
Public libraries, equality and diversity – historical overview 
 

Whilst the key aim of this project is to concentrate on work being delivered and 

developed currently (and to look at ways in which it needs to be taken forward), 

nevertheless it is important to remember the long history of equality and diversity 

work in public libraries, and to consider what lessons can be drawn from this. 

 

Basically, as this paper will show, some library services have developed strong 

provision, whilst others’ provision is patchy; some library services have a long, solid 

history of developing provision, whilst others have come to this relatively recently; 

and, perhaps most importantly, a large number of terrific initiatives has flourished in 

the past, but then disappeared, almost without trace, because of lack of resources, 

failure to mainstream, and changes in library priorities, or – occasionally – lack of 

political support. This reflects public libraries’ position as part of local authority 

provision. 

 

Much of this has been covered in more depth elsewhere, so, for this project, we aim 

just to identify ‘headlines’ with references in case people would like to follow up any 

of the items discussed. 

 

This literature review is a summary of some 100 years’ work by public libraries, 

which reflects concerns with equality and diversity. 

 

1920s and 1930s  

 

In the 1920s, there was consideration by librarians of providing outreach services to 

vulnerable groups1; and, in his survey of public libraries’ outreach and extension 

work from 1930 to 2000, Dave Muddiman2 draws out some of the early work to 

prioritise provision to socially excluded people, including people who were 

geographically remote, those who worked long hours, and sick and disabled people; 

by the 1930s, there was development of hospital services, mobile libraries (with 

Manchester’s ‘bibliobus’), a prison library service in Suffolk, the first deposit 

collection in a local authority residential care home, and the first comprehensive 

housebound delivery service. 

 

1950s and 1960s 

 

Dave Muddiman’s survey also identified that, during the 1950s, there was a growth 

in provision of mobile libraries and services to hospitals and prisons, and, by the 

1960s, “a majority of public library services had incorporated into their mainstream 

                                            
1 For example: Lionel R. McColvin. Library extension work and publicity. London: Grafton & 
Co, 1927. 
2 Dave Muddiman. "Public Library Outreach and Extension 1930-2000", in Alistair Black and 
Peter Hoare (eds). The Cambridge History of Libraries in Britain and Ireland. Volume III: 
1850-2000. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006, pp82-91. 



provision a series of mobile services, prison and hospital services to local institutions 

and a housebound reader service, usually operated in part by volunteers”.3  

 

1960s and 1970s 

 

The 1960s and early 1970s also saw a mushrooming of services for children and 

young people4. There was also a growing focus on the library needs of Indian and 

Pakistani communities in the UK5; to commemorate 40 years since the publication of 

this ground-breaking article, JOLIS published a review of what had happened 

between 1969 and 20096. 

 

The 1970s also saw a growing critique of ‘traditional’ public library service provision, 

and this coincided with an increased focus on inequality and disadvantage – for 

example, as well as there being a growth in training courses looking at BAME 

communities’ needs, Bill Martin edited a collection of writings that put library services 

for disadvantaged people at its core7. Partly in response, the Library Advisory 

Council of England commissioned a report on library services for ‘the 

disadvantaged’8; and, in the same year, the then Library Association also published 

a major piece of work9, the first time that public library provision for BME 

communities in the UK had been assessed. 

 

However, as it was argued at the time, neither of these reports was as hard-hitting 

and critical as they could have been, so, in 1981, the Association of Assistant 

Librarians published a key report10 which argued for a much more major overhaul of 

service provision, connecting public libraries more closely to the communities in 

which they were located11.  

                                            
3 Dave Muddiman. "Public Library Outreach and Extension 1930-2000", in Alistair Black and 
Peter Hoare (eds). The Cambridge History of Libraries in Britain and Ireland. Volume III: 
1850-2000. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006, p84. 
4 See, for example: Janet Hill. Children are people. London: Hamish Hamilton, 1973.  

This work was increasingly influenced by librarianship abroad, especially in the US, for 

example: Eleanor F Brown. Library service to the disadvantaged. Metuchen, NJ: Scarecrow 

Press, 1971. 
5 Claire M. Lambert. “Library provision for the Indian and Pakistani communities in Britain”, 
Journal of Librarianship and Information Science (1) 1969, pp41-61. 
6 John Vincent. “Public library provision for Black and minority ethnic communities – where 
are we in 2009?”, Journal of Librarianship and Information Science, 41 (3) Sept 2009, 
pp137-147. 
7 William Martin (ed). Library services to the disadvantaged. London: Bingley, 1975.  
8 Department of Education and Science. The libraries' choice. London: HMSO (Library 
Information Series No.10), 1978. 
9 Eric Clough and Jacqueline Quarmby. A public library service for ethnic minorities in Great 
Britain. London: Library Association, 1978.  
10 Pat Coleman. Whose problem? The public library and the disadvantaged. Newcastle 
under Lyme: Association of Assistant Librarians, 1981. 
11 It is interesting to note that, from here, both the CILIP Community Services Group (now 
Community, Diversity and Equality Group) and the general ‘community librarianship’ 
movement were founded; for more information, see Alistair Black and Dave Muddiman. 



 

The 1980s  

 

The 1980s also saw a growth in provision for the needs of different communities, 

particularly BAME communities12, often linked to the development of ‘community 

librarianship’, and John Vincent’s brief introduction13 outlined key service 

developments – and gaps. 

 

However, the beginning of reductions in local government funding from the mid-

1980s, combined with a change in political direction (for example the introduction of 

‘Clause 28’ in 1988 – see below; and the growing vilification of Labour-led local 

authorities and their emphasis on equal opportunities14) led to a lessening of some 

public libraries’ focus on this kind of work.  

 

The 1990s  

 

The 1997 Election saw another change in political direction, and the focus on ‘social 

inclusion’ grew. One key result of this was the funding of research (by the then 

Library and Information Commission) into ‘Public Library Policy and Social 

Exclusion’. This research project produced three key volumes (an overview, case 

studies, and working papers)15, and it both highlighted the major work that needed 

                                            
Understanding community librarianship: the public library in post-modern Britain. Aldershot: 
Avebury, 1997.  
12 For example: Jaswinder Gundara. Indian women in Britain: a study of information needs. 
London: Polytechnic of North London, School of Librarianship (Occasional Publication no. 2), 
1981; Jessica Wellum. Black children in the library: a brief survey of the library needs of 
pupils attending the West Indian supplementary education schemes in London. London: 
School of Librarianship, Polytechnic of North London (Research report no. 8), 1981; Ziggi 
Alexander. Library services and Afro-Caribbean communities. London: Association of 
Assistant Librarians, 1982; Sylva Simsova. Library needs of the Vietnamese in Britain. 
London: Polytechnic of North London, School of Librarianship and Information Studies 
(Research report 10), 1982; Sylva Simsova and Wey Tze Chin. Library needs of Chinese in 
London. London: Polytechnic of North London, School of Librarianship and Information 
Studies (British Library Research and Development Reports no. 5718 / Research report - 
Polytechnic of North London. School of Librarianship and Information Studies no. 9), 1982.  
13 John Vincent. An introduction to community librarianship. Sheffield: Association of 
Assistant Librarians (AAL Pointers: 3), 1986. 
14 See, for example: John Vincent “Political correctness”, in Dave Muddiman, Shiraz Durrani, 
Martin Dutch, Rebecca Linley, John Pateman, and John Vincent (eds). Open to all? The 
public library and social exclusion. Volume 3: Working Papers. London: Resource, 2000, 
pp350-361.  
15 Dave Muddiman, Shiraz Durrani, Martin Dutch, Rebecca Linley, John Pateman, and John 
Vincent (eds). Open to all? The public library and social exclusion. Volume 1: Overview and 
conclusions. London: Resource (Library and Information Commission Research Report 84), 
2000, http://www.seapn.org.uk/uploads/files/OtA-volume-1-final-version-Sept-211.pdf, 
accessed 2 April 2017; Open to all? The public library and social exclusion. Volume 2: 
Survey, case studies and methods. London: Resource (Library and Information Commission 
Research Report 84), 2000, http://seapn.org.uk/uploads/files/Open-to-All-The-Public-Library-
and-Social-Exclusion.pdf, accessed 2 April 2017; Open to all? The public library and social 

http://www.seapn.org.uk/uploads/files/OtA-volume-1-final-version-Sept-211.pdf
http://seapn.org.uk/uploads/files/Open-to-All-The-Public-Library-and-Social-Exclusion.pdf
http://seapn.org.uk/uploads/files/Open-to-All-The-Public-Library-and-Social-Exclusion.pdf


doing (with recommendations) and acted as a ‘touchstone’ for some years to come. 

In addition, the Government (briefly) introduced Annual Library Plans for public 

library authorities in England, which reviewed performance and assessed strategies 

and targets for future years – this included some evaluation of libraries performance 

in relation to tackling social exclusion16. 

 

DCMS also established a working group which produced a consultation document in 

199917, the key recommendation of which was that social inclusion should be 

mainstreamed as a policy priority. Following consultations with the museums and 

archives sectors, a final report18 was published in 2001. 

 

The 2000s 

 

There were three main developments during the 2001-2005 period: there were more 

efforts to locate public libraries within the national policy context of social inclusion 

and community cohesion; there was a vast amount of commentary on and scrutiny of 

libraries, from both within and outside the sector; and the previous emphasis on 

inputs and outputs was replaced by a greater focus on impacts and outcomes.19 

 

In addition, there was additional, external funding for developments around equality 

and diversity: for example, the Paul Hamlyn Foundation funded a number of highly 

significant developments in public libraries during this period via its ‘Reading & 

Libraries Challenge Fund’20 which included ‘Right to Read’ (for work with looked-after 

                                            
exclusion. Volume 3: Working Papers. London: Resource (Library and Information 
Commission Research Report 86), 2000. 
16 See, for example: Peter Beauchamp. “Library plans – past, present and future” in J Eric 
Davies (ed). Managing for value and performance: processes in developing Library Plans 
and Best Value – proceedings of a seminar held at Loughborough University 7-8 March 
2000. Loughborough: Loughborough University Library & Information Statistics Unit (LISU 
Occasional Paper no. 27), 2001, pp3-6, 
http://www.lboro.ac.uk/microsites/infosci/lisu/downloads/OP27.pdf, accessed 2 April 2017. 
17 Libraries for all: social inclusion in public libraries – policy guidance for local authorities in 
England. London: DCMS, 1999. 
18 Libraries, museums, galleries and archives for all: co-operating across the sectors to 
tackle social exclusion. London: DCMS, 2001. 
19 A prime source for this period is the series of “British Librarianship and Information Work” 
volumes:  
John Pateman and John Vincent, "From social inclusion to community cohesion" in John 
Bowman (ed). British librarianship and information work 2001-2005. Farnham, Surrey: 
Ashgate, 2007, pp.29-49;  
John Vincent and John Pateman, "From community cohesion to social justice" in John 
Bowman (ed). British librarianship and information work 2006-2010. London: J H Bowman 
(via Lulu), 2012, pp.30-55; 
John Vincent and John Pateman, “From social justice to growing inequality” in John Bowman 
(ed). British librarianship and information work 2011-2015. London: J H Bowman (via Lulu), 
2017, pp.40-104. 
20 The PHF-funded work is outlined (and evaluated) in: Helen Carpenter. Leading questions: 
learning from the Reading and Libraries Challenge Fund. London: Paul Hamlyn Foundation, 
2010, https://www.phf.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2014/10/Leading-Questions.pdf, accessed 
19 June 2017.  

http://www.lboro.ac.uk/microsites/infosci/lisu/downloads/OP27.pdf
https://www.phf.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2014/10/Leading-Questions.pdf


children and young people); ‘Free with Words’ (for work with prisoners and young 

offenders); and ‘Libraries Connect’ (for work with groups that are frequently excluded 

from library services, including new arrivals – this stream funded ‘Welcome To Your 

Library’) [please see below for some further information about these initiatives]. 

 

The period after 2008 was dominated by the near-collapse of the banking system 

(and the resultant attempts to re-balance the books), and, by 2010, there were 

increasing tensions between the need to continue to provide public services and the 

need to reduce the UK’s deficit – and, from this, a growing threat to work towards 

social justice. The policy of ‘austerity’ led to service reductions which have had a 

devastating impact. 

 

Nevertheless, there were still positive developments, both at a policy level (eg the 

introduction of the Society of Chief Librarians’ Universal Offers21, plus two 

‘Promises’, the Children’s Promise22, and the Six Steps Promise23), and at a very 

practical level, many of which are picked up in the examples and case studies that 

follow.  
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21 See: http://goscl.com/universal-offers/, accessed 2 August 2017.  
22 See: http://goscl.com/best-practice/childrens-promise/, accessed 2 August 2017. 
23 See: http://goscl.com/best-practice/six-steps-for-blind-and-partially-sighted-people/, 
accessed 2 August 2017. 
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