circles, folk high 
schools and adult education institutes (Jokitalo, 2004). It is important to emphasize the 
informal and voluntary nature of the folkbildning paths to lifelong learning, as well as their 
stress on the inherent value of knowledge and democracy.  The public library is a natural ally 
in this tradition. What is more, the Swedish public library has been charged with serving a 
compensatory role, helping to compensate for the inequalities that result in market economies 
by providing a free forum for learning and deliberation. Given its strong democratic tradition 
of folkbildning, it is possible that the Swedish public library has been able to resist the strong 
market currents sweeping the world. It is also possible that market principles and practices 
have transformed the library.   

In what ways does market ideology influence the objectives and activities of Swedish public 
libraries?  This is the central question of this thesis. Recently, the debate over public libraries 
and the now decade-old Library Law flared up on the culture pages of Sweden’s leading 
newspapers.  Moderate Party and neoliberal debaters touched off a firestorm by suggesting 
that the guarantee of free public libraries in each municipality be lifted in favor of “freer” 
forms of library service.  The example of Dieselverkstaden, an employee-cooperative outside 
of the library system, was lifted up as a successful example of rethinking the library.2 While 
sometimes resembling the ever-recurring high vs. low culture debate, with charges of elitism 
on one side and pandering on the other, the debate center on the center-right governments’ 
attempts to privatize, commercialize, or otherwise marketize the public library by introducing 
market elements, entrepreneurship, competition and decentralization.  These changes are 
sought in the name of “renewal” or reinventing government.  The law, which guarantees the 
free lending of books, would be endangered if such “reinvention” took place. 

                                                 
2 Dieselverkstaden de-emphasizes books and prides itself on not being like a “normal” library.  Ironically, I had 
originally planned to include it in this study, given that so much has been written about it, and its methods and 
thinking have stirred a fair amount of debate in Sweden.  However, after repeated attempts to obtain information 
from Dieselverkstaden about their goals and assessment methods failed, I was forced to drop them from the study.  
Apparently the future library (their motto is “The Future Library, Today”) does not include cooperating with 
academic studies.  
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A number of scholars have problematized this phenomenon of the commercialization, 
commodification, or marketization of information and libraries.  However, most of the work 
has been ideological in nature, in the form of opinion pieces, debates and diatribes. A smaller 
body of literature has analyzed the changing language used to talk and write about libraries.  
While these are valuable contributions, there has been little in the way of empirical studies of 
whether and in what ways public libraries have actually implemented market principles in 
practice.  Furthermore, the bulk of the literature to be found on the topic relates to libraries in 
the U.S. and U.K.  A much smaller number of scholars have pointed to similar fundamental 
changes of Swedish public libraries. Previous literature on the marketization of Swedish 
public libraries points to the 1990s as a turning point, a decade when the library turned away 
from folkbildning and the compensatory role and towards market-oriented goals and services. 
This scholarship, which will be discussed at greater length below, seems to come in two 
forms. On the one hand, there are historical analyses with broad and generalizing ambitions, 
which examine general ideological changes among the libraries. On the other hand, there are a 
few case studies that examine one or a few specific aspects of the market-adaptation of an 
individual public library since the 1990s.  

There are many ways in which a library may be marketized, however, as the discussion of 
Buschman indicated above. And it is not clear from previous research whether all, or 
precisely which, of these components have made it into the Swedish public library. To 
address the question of which market elements have been incorporated into Swedish public 
libraries, I will examine and compare the three largest public libraries, namely those of 
Göteborg, Malmö and Stockholm.  

 

1.1 Aim 

The aim of this thesis is to examine the marketization of the Swedish public library. More 
specifically, I explore which of various market components that have been incorporated in 
Sweden’s three largest public libraries, Göteborg, Malmö and Stockholm.  

 

1.2 Outline of the Thesis 

The remainder of the thesis is organized in five chapters. Chapter two provides an overview 
of previous literature on the marketization of public libraries, starting with the US (and UK) 
literature and then discussing Swedish scholarship on this topic. The chapter ends with a brief 
elaboration of the contribution of this thesis to previous research. Chapter three presents the 
theoretical approach. This chapter starts with a discussion of critical theory, to then draw on 
previous literature to construct two ideal types of libraries: the marketized library and the 
democratic library. These are the theoretical constructs used to analyze the marketization of 
Swedish public libraries. Chapter four treats the research design and methods of the thesis.  
Chapter five – the analysis – presents the results and a discussion of the results in an 
integrated manner. The thesis ends with a concluding chapter that summarizes the findings, 
discusses the findings in light of previous literature and makes some suggestions of possible 
venues for future research. 
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2. Previous Literature 

 
The permeation of the public library by market forces has been generated quite a bit of 
writing, particularly in the US.  The interest in applying a business model for the managing 
and administrating of libraries has grown substantially over the past two decades, spawning a 
large body of “how-to” literature.  These scholars rarely stop to problematize the application 
of business models for non-profit public institutions like libraries. Instead, they proceed with 
the premise that the business model is one that fits all forms of human organization.     

Not surprisingly, there is also a large quantity of opinion pieces arguing in favor or against the 
adaptation of public libraries to market demands. For instance, the literature on the 
terminology employed to describe a person using a library - e.g. user, patron or customer - is 
almost exclusively of the debate nature. The level of the debate is furthermore sometimes 
frighteningly low. In 2004, Public Libraries ran a piece in its Perspectives column called 
“Patrons, Customers, Users, Clients: Who are they and what difference does it make what we 
call them?”  In “Five Reasons Why Libraries Should Serve Customers (Not Patrons), Laura 
Raphael offers such gems as “1. We practice customer service don’t we?  2. ‘Patron’ is out of 
date; libraries are not.  The word ‘patron’ brings to mind images of rich old Renaissance 
dudes…4. It’s a job, not afternoon tea with your Aunt Martha” and, tellingly, “5. Speaking of 
‘customers’ makes you reconsider what libraries are all about.”  Indeed it does.   

There is fortunately also a growing body of analytical academic scholarship that looks at the 
marketization of the library, primarily with a focus on US libraries but also centering of other 
cases such as Sweden. This thesis will draw on some of that literature for theory, which 
means that it will be discussed further in the following chapter. Here, the aim is to consider 
the findings of that literature so that my study can be situated in relation to previous 
scholarship. In other words, what do we know about the marketization of the public library 
from previous literature and what does this study add? The scholarship on Swedish public 
libraries is of course of greatest concern. However, the US literature has treated the broader 
historical trends and paradigm shifts that have filtered through the public library and provides 
a nice comparative discussion necessary for understanding the context within which Swedish 
libraries have changed. I will therefore begin with a brief discussion of some of the US 
scholarship on the marketization of the library. 

 

2.1 Market Adaptation of US and UK Public Libraries   

The LIS debate about the adaptation of US public libraries to market forces intensified 
dramatically following the publication in 1976 of The Coming of Post-Industrial Society, a 
highly influential work by sociologist Daniel Bell.  Bell’s work signaled the start of a 
paradigm shift, or at least the debate of a paradigm shift, in many academic fields and LIS 
was no exception.  The post-industrial society that Bell described is synonymous with the 
“Information Society” – in fact the two terms are almost interchangeable.  In this society, 
which Bell claimed meant a total break with the past (and therefore the “laws” that govern 
societal and economic relations), information is a key commodity, perhaps the key 
commodity.  The post-industrial information society is no longer a goods-producing society 
but a service society.  Other fundamental dimensions include “the centrality of the 
codification of theoretical knowledge and the creation of a new ‘intellectual technology’ as a 
key tool of systems analysis and decision theory,” (Bell as quoted in Harris, et al. p. 3-4).  
Bell argued that in the post-industrial society, information is intellectual property and a 
commodity to be produced, bought and sold like any other commodity.  Accordingly, 
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information and knowledge are the crucial variables in post-industrial society – whereas in 
industrial society it was capital and labor (Harris et al, 1998, p.1-5). 

It is easy to see how this development would ignite debate in the library community.  The 
consequences of Bell’s vision put so-called “information workers” at the forefront of a 
revolution every bit as significant as the Industrial Revolution.  The first to use Bell in LIS 
was F.W. Lancaster, who wholeheartedly embraced a technologically deterministic stance that 
produced the by-now comical notion of the “paperless society.”  According to this school of 
thought, computers and the development of information and communication technology (ICT) 
spelled the end of paper, and therefore the end of the book. This would in turn ultimately lead 
to the end of the library – at least the library as a physical space with a print collection (Harris 
et al, p.68). 

The inevitable death of the book, and by extension the library, was envisaged, sometimes with 
glee.  Strangely, it was often within LIS that this was the case (Harris et al, p.75).  Lancaster 
argued that the computer and ICTs would displace print-on-paper and thus, “render both 
traditional libraries and librarians obsolete,” (Harris et al, p.33).  However, those in the field 
who were forward-looking and opportunistic, the “information specialists” would thrive in the 
new paperless society.  They could only do this, however, by “moving from the public sector 
‘custodial’ function to a private sector ‘entrepreneurial’ role (Harris et al, p.33).   

This transition from public to private was at the heart of the new “Information Paradigm.”  
Under this paradigm, information ceases to be a public good, necessary for a functioning 
democracy, and becomes a commodity.  In order to survive the crisis and thrive in the new 
world, librarians were strongly urged to abandon their values that were no longer relevant, 
including their orientation to humanities, the idea of information as a public good, the book as 
a medium, and the tradition of a female-dominated workforce.  It should be noted that the 
information paradigm privileged the “information specialist” (formerly librarian) over the 
user (now customer) and the library. It is furthermore peculiar how much of this book-
revulsion and information-as-commodity rhetoric actually came from within the LIS 
community (Harris et al, 1998. See also Buschman, 2003). Indeed, the origins of a market-
based ideology currently found in LIS can most likely be traced to Bell, Lancaster, and other 
popular futurists (Buschman 2003, Harris et al 1998). 

The interest in analyzing and understanding (rather than simply promoting or criticizing) the 
marketization of US public libraries has developed considerably, particularly since the 1990s. 
A number of these studies have examined the development of a customer service model for 
public libraries. This model understands library patrons as “customer” and see a library’s 
collection and services constitute as a commodity (an object which is tradable or 
exchangeable, generally for money) – even when fees are not charged.  Budd (1997) has 
demonstrated how this model reshapes existing goals in library service and recasts them in the 
language of business.  He shows how by adopting the language (and thereby the mindset) of 
business, libraries and librarians are facilitating the transformation of the library, and 
information, from a public good to a private commodity, and from a “use value” of 
information and knowledge to an “exchange value.” While this may seem a bit abstract and 
theoretical, the shift in language has real consequences for the library. Not simply an issue of 
semantics, Budd argues the language we use affects and reflects the practices in question.  
Libraries are urged, by those who argue for a customer-service model, to identify those 
services which “add value to the customer,” and they must be prepared to give up “less-
valued” activities and institute new services and programs in very short time cycles (Budd, 
1997, p.313).   
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McGuigan (2005) similarly traces the development of the library user-as-customer metaphor 
in higher education in the U.S.  He found the use of this metaphor grew with the rise of “Total 
Quality Management” (TQM) in American academia.  TQM has also become tremendously  
popular in the library world3.  McGuigan concludes that use of the student/patron-as-customer 
metaphor indicates an inability to understand the role of the student or library patron and that 
by continuing to refer to students and patrons as customers, the library contributes to the sense 
that education, research and access to library services are only relevant to the extent that they 
match market demand.  

In a 2001 study, Budd examines the debates between the advocates of the “information 
paradigm” and the proponents of the traditional democratic library paradigm, asking how 
librarians can become such willing participants in the transformation of the library.  He shows 
how perfectly intelligent people can become swept away by an ideology out of expectation of 
personal gain (p.502).4  This would explain the acceptance of a set of beliefs and expectations 
of the “information paradigm,” that is, the vision of the Information society where the 
information professional is a powerful, highly esteemed and well-compensated individual 
moving units of information from one appreciative customer to another.  A strength of this 
ideology is that the “up-side” is way up – a bright, shiny future for all those former librarians, 
unchained from their reference desks, released from those dark and dusty buildings, set free 
into the beautiful new world.  Failure to adapt, on the other hand, means immanent death.  
Resistance is futile.  Stubbornly clinging to traditional values and goals, such as free inquiry, 
will simply not cut it in the new world where information is the prized commodity.  A 
pertinent question to ask of proponents of this paradigm is, whose interests are expressed 
when librarians and scholars in the field advocate for the information paradigm?  Whose 
interests are expressed in the professionalization project which comes with the information 
paradigm? 

The conflicts inherent in the marketized library and the democratic library are discussed in a 
study by Budd and Raber (1998).  They employ the term aporias: problems arising from 
opposing, possibly incompatible views of the same matter (p.56).  The public library itself is 
the ultimate project of modernism, a product of the Enlightenment, promoting the idea of 
progress through knowledge and learning.  The marketized library is in turn part of the 
postmodern condition, which is characterized by (1) a challenge to the authority of reason and 
rationality - there are no “grand narratives” that explain the world; (2) technological 
transformations alter and dominate the way we know things; (3) a growing sense that one’s 
identity is defined by what one consumes; “use value” loses way to “exchange value”; and (4) 
the death of history (p.58-9). 

Budd and Raber draw on philosopher Fredric Jameson’s critique of late capitalism to show a 
shift has occurred from an economy based on production to one based on consumption.  
According to the logic of late capitalism as described by Jameson and others, an economy 
based on consumption must continually expand the market, ever infiltrating parts of life that 
were previously free from market logic.  The commercialization and commodification of all 
parts of life eventually defines all relationships in economic terms.  People cease to be 
citizens and become, almost exclusively, consumers.  Any relationship or activity that doesn’t 
                                                 
3 A search in the LIS database LISA for “TQM” or “Total Quality Management” yielded 304 results. 
4 The term “ideology” is broad enough that the use of it requires some qualification.  Among the various definitions 
of the term, we can boil can boil them down to neutral and non-neutral conceptions of ideology (Budd, 2001, p.501).  
When Budd investigates the use of ideology in discursive practices in LIS, he is using the term in the non-neutral 
sense – ideology as a means to domination over other possible competing groups or disciplines.  This is quite 
common in the literature of LIS (Harris et al, 1998; Budd 2001; Day 1998; 2002; Buschman 2003). 
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fit market logic, such as learning something out of sheer curiosity, is unnatural, undesirable, 
and not needed (Budd & Raber, p.59). 

They perform a discourse analysis of two popular and influential handbooks for measuring the 
performance of libraries and personnel.  These handbooks strongly argue for a market-based 
approach to evaluating library programs and activities.  According to the author of one of the 
texts analyzed, the successful library yields services that are more valuable than they cost, as 
much more valuable as possible.  Budd and Raber point out that this kind of economistic 
approach denies the “use value” of a library and instead seeks to measure the “goodness” of a 
library in terms of the “exchange value” of the service the library provides.  This approach 
also illustrates Jameson’s observations of market ideology expanding into areas of human 
activity previously uncommodified.  According to the market approach, the value of a 
library’s collection and services is to be found in the extent of their consumption, not by any 
inherent content or purpose.  “Valuable” is defined by the measure of what is consumed, 
therefore there is an equation between the user and a certain kind of consumption more highly 
valued than others (p.72).  There is no getting around the un-democratic nature of this value 
system.  The incompatibility of a market-based approach to libraries and a democratic 
approach based on free inquiry and equal access to information is an example of what Budd 
and Raber call an aporia. 

Ruth Rikowski (2002) has written extensively on the “corporate takeover” of libraries from a 
Marxist perspective.  She identifies the mechanisms by which British libraries are being 
marketized and the actors behind this.  Her main focus is on the effect of GATS (General 
Agreement on Trade in Services) and TRIPS (Trade-Related Aspects of Intellectual Property 
Rights) on public libraries in Great Britain, but obviously her insights on globalization are 
relevant for Swedish and American libraries as well.   

Mark T. Day (1998; 2002) also underscores the extent to which market ideology has come to 
saturate the administration of US public libraries. His extensive study of American business 
and library management literature found the latter to be almost completely derivative of 
business management fashion and fads.  While there used to be a significant time lag between 
the appearance of a management trend in business and its adoption by library management, 
now library administrators quickly adopt the latest fashions  (1998, p.647). 

Day found that the dominant discourse of the literature of management is what he dubbed 
“transformational,” characterized by “creative destruction” where the heroic capitalist 
entrepreneur continually reengineers production by applying innovative technology, creating 
new consumer markets and increasing wealth (2002, p.235).  According to Day, nearly all 
popular management theorists subscribe to this view.  The scenario of the old-fashioned 
library in desperate need of a make-over is surely familiar to anyone who has perused the 
library press in the past ten years. 

Day’s analysis of the literature indicates that contemporary fashion cycles are getting shorter, 
but that managers are adopting those very fashions that are the most difficult to implement 
and require the greatest long-term commitments.  In those cases, managers often use radical 
rhetoric about the need to develop innovative organizational forms, yet make very traditional 
choices about strategic directions and have great difficulty in actually implementing the 
innovative techniques they do attempt.  While this goes on, management gurus have gotten 
more shrill in their rhetoric and more radical in their recommendations.  Phillip Crosby’s 
Quality is Free from 1979 was heavily influential in LIS literature.  Crosby’s approach was 
“fatally flawed” and companies that adopt it stall after three years, which seems to be the case 
for all guru-based approaches.  (Day, 2002, p278) 
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Day argues that there are strong cultural norms for managers to adopt the techniques and 
slogans of private enterprise.  “Specifically, managers are told to treat users as ‘customers’ 
and information as a ‘commodity’; to embrace the ‘entrepreneurial imperative’ as a 
requirement for ‘advancing from incremental to radical change’ …and to ‘reinvent’ 
government…higher education…and libraries…” (Day, 2002, p.279). 

There are similar findings about a shift towards a business management model of 
Scandinavian libraries. Carl Gustav Johannsen and Niels Ole Pors (2005) have investigated 
management trends and attitudes among leaders in Danish libraries.  Specifically, the authors 
have attempted to gauge the influence of what they call “New Public Management” (NPM), a 
market-based approach to managing and administrating public organizations.  The key 
elements of NPM are, according to Johannsen and Pors (p. 112):  

 * customer-and market-orientation 

 * competition and user-choice 

 * outsourcing and privatization 

 * contract administration and performance review 

 * focus on management processes 

Johannsen and Pors write that several of these elements had already been introduced and 
developed in the library sector.  They also found, through interviews, that librarians’ thinking 
and language have been influenced by NPM principles.  According to their survey, 52 percent 
of the respondents indicated that they believe in an increased importance of competitors in the 
future.  They also found that many libraries in Denmark today use the language of business, 
citing that they have “directors, customers, products and information services instead of chief 
librarians, users, loans and reference desks” (p.113-4).  As to their research questions, 
whether Danish library leaders are oriented toward NPM or to “values and ethics,” the results 
were not clear.  What was clear was that the same leaders’ knowledge of management tools 
showed a “clear dominance of elements from the NPM toolbox” (p.122).   

Elsewhere Johannsen has noted a change in public library values in Denmark.  “Indeed, the 
focus has obviously shifted from an external focus on society to an internal focus on the 
library itself.  A similar shift from the user as a citizen with rights to the user as a customer 
with individual preferences and needs can be observed” (Johannsen, 2004, p.309). The 
question we will turn to in the next section is what extent scholarship has concluded about the 
marketization of Swedish public libraries.  

 

2.2 Market Adaptation of Swedish Public Libraries 

While not as extensive as the literature on US public libraries, there has been considerable 
interest in the marketization of Swedish public libraries as well. The academic studies are 
generally interested in documenting and analyzing changes towards a marketized library, in 
various ways.  Ristarp and Andersson (2001) provide a history of the changing Swedish 
public library, and they show that the Swedish library sector was very slow to react to threats 
to the library’s traditional values.  They describe a paradigm shift that nevertheless took place 
in the 1990s, stating that it was the market and its economistic worldview, methods and 
arguments that set the agenda for the Swedish library during that decade.  “Nu skulle 
biblioteken få leka affär” – now the library got to play shop (p.207, my translation)5. One 
municipality (Åre) went so far as to outsource the entire library operation to a for-profit 
                                                 
5 Unless otherwise noted, all translations are my own. 
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company.  According to Ristarp and Andersson, the strongest voice of protest came not from 
the library sector but from the Author’s Guild (Författarförbundet).   The lack of any sort of 
ideological discussion about the trend toward marketization is remarkable, and likely 
contributed to an already strong feeling of uncertainty in the library world (p.208).   

Another pertinent history of Swedish public libraries is Joacim Hansson’s (2005) The Local 
Public Library – Changes During a Century (Det lokala folkbiblioteket – förändringar under 
hundra år). Like Budd and Raber, he discusses the clash between modernism and 
postmodernism. He argues that one important difference between the traditional Welfare 
Society and the postmodern Information Society is that the latter allows for exclusionary 
mechanisms – for the poor to be excluded and for the elite to exclude themselves (p16).  
Hansson’s starting premise is that the public library can and should function as a 
“folkbildnings”-institution where the ideal of individual and collective learning for everyone 
is realized (p.11). A public library with equality as a guiding principle has an important 
compensatory role, which entails counteracting the exclusionary effects of the market 
economy. Marginalized citizens that are socially disadvantaged are in particular need of a 
public library. 

Hansson then discusses the history of Swedish library outreach programs. In the 1960s and 
70s, as the library positioned itself as a radical cultural institution, outreach had a high 
priority.  Public libraries tried to reach out to where the people were – the workplace, the 
hospital, prisons.  The main objective was to increase reading in groups where books weren’t 
a natural part of life.  The library’s social mission was manifested in works outside the library 
– out in society with groups seen as culturally under-privileged (p.23-24). 

The democratic radicalism of the 1970s, which offered a clear-cut alternative to the market, 
subsequently gave way to the notion that a library should perhaps be run like a business and 
book store, and numerous entrepreneurial ventures were carried out.  Like many others, 
Hansson points out that it became more and more common to talk about the library’s 
“customers” in the 1980s – and we see this terminology still today. (p.29). The 1980s was also 
a time of ever-increasing divisions between two types of librarians – the so-called “soft”, 
culture-oriented librarians and the “hard”, information-oriented types, who one hesitates to 
call “librarian” since the people of this persuasion generally despise the word.  Hansson 
argues that with the introduction of information technology into the field, the cultural 
radicalism was called into question, being seen as backward-thinking (p.30). 

Hansson contends that a fear of not fitting in and a fear of being left out have been driving 
forces in Swedish library developments since the mid-1980s. These fears have resulted in two 
parallel movements: (1) adapting to the local community’s needs; and (2) searching for a 
national directive to connect to – be it education, adult learning, IT, etc.  (p.30) Hansson 
draws on a typology of library roles developed by Andersson and Skot-Hansen, namely the 
library as cultural center, knowledge center, information center or as social center. He 
maintains that the library as “information center” is popular with politicians and LIS debaters 
who want to place the library in an economically defined world.  The library as “social 
center” in the 1970s meant putting the library’s resources out in society amongst those least 
likely to come to the library.  Today the “social center” role is about developing the library’s 
operations and letting people come to the library for several reasons other than a pre-
determined cultural offering or instrumental information-seeking (p.32). 

In recent years the issue of students – especially adult students – streaming to public libraries 
with demands related to their studies has been of central importance, and Hansson argues that 
this is not unproblematic.  He argues that what may now be occurring is the death of the 
“folkbibliotek,” i.e. a library dedicated to “folkbildning”, and the emergence of the 
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educational library, a library tied closely to the formal education sector.  From being seen as a 
problem in the 1980s and 1990s, students are now being prioritized as a user group.  The 
growing number of students involved in distance-learning combined with the fact that many 
adult students use the public library for their studies has meant that the distinction between 
library types is becoming smaller.  Given that school libraries do not appear to be working, 
public libraries have had to pick up the slack (p.36-37). 

Hansson argues that in its transition from an institution for informal learning to a resource for 
formal education, the public library has become an instrumental educational library. In trying 
to tie itself to the successful and powerful in society, the library has recently begun pitching 
itself as a tool for economic growth and offering services to businesses.  The library that 
offers the opportunity for impartial education and cultivation of citizens with the goal to 
safeguard democratic development is becoming a relic of the past.  The Swedish public 
library finds itself in an intensive phase of development where the new political winds are 
blowing it first one way, then another (p.40-41). 

Despite the fact that we are more and better educated than ever in the formal sense, there is a 
deficit of democracy and democratic education.  There is a difference between a formally 
educated people and a “cultivated” (bildad) people that is no longer discussed.  The local 
library has no problem legitimizing its work in relation to the education sector, but to speak 
about “cultivation” (bildning) in a time like ours is not easy.  At the same time, providing the 
tools for informal learning and strengthening the voice of marginalized people in their role as 
citizens is what the public library can do better than any other institution.  Nowhere else are 
the conditions for the (bildad) cultivated democratic discussion to take form without 
commercial interests or pressing study-assignments, Hansson contends (p.44-45). 

These historical analyses demonstrate that the Swedish public library has transformed its 
mission away from public learning and democratic cultivation towards an instrumentalist, 
formal educational and economic mission. In trying to stay “relevant” and by associating 
itself with the resource-rich, the public library is losing touch with its democratic mission and 
origins. Hansson, as well as Ristarp and Andersson, pleads that librarians not allow 
themselves to be steered by powers both inside and outside the library sector that shift their 
work in the direction opposite of the fundamental, cultivating, democratic mission of the local 
public library (see Hansson p.45). 

In addition to these broader historical accounts, there are a number of case studies 
investigating specific market aspects of single Swedish public libraries or library systems. A 
2001 master’s thesis by Marie Rörling, Consensus and Competition between Municipal and 
Cultural Capital in Stockholm (Konsensus och konkurrens mellan komunalt och kulturellt 
capital i Stockholm) focuses on the Stockholm City Library.  She looks at the sorts of changes 
that have taken place in the language used to state library goals and the ways in which these 
goals’ success (or failure) is evaluated and measured. Rörling’s focus is threefold: (1) what is 
the library’s primary function(s); (2) how are the library’s goals to be met; and (3) who has 
the power over the future course of the library.  She applies a discourse analysis to library 
plans, annual reports, and other public documents, comparing the 1991-1993 period to 2001.   
The early 1990s was a time when the Stockholm municipality was undergoing huge structural 
and organizational changes.  As with the rest of the public sector, the library’s organization 
was decentralized.  Furthermore, libraries in general – both nationwide and internationally – 
were facing serious threats to their existence in the 1990s.  Only after a number of library 
closings and budget cuts did a national library law come into effect in 1997, stating that each 
municipality must provide a library for its inhabitants and expressly forbidding charging fees 
for borrowing books (Bibliotekslag, 1996:1596).   
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Comparing the goals for the library from 1991-2001, Rörling notes the disappearance of he 
word “democracy” in the later goal statements.  Quantifiable goals, such as increasing 
circulation by a certain percent, are stressed.  Rörling studied 30 libraries in the Stockholm 
system and found that all showed clear signs of “marknadstänkande” – market thinking.  She 
found that terminology was also increasingly adapted to fit the market discourse.  Five of the 
libraries studied had replaced the various terms for library users with the word “kund” – 
customer.  “Customer”-driven acquisitions is another noticeable development toward a more 
marketized library.  In fact, in the older documents, it is stated that the library’s media 
collection is based on broader, deeper goals than that of a bookstore, and so popular demand 
is not the only principle in question. 

Rörling’s main findings: 

* demand-steered acquisitions increased dramatically 

* “democracy” as a goal and a means is de-emphasized 

* political pressure to increase circulation and gate count is high.   

* quantification of subjective experiences in the goals, and in general a marketized language 

* customer demand as democracy has replaced “folkbildning” 

* Rörling was unable to find any written debate regarding the many substantial changes 
taking place, or even any forum for voicing reservations 

What this ads up to is a paradigm shift, from a traditional democratic “folkbildning” mission 
to a marketized information paradigm. Rörling speculates that the changes may be setting the 
stage for a fully fees-based approach to library service with fee-based membership or yearly 
subscription rates. 

Susann Moritz’ MA thesis Money for nothing? On sponsorship of culture (Gratis pengar?- 
om sponsring av kultur) (2002) focuses on the use of sponsorship at the Malmö City Library 
(MCL). Sponsorship is an arrangement made between the library and a business whereby the 
business provides financial support in exchange for room for advertisement or PR activities. 
MCL received approximately 1 million kronor from Sparbanksstiftelsen to fund two projects 
– one to acquire new books and the other to improve information to small businesses – over a 
three-year period in 2000-2003. Moritz poses questions about the reasons sponsorship was 
used at the library and then discusses advantages and disadvantages with this form of funding. 
Interestingly, the thesis does not analyze either market or democracy aspects of using 
sponsorship. What is more, the money received from Sparbanksstiftelsen was technically a 
grant (i.e. money received from a foundation based on an application in competition with 
other applications) and not sponsorship, even though Sparbanken logos were placed on the 
books acquired through the grant. In any case, the thesis alerts us to the phenomenon of 
sponsorship in the public library sector.  

Ragnar Audunson (1996) is interested both in the question of whether and of why libraries 
have changed towards market adaptation.  He studied change processes in three libraries 
(Oslo, Göteborg, Budapest) from the interpretive “new institutionalist” perspective.  Unlike 
more traditional approaches, the new institutionalist lends itself to questions such as how to 
interpret seemingly irrational traits in modern organizations (p.21). 

Audunson asks interesting questions about the origin of norms and standards in organizations.  
He likens the spread of new norms and standards to the spread of fashion.  Most of us, he 
argues, do not care about the design history of the clothes we like.  New fashions are suddenly 
just there, on everybody’s bodies.   “Much the same is probably the case with organizational 
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standards.  Suddenly everybody just seems to develop identical ideas.  Everybody is talking 
about MBO or quality management, without really knowing the origin.”  (p.23) 

Audunson states that most of the norms and standards for reforming the public sector- 
libraries included – came from outside the organizational and professional traditions in which 
they were to be implemented (p.23).  He found that new management methods of planning are 
largely based on the public sector imitating the private sector.  Since libraries still do not, for 
the most part, have actual paying customers, evaluating and auditing library performances has 
been all about trying to find methods of evaluation which translate results into quantitative 
terms, preferably money (p.49). 

Audunson discusses some changes in libraries that go against core principles, such as fee-
based services vs. services for free.  He wants to know how the changes are introduced, and, if 
accepted, how and why?  For instance, he found that librarians are much less likely to resist 
fees for certain services, such as lending videos, if the rationale is to preserve cost-free core 
services.  He identifies the main issues as (1) should libraries stick to their traditional political 
legitimacy, based upon enlightenment ideals such as free access to culture, knowledge, and 
information, or should they base their legitimacy on delivering services according to market 
demands?  (2) To what extent can public libraries adapt to changing norms in their 
environment and still survive as public libraries?  What should the balance be between 
adapting and conceding to new values on the one hand, and resisting change by defending 
established norms and standards on the other? (p.51-2) 

Audunson’s findings are ambiguous.  He found that broad environmental tendencies – such as 
politics and public administration shape the change process of public libraries more than the 
professional norms and standards of librarians.  These tendencies – decentralization, 
marketization, MBO-oriented (management by objectives) methods of planning are seen to be 
behind the changes implemented in the three libraries in Audunson’s study. (p.183) 

Audunson argues that a high level of environmental turbulence weakens the potential for 
defending professional norms and standards.  For instance, he found that the dramatic 
reorganization in Göteborg in the early 1990s opened the door to other changes – such as 
charging fees for certain media and services – which had up to then been considered 
inappropriate.  The professional grip on norms and standards – the principle of free access - 
was loosened by the environmental turbulence. (p.183) 

Professional norms sometimes act to justify changes that go against the ideology of the field.  
Audunson calls this a strategy of “paying respect to two gods”, or two sets of norms, 
simultaneously (p.184).  An example of this is when librarians in Göteborg accept charging 
for video/DVD rentals in order to protect the resources devoted to core-services such as book 
lending.  In all three libraries charging for certain services in order to protect core services 
was found acceptable.  Audunson argues that in justifying apparently contradictory norms 
such as charging, librarians are finding ways to adapt to change without discharging the 
theoretical core, or value-base of public librarianship (p.185). 

Audunson concludes that environmental changes are the main force behind changes in the 
library, but that professional norms act as a filter, transforming the environmental changes 
into a language and form that fits with established professional norms.  When norms are not 
taken into consideration upon implementing reforms, conflicts intensify (p.186). 

Finally, Audunson found, much to his surprise that those most active in the field, i.e. those 
active in professional organizations, journals, conferences, were actually more willing to 
deviate from traditional professional norms than their more passive colleagues.  They were 
more willing to import externally defined ideas and standards (p.187-8).  Instead of being 
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loyal to the field, the activists that Audunson observed turned out to be what he called “early 
adopters.” 

Given that those most active in the field are those that are most open to change, and given that 
the activists will likely be more influential than non-activists, Audunson hypothesizes that 
“their willingness to accept field-external standards and norms will foster a process of 
isomorphic change where the fundamental models of imitation are externally imported,” 
(p.188).  Day and Buschman have shown that this is the case with managerial trends.  
Audunson finally can only speculate that professional self-interest may lie behind the 
activists’ openness to change, as they tend to move up the organizational ladder and into 
positions of power. 

Finally, although they focus on library periodicals rather than public libraries as such, 
Hedemark and Hedman’s MA thesis “Talking about the user” (“Vad sägs om användare?”) is 
also relevant in that it points to the extension of market ideology to the public library. The 
authors perform a discourse analysis of the three leading library periodicals in Sweden in 
order to identify different ways of conceptualizing library users and to uncover the possible 
ideologies which lie hidden in these discourses.  Among the four discourses they identify, the 
prevalence of a market economic discourse, where users are referred to customers that are to 
be serviced by the library is stressed.  Some of the consequences of the user-as-customer 
metaphor are discussed, such as possible effects of a market-based collection development on 
diversity and services to less visible user groups. 

In sum, then, previous scholarship points to the marketization of Swedish public libraries. The 
historical analyses provide an examination of the general trends guiding all Swedish public 
libraries and show that they changed direction in the 1990s.  There are a few case studies that 
study some of the specific features of the marketization of particular libraries, more 
specifically the Stockholm and Göteborg public libraries. As we will se below, there are 
several distinctive components to a marketized library. What we do not yet get a sense of 
from this previous literature is which of these components that have made it into Swedish 
public libraries. This thesis takes a more comprehensive grasp of the question of market-
adaptation than the specific case studies, and yet a more concrete approach than the more 
sweeping analyses of the historical studies. In the following section, I will discuss the various 
components of a marketized library. 
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3. Theoretical perspective 
 

In this chapter, I introduce critical theory and what it means for library studies. I then develop 
two ideal types of public libraries: the democratic library, as it would function in Habermas’ 
ideal public sphere, and the marketized library, as it would function in the New Public 
Philosophy. These ideal types are the theoretical basis of the analysis of Swedish public 
libraries. 

 

3.1 Introduction 

This thesis is situated in the critical tradition.  In brief, critical theory came out of the Marxist 
tradition known as the Frankfurt School.  Indicative of this tradition is the idea that 
knowledge can never be neutral, and that scholarship is always for someone or some purpose.  
Since knowledge is always embedded in relations of power, neutrality is impossible. From 
this perspective, scholars that claim their work to be neutral in fact often reproduce existing 
relations of power in the choice of research question and use of theoretical concepts. Critical 
theory seeks not just to describe and explain society but also to change it, to “provide the 
descriptive and normative bases for social inquiry aimed at decreasing domination and 
increasing freedom in all their forms.”(Bohman, 2005).  In order for a critical theory to be 
considered adequate, it has to be explanatory, practical, and normative all at once.  Max 
Horkheimer, one of the founding fathers of critical theory, felt that the only way to reform 
capitalist society was to make it more democratic (Bohman, 2005).  It is my understanding 
that these are central issues for libraries and librarianship as well. 

Though not yet widespread, there is a precedence of applying critical theory to librarianship.  
“Critical Librarianship” is a term I’ve seen in the pages of, for example, the journal 
Progressive Librarian.  What the term implies is, at least partly, an application of critical 
theory to the field of LIS and a dedication to a radical democratic mission for libraries and 
against uncritical acceptance of trends and fashions from the corporate world.  

LIS was perhaps a bit slow in adapting a critical approach.  Other fields with a connection to 
libraries, such as pedagogy, were quicker to absorb critical theory.  Buschman (1991; 2003) 
has argued for the relevance of theory borrowed from the field of education and pedagogy.  
First, he applied what was called the “New Sociology of Education” (NSE) for a “critical 
inquiry” into librarianship (Buschman & Carbone, 1991).  In applying a critical inquiry as 
suggested by NSE, Buschman and Carbone hoped to examine the aspects of librarianship 
which are taken for granted, which appear to be natural and objective events.  “By 
demonstrating that they are related to outside agendas and trends, we question some of the 
automatic assumptions and movements of the profession” (Bushman & Carbone, 1991, p.18).  
The marketization of libraries and their services is a good example of a trend with an agenda 
that many would characterize as a “natural” progression in the field.   

Buschman also draws on literature from critical pedagogy.  The work of Henry Giroux and 
Michael Apple is useful for two reasons.  First, as Buschman and others have shown the 
similar histories and current situations of schools and libraries makes much of the literature of 
critical pedagogy highly relevant for librarianship.  Second, as Buschman (and others) points 
out, a strong, reasoned defense against the onslaught of commercialization and private 
interests is not easy to come by in LIS.  While there are a number of studies of the effects of 
such policy changes on education, I was unable to find similar studies on libraries. 
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In 1991, Buschman and Carbone identified the emerging trend of marketizing libraries.  “[It] 
should be noted that the tradition of serving democratic values and an informed citizenry has 
long been in place in librarianship.  There are, however, trends in librarianship that suggest 
that libraries have come in recent years to be more affected by an economic agenda,” 
(Buschman & Carbone, 1991, p.33-4).  Almost fifteen years later, Gage says that LIS schools 
have failed to qualitatively address issues central to social justice and economic equality, the 
privatization of the public sphere and the growing concentration of media power into a 
handful of multi-national media and telecommunications conglomerates.  Instead, Gage 
argues, LIS schools have shaped and adapted their curricula around technological efficiency, 
valorizing technology uncritically, producing information managers rather than humanist 
librarians, demonizing politics, white-washing history and detaching librarianship from civic 
concerns and ethics. (Gage, 2004, p.71) 

I quote Gage at some length here: 
Without oppositional values, pedagogies and epistemologies, librarianship stripped of the critical 
capacity to appraise itself, appears secure in defining its professional trajectory in accordance with 
the undemocratic dictates of those commercial values and social relations that obstruct rather than 
expand the right of library users and non-users to accentuate themselves as critical and engaged 
citizens capable of materializing the possibilities of collective agency and democratic life rather 
than as passive and consuming objects left to the dictates of commercial culture and its crass 
values (Gage, 2004, p.71). 

This thesis adopts a critical theory perspective in the sense of being explicit about its values: 
to advance a democratic public library committed to equality and critical deliberation among 
its citizens. I do not pretend to be neutral about the marketization of Swedish public libraries, 
and I seek to shed more light on this topic with the hope that this might help turn the library in 
a more democratic direction. Having clarified this, I will now turn to the two ideal types of 
public library, beginning with a brief discussion of what an ideal type is and then developing 
the notion of the democratic and marketized library in its pure form. 

 

3.2 Two Ideal Types: the Democratic and the Marketized Public Library 

 

3.2.1 What Are Ideal Types? 

German sociologist Max Weber developed the concept of “ideal types” as a tool for analyzing 
social phenomena. An ideal type is an attempt to capture the essence of a social phenomenon 
by analytically exaggerating some of its aspects (Swedberg 2005).  It involves identifying and 
amplifying certain features of a phenomenon, features that are claimed to be characteristic and 
central to the phenomenon. A simplified depiction is provided in order to clarify what the 
phenomenon is centrally about. It is important to keep in mind that the ideal type is a 
theoretical construct used to analyze society – the ideal type is a theoretical construct against 
which actual reality can be compared. Ideal types are not to be confused with “average” types, 
which are drawn from actual empirical cases. Neither should the word “ideal” indicate any 
sort of approval of the phenomenon in question (Swedberg 2005).  

Below, I will develop two ideal types: the democratic library and the marketized library. A 
notion of the archetypical democratic library is developed not to assess Swedish libraries but 
as a point of theoretical comparison with the marketized library. It helps shed light on what an 
alternative to a marketized library might be. There are two aspects in the operation of a library 
that seem to be their most important features. The first concerns how it is funded. Money is a 
major factor of power, and how a library is funded is strongly indicative of whether it is 
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guided by market forces. The second aspect concerns the nature of the library’s activities and 
services. How a library defines itself, its goals and the people it serves is also strongly 
indicative of whether it is guided by market forces. I will use these two aspects in order to 
develop the notion of the democratic library and the marketized library. Before I get to the 
specific components of these ideal types, I will provide a necessary background discussion 
about the public sphere and democracy. The discussion of the marketized library is also 
preceded by a background discussion, on the rise of the new public philosophy and the spread 
of market ideology. 

 

3.2.2 Democracy, the Public Sphere and the Democratic Library 

To understand the nature of a democratic library, one must begin with a discussion of its place 
within the democratic public sphere. The concept of the public sphere is essential to a true 
working democracy.  The public sphere is the area that is independent of both the state and 
private economic interests. It is an arena for rational debate and discussion where public 
opinion and values can be formed through deliberation among citizens (see Webster, 1995 
and Buschman 2003).  Political theorist Nancy Fraser describes the public sphere as a 
“theater…in which political participation is enacted through the medium of talk…a site for 
the production and circulation of discourses that can in principle be critical of the state…[It] is 
not an arena of market relations but rather one of discursive relations, a theater for debating 
and deliberating rather than for buying and selling”  (Fraser, 1994, p.110-11). 

While the idea of a public sphere or something like it has been around since ancient Greece, 
Jürgen Habermas’ theory is that what he calls the “bourgeois public sphere” originated in 
eighteenth and nineteenth century Britain with the rise of capitalism.  Whereas political power 
and economic power had previously been united in the royal authority, with the rise of 
bourgeois society, this unified power was broken.  Capitalist entrepreneurs became powerful 
enough to gain independence from the church and the state.  One of the ways in which the 
capitalists helped the foundation of the public sphere is by supporting forums – theater, art, 
coffee houses, novels and criticism – that “stimulated the establishment of a sphere committed 
to critique which was separate from the traditional powers” (Webster, 1995, p.102).    

Habermas’ theory of the public sphere and its contribution to the rise of democracy is not 
without its critics.  Many have pointed out its patriarchal origins and the very limited nature of 
nineteenth century British democracy – it applied only to property-owning men, thus leaving 
out a majority of the people.  These critiques are important, but they are not new to Habermas. 
He never claimed that the full potential of the public sphere has been realized in practice, and 
he is in fact critical of the fact that the claim to open and equal access to information and 
participation in public deliberation was not made good (Fraser, 1994, p.113).  Webster (1995, 
p. 133) argues that to abandon the notion of the public sphere would be a mistake: “The ideal 
of the public sphere allows us to estimate the shortcomings of dull reality.  And what is 
striking today is how yawning is the gap between what a public sphere could be in terms of 
informational content and what is actually offered.”  

This thesis uses the notion of an ideal public sphere as conceptualized by Habermas.  In its 
ideal form, the public sphere is an arena open to all, where money, status and power play no 
role whatsoever.  It is not possible to set the agenda with financial resources and economic 
interests do not influence public opinion and values.  Instead, rational debate over any and 
every topic occurs, so that the best argument gains influence.  Crucially for this thesis, the 
necessary information for said deliberation is freely available on an equal basis for all. What 
the core components are will be discussed further below. 
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To identify the core features of a democratic public library as an ideal type, we also need an 
understanding of what democracy is. Although democracy is a fundamentally contested 
concept, most agree on certain minimal criteria necessary for considering a decision-making 
process democratic. The standards developed by political scientist Robert Dahl (1989) make 
up the bottom line, or the minimal hard core, of democracy:    

1. Effective Participation: All citizens must have equal and effective opportunities for 
making their views known about a policy that impacts them before that policy is 
adopted. 

2. Voting Equality: Every citizen must have an equal and effective opportunity to vote 
on a policy that affects them, and all votes must be counted as equal. 

3. Enlightened Understanding: Each citizen must have equal and effective 
opportunities to learn about the relevant policies and their likely consequences, within 
reasonable limits as to time. 

4. Control of the Agenda: The citizens must have the sole opportunity to decide what 
matters are to be placed on the agenda and how. 

5. Inclusion: All citizens must have the full rights entailed in the criteria listed above. 

A democracy provides the citizens equally with the tools to understand and influence the 
policies that impact them. Though it is something we may presume as given, it is important to 
remember that democracy rests on the radical notion of each individual’s equal worth.  The 
principle of political equality is perhaps most obvious in the rule of one person, one vote, 
Dahl’s second criterion. For each citizen to truly be an equal, each person should also have 
the same opportunity to participate, to learn about policies and their consequences. 
Enlightened understanding of society, how it operates and our role within it, is fundamental 
for true citizenship. The ability to think critically, to question ideas and policies that may 
seem given and natural, is a crucial democratic skill. Ideally, it should not be the case that 
more money or cultural capital leads to more influence. A homeless citizen should have the 
same opportunities for participation, understanding and influence as a billionaire. This is 
where the public library can, and I think should, play a major part in contributing to the 
practice of democracy.  

We can see that a truly independent (from the state and from the market) public sphere is vital 
for a lively, viable, equitable democracy.  Information, unfettered and equally accessible to 
all, is at the core of the public sphere (Webster, 1995 and Buschman, 2003).  Without the 
notions of information as a public good and an informed citizenry deliberating on issues of 
importance, be they a “war on terrorism” or global warming, democracy loses its vigor. With 
this background discussion on the public sphere and democracy, I will now move to the 
democratic public library.  

 

The Democratic Public Library as an Ideal Type     

A number of writers, both inside LIS and in other fields, have linked the idea of a public 
sphere with the institution of the public library.  Sociologist Frank Webster writes, “The 
public library network is arguably the nearest thing we have in Britain to an achieved public 
sphere” (Webster, 1995, p.111).  Buschman has based a good deal of his extensive work on 
the idea.   If we keep in mind Dahl’s standards for democracy, we can see that libraries are 
particularly important for standard number three, enlightened understanding, but also 
indirectly for standards one and four, effective participation and control of the agenda.  
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Based on previous scholarship, Habermas’ notion of the democratic public sphere and Dahl’s 
core requirements for democracy, we can develop a notion of what the archetypal or ideal 
democratic library should look like. As I discussed above, two aspects seem particularly: (1) 
how it is funded, and (2) the nature of its activities and services. I will turn to each below. 

FUNDING 

How a library is funded is intimately related to its democratic nature. I see three major and 
related features of how a library is funded that indicate a democratic public library: (a) its 
income should derive primarily from public funding, (b) access to services should be free of 
charge; and (c) there should be no private sector grants or sponsorships. I will discuss (a) and 
(c) together. 

a) public funding and c) no private sector grants or sponsorships 

In the democratic public sphere model, libraries should be publicly funded and not reliant on 
sponsorship or other types of income generating activities.  Public funding helps ensure 
independence from private economic interests that Habermas calls for. Buschman has given 
several examples of major museums in America (Smithsonian, Metropolitan Museum) 
actually altering the content and display of major exhibitions because of objections by major 
corporate donors or as a preventative measure so as not to raise the ire of said donors 
(Buschman, 2003, p.28-9).  Williamson writes that the public library in Britain has been under 
great pressure to adapt to market/capitalist strategies.  Cut backs in funding have forced 
British libraries, like their American counterparts, to look elsewhere for income, threatening 
the principle of free and equal access to information.  He argues that the public sphere ideal of 
the public library is threatened when private sector money enters the picture.  Such money 
rarely, if ever, comes without strings attached (Williamson, 2000, p.182).   

A true democratic public sphere, as Webster (1995) has noted, may be in receipt of 
government funds and independent from private economic forces. Importantly, the democratic 
public library must also be sheltered from partisan political influence. The government must 
protect the library as an arena that spurs learning and critical thinking and refrain from trying 
to influence the library for narrow political ends (Webster, 1995, p.103). 

b) free and equitable access to information and services 

Free and equitable access to services is a crucial condition for a democratic public sphere, as 
this supports the important principle of political equality. Only with free and equitable access 
can people without means afford to access knowledge central for enlightened understanding.  
The UNESCO public library manifesto thus states that “Constructive participation and the 
development of democracy depend on satisfactory education as well as on free and unlimited 
access to knowledge, thought, culture and information” (www.unesco.org).  The principle of 
free public libraries in the U.S. and most of Europe has been important, particularly for people 
without the resources to meet all of their information needs in the marketplace.  Having 
certain fee-based services can lead to a two-tiered approach to services where users with the 
necessary cash are prioritized over those without the means to pay.  There are of course other 
barriers to free and equitable access to information, such as physical location and design of a 
library or unnecessarily complicated catalogues or interfaces.    

 

LIBRARY ACTIVITIES 

How a library is funded is clearly a sign of whether it is a democratic library. The objectives 
and activities of the library provide a second good marker of the nature of a library.  I have 
identified three central features related to a library’s activities that indicate a democratic 
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public library: (a) goal to promote learning, critical thinking and other democratic values; (b) 
special attention to marginalized groups; and (c) collection based on democracy and diversity.  

a) goal: promote inherently valuable principles (learning, critical thinking and other 
democratic values) 

A democratic library will operate to promote learning, critical thinking and other democratic 
values. These values are seen as inherently valuable, in other words, they are valued whether 
or not there are users that express interest in them. In fact, from this perspective, the fewer the 
users that value learning and critical thinking, the more important the democratic mission of 
the public library. This makes the democratic library dramatically different from a marketized 
one which simply seeks to meet “customer demand” and thus will adapt its services to what 
the users want, as we will see below. A democratic library will advocate for learning and 
critical thinking whether it is en vogue or not and whether or not there are users that expressly 
demand such advocacy.   

Attaching importance to inherently valuable principles is a modernist position. And there are 
internal tensions in the library world between modernist and postmodernist worldviews (Budd 
& Raber, 1998).  The modern liking of inherently valuable principles, such as democratic 
values, is not compatible with a postmodern worldview which presumably emphasizes 
individual self-expression and interests, whatever the form these take.  Who has the authority 
to decide for others what they should want, skeptics may argue? I would respond that the 
alternative to clearly advocating for democratic principles is not an absence of principles. Not 
favoring democratic principles such as equal access to information and equal ability to 
participate as an informed and critical citizen in the public sphere equals both an acceptance 
of inequality and, presently, of giving free reign to market forces. There is no neutral position 
to take. Philosopher Fredric Jameson has pointed out the close ties between various 
postmodernist schools of thought and market ideology, referring to postmodernism as “the 
cultural skin of late capitalism,” (Jameson 1991; Buschman & Brosio, 2006). A democratic 
library offers an alternative to an otherwise almost completely commercialized world. 

 

b) Special attention to marginalized groups 

Paying special attention to marginalized groups is a second vital function of a democratic 
library. Groups of people who have underdeveloped understanding of politics and society, 
who do not engage in critical thinking and who may not participate politically should be of 
particular concern as target groups for such outreach activities. Groups that do not fare well in 
a market society, such as those with low income who cannot afford to satisfy their 
information needs by market means, are also of particular concern. A democratic public 
library has a crucial compensatory role to play with regard to marginalized groups in market 
society, as I discussed in the introduction. By developing services with marginalized groups 
particularly in mind, the democratic public library compensates for the inequalities that are an 
inevitable product of markets.  

The compensatory role includes but is not limited to outreach – programs and services 
designed to meet the needs of users who are unserved or underserved. Outreach and extension 
services (such as bookmobiles) “enacts the principle of extending and furthering inclusion in 
the democratic public sphere…extending the parameters of discourse,” (Buschman, 2003, 
p.46-7). When emphasis is shifted to market-models, outreach can get lost in the shuffle.   
Hansson (2005) refers to studies in England that indicate that by being passive in regards to 
outreach, libraries consolidate social differences – those that use the library the most are from 
the same social class as the librarians (p.43-44). 
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c) Collection determined by values of diversity, democracy, quality, and promoting voices that 
would likely get ignored by market-based demand 

In a democratic library collection, there is a commitment to offering a plurality of voices that 
might otherwise not get heard in a customer-demand steered collection.  Making collections 
and resources reflect intellectual diversity, both historical and contemporary, is an important 
goal for the democratic library (Buschman, 2003, p.47). “Librarianship enacts the principle of 
critique and argumentation to rationally arrive at values and conclusions (primarily) through 
the commitment to balanced collections, preserving them over time, and making a breadth of 
resources available,” (Buschman, 2003, p.46).   

Some would say that demand-driven, user-driven collections and acquisition policies are in 
fact democratic. Is this not a way of giving voice to the users and letting them decide for 
themselves what the library should acquire? Frank’s “market populism” concept mentioned 
earlier applies here.  What market populists overlook is the unequal terms of participation, he 
claims.  Those with more resources obviously have a stronger voice in a market than those 
without, a fact which violates the fundamental democratic principle of political equality (such 
as one person, one vote). Inequalities in financial, cultural and social capital are easily 
reflected in a user-driven library collection. Only those users who are forward and visible 
enough to request material tend to be seen.  And only the needs and interests of users, as 
opposed to the non-users the library should seek to bring in, inform the collection. Relying on 
circulation can also be misleading.  For example, a young person confused about his or her 
sexuality might consult books in the library but be less likely to check those books out and 
take home with them.  Relying solely on user-demand abandons the public sphere goal of a 
plurality of voices and viewpoints in the collection and in services (Buschman, 2003, p.121).    

By having a collection determined by values of diversity, democracy and quality, public 
libraries also help support rational deliberation which is central for a democratic public 
sphere.  Ideally, Buschman argues, “libraries ‘act’ to verify (or refute) rational validity claims 
in making current and retrospective organized resources available to check the bases of a 
thesis, law, book, article, or proposal and thus aiding and continuing the rational 
communicative process of critique and argumentation.” He adds that “libraries contain within 
their collections the potential for rational critique and individual/community self-realization, 
thus grounding the communicative process and the possibility to reestablish democratic 
processes” (Buschman, 2003, p.46-7).  

 

3.2.3 The New Public Philosophy and the Marketized Library 

As previously mentioned, Habermas argued that the public sphere came into being with the 
rise and growth of capitalism.  Ironically, it was also capitalism that helped contribute to the 
decline of the public sphere.  The ever increasing power of capital led to what Habermas 
called a “refeudalized” or “faked” public sphere.  Essentially the argument is that in the 
beginning, there was a balance between private interests and the public sphere. As capitalism 
grew in strength and influence, “its enthusiasts moved from calls for reform of the…state 
towards takeover of the state and use of it to further their own ends.  In short, the capitalist 
state came into being,” (Webster, 1995, p.103).  At the same time, those institutions that 
provided a forum for the public sphere either died out or dramatically changed.  The 
commercialization of the press destroyed its character as a medium of the public sphere.  The 
content of newspapers was depoliticized, personalized and sensationalized in order to increase 
sales, and readers were increasingly treated like consumers, both of the newspapers and the 
products advertised therein (Thompson, 1990, p.112-13).  
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The public sphere, then, had been in steady decline for some time.  But that decline, or 
dismantling, as Buschman calls it, rapidly increased as a result of a set of philosophies and 
policies which go under a number of names, but, in the interest of consistency, we will call 
the New Public Philosophy.  The New Public Philosophy sees “free markets” as the proper 
foundation for all sectors of life, including the public sphere. The idea is that markets arise 
whenever one party has interest in a good or service that some other party can provide – the 
market is where business supply and consumer demand meet. In a market, there is 
competition between business suppliers for consumers, a competition which presumably 
generates better goods at lower cost. Those businesses that succeed in producing the goods 
consumers want, at the lowest cost, survive. Others disappear. The market logic is one of 
survival of the fittest, and the competitive struggle between businesses is what presumably 
assures the most efficient provision of the goods consumers want. This perspective 
approaches all organizations and actors in the same way. All actors are – or should be – either 
business suppliers or consumers. A public library and its patrons are no different. The library 
should be a business like any other, supplying the information goods that its customers 
demand in competition with other information businesses. 

Importantly, goods and services are understood as “commodities” – things that can be 
exchanged on the basis of price. In this view, information becomes seen as an object that can 
be traded between market parties: information suppliers can provide information commodities 
to information consumers. Information becomes a product like any other and can be 
exchanged for money. What is more, no product is inherently valuable.  Critical thinking and 
other democratic capacities and values are only valuable insofar as there is demand in the 
market. If information consumers only prefer information about makeup or soccer balls, then 
that is what is valued and what should be supplied. 

The New Public Philosophy values free markets as the presumably most efficient form of 
producing goods and services, such as knowledge and information. Other ways of providing 
knowledge are viewed with suspicion, as these are believed to “distort” the market and create 
“inefficient” outcomes. A consequence of marketization, the expansion of the market into 
previously uncommodified areas, is that there are fewer and fewer physical or mental spaces 
that are not seen as a meeting place for suppliers and consumers of commodities.  I quote 
Apple (2000, p. 13) at some length: 

For more than two decades we have witnessed coordinated and determined efforts to reconstruct not only 
a ‘liberal’ market economy, but a ‘liberal’ market society and culture.  The distinction is important.  In 
Habermas’ words, the attempt is to have ‘system’ totally colonize the ‘life-world.’  As many aspects of 
our lives as possible, including the state and civil society, must be merged into the economy and 
economic logics. 

Adherents to the New Public Philosophy thus call for shrinking the public sector, privatizing 
and commodifying previously uncommodified areas of life. Public libraries and democratic 
approaches to information and knowledge are no exception. 

 

Marketized Libraries as an Ideal Type 

The spread of the New Public Philosophy has profound consequences for the aims and 
activities of public libraries.  It affects the goals and activities of libraries on a fundamental 
level, redirecting them to act as competing businesses providing services to customers in an 
information market.  Based on previous research and the discussion above, I have developed a 
conception of the marketized library as an ideal type. The ideal type follows the same model 
as that of the democratic library, beginning with (1) how the marketized library is funded, and 
then turning to (2) the nature of the marketized library’s activities and services.   
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I. FUNDING  

a) minimal or no public funds 

Proponents of the New Public Philosophy view the public sector with suspicion, seeing it as a 
political distortion of market forces and an inefficient provider of goods. Public funding of 
libraries is likewise seen as problematic, as it disengages the library from customer demand 
and competition with other information providers. Public funding is also viewed as an unfair 
advantage, as it shelters and protects libraries from the survival-of-the-fittest logic of the 
market. 

Ensuring a diversity of private sources of funding is seen as a much better way to fund library 
activities. Relying on private funds, libraries will undoubtedly be tied more directly to the 
agendas of donors. Buschman gives examples of museums altering the content of exhibitions 
so as not to upset large sponsors (Buschman, 2003, p.29. See also Williamson, 2000, p. 182). 
Having a diverse income foundation not only minimizes public financing but also reduces the 
dependence on any one donor. An increased reliance on private funds also encourages 
libraries to become increasingly entrepreneurial, marketing themselves to sponsors, 
“branding” themselves, and prioritizing materials and services considered attractive to 
spenders. From a New Public Philosophy perspective, such entrepreneurship ensures that 
libraries stay up-to-date and responsive to market demands.  

b) User fees and service charges 

Paying for things that used to be free is something we almost take for granted now, whether it 
be visiting national parks or using certain highways.  As Apple has argued, our common 
sense, or world view, has changed.  Increasingly we see the world only as consumers where 
everything is potentially a commodity for sale.  In a marketized library, the ability to pay is a 
major criterion determining provision of high-quality information (Buschman 2003, p. 57-58).  
Those who want to consume information should pay for it, just as one pays for ones food or 
housing. People who do not want to consume library services should not be forced to fund 
these through taxation. 

The use of user fees and charges for services is an important form of funding of a marketized 
public library.  A library already operating with a market logic prioritizes those services and 
materials which generate income.  This is already the case in some European countries, such 
as the Netherlands, Belgian and parts of Germany, where library users must buy a season 
ticket in order to borrow materials. In some cases, there is an additional charge for each item 
loaned (Wold-Karlsen, 2005).  In Britain, the Adam Smith Institute has, since the 1980s, 
challenged the notion of a free library and called for dramatic extension of user fees and the 
eventual privatization of libraries (Webster, 1995, p.113). 

When libraries derive income from fees-based services, certain users (those willing and able 
to pay) are prioritized over others (those unwilling or unable to pay).  Fundamental 
democratic principles, most importantly free access and comprehensive services for a diverse 
user population, are not prioritized.   

 

c) Private sector grants and sponsorships 

Within the New Public Philosophy, funding is best distributed according to market principles: 
actors should compete for funds and the most successful candidates should receive more or all 
of the funding. Indeed, competition for funding is regarded as the appropriate mechanism for 
organizing the economics of librarianship. In this way, less successful libraries are either 
forced to shape up or shut down (Buschman 2003, p. 57-58). Competitive funding can be 
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contrasted with the steady tax or needs-based funding used in a democratic public sphere. The 
competition for funding among libraries has major consequences for the types of materials, 
programs and services a library offers. The short-term nature of grant-based funding, and the 
competitive character of the application process, encourages libraries to continuously adapt to 
the changing environment. For instance, Buschman has shown on several occasions that 
libraries chasing funds in the past decade have tended to emphasize information technology 
(IT) and related programs and services at the expense of printed material and services not seen 
as cutting-edge (Buschman, 1993; 2003). A marketized library is constantly shifting its 
activities to fit the demands not just of the paying user-customer but also of the grant donors 
(Hansson 2005, p.31). 

c) Corporate sponsorship 

Under a New Public Philosophy agenda, libraries are also expected to raise funds through 
private sponsorship.  Sponsorship is an arrangement made between the library and a business 
whereby the business provides financial support in exchange for room for advertisement or 
PR activities. There is no formalized application process whereby applicants compete for 
money akin to that guiding the distribution of grants. The main objective is to gain good-will 
in the community of consumers, who will hopefully develop positive associations with the 
business. Often, the business wants to place its name and logo in the library, although 
discreetly. One example may be the sponsorship of a building or section in exchange for 
naming that section after the corporation. The aim of the corporation is brand recognition and 
good will in the community, which in turn is expected to increase income profits. Through 
sponsoring, the library becomes an advertising site and a promotional tool of the corporation.  

 

 

II. LIBRARY ACTIVITIES 

The marketization of the library also affects the activities of the library in a number of ways.  
First, it affects the goals libraries set for themselves, and thereby the assessment of whether or 
not, or to what degree, those goals have been met.  Goal attainment tends to be measured in 
terms of numbers rather than in qualitative terms.   Second, the activities and services for 
“customers” likely to maximize outputs are identified and prioritized.  Third, a library’s 
collection and policy of acquisitions is determined by private supply, market criteria and 
customer demand.     

a) Goal: Maximizing Quantity of Outputs 

From the perspective of the New Public Philosophy, businesses provide whatever it is that 
consumers want through the free market. Businesses are neutral towards consumer demand – 
they simply want to make a profit by meeting demand with adequate supply. A marketized 
library likewise supplies whatever information needs the user may have without assessing the 
quality of the content of that information. The role of the library is not to promote certain 
values or to stimulate certain capacities among users. Much like a store, the role of the library 
is instead to supply users with whatever services they demand. 

To be successful in these terms is simply to maximize the supply of whatever services users 
may desire in quantitative terms.  An example from a library context would be that it would 
be considered more successful to lend Harry Potter one thousand times than to lend Momo or 
The Chronicles of Narnia five hundred times, even if the latter can arguably be considered 
better literature for children in terms of stimulating creativity and critical thinking. When 
goals are related to numbers, then assessment of those goals must also be enumerated.  In 
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practice this has led to what Apple calls an “audit culture.”  In an audit culture only that which 
can be counted and quantified matters.  If it cannot be quantified, it is not worth assessing and 
discussing.  So-called “quality management,” imported from the business world, involves the 
widespread attempt to somehow quantify “quality.”   

Such an approach also has consequences for our view of knowledge and learning.  Budd 
shows that when information is commodified, knowledge loses its “use value” in favor of 
having an “exchange value.” This means that knowledge or information has no inherent value, 
as its value lies only in its potential as a tradable commodity.  “Use value” is a modern idea 
that learning and knowledge can lead to truth, that they are inherently valuable.  This belief 
has shaped librarianship.  A marketized library has no use for such thinking.  The question is 
no longer, “is it true?” but rather “is it saleable?”  Knowledge or information without a 
market, or which is unprofitable, can hardly be expected to survive. In the realm of assessing 
success in the marketized library, quantity is what counts (Budd, 1998b, p.59-60). A 
marketized library sets up its goals in terms of maximizing the quantity of output of whatever 
it is that its user-customers demand. Its relevance is defined in terms of user demand in a 
competitive environment. 

 

b) Customer Approach to Users  

A marketized library approaches the user as a “customer,” which has a number of 
implications. A customer is someone that pays for a good or service, which means that only 
people who are willing or able to pay for a particular product are included in the target group. 
A customer is often also seen as someone who knows what he or she wants, a savvy chooser 
that makes decisions about how best to satisfy his or her information needs in a market of 
information providers. With the goal to maximize the quantity of loans and visits in a 
competitive environment, the marketized library must adapt services and activities to meet the 
information demands of the user-customer in a way that maximizes output.  Libraries are 
urged to identify those services which “add value to the customer,” not out care for the 
customer but in order to increase sales.  And the marketized library will target those 
customer-users that are most likely to use its services and boost the output. This is in dramatic 
contrast with the democratic library, which will make special efforts to target citizens least 
likely but most in need of its services. The marketized library has no such compensatory role. 
If programs such as outreach to minorities or other disenfranchised groups are not in active 
demand, then they should be dropped. Users may even be referred to explicitly as 
“customers.”   

c) Collection determined by market criteria and customer demand 

Market criteria are the primary factors deciding what materials are made available in a 
marketized library (Buschman, 2003, p.57).  Decisions which are the outcome of market 
mechanisms are superior to those arrived at through expert evaluations or political channels.  
The quest for quality and diversity of democratic public libraries promote elitist and middle-
class values, from the New Public Philosophy perspective. Librarians are characterized as 
overpaid elitists who are out of touch with the average person’s needs.  “How much better, 
goes the reasoning, if such a self-serving and elitist profession were made answerable, not to a 
‘public’ which exists only as an abstraction, but to customers who, in paying for their 
information, will value it and call to account those employed to serve it up?” (Webster, 1995, 
p.113). One former library director has argued that libraries should model their services after 
McDonald’s and that collections should solely reflect customer demand (Budd, 2001, p.508). 
In short, in a marketized library, the collection is determined by market criteria and customer 
demand. 
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In sum, the two ideal types developed above provide two distinctive library models. The 
democratic library is publicly funded and relies neither on user fees nor on private grants and 
sponsorships. It promotes learning, critical thinking and democratic values as inherently 
valuable goals, it specifically targets marginalized groups most in need of developing these 
skills and values, and the collection is acquired to reflect the goals of diversity, quality and 
democracy. The marketized library, in contrast, is fully subjected to market forces. It 
competes with other information providers for user fees, service charges, private grants and 
sponsorships rather than relying on public funds. It seeks to maximize the provision of 
whatever (profitable) information commodities users request and does not set its own goals 
independent of user demand. The marketized library directs its services towards those user 
groups most likely to use the library. The collection is determined based on market criteria 
and user demand. To summarize the two ideal types in an overview form, I developed an 
analytical scheme in the form of a table (Table 3.1 below) that shows six components that 
distinguish a marketized from a democratic library: 

 

Table 3.1 Central Components of Marketized and Democratic Public Libraries  

 

Marketized Library 

 

Democratic Library 

 

1. Library funding 

a) minimal or no public funds  a) almost exclusively public funds 

b) user fees and service charges  b) free and equitable access to services 

c) private sector grants and sponsorship  
 

c) no private sector grants or sponsorship 

2. Library Activities 

a) goal of services:  

- maximize quantity of consumption of 
services, regardless of content of service 

 

a) goal of services:  

- promote inherently valuable principles 
(learning, critical thinking and other 
democratic values)? 

 

b) customer  approach to the user to: 

- reach user groups most likely to maximize 
consumption of services 

- refer to users explicitly as “customers”   

b) citizen approach to the user 

- reach all groups in society, with particular 
attention to marginalized groups  

- refer to users explicitly as “citizens” 

c) collection: 

- determined by private supply, market 
criteria and customer demand 

c) collection:  

- determined by established values of 
diversity, democracy, quality & promoting 
voices that would likely get ignored by 
market-based demand 
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4. Research Design and Methods 
 

 

4.1 An Ideal Type Analysis 

To answer the research questions and fulfill the aim of the thesis, I use a qualitative ideal type 
analysis to analyze and characterize the funding and activities of Swedish public libraries. 
Ideal type analyses are common and productive both for studies of ideas and for studies of 
organizations (Esaiasson et al, 2003, p 151), which makes this form of examination suitable 
for looking at the ideological foundation of the practice of public libraries. As I discussed 
earlier, an ideal type is a theoretical construct, a characterization of a phenomenon in its pure 
or extreme form (Esaiasson et al, 2003, p 154).  As such, an ideal type can be used as an 
analytical comparative tool to assess and characterize reality – in what ways and to what 
extent does the observed, real phenomenon resemble the ideal type? I have constructed an 
ideal type of the fully marketized public library to be able to look at whether and in what 
ways contemporary Swedish public libraries show traits of the New Public Philosophy. 
Swedish reality is compared with the theoretical construct, in short.  

However, to get a second point of comparison, I also constructed an ideal type of what a 
democratic public library in the Habermasian sense would look like, as we saw above. The 
point of developing a democratic ideal type library is not to assess Swedish reality but rather 
to provide the reader with a hypothetical alternative to the marketized public library. Such an 
alternative clarifies analytically what is distinctive with a market model, and thus sheds 
further light on this phenomenon. The alternative also helps us not take as given the market 
model of the library by showing another viable way of understanding and organizing its 
activities. To be clear, though, I do not assess the democratic nature of Swedish public 
libraries. It is important to remember that the absence of marketization does not necessarily 
indicate the presence of democratic librarianship. 

To assess the marketization of Swedish public libraries, I used the analytical scheme of Table 
3.1 that shows the six components that distinguish a marketized library. I have phrased the 
market library components in terms of questions, which I attempt to answer in the analysis. 
This way, it should be clear what the central questions of the analysis consist of and whether 
the answer fits a marketized library model. (Since the democratic library type has been 
constructed only to serve as a theoretical point of comparison with the marketized library, it is 
not rephrased as questions.)  
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Table 4.1 Analytical Scheme to Assess Market Components 

 

1. How is the library funded? 

a) minimal or no public funds?  

b) user fees and service charges?  

c) private sector grants and sponsorship? 

 

2. Library Activities 

a) Is it a goal of services to:  

- maximize quantity of consumption of services, regardless of content of service? 

b) Is the approach to the user to: 

- reach user groups most likely to maximize consumption of services? 

- refer to users explicitly as “customers”?   

c) Is the collection: 

- determined by private supply, market criteria and customer demand? 

 

 

4.2 Case selection and delimitations 

The next methodological issue concerns which of the hundreds of Swedish public libraries to 
include in the study. This study does not have generalizable ambitions – it does not seek to 
make a selection in order to assess all Swedish public libraries in general. Instead, the study 
aims to study libraries whose character has wide-ranging effects in Swedish society, a form of 
historically specific case selection (Esaiasson et al, 2003, p 171-172). I came up with a 
selection of three influential public libraries – Göteborg, Malmö, and Stockholm – based on 
two selection criteria. 

The first selection criterion is size of the public that the library services. Stockholm, Göteborg 
and Malmö are the main public libraries of Sweden’s three largest cities. They are the main 
public libraries of around 2.5 million Swedes, of more than 25% of the population. What 
happens to these libraries affect a large share of the Swedish population. In this sense, the 
conclusions of this study concern a wide range of people in Sweden. 

Whether the library is influential as a potential trend-setter to other public libraries is the 
second selection criteria. There is no easy way to determine which public libraries set the tone 
for others in Sweden. (For instance, I asked faculty members at Borås University College, and 
they had no clear idea about influential libraries). I performed an overview of the articles 
published in Biblioteksbladet in 2005 and 2006, to see which public libraries were most often 
the subject of their articles. The libraries of Stockholm and Malmö were the focus of a larger 
number of articles in Biblioteksbladet than were other libraries – these were the libraries 
mentioned more than once during the two years and twenty issues reviewed. One could draw 
the conclusion that this is indication of an urban bias, common in a lot of national media.  
Librarians and library workers around the country, who presumably read Biblioteksbladet, are 
nevertheless exposed to the ideas and activities of these libraries to a larger extent than those 
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of others. The exposure to these libraries should mean that they have at least some influence 
on other, smaller and/or rural libraries. In this sense, these libraries are possibly trend-setting 
for other public libraries in Sweden. What happens to these libraries may thus have effects on 
the organization and activities of others, which makes them important to study.  

If the case selection delimits the scope of the thesis in one sense, it is also necessary to delimit 
the time period of interest. Since the thesis seeks to gauge the contemporary marketization of 
public libraries, this is pretty straight-forward. I limit the study to 2006, which provides an up-
to-date analysis. 

 

 

4.3 Material  

To get a comprehensive picture of the funding sources and library activities, the thesis uses 
four sources as the material to analyze: 

• Library Directive (Biblioteksplan): the political directive for the general development 
of the library, set by the Municipal Board. These directives are generally in effect 
between four and ten years. 

• Library Program (Verksamhetsplan): the annual program that concretizes the Library 
Directive in the form of concrete measures, a timetable and a financial plan. 

• Annual Report (Verksamhetsberättelse): the annual report that follows up and assesses 
how well the activities and funding of the year meet the goals set in the Library 
Program. 

• Homepage on the Internet: the information presented on the internet may provide 
additional information about and illustration of the activities carried out at the library. 
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5. Results and Analysis 

 

The following section shows and discusses the results of the examination of the marketization 
of Swedish public libraries. The section follows the table presented in methods chapter above 
and is thus organized in two main parts which each includes subsections. The first part deals 
with how the libraries are funded (i.e. user fees, grants and sponsorship) and the second treats 
the goals and activities of the libraries (i.e. objectives, approach to the user and collection). To 
make the reading more interesting, the results and the analysis and discussion of the results 
are interwoven. Each subsection will begin with a presentation of the results, which will then 
be analyzed and discussed before the results of the next subsection are presented. 

As an introductory note, the three libraries under analysis are the public city libraries of 
Sweden’s three largest cities, Stockholm, Göteborg and Malmö. A few comparative numbers 
may be of interest: 

 

 Nr visitors 
/ year 

Loans / 
year 

Total 
media per 
capita 

Books per 
capita 

Lending 
rate per 
capita 

Nr visits 
per capita 

Active 
borrowers* 
per capita 

Göteborg 1 110 103 1 373 646 3.0 2.7 7.8 8.2 0.34 

Malmö   838 357 1 667 360 3.3 2.8 8.4 6.3 0.30 

Stockholm 4 757 495 3 957 818 2.8 2.6 5.8 6.7 0.21 

  * An “active borrower” is a borrower which has made at least one transaction in the previous year. 

Source: Public Libraries 2005 (Folkbiblioteken 2005: kulturen i siffror 2006//2) 

 

5.1. Library Funding 

5.1.1 Public Funding 

According to the Library Law, which took effect in 1997, each municipality must provide a 
public library for its inhabitants (Bibliotekslag 1996:1596).  Swedish public libraries are 
publicly funded, on the municipal level, and in this regard not directly subject to market 
forces. Decisions about funding are political, made by elected officials and their appointees.  
It is thus not surprising that the appropriations per capita vary considerably among Swedish 
municipalities and that this variation can partly be explained by the political majority in 
power. Left majorities generally allocate more funds per capita to public libraries than do 
right majorities (Ristarp and Andersson 2001, p 135).  

 

5.1.2 User Fees and Service Charges 

User fees and service charges, derived from individual library users, provide an additional 
source of income for public libraries. The Library Law makes clear that the public has the 
right to borrow literature free of charge for a certain amount of time.  All three libraries under 
analysis guarantee free access to books and periodicals, as the law dictates. They also provide 
internet access free of charge, although it would be possible to charge a fee for this service. 
The Malmö municipal library plan of 2005 expressly links free access to a democratic mission 
of the library, stating that “by making knowledge, information and an IT-infrastructure 
available for the citizens free of charge, the library makes it possible for everyone to actively 
participate in the democratic process” (Malmö library plan 2005, p 2). 
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There is no mention of other media in the law, such as film or music, leaving the question of 
whether to charge the use of these media open. The law furthermore does not prohibit charges 
for photocopying, shipping or mailing of materials and “similar services,” nor for charging 
late fees for materials not returned on time.  None of the libraries have implemented fees for 
lending music. Children’s and educational videos and DVDs can likewise be borrowed free of 
charge. Late fees, replacement fees for lost books, photocopy charges and bathroom charges 
are standard among the libraries. The interpretation of what constitutes “similar services” 
seems to vary, however. For example, whereas both Stockholm and Göteborg charge 10 
kronor per item to reserve material, this service is free of charge in Malmö. The cost and 
lending period for regular feature films also varies, ranging from 20 kronor per film for 2 days 
in Malmö to 20 kronor per film and week in Göteborg. It is noteworthy that this is below the 
normal market price, and the films can be kept for up to a week, which is longer than most 
rental outlets allow.   

Table 5.1 Income Derived From User Fees and Service Charges 2006 (in thousand 
kronor and as percent of total income) 

Göteborg Malmö Stockholm 

3 087 tkr  2 950 tkr 6 086 tkr 

24 % 13.8 % 8.6 % 

 

All three libraries derive a considerable amount of revenue from user fees and service 
charges. The numbers presented in Table 5.1 provides some indication of the importance of 
this form of income. The importance of fees and charges as a percentage of total income 
varies considerably. Göteborg library gets almost one fourth of its income this way, compared 
with 13,6% in Malmö and less than ten percent in Stockholm. Unfortunately, the numbers 
may not be entirely comparable – the Göteborg and Malmö numbers are for the city libraries 
alone, whereas the Stockholm numbers are for the Stockholm City Library system as a whole 
and thus includes the many neighborhood branch libraries. (The Stockholm City Library 
never answered the request for data on user fees and service charges for the city library itself.) 
The relatively low percentage for Stockholm may be explained by this. Or it may not. The 
numbers for Göteborg and Malmö are comparable, however, and they indicate libraries that 
rely to a considerable degree on the income derived from user fees and service charges.   

Clearly, the introduction of a charge for books or entering the library would be equivalent to 
treating the library as a business establishment. Not all fees and service charges in Malmö, 
Göteborg and Stockholm constitute a move in the direction of a marketized library, however. 
Late fees and replacement charges are undoubtedly necessary in order to make up for and 
deter from misuse of public goods. These can furthermore be avoided and thus do not have 
differential impact on those with money or those without (although some can afford to be 
forgetful whereas others cannot). However, some of the fees used  -- e.g. the charges for 
reserving books and for borrowing videos and DVDs -- must be considered regressive as they 
are more difficult to bear for the penniless than for others. These charges thus work against 
the principle of equal access.  

The income derived from bathroom charges is not included in the table above. Göteborg 
raised 286 000 kr from bathroom charges in 2006, whereas Malmö received 123 000 kr 
combined from bathrooms, phone cards and plastic bags. I was unable to get specified 
information from Stockholm. Whereas these earnings are negligible for the library, bathroom 
charges have differential impact on users. These charges affect not simply those with less 
money but also those who need to frequently use the bathroom, such as the elderly and some 



 33 

of the disabled. For a person of little means with a recurrent need to use the bathroom, it is 
difficult to spend longer periods of time in the public library.  

One can object that the income generated through fees and service charges are used to cover 
the costs of the library. For instance, the Göteborg library was under funded by 10 million 
kronor in 2005, a deficit which it could partly make up for with fees and charges (Annual 
Report, 2005).  Central services could thus be secured which may otherwise have had to be 
cut. For example, according to its annual report from 2006, Göteborg was able to finance 
additional acquisitions beyond their allotted resources from revenue derived from DVD/video 
rentals.   Given ever increasing costs and multiplying types of media the library provides, it is 
understandable that revenue-generating programs like video rentals would be accepted.  
Whatever the potential benefits, certain fees and services undoubtedly constitute a market 
element in the public library, however. When a user pays for a service, he or she buys a 
product from a seller.  

 

5.1.3 Grants and Sponsorship 

In addition to using fees and service charges, public libraries can turn to foundations to 
supplement the public appropriations from the municipality.  It is a stated goal of the 
Stockholm and Göteborg city libraries to increase external resources for the organizations’ 
development, whereas the Malmö City Library does not mention this as an objective. All 
three libraries used grants to fund some of their activities in 2006. An example of this is 
Malmö’s “READ!” (LÄS!) project for second- and fifth graders.  The program is an effort to 
reverse the trend in declining reading among kids by enticing them with various creative 
narrative situations, such as the huge traveling bus with fold-out wings that displays various 
objects and pictures to stimulate children’s curiosity.  According to the Annual Report 2006, 
the READ! project is made possible by a grant from Sparbankstiftelsen Skåne, which donated 
1.8 million kronor over three years starting in 2006. 

Stockholm financed many projects externally through grants – the largest of which was the 
“Competence Fund” (Kompetensfonden) from the municipality.  Among the projects funded 
by the fund were the automatization of the check-out and return process; the development of 
the study centers; the deployment of two ‘bookomats’ in the city, library vending machines 
where one can borrow and return books; digitization of historical Stockholm materials; 
technical development for the handling of books, i.e. the RFID chip; and developing a web 
platform for the sharing of experiences with reading-development.  Buschman claims that 
grants have a strong tendency to be awarded to projects that stress new technology, an 
observation which would apply here.   

Foundations and grant-giving donors, even if they are public ones, make funding decisions 
based on a competitive process, giving grants to the applications that best meet the goals of 
the donor. The competitive nature of project-based funding, in which the applicants vie for 
financial support, is itself part of a market logic of struggle. The winners in this competition 
can develop their activities; the losers are left without a grant. Foundations and other grant-
givers are obviously not obliged to consider distributive justice among libraries nor the needs 
of patrons of libraries incapable of producing a good grant application. 

What is more, the quest for grants may lead libraries to base their services on goals set by the 
foundations rather than the core needs of the library constituency.  Buschman has shown that 
library projects that get approved tend not only to favor technology but also non-controversial 
user-groups, such as children. It is telling that none of the libraries targeted groups benefiting 
least from the market economy, namely the working class and the homeless. It is safe to 
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conclude that the use of grants has not strengthened the compensatory role of the Göteborg, 
Malmö and Stockholm libraries. 

Moritz (2002) has shown that the Malmö library’s use of grant money from 
Sparbanksstiftelsen to purchase new books resulted in the placement of bank logos from 
Föreningssparbanken on the books. Many companies want their logos on sponsored products 
in return for their financial support. However, it is more common for business to be able to 
use the library as an advertisement site with sponsorship than with grants from foundations.  

Sponsorship, as I discussed in the theoretical chapter, is a direct deal made between the library 
and a business whereby the business sponsors some activity or artifact in exchange for ads or 
PR.    Outright sponsorship from the private sector is rarer and more controversial among the 
libraries. Only the Stockholm library has used sponsorship, and it is the only library of the 
three that states that it wants to increase this form of funding as an explicit goal (see the 
annual program for 2007, which calls not only for increasing sponsorship, but for the 
increased collaboration with the business world in general). The goal is also mentioned in the 
2006 Municipal Library Plan the Cultural Administration of the Stockholm Municipal 
Council (kulturnämnden). This is particularly interesting, given that the municipality was 
governed by the Social Democrats at this time.  

The only instance of sponsorship in the three libraries and during 2006 is the “Room for 
Kids” – a library for children up to eleven located in Stockholm’s Kulturhuset.  The popular 
children’s library underwent a major reconstruction made possible in large part due to a 
sponsorship deal worked out with the department store chain Åhléns.  While the re-
construction of the library was partially financed with public funds – 800,000 kronor from 
two different agencies – Åhléns contributed over 3 million kronor for three years (Ekström 
2005, p.20-21).  In exchange for the money, the library provides expertise on children’s 
literature to Åhléns, which is something the department store sells.  Clearly Åhléns also 
benefits from goodwill from the deal. 

In sum, public financing is a core source of funding for Swedish public libraries. Fees and 
grants have also come to constitute an integral part of the income of the three libraries under 
review, however. Göteborg derived a stunning 24% of its revenue from fees and charges, 
whereas Malmö and Stockholm relied less but still substantially on this form of income. All 
three libraries furthermore received grants from public and private foundations and donors to 
fund their activities. The use of sponsorship is still rare, however. Stockholm was alone in 
2006 in using a sponsor, and it only did so in one case.  Thus, although public financing is 
still the backbone of these libraries, market-based sources of income have become an 
important component. 

 

5.2.  Library Activities 

 

5.2.1 Goal of Services 

The purposes of the library, the ends the library serves and its raison d’être, may also be 
infused with the market logic of the New Public Philosophy. As a reminder, from this 
perspective, a library is no different from any other business in that its purpose is to provide 
what its consumers want. The library should remain neutral towards user demand and its goal 
should be to meet customer needs with adequate supply. In short, the objective of a 
marketized library is not very different from that of a bookstore: to satisfy whatever 
information needs the user may have without judging the content of that information. To be 
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successful in these terms is to maximize the quantity of consumption of the services users 
want.  

Formal Goals. The market perspective does not inform the formal objectives stated in the 
library programs of Malmö and Stockholm (see Table 5.2 below), while it can be detected in 
the Göteborg library’s stated goals. All three libraries seek to stimulate free thinking, 
creativity and fondness of reading, all of which are central to a viable democracy and hardly 
indicative of a marketized approach. For instance, according to its various documents, 
Stockholm (SCL) seeks to be characterized by the concepts of freedom, quality, diversity, and 
accessibility.  SCL also aims to work for “freedom of expression, free thinking/inquiry and 
the free exchange of ideas.”  To meet these aims, SCL “seeks to provide an open meeting 
place for all people, regardless of age, social standing, ethnic or other identity.” (Annual 
Report, 2006, p.32)  Further, SCL offers all users equal access to its resources. The Malmö 
library is the only one to explicitly incorporate democracy among its goals, however, with the 
stimulation of “active citizenship” as an explicit objective. Contributing to or making possible 
participation in the democratic process is mentioned several times throughout the Malmö 
municipal library plan.    

 

Table 5.2 Goals of Library Services, as expressed in the 2006 Annual Programs 
(verksamhetsplan) of the Göteborg, Malmö and Stockholm City Libraries.  

Göteborg Malmö Stockholm  

- the need for knowledge and 
experiences of Göteborg dwellers 
shall guide the supply of services 

- Göteborg dwellers shall know what 
the City Library offers 

- the contents and availability of the 
collection shall be directed by the 
Göteborg dwellers’ needs 

- inspire reading and language 
development. Stimulate creativity. 

 

- contribute to increasing Malmö-
dwellers’ level of knowledge 

- stimulate creativity 

- show ways to new knowledge 

- stimulate active citizenship 

- pay special attention to children and 
young people’s reading and language 
development 

- develop the ‘fusion’ library, the 
library as an active partner for 
economic growth 

- offer free meeting places 

 

- work for freedom of expression, 
exchange of ideas and free thinking 

- the programs and activities be 
characterized by freedom, quality, 
diversity and accessibility 

- to be an open meeting place for all 
people regardless of age, social, ethnic 
or other affiliation 

- provide all users with equal access to 
the library’s resources 

- develop fondness for reading, 
especially among children and youth 

- support independent study as well as 
education at different levels 

 

 

While it aims to stimulate reading, language development and creativity, the objectives of the 
Göteborg library are suggestive of the customer service model characteristic of the New 
Public Philosophy. The annual program (verksamhetsplan) is quite clear: the services are to 
be guided by the need for knowledge and experiences of the users. The concept of “need” can 
obviously be interpreted in various ways – the librarians or the Göteborg municipality could 
have decided what the users need – but it is unmistakable that the Göteborg library leaves it to 
the users to define their own needs. The role of the library, in this view, is to meet those needs 
and provide whatever information it is that the user might desire. It is also telling that 
Göteborg is alone in leaving out the word “democracy” in its annual report.  

Annual Report Assessments The assessment methods used in the annual reports is a second 
good indicator of how the goals of an organization are actually viewed. And these tell a 
slightly different story about the influence of the New Public Philosophy on the three libraries 
under review.  None of the 2006 annual reports include evaluations of whether, how and to 
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what extent their activities actually meet the goals of free thinking, creativity, fondness of 
reading, freedom of expression and exchange of ideas.  The Stockholm library regularly 
carries out focus-group interviews, biannual talks between the library’s staff function and 
project units, and user studies at the level of individual units within the library. However, 
although I have not been able to look at these evaluations, it does not seem that they assess the 
objectives stated above. If they did, then some mention of this would likely have been made 
in the annual report. 

All three libraries instead rely heavily on quantitative measures of 1) number of visits and 2) 
number of loans. Indeed, the success of the libraries seems to be judged almost exclusively by 
their popularity in numbers of visits and in units consumed.6 The Göteborg annual report 
indicates 1 373 646 loans and 1 110 103 visits (399 499 web visits), Malmö reports 1 667 360 
loans and 838 357 visits, and Stockholm – apparently counting all the branches – reports 
4 203 384 loans and 4 757 495 visits (1 593 143 web visits). This is true of specific projects 
as well. For example, a Malmö video game project was deemed a great success due to 
circulation numbers with 17,000 loans of 610 video games.  Since there is no distinction 
among the units borrowed, one cannot draw any conclusions about the effects of a rise in 
number of loans. A rise in video games, DVDs, CDs could in fact counter the goal of 
stimulating the fondness of reading.  

It is furthermore telling that there are no estimates of how many new users have been reached 
in a year. A rise in the numbers of visits and loans could thus simply be the result of the same 
patrons increasing their use of the library. Nor is any demographical information of the users 
provided, such as age, social class, sex, ethnic identity, occupation or sexual orientation. A 
rise in visits and loans could thus also be the effect of patrons with most economic and 
cultural capital increasing their use of what the library has to offer. In this context, it is 
interesting to note that book reading in Sweden in recent years has not spread to new groups. 
Instead, those that already read are reading more and more often (Statistiska Centralbyrån, 
2007, p.612). If it is the case that the analytical skills and fondness of reading of the resource-
rich has increased more than others, then a rise in visits and loans could actually be counter-
productive for democracy by augmenting the gaps in society. Without an assessment of the 
demographic make-up of library patrons, it is not possible to estimate the success of the 
library in meeting the democratic goals. 

The heavy reliance of these sorts of statistics is indicative of libraries that aim to maximize 
the quantity of consumption of whatever services and materials that are wanted by users, 
regardless of content and regardless of the demographical profile of the users. With any 
increase in circulation deemed a success for the library, and without any assessment of 
whether principles such as freedom of expression and capacities such as critical thinking are 
actually promoted, it is difficult to come to any other conclusion than that these libraries are 
also strongly influenced by a customer service model. The library plans and annual programs 
may state that the libraries aim to promote inherently valuable principles and capacities.  
However the emphasis on the number of visits and loans as indication of success, coupled 
with no evaluation of other goals, suggests libraries committed to customer satisfaction. 

                                                 
6 I am not suggesting library workers are not conscious of the biases involved in their assessment methods.   In a 
section entitled “Follow-up of the Main Goals,” the Malmö annual program states that given that the way the 
patrons use the library is changing, it is clear that the tools of measurement only measure certain parts of the library’s 
operation.  In order to evaluate the operation and the quality of service, relevant tools need to be developed and used 
to be able to measure how the virtual library services are used.  
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This is not to suggest that the three libraries do not also engage in activities aimed at 
promoting inherently valuable principles and capacities. As a reminder, to assess whether 
Swedish public libraries abide by a democratic model is not the aim of this thesis. As an 
interesting aside, we can nonetheless point to reading circles, writing workshops, classes in 
searching for information as good examples of activities that promote inherently valuable 
capacities such as reading, learning and creativity. In Göteborg, the Parliamentary Corner 
(Riksdagshörnan) allows people to ask questions or make comments to local political 
representatives, to follow debates live via computer, and to collect information about the 
political system. The “democracy room” in the Malmö library is a new project which 
promotes a living, active democracy.  The goal is to get citizens involved in a dialogue 
regarding local issues such as development and the environment.  There are bulletin boards, 
or wall newspapers, computers with touch screens where one can pull up different issues.  
With every issue there is a chance to ask questions or leave comments, either physically on 
the bulletin boards or electronically, that will be delivered to the officials/authorities in 
question.  

The effectiveness of such activities is not evaluated, however. This in turn raises the question 
of how prioritized these goals really are, particularly among the municipal culture 
administrations. If critical thinking and freedom of expression were central objectives for 
political representatives responsible for library funding, then would they not demand 
evaluations of these goals? Would it then not be possible for libraries to justify their existence 
and ask for more funding by pointing to the many new and underprivileged user groups that 
had been reached and stimulated to participate as critical thinkers in the democratic process? 

 

5.2.2 Approach to the User 

Prioritized User Groups Public libraries in Sweden have a rich tradition in outreach 
(uppsökande verksamhet) to marginalized individuals and groups, as Hansson and others have 
shown. Outreach is part of a broader effort of targeting particular user groups. In a marketized 
library with the overriding goal of maximizing the “consumption” of services, however, 
reaching those users which are most likely to visit the library, participate in its activities and 
borrow books and other media becomes important. The user is approached as a customer, and, 
needless to say, the customers with sufficient resources to consume the services offered are 
those of interest. Given the fixation on numbers of visits and loans, it would certainly make 
sense for the three libraries under analysis to target users apt to increase these numbers. It is 
difficult to assess whether the libraries make much use of this as an explicit strategy, however. 
The three libraries all target the same groups: children, the elderly, students in all stages and 
forms of education, the disabled and immigrants. These groups can be seen as either 
marginalized in some sense or as having special learning needs. Targeting these groups is 
furthermore largely in line with the requirements of the national Library Law which oblige 
Swedish public libraries to develop activities specifically for the disabled, immigrants and 
“other minorities,” as well as children and youth. Some of the attempts at targeting these 
groups could nonetheless be interpreted as a new way for the library to increase the numbers 
of visits and loans – to expand its market – as will be discussed below.  

The goals, programs and activities of all of the libraries to a large extent focus on children and 
youth.  Children and youth are the most often mentioned target-group for SCL’s programs and 
activities.  The list of activities and programs for stimulating children and youth’s creativity in 
Stockholm is impressive.  Writing camps, writing workshops and reading circles are 
organized at the City library and many of the neighborhood branches.  Themes include 
manga, digital writing, writing screenplays, poetry, fanzines and fantasy. In Göteborg, there 
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are also many activities for this group – from singing/rhyming time for babies to story time 
for toddlers and children up to 6, as well as an entire program of activities for young adults 
(unga vuxna).  In Malmö, Library Ambassadors is a project where multi-lingual library 
ambassadors visit Somali and Arabic-speaking families with young children and speak to 
them “in their own language to get parents to see the connection between children and books 
as natural and a given, to get the parents more at home with children’s books and encourage 
them to read aloud to their children” (Annual report, 2006). As to why Arabic-speaking 
parents would need special coaxing to read to their children is not explained.  

Targeting children and youth is particularly important, as life-long reading patterns and 
attitudes towards learning are believed to be established early in life.  It stands to reason that 
people with positive associations with reading and the library will be more likely to continue 
to use the library throughout their life. One could still object that the programs for children 
and youth fit nicely with a marketized approach to services.  With the exception of classic 
outreach programs, such as Malmö’s Library Ambassadors, it is difficult to see how these 
programs would attract young people (or parents) who are not already likely to be drawn to 
creative activities.  The level of outreach seems to be – here are a bunch of really fun 
programs and activities, everyone who is interested is welcome to come and participate.  
Offering various programs, albeit exciting programs such as writing workshops and other 
venues where young people can express themselves, does not in and of itself equal reaching 
out to children whose parents are not familiar with the library’s many activities. 

Students of all ages and levels of education are another prioritized user group.  Eight branch 
libraries in the SCL system have created special learning centers with databases, course 
literature, study-guidance, computers and study halls.  As a whole, SCL has prioritized course 
literature.  In Göteborg, adult students are also prioritized.  There, the library has created 
learning-centers which offer support in the form of library instruction, study counseling, etc.  
One important feature of the Göteborg learning centers is that users don’t have to be involved 
in the formal education system to take advantage of them. Malmö’s “IDA” project is likewise 
aimed primarily at adult students but also at general Malmö residents interested in languages.  
Specially adapted computers, course literature and easy-to-read books are collected together 
in the IDA learning centers.  IDA is itself integrated into the other operations on the same 
floor which connect the old and new Malmö, focusing on issues of democracy and integration 
(Projekt 2007). 

Hansson (2005), among others, has problematized the prioritizing of services to those in the 
formal education system on the grounds that resources devoted to formal higher education 
come at the expense of less visible, more marginalized groups. He argues that concentrating 
on those in the formal education system, especially at the college and university level, comes 
at the expense of those outside the formal system.  The overall increase in resources to higher 
education can be seen as the library attaching itself to the strong in society at the expense of 
the weak in order to market itself as the supplier of a commodity high in demand. What is 
more, formal education is increasingly approached in crude economic terms – the individual’s 
economic situation and the educated individual’s capacity to contribute to the community’s 
economic potential.  This interpretation would lend support to the marketization of Swedish 
libraries. 

This interpretation is not the only one possible in the case of the three libraries under 
examination, however. The library’s critical role in lifelong learning is a long-established 
principle.  Free inquiry, both literally free of cost and free from constraint, is crucial for a 
creative, critical citizenry.  Informal lifelong learning may be one of the last bastions of the 
notion of inherent value in learning.  As this relates to adult-learning, the investment in life-
long learning by the libraries could also be stimulating creativity and analytical skills with a 
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class-perspective, as those adults in the adult-education system tend to be from the working 
class.  Moreover, given that many adult students at the gymnasium level do not have access to 
a school library, public libraries have been more or less forced to pick up the slack. 

The elderly and the disabled are two additional user groups specifically mentioned as 
priorities in the library plans and annual reports.  According to SCB’s statistics, which report 
the reading habits of people between the ages of 16-84, the age group with the highest 
frequency of book-reading is the 65-74 group – 41% of this population reads books every 
week.  Given their propensity to read, and the fact that the elderly are generally considered to 
be one of the library’s most loyal user-groups, it is important that this group remain a priority, 
even if they don’t tend to “consume” the “sexy” new media such as mp3 books or video 
games.  Both Malmö and Stockholm have as a stated goal to actively market their services to 
their municipalities’ geriatric care to more effectively provide library services to the elderly.   

Another stated goal of all three libraries is to improve access for physically disabled people 
both in terms of the collection – such as audio books for the seeing-impaired – and in physical 
improvements to the buildings.  SCL operates numerous outlets/branches at hospitals and 
other institutions for treatment and care.  All of the libraries operate a bookmobile for the 
home-bound (boken kommer) as well as a bookmobile (bokbuss) bring the library’s resources 
to those persons who are unable to get themselves to the library.     

In line with the directives of the Library Law, all of the libraries have also developed 
activities that target immigrants. Immigrants are a notoriously difficult group to define, as it 
includes any person who has actually immigrated to Sweden as well as people with at least 
one parent that has immigrated (so-called second generation immigrants). To many, the term 
is more ethnic and refers to people who do not identify as Swedes. Data from Statistics 
Sweden shows clearly that ethnic background is of little or no consequence in reading habits. 
Interestingly, differences in reading frequency between foreign-born persons and “ethnic 
Swedes”, or, Sweden-born with Sweden-born parents, is very small.  25.5% of foreign-born 
men read books every week, whereas 26.8% of ethnically Swedish men do; for women the 
numbers are 42.3% and 46% respectively (SCB, 2007, p.639-40).  This “group” does not need 
to be targeted to stimulate fondness for reading per se, in short, but may have other specific 
knowledge needs. 

The libraries list a number of activities as intended for this heterogeneous group. In Göteborg, 
reading projects like “Göteborg reads a book” targeted boys, immigrant youth, and students of 
Swedish 2 in gymnasium and SFI (Swedish for immigrants). A user-study of immigrants in 
Göteborg (Mer nytta än nöje) was conducted in order to evaluate and improve the 
immigrants’ interaction with the library.  Stockholm offers story-time in several different 
languages, and several branches have language cafes, where people come and talk with others 
in simple Swedish, Russian and other languages.  SCL also administers the International 
Library, which offers books and other media in minority and immigrant languages.  

Malmö stands out as having the most developed work not just towards immigrants but also on 
multiculturalism. In anticipation of the “Year of Multiculturalism” in 2006, a diversity work 
group was formed to oversee the collection, acquisitions and programs to ensure that a 
multicultural perspective was represented. The “living book” project, where one can “borrow” 
a person with a special background or with special experiences, such as a rabbi, an imam, a 
homosexual, etc., and talk with this person promotes dialogue and integration, which are two 
vital aspects of a democratic society. Special volunteer “youth guides” give tours of the 
library in five different languages - Arab, Persian, Bosnian, Somali, and Albanian - to their 
peers.  A program called “we read the paper together” is for immigrant women who read the 
Malmö newspaper Sydsvenskan and Metro out loud and get help with pronunciation and 
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vocabulary.  This is an innovative way to combine language instruction with discussion of 
important issues. 

To carry out their compensatory role, of supporting and stimulating the reading and critical 
skills of groups who do not fare well in society, public libraries should target those 
demographic groups that read least. Statistics Sweden (Statistiska Centralbyrån) provides 
statistics on book-reading by demographic group (e.g. age, gender, household type, Swedish 
or “foreign” background, socioeconomic status and geographical region). The demographic 
that reads the least is working-class men, where 16.3% read books weekly.  Only 17.3% of 
unionized working-class men read weekly, and 21.5% of all men between 16-24 years do so.  
Finally, only 18.8% of those on early retirement or disability pension and long-term 
unemployed men read books weekly.   

The two strongest factors correlated with reading habits appear to be socioeconomic status 
and gender – men and poor people read the least. It is surprising and yet telling that none of 
the three libraries have singled out these groups as prioritized for their activities (although 
some men between 16 and 24 years of age would be included in the activities for young 
adults). While all three libraries mention non-users, Malmö was the only library to 
specifically point to non-users as a prioritized group, though with no reference to gender or 
class. While all three libraries mention non-users or reaching “new groups,” Malmö was the 
only library to specifically mention “non users” as a prioritized group. If developing a 
fondness for reading really is a prioritized objective of these libraries, then should the groups 
that read least and whose propensity to read is on the decline not be among the most 
prioritized? The notion of “equal access” to library services and activities is clearly not 
sufficient to reach these groups.   It is one thing to emphasize that all are welcome, but quite 
another to actively work to bring in those groups that are least likely to read and thus, 
presumably, least likely to visit the library.   

In sum, it is difficult to assess whether the three libraries approach users as customers. 
Although the group least likely to read are not prioritized by the three libraries, they do target 
groups that are marginalized in some sense or that have special knowledge needs that may not 
be well met in the market. As we have seen in the discussion above, it is difficult to assess 
whether targeting these groups is a means to carry out the library’s compensatory role or a 
means to maximize the number of visits and loans.  Some of the programs and activities really 
do seem to be clear cases of wanting to attract more users to the library by capitalizing on 
societal trends.  For instance, the “Manga Café” at the comic book library Serietecket in 
Stockholm is certainly popular, but the content of the manga art form is discussible.  The 
same can be said for the video games project in Malmö, which was the first library in the 
country to freely lend video games (Göteborg has since added video games to their 
collection).  These could be considered examples of services that maximize consumption, 
arguably regardless of content.  Likewise, the Göteborg introduced “Year of Design” as a 
theme for 2005, in collaboration with several actors outside the library.  This included three 
programs for young adults and approximately forty shows and exhibitions in the library. 
Given our current ideological environment, it is highly controversial to comment on the 
content of services provided, if the services are popular.  

Users as “customers”? In a marketized library, users are not only treated as customers – they 
may also explicitly be referred to as such. Both Hansson (2005) and Rörling (2001) have 
reported application of the“ user-as-customer” metaphor in Sweden. None of the libraries 
studied referred to their patrons expressly as “customers” in the documents studied. Instead, 
users are called just that – “users” (användare).  
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5.2.3 Collection 

In a purely marketized library, the collection is determined solely by market criteria, such as 
customer demand and market research in order to predict which media and titles will be the 
most popular.  None of the libraries studied solely base their collection development on 
market criteria.  I have defined the democratic library’s collection as being determined by 
established values of diversity, democracy, quality and promoting voices that would likely be 
ignored by market-based demand.   

All of the libraries under examination indicated that they strive to provide a broad and deep 
collection representing a plurality of voices. One of the first points in the SCL’s plan and 
annual reports is that the library as a whole is to be characterized by “freedom, quality, 
diversity and accessibility,” which would indicate that the collection should also reflect these 
values.  Regarding the collection, SCL’s goals are (1) to offer a wide selection of all types of 
media for both learning and leisure in the many languages spoken by Stockholm’s inhabitants, 
and (2) to develop and renew the print and electronic collection; the collection should reflect 
the present and allow for investigation of the past.  In a document titled “Göteborg City 
Library’s Principles for Media Selection” it is stated that the library will have a media 
collection that meets then demand and needs of all residents in a big city.  It also states that 
the library strives for a comprehensive, well-rounded collection in terms of ethical, political 
and religious issues.  The guiding principles in selecting materials shall be “quality, 
objectivity, diversity and accessibility.” The Library Plan for Malmö, under the heading 
“Collections” has a number of goals regarding the collection.  The overriding goal for the 
entire Malmö collection, including media selection, is “diversity and quality.”  A rich 
collection, in relevant languages, for all ages, accessible to persons with disabilities, is also a 
stated goal.    

However, “customer demand” and “market research” are important aspects in the 
determination of the collection in all three libraries. All of the libraries studied take the users’ 
wishes into consideration when making acquisitions, though the degree to which this is 
stressed varies.  For instance, Stockholm states that individuals shall have a greater input in 
the selection and development of the library’s media and services in its annual program. 
Increasing user-input or demand-based acquisitions is likewise emphasized throughout the 
Göteborg Annual Program for 2006, and in the still unpublished program for 2007.     
Göteborg places the most emphasis on user-demand as the basis for collection development, 
and Malmö stresses this least of the libraries studied. 

Malmö pays less lip service to user-demand as a factor in collection development.  However, 
the free lending of video games is a case of the library promoting a popular (and expensive) 
media for seemingly no other reason than they are popular and help increase circulation 
numbers.  Prioritizing video games is an expensive endeavor for the library.  400 000 kronor 
went to the start-up of the video game project and this year another 300 000 are devoted to 
providing free lending of titles such as “Grand Theft Auto” (Zorn, 2006, p.20).   When the 
library relies on grants to operate reading-promotion projects, it is instructive that 700 000 
kronor are spent on video games and their promotion. 

Giving users the opportunity to affect selection, most obviously through purchase requests, 
but also through focus-groups and surveys is an important part of collection development.  
Having a dialogue with users over the collection is vital, but not the same thing as, turning 
over the entire process to user demand, as some have argued for.  To turn over the 
responsibility of collection development to the users is an abandonment of a traditional core 
activity of the profession, not to mention an abdication of an important responsibility to all 
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those who the library serve and potentially serve.  The move toward increased demand-driven 
collection development, part of what Buschman calls “customer-driven librarianship,” is a de 
facto abdication of the commitment to diversity of voices.  It is confusing market populism 
with democracy.  It seems naïve to assume that the ever-increasing concentration of media 
conglomerates would not result in users’ limited awareness of, or exposure to, potentially 
important works from small, independent publishing houses.  Rörling (2001) has likened 
recent trends in collection development in Stockholm to that of a Pressbyrån, a large 
newsstand chain that also sells mass-market paperbacks.  It would stand to reason that a 
marketized institution would transfer responsibility and many processes to the user and 
simultaneously de-professionalize the field.  Basing collection development entirely, or even 
primarily on the market principle of demand, or outsourcing the operation entirely to an entity 
that does, are two ways the library moves toward a market model.  

Though not mentioned specifically in either the Stockholm annual report for 2006 or the 
program for 2007, Biblioteksbladet (2005:02, 2006:03) has reported on a new program first 
tested at three branch libraries within the SCL, and scheduled to expand, which outsources 
much of the acquisitions operation (in the test year, 80% of acquisitions were outsourced to 
Bibliotekstjänst, (BTJ).  BTJ bases their acquisitions on a statistical profile done for each 
branch.  This subject is rich enough for a thesis unto itself, and the debate over the extent to 
which user-demand should steer acquisition policy is far from settled.  Nevertheless, the trend 
toward outsourcing this important professional role, ever increasing user input/demand-
steered acquisitions is clearly a move toward marketization. 

Finally, all of the libraries studied have made it a point to prioritize course literature in their 
collections, that is, course books for adult learning, college and university classes. Prioritizing 
course literature, as all three libraries have done, can be seen as the library giving in to a 
market-based approach.  On the other hand it can also be seen as vital to serving the ideal of 
lifelong learning. 

In summary, the results give a mixed picture of the marketization of the libraries under 
analysis. The libraries are all primarily publicly funded. Only the Stockholm library used 
private sponsorship as a source of funding. However, all three libraries relied rather heavily 
on user fees and service charges, and they all received private grants in 2006. In terms of the 
activities, none of the libraries expressed their goals purely in quantitative terms (although the 
Göteborg library vision was close). The goal assessments indicate libraries preoccupied 
primarily with numbers, however, trying to increase the quantity of visits and loans much like 
a book store. Users were in practice often approached as “customers,” but they were not 
expressly called that in the documents. There were also some market elements involved in the 
determination of collections. 
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6. Concluding discussion 

 
The aim of this thesis was to examine which of various market components that have been 
incorporated in Sweden’s three largest public libraries, Göteborg, Malmö and Stockholm. The 
results point to libraries that have adapted some but not all of the market components 
identified as characteristic of a marketized library in its ideal form. This final section will sum 
up and discuss the findings in light of previous literature. I will end the thesis by talking about 
future directions the study of public libraries may take. 

The first set of market features discussed in this thesis concerned the funding of public 
libraries. While the vast majority of all three libraries’ funding comes from the public sector, 
there are market elements to be found in the way the libraries are funded.  All of the libraries 
receive grants from external sources in order to operate fairly basic programs and services, 
such as Malmö’s READ! project, and Göteborg’s “Göteborg reads a book” program – two 
basic reading promotion projects which are thought to be part of the mission of public 
libraries.  All rely to some extent on their own income-generating activities and policies, both 
in the form of fees and service charges, but also in the form of sales.  These include the 
standard, for the library world, small items such as post-cards, bags, and photocopying cards, 
to larger activities such as renting out space in the library, i.e. the auditorium in Göteborg.  At 
least one of the libraries, Stockholm, employs sponsorship and has plans to expand this 
income source.   

The extent to which the libraries studied rely on fees and charges varies greatly.  Malmö relies 
on fees for 13.6 % of its income, while Göteborg generates a stunning 24 % of its income 
from fees and charges.  Buschman has criticized libraries that derive as much as 15% of their 
income from fees and service charges as practicing “customer-driven driven librarianship” 
(2003, p.121).  I must admit to being surprised by the amount of income derived from fees 
and service charges, especially in the case of Göteborg.  Perhaps the process Audunson 
described as happening in Göteborg in the 1990s – the political and economic 
(“environmental”) turbulence that led to many changes and the abandonment of some 
professional principles continued on or even accelerated throughout the past decade up to 
today?  Whatever the case, a certain market aspect to revenue generation is definitely present 
in Göteborg. 

It is not my intention to criticize libraries for seeking grants.  Clearly, if libraries had better 
funding they would not be reliant on grants to perform core functions.  Nevertheless, it is 
important to point out the problems involved in grants as a form of funding.   Buschman has 
on a number of occasions pointed out the technological bias associated with most grants.  
Project proposals that do not emphasize some new and expensive technology are at a decided 
disadvantage to those that do.  We saw that many of the projects that Stockholm funded 
through the large “Competence Fund” had a technological profile.  We also saw that this grant 
expired at the end of 2006, and that the Annual Program for 2007 and the Library Plan call for 
increasing sponsorship, grants, and ties in general to the business world.  With this focus it is 
easy to see how actively pursuing outreach to disadvantaged groups and the compensatory 
role that the democratic library can play would fall into the background. 

Malmö’s stated goal of becoming a “fusion library” for economic growth is also somewhat 
puzzling.  While the overall impression one gets from reading Malmö’s programs, reports and 
library plan is one of a dynamic, progressive institution promoting democracy and integration, 
this little foray into acting as a tool for the community’s economic growth is an example of 
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what Hansson sharply criticizes, given that there is little or no evidence that a public library 
can even do this.  It must be mentioned as well that all of the libraries studied have a business-
services unit which caters to the needs of business owners. 

The second set of market features examined in this thesis concerned the activities of the 
library, more specifically involving the goals of the library, the approach to the user, and the 
acquisition of the collection.  There appeared to be somewhat of a discrepancy between the 
goals of programs and services as expressed in the various documents of the libraries and the 
assessments of those programs and services as expressed in the annual reports.  Whereas the 
goals of the services and programs provided speak to inherently valuable principles such as 
freedom of expression, free thinking, knowledge, democracy, language development and a 
fondness for reading, the assessments speak in quantitative terms of numbers of visits and 
circulation.  This could be due to the difficulties with quantifying goals like promoting 
freedom of expression.  Still, the approach to goals in all three libraries is clearly influenced 
by the idea that more is better – more visits, more loans, etc. – and that “better”, or quality, 
can be measured through statistics.  All of the libraries studied indicated this value system 
somewhere in their documents, both in the planning, goal-setting documents (e.g. 
Stockholm’s goal to increase the number of visits and loans) as well as the annual reports 
(Malmö’s video game lending considered a great success due to high circulation numbers).  
After reading the annual reports, I don’t think it is unfair to conclude that maximizing the 
quantity of outputs regardless of content is the overriding goal of all of the libraries studied.  

In terms of how the users are approached, this also provides a mixed picture. None of the 
libraries state as an explicit goal that they should target the users that are most likely to 
increase the numbers of visits and loans at the library. The user groups mentioned as of 
particular interest are all groups that are marginalized in some sense.  All of the libraries have 
bookmobiles and service for home-bound users.  They all have extensive programs for 
children and youth, and all prioritize children, youth, and students of all ages.  All of the 
libraries name immigrants and the elderly as prioritized user-groups as well.  Malmö places 
the greatest emphasis on promoting and actualizing democracy through the library.  It also 
seems to have the most developed programs for immigrants and integration.   

One user group is notable in its absence, however, namely working class men. This 
demographic reads the least in Sweden, and its reading is on the decline. This group is 
underprivileged in a number of ways in a market society such as Sweden. There is 
nevertheless remarkably little class perspective in the three libraries’ plans and assessments.  
Malmö does mention class more than the other two, but there is little or no discussion about 
the compensatory role the library can play in strengthening the learning, critical skills and 
democratic values of working class men. The democratic model at work seems to be liberal 
and passive.           

Approaching the user as a customer has been highlighted and problematized by Budd, 
Buschman, Day, Hansson, McGuigan and Rörling, among others.  It is interesting to note that 
none of the libraries explicitly refer to users as customers.  This doesn’t necessarily mean that 
a customer approach to users is not there.  Göteborg, as noted earlier, uses a “Satisfied 
Customer Index” (Nöjd Kund Index).   

Overall, the collections and collection development goals and policies of the three libraries 
indicate a commitment to quality and a diversity of voices.  However, some marketization in 
the area of collections is certainly present.  All three libraries charge a fee for the use of part 
of their collection – namely for the lending of videos.    

My own personal experience with the Göteborg city library has been extremely positive in 
regards to their collection.  The fact that Göteborg uses proceeds from video/DVD rentals to 
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purchase new materials beyond the allotment for new purchases is interesting and makes my 
task more difficult.  It is a case of the library marketizing a segment of its collection for the 
improvement of the collection as a whole.  Is it then a case of, as Audunson suggests, paying 
homage to two gods simultaneously?  As a library user I am happy for the expanded 
collection made possible by DVD rentals; as a “customer” who often rents DVDs from the 
library, I am happy that there is at least one place in Göteborg that offers something other than 
big-budget blockbusters and lets me keep the videos for a week.  But as a citizen who is 
concerned with the market encroaching into what was previously a market-free area of life, I 
am weary that once we open the public library up to this sort of marketization, more will 
follow.   I was unable to determine if Malmö and Stockholm also utilize income from rentals 
to new media acquisitions. 

Another element of marketization in regards to collection is the outsourcing of acquisitions 
that Stockholm is currently experimenting with.  A company running part of a library’s 
operation, such as acquisitions, is one of the mechanisms identified by Rikowski (2002) as 
privatization.  This is troubling in a professional sense – what will be left of the core duties of 
librarianship when everything gets outsourced?  Will this not eventually lead to de-
professionalization and to the librarian becoming nothing more than a glorified bookstore 
retail clerk?  It is also troubling in a democratic sense.  Basing collection development on 
statistical profiles is bound to lead to narrower collections.  Indeed, one of the complaints 
made about the experiment in Stockholm was that the new acquisitions were more 
“mainstream” than they had been when librarians were in charge of the process (Rabe, 2005, 
p.4). 

Previous scholarship on the marketization of Swedish libraries gives the impression of 
wholesale changes in the library’s mission, from a democratic public library to a market-
oriented organization.  Indeed some components of the market are present in the libraries 
studied, as we’ve seen.  In particular, the high reliance on user fees and service charges and 
external funds for resources; the emphasis on quantitative measures of success in the guise of 
high gate counts and increased circulation regardless of content; the emphasis on demand-
steered collection development and the outsourcing of acquisitions are all troublesome 
developments. 

However, very little sponsorship has thus far occurred, and the vast majority of library 
funding still comes from the public, meaning that the library is still considered a “public 
good.” The stated goals of two of the three libraries do not reflect a marketized approach, 
even if the goal assessments suggest so. Marginalized user groups are targeted as of specific 
importance to the library, and the collections are still primarily shaped by principles of quality 
and diversity. There are many reasons to be optimistic about the future of Swedish public 
libraries, in short. 

Of course the absence of market components does not necessarily equal the presence of a 
public library dedicated to democracy. I was surprised to learn that none of the libraries 
examined in this thesis assess whether and to what extent their stated goals of promoting 
learning, freedom of expression and other democratic values and capacities were met. There is 
also very little scholarship addressing this question.  In my view, questions concerning the 
democratic nature and impact of contemporary Swedish public libraries would fruitful for 
future studies. What democratic components are present in the Swedish public library of 
today? Do they really serve as a forum for public deliberation and critical thinking? How 
effective are public libraries in promoting democracy?      

The history of public libraries, in the U.S. or elsewhere, is not a linear development of 
increasing democratic inclusion, where all have always been welcome and made to feel at 
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home.  Neither has it been the headquarters for a subversive cultural revolution.  Harris has 
repeatedly produced a revisionist history of librarianship in America, pointing to libraries’ 
role in reproducing the culture of the elites, as opposed to resisting an oppressive culture (see, 
for example, Harris’ “State, Class, and Cultural Reproduction”). When arguing for a 
progressive, democratic mission for librarianship, it is best that we not hearken back to a 
“golden age” that never was.  Addressing the critique that librarianship has historically served 
the interests of the elites in society, Buschman writes “Librarianship has historically extended 
the democratic public sphere within its walls: the flawed democratic bases on which 
librarianship was founded has been revised, extended, and made more inclusive” (Buschman, 
2003, p.47). 

However one chooses to view the development of libraries, whether their growth came as a 
result of selfless philanthropy, paternalistic sympathies, as a way to keep the unwashed 
masses from arming and revolting, whatever lay behind this impressive growth, the 
conception of information was the same.  As Webster forcefully claims, “public libraries were 
formed and developed on the basis of a notion that information was a resource which 
belonged to everyone and not a commodity which might be proprietary and hence privately 
owned” (Webster, 1995, p.112).  Letting commercial interests enter into the library’s 
operations is a slippery slope.  I chose to end with an extended quote from media scholar and 
historian Siva Vaidhyanathan, whose book The Anarchist in the Library (2004) provided 
inspiration for this thesis: 
 

 There is real value in a public library and its metaphorical counter-part, the information 
 commons. Though not quantifiable, it is discernible and essential.  Public libraries are 
 functional expressions of  Enlightenment principles.  We are about to let commercial 
 interests shut them down (this will be news to  most people but not to librarians).  The 
 public library is where the public domain lives, the place where  we gain access to the 
 information commons.  As our rights of fair use, first sale, and use of works in the 
 public domain disappear, so do the raw materials of our culture and democracy.  Most 
 importantly, the  public library is where those without money, power, access, university 
 affiliation, or advanced degrees can get information for free. Thus trends toward a 
 pay-per-view delivery system threaten both the public library and Enlightenment  ideals.  
 They signal the dawn of the age of proprietary information. 

 

(Vaidhyanathan, 2004, p.124) 
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7. Summary 

 
In this thesis I have examined elements of market adaptation, or marketization, in the three 
largest public libraries in Sweden – Stockholm, Göteborg and Malmö – from a critical theory 
perspective. 

An ideal type analysis was used to analyze and characterize the funding and activities of 
Swedish public libraries. I began by creating an ideal type of marketized library – a 
theoretical construct identifying the central components of an archetypical marketized library 
– which was used as a tool of comparison in the analysis of the three libraries.  To identify 
components of a marketized library, I looked at how the library is funded, on the one hand, 
and library activities, on the other.  Briefly, the funding of an ideal marketized library is (1) 
not public; and relies on (2) user fees; and (3) private grants and sponsorship.  On activities, 
(4) the objectives are to maximize the quantity of output, regardless of qualitative content 
such as whether the library contributes to more knowledgeable citizens and democracy. 
Furthermore, (5) users are approached as “customers” and (6) collections are determined by 
user demand and other market criteria.  

The results give a mixed picture.  The libraries are all primarily publicly funded.  Only the 
Stockholm City Library used private sponsorship as a source of funding.  However, all three 
libraries relied rather heavily on user fees and service charges, and all received private grants 
in 2006.  A particularly peculiar situation was seen in Malmö, where a program promoting 
reading to school-aged children is funded exclusively through a grant from a private 
foundation while acquisitions of new video games appears to come out of the general public 
allotment for new media acquisitions. 

Another notable funding trend is the proportion of income derived through fees and service 
charges, with the Göteborg City Library deriving nearly a quarter of its income from fees and 
service charges.  The reliance on fees and service charges is a clear indication of a marketized 
library, and it could be argued that such heavy reliance on fees and charges threatens the 
democratic public sphere position of the public library.  On the other hand, Göteborg 
specifically uses the income derived from video/DVD rentals for collection development, 
meaning this library clearly has a richer collection than would be the case without the extra 
money.  The same can be said of the Stockholm City Library’s popular children’s library 
“Room for Kids” (Rum för barn), which was made possible by a sponsorship deal with the 
department store chain Åhléns.   

In terms of activities, none of the libraries expressed their goals purely in quantitative terms. 
All three libraries stated that they seek to stimulate free thinking, creativity and fondness of 
reading, all of which are central to a viable democracy and hardly indicative of a marketized 
approach.  However, the libraries’ goal assessments indicate that the libraries are preoccupied 
primarily with numbers – trying to increase the number of visits and loans much like a 
bookstore.  Less attention is paid to who is visiting the library (in terms of demographics) and 
what is being lent, meaning that a small core of very active but homogenous and privileged 
users would indicate a successful library.  Though none of the libraries studied explicitly 
referred to users as “customers,” users are in practice often approached as such.  There were 
also some market elements involved in the determination of collections, especially in the 
Göteborg and Stockholm libraries.  User demand is increasingly emphasized, and in the case 
of Stockholm, some outsourcing of acquisitions is being instituted.
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