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n attitudinal investigation of 

ethnic diversity and the public library 

 

Abstract 

This paper considers the role of the public library in ameliorating relations 

between communities, and the appropriateness of a multicultural or 

assimilationist approach via which to deliver socially inclusive services. 

Qualitative findings from two inductive studies, each of which focused on 

different aspects of the capacity of public library staff to deliver culturally 

inclusive services, are analyzed in relation to concepts such as social capital, 

cultural and ethnic diversity, institutional racism and cultural awareness. The 

paper focuses on staffing issues and on . It 

is concluded that recruitment strategies are slow to address the homogeneity of 

the current library workforce, and that a revised approach to recruitment and 

subsequent training should be made. Furthermore, it is suggested that a 

community-wide exposure to materials about other ethnic cultures can contribute 

to the reduction of existing social fragmentation.  

 

Keywords 

Cultural diversity, public library, multicultural, assimilation, intercultural, social 

capital.  

 



 

Introduction: a changing cultural profile 

Data from the most recent national Census - held on 29 April 2001  showed the 

total UK population at that time to be 58,789,194, and the non-white population 

to be 4,635,296 (7.9%) (Office for National Statistics, 2003). No further Census 

has been conducted since that time, but estimated figures released by the Office 

for National Statistics in 2010 for the period mid-2001 to mid-2007 in England 

and Wales only suggest that of an overall population of 54,072,000, the number 

- of the total (Office for National 

Statistics, 2010). Although these are only experimental statistics (and only relate 

to England and Wales), they are indication that the minority population in the 

UK is increasing in size.  

 
Western attitudes towards the concept of immigration, and consequently to the 

provision of services for minority ethnic communities, can be differentiated by 

ideological persuasion. Berger (2002) identifies three phases: Laissez-faire, 

where there is little formal policy; Plural Integration, where new cultures sit 

alongside existing mainstream culture and cultural diversity is promoted; and 

Assimilation, which encourages incoming ethnic minorities to adopt facets of the 

mainstream culture. In practice, there is no clear-cut division between the three 

phases, as all cultural transition is likely to involve a balance of pluralization and 

assimilation. Despite this, the immigration debate usually proceeds as if an action 

must fall into one or other of the three categories. Whereas Elbehausen and Skov 

(2004) argue the case for integration, or assimilation, critics such as Barter 

strongly promote multiculturalism whereby, he argues, 

(1996:13). In describing their 



 

similarly 

side by side. Only then will we foster empathy by learning more of each other 

and reduce the distrust betwee

mean breaking with an illusion that still hol

(126).  

 

Certainly, it has been observed by certain social commentators that the concept 

the cultural groups within such a society are ma

2010), has not been entirely successful. In 2004 Trevor Philips, Chair of the 

and had ceased to be useful in mod three years later 

experiences defined by their ethnicity rather than their ambitions, and this 

In 2006 the previous Labour 

government launched a Commission on Integration and Cohesion, in order to 

address what they saw as increasing segregation and minimal contact between 

different minority ethnic communities in the UK (BBC, 2006).  

 

The research context 

Operating within this complex environment, the contemporary UK public library 

service has been selected as the context for this paper, primarily because of its 

function as a service for all members of society, and its perceived role in 



 

ameliorating relations between communities (MLA, 2005).  Yet is it the role of 

the library to promote pluralistic integration (generally referred to as 

multiculturalism), to assist new cultures with assimilation into the mainstream 

culture, or would neither approach be appropriate? A multicultural approach, in 

provision should be targeting all users of libraries, whilst an assimilationist 

approach would encourage the specific targeting of minority ethnic communities.  

 

To summarise, the two principal research questions upon which this paper is 

based are as follows:  

 A ? 

 Do public library staff have the most appropriate skills and attitudes with 

which to deliver these services? 

 

In order to respond to these far-reaching questions, this paper will draw from 

theories of multiculturalism and social capital, in order to explore the relevant 

literature and the findings of two recent studies, each of which focuses in part or 

entirely on public library services to minority ethnic communities, and staff 

attitudes towards the provision of those services. The first is an AHRC-funded 

project into the role of empathy in community librarianship1, hereafter described 

The second is a Masters dissertation (supervised by Birdi), which 

investigated staff attitudes towards services for minority ethnic communities in 

predominantly white geographical areas (Mansoor, 2006), hereafter described as 

                                                 
 



 

 The focus of Study 1 was on the concept of social inclusion in general 

terms, whereas Study 2 was a specific investigation of services to minority ethnic 

communities. Each inductive study was primarily qualitative, although 

triangulated both quantitative and qualitative methods, in surveys and 

interviews/focus groups with library staff. Data collected from questionnaire 

surveys were then used to form interview/focus group schedules. Such a 

methodology promotes a recursive research process (Gorman and Clayton, 1997) 

of several research stages: establishing a theoretical framework, formulating a 

research plan, collecting and interpreting data, and reporting findings. These 

stages are fluid, with movement between them as some stages are revisited. 

 

Social capital and the public library service 

 

poverty and social exclusion in Britain, stating that the gap between the 

poorest and more affluent areas has become increasingly polarised: in the 

 

 

housing and education. In a study of the reality of social exclusion within 

communities, and particularly on housing estates, it was confirmed that those 

most vulnerable to social exclusion were likely to be poorly educated, low skilled 

and de-  

such vulnerable groups, despite being in the minority, were perceived as 

defining the culture of an estate and colouring its reputation in the 

neighbourhood and community (Page, 2000). Social divisions are thus 

reinforced by the identification of neighbourhoods and communities, and their 



 

inhabitants, as undesirable and underachieving, causing localised social 

fragmentation (Crow and Maclean, 2000). 

 

The spatial concentration of excluded and disadvantaged groups and their 

associated problems causes low levels of social engagement and civic 

interaction, often described as social capital. In recent years, discussion 

surrounding the effects of social exclusion has become more closely linked to the 

soci  

 

Arguably the most widely accepted definition of the term comes from Putnam 

such as networks, norms, and trust, that facilitate action and cooperation for 

 Hillenbrand (2005) comments that social capital remains a 

academic and philosophical popularity has increased, having transcended its 

original theoretical disciplines of sociology, economics and political science, to 

be widely discussed and acknowledged in a wide range of policy fields such as 

community studies, education, occupational science and governance.   

 

The idea of developing social capital is subsequently being incorporated into 

policies and programmes to address social exclusion, including notions of 

developing community networks, encouraging civic and community engagement, 

establishing community identity and solidarity, and norms of trust, help and 



 

support (Percy-Smith, 2000). 

  

 

A review of the literature concerning public libraries as developers of social 

capital concludes that the service encourages civic engagement by bringing 

citizens together, upholds democratic ideals by making information freely 

available to all citizens, bridges social capital by engaging in partnerships with 

other community organizations, encourages trust through social inclusion and 

cohesion, facilitates local dialogue, and  fosters community participation in a 

public space (Hillebrand, 2005; Vårheim, 2007). Kerslake and Kinnell (1998) 

assert that it tizenship and 

democracy that illustrates its true value as a socially inclusive service, and 

ne 

  

 

Field (2003) uses the term social capital as a way of conceptualising the 

intangible resources, shared values and trust which people draw upon in 

everyday life. A consequence for social exclusion is that social capital can 

promote inequality as access to different networks is distributed unequally, and 

can therefore be used as resources of status and privilege at the expense of 

others. Those with high levels of financial and cultural capital are more likely to 

have higher levels of social capital. An illustration of this issue can be found in 

the recent research by Japzon & Gong (2008) into public library use in New 



 

inte

authors offer a means of reducing these problems 

branches in disadvantaged neighbourhoods should get higher budgets than are 

 However, another strategy, 

proposed by Vå offer better core 

y attracting new groups of library 

 

 

A number of recent reports have also sought to highlight the impact, both actual 

and potential, that public libraries have in specific areas of targeting the causes of 

social exclusion, and thereby increasing social capital. In addition to the strategic 

documents from professional bodies providing recommendations for how the 

public library service can contribute to social policy objectives, such objectives 

service. Summaries of policy drivers published by the 

also explores the perceived changing political context of social exclusion, 

different definitions and objectives used within the debate, and questions where 

 

 

The role of the public library service in supporting cultural diversity 



 

Audunson (2005) describes public librarianship 

given the role of the public library service in supporting immigrants to the United 

States, and in supporting all members of a rapidly changing industrial society of 

more than a century ago. One of the earliest modern references to library services 

for minority ethnic communities was made in 

Croker, 1975), in which the author focused 

specifically on South Asian immigrants. The first large-scale piece of research 

into the provision of public library services for minority ethnic communities in 

Britain was conducted by Clough and Quarmby (1978), who included 

participants from a diverse range of backgrounds in their study. They aimed to 

produce a national picture of services to minority ethnic communities, but 

acknowledged cultural differences between the participants, separating the major 

communities and providing background cultural information for each. Both texts 

were produced a relatively short time after a period of major immigration, and as 

a consequence focused almost exclusively on participants who were born outside 

considers that ethnic minority provision at the time is regarded as a temporary 

(1975:127). 

 

At the beginning of the next decade, Coleman (1981) writes when library staff 

are starting to address the permanence of the issue. She also recognizes that there 

are issues particular to members of minority ethnic communities who were born 

increasing emphasis placed on 

traditional culture, the mother-



 

formulate the notion, touched upon by Clough and Quarmby (1978), that 

minority ethnic service provision has a role not just for the communities 

themselves, but also for white people. 

 

on diversity and cultural awareness, and ensuring that everyone has the 

ce is not engaging with this role, 

 and accepting 

   

 

The threat of institutional racism 

In their well-publicized 1998 study, Roach and Morrison acknowledged that 

public libraries had by then recognized some of the challenges of ethnic 

diversity, but suggested nonetheless that the insularity of a library is a barrier, 

concluding: 

Replacing 

 the management of a problem 

-

their research consisted of an audit and extended case studies encompassing 

ethnic minority involvement in policy, communication with minority ethnic 

communities, marketing and promotion, and the identification of good practice in 



 

h and Morrison, 1998:10).  

 

The MacPherson report, produced after the death of teenager Stephen Lawrence, 

considered the issue of institutional racism in the public sector, and concluded 

that much remains to be done in terms of combating racism within those 

institutions which serve the public, including the public library service 

(MacPherson, 1999).  

 

describes a different 

approach to the topic, considering that libraries should not only improve their 

provision of services to minority ethnic communities, but that they may have a 

role to play in building a society that is more aware and understanding of 

differences between cultures

2004:300).  

 

question which asked library staff respondents to indicate the extent to which 

they agreed with the statement 



 

One of the Chief Librarians interviewed for the research believed that progress 

had been made within the service, but as the author noted in her analysis: 

 

er than we 

provided a few books for an ethnic minority group, they have done their 

bit, and he suspected that this attitude had traces of the institutionally 

l racism being a kind of inherent tendency 

(Peters, 2000:58) 

 

More recently, this complex issue was raised in Study 2, in which one librarian 

interviewee referred to ce amongst the old guard of staff, 

 

 

Cultural diversity and the public library workforce 

Taking into account the Census figures given above and regarding the users of 

public library services, data collected by CIPFA (The Chartered Institute of 

Public Finance and Accountancy) state that 9.1% of library users are not white, 

-white people in the total 

population of the UK (CIPFA, 2006).  

 

Could it be said that the public library workforce reflects these proportions? The 

2005 Library Workforce Survey revealed that within the library workforce 6.7% 

of staff were from ethnic minorities, 83.8% were white, whilst information on the 



 

remaining 9.5% was not known. The employment of staff from ethnic minorities 

was highest amongst administrative staff (11.9%) and lower amongst support 

Organization, 2006:11). 

 

Cultural diversity amongst public library staff has been an issue of close scrutiny 

for some time. Datta and Simsova (1989) noted that ethnic minorities are 

Ocholla (2002) 

observes that workplace diversity within the South African library and 

information profession, suffers from a degree of complacency, and a priority to 

placate existing staff members rather than thinking of future workforce 

development.  

 

A social inclusion consultation project undertaken by the public library service, 

-

library staff meaning that staff were, consciously or unconsciously, presenting 

barriers for certain people and groups, a finding that was informed by discussion 

with respondents from one of the most deprived estates in the county (Wright, 

reflect race and class in their equal opportunity statements and their staff 

recruitment, development and service improvement strategies, and the failure of 

public library services to reflect the diversity of their communities. This raises 

interesting questions regarding the definition of cultural diversity with reference 

to social inclusion, and the capacity of the public library service to have a 

representative workforce. 



 

 

In line with the national statistics given above, the 453 respondents to the 

national library staff survey conducted as part of Study 1 were predominantly 

white (89.6%), with other ethnic groups represented only in very small numbers.  

Respondents were divided as to whether or not such a homogenous workforce 

had implications for the delivery of socially inclusive services, with opinion 

shaped by personal identity and experience. Certain respondents claimed that 

staff are capable of empathy irrespective of their own cultural background, and 

that the ability to deliver socially inclusive services is dependant upon skill and 

personality traits rather than identity: 

 

lined to say yes it should [have implications

in practice, as long as the white middle aged women are open minded and 

  

 

-British middle aged 

women are not capable o

.  

 

Those who disagreed thought the homogenous profile would have a negative 

impact from a user perspective, particularly in terms of the first impressions of a 

library service that people may have. There was an assumption that people may 

-white, female, 

middle-aged environment, even if they were from English speaking and from 

settled communities: 

 



 

t does have an impact though; those first impressions can turn someone 

round and right back out of the door.  

 

, 

, middle-aged, 

middle class women!  

 

These views are supported by Tso (2007), whose study of library services to the 

Sheffield Chinese community found that a number of both staff and users felt 

ee of trust 

and confidence in people they recognize as familiar, or relate to and understand.   

 

Staff attitudes towards ethnic diversity 

In 1999 Roach and Morrison considered those public library staff who had not 

of ethnic minority provision, and 

suggested that their arguments would generally fall into one or more of the 

following categories: 

 They do not know what to do, how to act 

 They feel that there are insufficient funds to do anything new 

 They believe that there is no need to do anything as ethnicity will fade as 

an issue through cultural assimilation 

 They feel that they have already responded adequately to issues of ethnic 

diversity. 

 



 

Almost ten years later, the first two of those justifications (in particular) can be 

clearly seen in the staff responses for Study 1. The influence of the political 

climate and local government culture is felt to have had a strong impact on 

interpretations of, and responses to, social inclusion policy within public 

libraries. Library staff are highly aware of the political environment in which 

they operate, and this can lead to a certain cynicism or apprehension when 

considering their contribution to social inclusion objectives. 

 

culture within local government, which made them suspicious of organizational 

motivation in meeting the social inclusion agenda. There is a sense that local 

authority chief executives create a superficial and cosmetic atmosphere for staff, 

particularly when correlating inclusion objectives to service standards and 

awards: 

 

-50 African-Caribbeans, 

please ring the Chief 

 

 

-

their service delivery on an operational level, for example with stock collections. 



 

encouraging negativity towards what is perceived to be overt political 

correctness:  

 

ago, we had a very small collection of books in Hindi and Punjabi, and 

four and half years later, those books were still sitting in exactly the same 

place without a date stamp in them because nobody had taken any of 

take these books somewhere 

of material, and it took four years to get them shifted because nobody 

 

 

ield and you forget that 

 

 

relevance and appropriateness of service decisions and staff attitudes towards the 

governance of their services, their own morale and levels of engagement. The 

general consensus seemed to be that the concept of community librarianship is 

becoming lost in a culture of political pressure and that social inclusion 

objectives ar  

 



 

-cultural profile but 

the way that 

any ethnic minorities, so we might be prepared if any ever turn up but our 

 

 

Cultural awareness and training 

Stauss and Mang (1999) explored the concept of culture shocks in inter-cultural 

service encounters in a study of air travellers from three different nations. 

  -

conceived service expectations, was associated with the individual or the 

towards people from different racial and ethnic backgrounds, Wang et al (2003) 

recommend the development of an occupational empathic multicultural 

awareness tool to inform the recruitment and professional development of 

education professionals. Mann (1997) criticizes 

emotions of employees, in what is described as emotional labour, as this can 

have dysfunctional effects on both the individual and the organization.  

 

Considering the above, we can suggest that in a service profession where inter-

cultural encounters are likely to take place, staff with a genuine capacity for 

empathic concern may have the most effective outcome and facilitate the most 

positive perceptions and customer evaluation of their employing organizations. 

And with specific reference to ethnic diversity, Zhang (2006) recommends that 



 

library staff should receive staff training in  in 

order to deliver the best possible service to all potential users. Findings from 

Studies 1 and 2 and the literature would suggest that an appropriate training 

name suggests, the objective of such training is to raise 

to increase levels of empathy in engaging with people from such cultures.  

 

Study 1 participants were asked to comment on the quality and effectiveness of 

existing training and communication methods within their own local authorities, 

with reference to raising awareness and developing skills within a social 

inclusion context. Some felt that training events or courses they had attended 

were outdated and no longer relevant to modern British society, or to the social 

challenges facing minority groups and service providers: 

 

training are real  went on a course about raising cultural 

British  issues of 

 

 

ource of cultural 

influence is American hip-hop and gangster rap, which is much more 

relevant than having a meeting about onion bhajis  

 



 

There are various issues associated with the use of localized (relevant to 

individual local authorities and communities) or more generic (often referred to 

delivery of a national project felt that the associated generic materials were 

inappropriate for local delivery, and that resources could have been allocated 

more effectively to ensure correct or more appropriate regional training 

provision. Another respondent felt that training was perhaps a little too local-

based and reactive, and did not facilitate understanding of wider political 

objectives and policy frameworks:   

 

ized and on a need to know basis, 

which is good for the community outlook, but less beneficial when you 

ask about policy and how  

 

Other factors affecting the success and effectiveness of training provision - and 

arguably, therefore, the socially inclusive role of public libraries as a whole - 

include the lack of time and resources to provide comprehensive training and 

development opportunities for all staff. Senior Management interviewees 

believed that training provided by their individual authorities was appropriate on 

the whole, though several commented that provision could be improved with 

more investment in available time and money. It was implied, however, that 

senior managers view training as a supplementary activity designed to build on 

existing knowledge and skills: 

 



 

any training, the people attending need the right aptitude for it or it wo

 

 

, these are skills that people should have before they come to the 

training we provide is adequ  

 

Attitudes such as these were criticized by Study 1 workshop participants (invited 

key stakeholders from public library authorities and professional bodies) who felt 

ication 

 

 

A culturally sensitive recruitment process? 

Respondents to Study 1 noted that staff demographics are symptomatic of the 

recruitment processes employed by libraries and the type of applicants they 

receive. It was felt that central recruitment policies do not give individual 

libraries the freedom to recruit appropriate people: 

 

a long way from achieving it, particularly disability and ethnic 

which is out of our hands and done centrally, through Manpower, which 



 

from our point of view is very unsuccessful in terms of social inclusion, 

and just generally, really.  

 

The issue of equal opportunities was raised as potentially sensitive and difficult 

when discussing the need to diversify staff profiles. There is a perceived tension 

between meeting expected criteria and fulfilling equal opportunities objectives, 

and recruiting staff with the required skills and competencies. Two respondents 

reported prior experience of this having occurred, with consequences for staff 

development and morale: 

 

ticking the 

 

 

 izing people from certain 

communities, but I will criticize the employment policy that dictates you 

must emplo

 

 

It was anticipated that the cultural profile of public library staff may change and 

develop over time, becoming increasingly diverse through successive generations 

of ethnic minority communities and different cultural groups:  

 

tre on its own, replicating the culture from 



 

maybe in the future things might change with second and third generation 

communities  

 

R degree of integration and co-operation 

could be achieved, and considered it to be a probability due to the continually 

changing and developing demographic profile of the country as a whole. It was 

felt, however, that this will be more realistically and easily achieved on a short-

term basis, in high density urban regions.  

 

Are multicultural services for all?  

So far, this exploration of the role of the public library service in supporting and 

promoting ethnic diversity has concentrated on staffing issues, whether in terms 

of general staff attitudes towards diversity, or specifically considering 

recruitment and training. However, the values of a truly inclusive organization 

should be reflected not only in terms of its personnel, but also in the resources it 

provides. The final part of this paper will therefore consider diversity in terms of 

public library materials, and the impact they may have on the entire community.  

 

In 1996 Tyerman found that the provision of a multilingual service was 

more recent (2007) study of library services to Chinese communities found that 

non-

es Berger 



 

(2002) concludes that it is mainly older members of minority ethnic communities 

who request materials in their mother tongue, and that younger users generally 

prefer to read in English.  

 

Pettingill and Morgan (1996) tested the ethnic composition 

multicultural texts  in 

bibliographies. Whilst such a method is fairly limited in its approach, it 

nonetheless raises questions as to the nature and composition of minority ethnic 

stock collections, and whether or not they should match the profile of the local 

community.  

 

As part of the interviews conducted for Study 2 library staff were asked to 

consider this issue, and found that staff from areas with a diverse ethnic profile 

agreed that library stock should reflect all local people:  

 

that their stock and other services reflect the diverse make-up of their 

 

 

 

 

The implications of this for libraries with small ethnic minority populations, 

however, are less clear. One respondent from a lower ethnicity area expressed 

that their lack of demand and of ethnic minority communities meant that they 

had little ethnic minority stock, whereas other staff in similar areas suggested 



 

that libraries in predominantly white areas still needed to have a large interest in 

ethnic minority provision, for both pragmatic and philosophical reasons: 

 

Communities throughout the country could have an influx of foreign 

workers at any time, and that means they should be aware of the need to 

cater to all communities.  

 

I think having a good variety of multicultural stock in white areas like 

this benefits society.  

 

For most library staff, the reflection of national cultural diversity was seen in 

positive terms:  

 

I would definitely keep doing them [promotions of ethnic minority 

 cultural diversity.  

 

 makes the 

UK the UK, the fact that we have this diverse range of interest and 

whatever else, and it all feeds back into the cultural melee that is the 

country.  

 

One respondent in particular expressed his desire for all people, regardless of 

ethnic background, to benefit from materials about different cultures: 

 



 

items of interest to ethnic min

awkward (leaving aside the issue of language for a moment). It's my 

of stock that caters for tastes across the board, and therefore to single out 

items of stock for a culture or community is unnecessary.  

 

The concept of multiculturalism, or pluralism

alongside existing cultures, was generally welcomed by Study 2 respondents as a 

notion of public library service provision, in particular because of its perceived 

capacity to increase mutual tolerance and understanding of cultures: 

 

 

 educational value for 

 minorities, or at least acclimatize 

people to the fact that there are other cultures out there and there are other 

ways of looking at the world. Integration in this country does generally 

work very well.  

 

Nevertheless, library staff also noted the potential benefits of a cultural 

assimilation approach, whereby library services could help minority ethnic 

communities to familiarize themselves with the culture they had entered: 

 

 

to improve their language skills. Because often this is their reason for 

coming to work here.  



 

 

I think if I had to change anything, improve anything, I would encourage 

greater use of mainstream materials and activities by ethnic minorities  

 

Evidently, the assimilation approach is uni-directional, involving only (in this 

case) the immersion of minority ethnic communities in UK culture, whereas 

other respondents would support a more two-way transaction, an intercultural 

model whereby the majority community is also given the opportunity to learn 

about other cultures:  

 

I think that what we should strive for is Britishness, and that involves 

everybody, I really hope that we should encourage open-mindedness. 

 other cultures, and in doing so 

learn more about other cultures and in doing so learn more about 

yourself.  

 

In conclusion 

In conclusion, findings of both Studies 1 and 2 have demonstrated that that 

public library staff in the UK generally recognize the importance of providing a 

service for minority ethnic communities in every library service, whether or not 

the local area is ethnically diverse.  

 

Some respondents regarded staff cultural profiles as irrelevant, suggesting that all 

public library employees should possess sufficient cognitive empathy skills, and 

be therefore able to provide responsive and sensitive library services for a wide 



 

range of users and social groups. For others, it was felt that traditionally 

disadvantaged groups will place a greater degree of trust and confidence in 

people they can recognize as familiar, can relate to and understand. Certainly, 

recruitment strategies are slow to change the obvious homogeneity of the current 

public library personnel, which is predominantly white, middle aged, and middle 

class, and although there is hope that this will happen in the longer term, there 

needs to be a revised approach for the immediate future of the service.   

 

Furthermore, staff training was perceived by many to be inadequate in its current 

form, with a frequent emphasis on basic cultural awareness and not on the more 

complex nature of delivering a culturally appropriate service in an ethnically 

diverse society. It is therefore recommended that existing training provision be 

revised, in order to take into account this paradigm shift in minority ethnic 

servi

groups, but also on the changing needs of the more established communities.  

 

The literature suggests that services for minority ethnic communities have tended 

to focus almost exclusively on foreign language provision. It is the perception of 

some library staff that this is still the main focus of this aspect of the library 

service. However, given the findings of Study 2 it could be concluded that the 

a variety of purposes. There is undoubtedly a 

need for material in other languages, for both the settled and newer communities 

(such as the Eastern European migrant workers). Arguably, obtaining material in 

other languages is the most important challenge for most library services, simply 



 

because 

overcome social problems and to integrate more smoothly into this country.  

 

Yet this should not be the only aspect of ethnic minority provision. Many 

They 

may speak the languages of their mother countries, but their greater command of 

the English language as a result of having been through the UK education system 

means that foreign-language reading may no longer be a priority. The focus has 

shifted from the linguistic to the cultural, and their priority may now be to satisfy 

their curiosity to explore the culture of their mother-country, or to read books 

that reflect their status as minority ethnic citizens of the UK. Particularly in 

predominantly white communities, where the networks of minority communities 

may not be as firmly established as in larger, more diverse areas, second or third 

generation immigrants may feel that they to belong to the British culture, and 

wish to see their experiences of a multi-ethnic Britain reflected in books they 

read. 

 

Additionally, there may be a benefit to all members of the community of being 

exposed to materials about other ethnic cultures, as part of the reflection of a 

culturally diverse society. This finding is very much in line with the theory of 

multiculturalism 

expanded (Parekh, 2000; Sturges, 2004). This notion is particularly pertinent 

today, when the level of social fragmentation is particularly high in certain areas, 

and the debate is ongoing as to how to manage the issues of cultural diversity.  

Certainly, if we relate this idea to theories of social capital, it would seem clear 



 

that such a wide exposure to cultural materials would help to establish those 

as Percy-Smith (2000) have described.  

 

As we have seen, the role of the public library service in building a more 

cohesive and culturally aware society is understood and acknowledged by many. 

Library staff are generally aware of the benefits that all members of the 

community can derive from an increased exposure to different cultures, and they 

supported the notion that libraries in predominantly white areas should 

nonetheless provide minority ethnic texts  in both minority languages and in 

English - in order to reflect the diversity within society as a whole. It was also 

demonstrated that some library staff are particularly enthusiastic to broaden this 

 

 

However, in a number of library services there is little evidence that such an 

inclusive strategy is pursued, especially in services where the promotion of 

minority ethnic texts is wholly concerned with engaging minority ethnic 

communities, and providing materials in languages other than English. Both of 

these roles are clearly important, but it is also felt to be essential to promote 

material from and about other cultures to all. A revised strategy to delivering 

inclusive services should therefore be developed, to include these multiple 

functions of the library service as of equal importance. This is by no means a 

simple task, but the very complexity of the different intercultural connections 

between individuals and cultures could arguably lead to what Durkheim 



 

described in 1893  (in 

Durkheim, 1984).  

 

In essence, these two studies have suggested that a strategic approach to 

increasing the cultural diversity in all aspects of the public library service  staff 

recruitment, training, the purchase and promotion of stock  would be of benefit 

not only to the minority ethnic communities, or to the white population, but may 

ultimately promote an intercultural model of practice which shares, promotes and 

celebrates diversity.  
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