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ABSTRACT 

 With an increasing focus on information and learning in today’s society, 

governments are paying more attention to the role that libraries play in the 

development of an information society.  This thesis began with a question 

regarding the role of national governments and how policies they shape can 

affect the services that public libraries provide.  Traditionally, public libraries 

have been grassroots, local organizations serving the needs of specific 

communities.  How can this service be maintained and grown using policies 

developed at higher levels of government?   

 

The focus of this paper was on three public libraries in the United Kingdom, 

Finland and Canada.  First, each of the cities under question was described.  

Second, the development of national information policies was described.  Next, 

the public libraries in three cities (Manchester, Helsinki and Vancouver) were 

examined with a view toward understanding how national policies have filtered 

down to the local level.  Finally, an analysis of major findings was carried out. 

 

The Helsinki City Library stands out as the institution having advanced library 

services beyond traditional expectations.  In addition to electronic services, 

Helsinki has dedicated itself to bringing information out into the community.  In 

contrast, Manchester has almost no electronic services available through its web 

site and has focused on bringing users into the library.  Finally, the Vancouver 

library has the same electronic services available to users in Helsinki, with the 

same commitment to providing traditional information services to users in 

libraries located throughout the city.  The differences in library service approach 

mirror the innovations in national information policies, which are as different in 

local delivery as are the libraries themselves. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 Public libraries are magnificent institutions.  Constructed of stone, the 

buildings can be imposing edifices, symbolizing the pursuit of knowledge as 

awesome and inspiring.  Other libraries are more humble structures, built as 

smaller one-room lending libraries located in less central locations.  Still other 

libraries roll on wheels as bookmobiles throughout the city or countryside, 

distributing reading material to interested readers.  Yet, despite the varied 

architecture of the physical spaces, one thing has remained a constant in 

libraries, the opportunity for users of all kinds to pursue learning at no cost and 

free from interference by any person or entity. 

Libraries and librarians have both suffered from many stereotypes.  These 

include a reading room full of dusty volumes, seldom used, presided over by a 

dour librarian intent on keeping control over the room and its silence.  Not only 

does this imaginary librarian control the physical space, but also access to the 

knowledge contained within the volumes.  Although this may be an extreme 

characterization, rooted more in imagination than in reality, the situation within 

libraries today has changed considerably from only two decades ago, rendering 

stereotypes even less meaningful than ever before.  Noisy activity has replaced 

silence, computers now provide access to knowledge previously only available in 

books, and sophisticated electronic gadgets occupy purpose-built spaces that 

are now kept deliberately free of dust. 

 What workers do in libraries has changed due to information technology.  

This has led to changes in the planning and architecture of the space, but also 

the human resource needs of libraries.  Love of knowledge, a dedication to public 

service, an instinct for communication and the desire to help others remain 

important prerequisites for individuals wishing to work in libraries.  Even more 

important in the current information environment are skills in the acquisition and 

evaluation of information, and, in particular, having the linguistic and mental skills 

to formulate needs and make them understandable by the information technology 

systems.  Once the information is retrieved, the librarian can help the user 
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understand what to do with the information and how to use the resources 

independently (von Ungern-Sternberg, 2000). 

 This thesis began as a series of questions into the nature of public 

libraries today.  Specifically, what role is there for the institution as information 

needs and delivery move in new directions?  Now that information and its uses in 

society develop increasing importance, what guarantees are there that the public 

will be able to access it freely, both in terms of ease of use and lack of cost?  

How can libraries keep up with the technological output necessary to keep 

information available?  How can librarians keep abreast of technology as it 

advances?  These are only some of the questions that come to mind when 

analyzing the changing landscape of public libraries today. 

 For some possible perspectives on the issue, this paper will choose three 

public libraries for comparison.  The attempt is to describe and analyze three 

public libraries with a view toward understanding some specific public policy 

initiatives impacting public libraries, and what the effect is on services for users.  

Some of the initiatives relate specifically to libraries, while others are directed 

toward the development of an information society as a whole.  Either way, one 

can gain some insight into the values behind the service role of libraries in the 

communities involved.  This paper will begin by describing the individual 

communities.  Next, a description and analysis of public information policy at the 

national and local level will be carried out.  Finally, how do the government 

policies filter down to the local level and what impact do those policies have?  

Public libraries are fundamentally local institutions, feeding the needs of the 

community.  Can those needs be helped by policies developed at a higher level?  

Do national policies have an effect on the daily lives of the populace through 

public library services? 

 The three communities under investigation in this paper are Manchester, 

England; Helsinki, Finland; and Vancouver, Canada.  They are large, important 

cities with their own public library systems, but are not part of more complicated, 

larger urban conglomerations.  In London, England, for example, thirty-three 

different borough libraries serve the metropolitan area, each acting independently 
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with a central body helping to coordinate cooperation between them (London 

Libraries Development Agency, 2003).  The desire here is to view a larger urban 

library system, but one that is unified (Salmons, Bryant, Looney, Armstrong, 

Siga, 2002).   

 Another note is in order on the selection of cities under consideration in 

this paper.  All are located outside the United States.  International comparisons 

are valuable and present insights into the values and lifestyles of other cultures, 

even those in first world countries.  It provides a view of differences, but ones 

that may be insightful and instructive for the development of library services 

everywhere.  For example, some quantifiable outcomes, such as budget monies 

and number of staff hired make for easy comparisons, but to what extent are 

libraries seen in a different cultural light?  Does the institution serve different 

purposes in different countries?  Some insights can be gained by comparing 

programs and services.  Research into the library culture of other countries and 

how government policies impact them may serve an important role in helping 

American librarians understand and deal with some of the challenges to public 

library services in the United States today.  A twenty-first century library may be 

more than a collection books, but are the services intended to further a national 

learning agenda, reduce social inequality or merely to serve local needs? 

 The initial selection of the three cities in this study have come about 

because of my understanding of each them independent of their library services.  

I lived in Helsinki for four years at the beginning of the 1990s, and speak Finnish 

fluently.  I have an insight into the culture and expected to be able to carry out 

much of the research in Finnish, which was not ultimately necessary due to much 

of the information being made available in English.  As a user of the Helsinki 

library, I am familiar with the library system.  Currently I make my home in 

Vancouver, Canada.  I am a frequent user of the library here and wished to have 

an understanding of it in a larger, more international context.  Finally, I have 

never visited Manchester, but I wanted to explore another library in an English-

speaking country with a different political and social system.  As a person with an 

interest in politics and social values, and with no preconceived notions 



 

 4

beforehand about information policies or library services, I wanted to study local 

libraries in relation to national policies.  This says as much about the commitment 

to the implementation of broad policies at the grassroots level. 

 None of the three cities are international power centers, but within their 

own national jurisdictions have considerable influence due to their size.  Each of 

the three cities are among the largest in their respective countries, so library 

services would presumably serve as a model for other smaller libraries and 

would be examined in that light. 
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THEORY 

Manuel Castells is a social scientist interested in the “new society” brought 

about by development of networks and information flows.  All societies have used 

information to make decisions, but what distinguishes the current period is the 

“informational capitalism” of the recent decades.  Informational means the source 

of economic productivity whereby knowledge has become the raw material of 

economic activity and is used to process knowledge itself.  Castells speaks of 

capitalism in the sense of market-driven, profit seeking, privately owned means 

of wealth generation.  These two trends have combined to create a new 

economic order with far-reaching impacts on society. 

 In Castells’ opinion, we are moving toward an information age when 

people, institutions, and countries are networked as never before.  It integrates 

people, and challenges some of the institutions that have structured society, 

including the nation state.  Castells does not believe in the demise of the nation 

state, but believes that governments must take advantage of opportunities, much 

like corporations do, in order to ensure the economic success of society.  This 

explains much of the economic success of Singapore and Japan, countries that 

otherwise lack the raw materials required for economic success.   

 Castells also believes that other organizational hierarchies are threatened 

in the information age at the corporate and social level.  Employees at lower 

levels of the corporate hierarchy can now act upon information previously 

unavailable to them.  Educated individuals, with little allegiance to a single 

employer develop their own networks and use them to take advantage of 

opportunities.  Because of the nature of networks, large corporations are 

themselves devolved into a series of smaller networks that operate outside a 

centralized command structure.  Corporations must, therefore, be flexible and 

adaptable to new opportunities, lest they render themselves irrelevant in the new 

economy.  What matters most in this information age is the speed of adaptation.  

This type of networking requires flexibility on the part of all participants, but those 

who thrive on change and can respond quickly to opportunities are well placed to 
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succeed.  Indeed, anyone able to take advantage of the network can make 

money in it. 

 At the same time, networks threaten the traditional structures, including 

those of the welfare state.  Because labor can move to lower cost jurisdictions 

more quickly in a world of liberalized trade, there is more pressure on local 

employers to cut costs.  This has an effect on democracy and on those groups, 

such as trade unions, that have long advocated on behalf of workers’ rights.  In 

the face of these pressures, new groups are formed throughout the world, 

including some that are dangerous, such as terrorist organizations and organized 

crime networks.  The positive side of the network development is the greater 

voice for previously marginalized voices.  Environmentalists and feminists are 

two groups Castells mentions as utilizing the network to their advantage.  This is 

done by individuals with good communication skills, and who can create a new 

network and bring people together across greater areas. 

 Castells believes that access to the Internet should be a right of 

citizenship today, but he is critical about the potential for the network experience 

to become the only one in which individuals participate.  Castells was trained as 

an urban planner and his belief in the importance of communal spaces and 

communal understanding of events is not forgotten.  There is less of a division 

between labor and capital, in that capitalists are no longer an elite class. 

 There are competing theories of information society, particularly those that 

do not place as much stress on the new social structures inherent in the network 

society.  What is attractive in Castells’ theory is his recognition that there are 

winners and losers in the world of informational capitalism.  While we can focus 

on encouraging those who can succeed in today’s economy, it is important to 

consider individuals and groups that cannot benefit from recent changes, 

including those without proper education or those who cannot afford to access 

the Internet regularly. 
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COMMUNITY DESCRIPTION 

Manchester, England 

 Manchester is the regional capital of northwest England; the second most 

important economic region in the nation (Manchester City Council, 2004, 

February 9); the principal city of a metropolitan region containing almost 2.5 

million inhabitants (National Statistics, n.d. a); and a city with a population of over 

four hundred thousand people (Manchester City Council, 2004, January 27).  

Manchester has the distinction of being the English municipality with the greatest 

loss of population in the ten years preceding the 2001 census, having lost almost 

40,000 inhabitants during that time (National Statistics, n.d. c). 

Despite the loss of population, Manchester remains one of the most 

important cities in the country.  Historically, the region surrounding Manchester 

first rose to prominence during the Industrial Revolution, when it was one of the 

first regions to become industrialized in England.  The Industrial Revolution 

began in the late eighteenth century when entrepreneurs began to take 

advantage of local water transportation and steam power to establish textile 

industries (Papillon Graphics’ Virtual Encyclopaedia of Greater Manchester, 

2003a).  Although there has been a decline in the textile industry since the 

1950s, the Manchester area still produces more than one-half of the 

manufactured and consumer goods in Great Britain (Papillon Graphics’ Virtual 

Encyclopaedia of Greater Manchester, 2003b). 

Table 1: Manchester, England 

 Manchester, England 
Population 422,300 (2002) 
Age Distribution 0-15  21% 

16-74  72% 
75 +  6% 

Ethnic groups White (81%), Asian (11%), Black (4%) 
Place of Birth United Kingdom (85%), other European 

Union countries (4%), outside Europe 
(10%) 

Economic activity Employed – 47% 
Students – 17% 
Retired or disabled– 20% 
Looking after home/family – 7% 
Unemployed – 5% 



 

 8

Table 1 - continued 

 Manchester, England 
Crime rate per 1,000 population 140.93 
Employment breakdown Wholesale and Retail Trade – 16% 

Real Estate – 14% 
Manufacturing – 11% 
Health Care and Social Work – 10% 
Education – 10% 
Transportation – 8% 
Hotels & Catering – 8% 
Construction – 5% 

Dwelling types Townhouses – 36%; Duplexes – 32%; 
Apartments – 27%; Single-family 
houses – 4% 

Dwelling tenure Owner-occupied (41%), rented (58%) 
People living alone 38% 
Household gross income/year £16,500 (average); UK £21,300 
Population receiving welfare 20% (nationwide – 9%) 
Poverty ranking nationally 7th 
Sources:  National Statistics Online - Census 2001 - Profiles – Manchester; National Statistics Online - 
Table KS11AP Industry of employment - all people (United Kingdom); National Statistics Online – Table 
KS16P Household spaces and accommodation type; National Statistics Online – Table KS18P Tenure; 
Planning Studies – Key facts and figures about Manchester 

 
The statistics indicate that Manchester, setting aside its national stature, 

also suffers from a significant degree of economic deprivation.  Less than fifty 

percent of the population is employed; annual incomes are lower than the 

national average, with one-fifth of the population on welfare; and rates of home 

ownership are low.  Combined with rates of economic deprivation, the crime rate 

in the Manchester region, for which statistics only are available, is the second 

highest in the country, at 140.93 crimes per 1,000 population (National Statistics, 

n.d. d). 

 Other statistics also point to the high levels of deprivation in Manchester.  

According to a 2002 report on libraries in Manchester (Audit Commission, 2002), 

Manchester is the seventh most deprived local authority in the United Kingdom.  

Of the thirty-three wards in the city, ten rank among the top one percent in 

deprivation nationally, while twenty-seven wards are in the most deprived ten 

percent. 

 The economic deprivation of Manchester provides challenges to the city 

library service.  With so much poverty within the city limits, the library serves 
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users who struggle with basic issues, such as literacy, employability, and poverty 

alleviation.  A question to be asked is to what extent local services and national 

policy initiatives are helpful in serving the needs of local users. 

Helsinki, Finland 

 Helsinki is the capital city and largest urban area in Finland.  The country’s 

population is small, with only 5,000,000 inhabitants, 10% of whom live in 

Helsinki.  Originally a small village on the banks of a local river, the growth of 

Helsinki gained speed during the first half of the nineteenth century when the 

Russian Czar made Finland a grand duchy and declared Helsinki the capital city.  

The Czar hired a German architect, Carl Ludwig Engel, to design the central area 

of Helsinki, and his influence can still be seen today (City of Helsinki, 2000).  

Helsinki is a modern, European city situated in a beautiful seaside setting. 

Table 2: Helsinki, Finland 

 Helsinki, Finland 
Population 559,716 (2002/2003) 
Age Distribution 0-15  19% 

16-74  74% 
75 +  7% 

Ethnic groups Finnish (98%), Other Nationalities (2%) 
Place of Birth Finland – 97% (nationwide) 
Economic activity Employed – 72% 

Students – 7% 
Retired & disabled– 15% 
Unemployed – 6% 

Crime rate per 1,000 population 143 
Employment breakdown (provincial) Community & personal services – 31% 

Finance & Real Estate – 20% 
Trade, hotels & restaurants – 19% 
Manufacturing – 15% 
Transport, post & communications – 

9% 
Construction – 5% 

Dwelling types Apartments – 86%; 
Townhouses/Duplexes– 6%; Single-
family houses – 7% 

Dwelling tenure Owner-occupied (45%), rented (50%), 
Other/unknown (4%) 

People living alone 48% 
Household gross income/year €20,937 (average); nationwide €15,798 
Population receiving welfare 10% 
Sources:  Facts about Helsinki 2003; Statistics Finland; Helsingin Sanomat (2004, February 9);  
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 One salient feature that statistics point to is the ethnic homogeneity of 

Helsinki compared to the two other cities under comparison in this study.  

Helsinki is the largest city in a country with a very small immigrant population.  It 

is also a relatively wealthy city, with incomes higher than the national average.  

Almost half the population lives alone, with fifty percent of residents also living in 

rented accommodations.  A significant percentage of the populace lives in 

apartments, although whether this is due to the high cost of living or deliberate 

social policies is difficult to extrapolate without further study.  The lack of urban 

sprawl in the city is apparent, however, as apartment blocks throughout the 

suburbs are surrounded by green space.  Although the explanation of land use 

policies in Finnish urban spaces is beyond the scope of this paper, the 

construction of high-rise dwelling units could indicate a deliberate social policy 

discouraging construction of single-family homes, or it could reflect the challenge 

of acquiring sufficient capital funds to construct housing in growing areas.  In any 

case, branch libraries can be found throughout the region in neighborhood 

centers.  Many of them are located near other shopping and recreation services 

and are easily accessible.   

Vancouver, Canada 

 Vancouver is the third largest metropolitan area in Canada, located on the 

West Coast, just north of the border with the United States.  Vancouver has been 

voted numerous times as the most livable city in the world (Tourism Vancouver, 

2001).  The beginnings of the city reach back to the last half of the nineteenth 

century when sawmills were first established to clear the forests and create the 

forest industry, long a mainstay of the provincial economy.  After the vast stands 

of virgin forest were logged in the Vancouver region, other industries were 

developed, such as shipbuilding, fishing, and development of services industries 

for hinterland regions.  Today the main employers are more likely to be the 

university, hospitals or the airport.  In fact, large industrial areas have been 

demolished in recent decades to make way for housing developments.  Often 

located near the waterfront areas, these new housing areas are beautiful and 

desirable places in which to live. 
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Table 3:  Vancouver, Canada 

 Vancouver, Canada 
Population 568,807 (2002) 
Age Distribution 0-14  13% 

15-64  74% 
75 +  13% 

Ethnic background European (51%), Chinese (30%), Other 
Asian (16%), Aboriginal (2%) 

Place of Birth Canada – 54%, outside Canada – 46% 
Economic activity (adult labor force) Employed – 63% 

Students – 11% 
Retired – 13% 
Unemployed – 8% 

Crime rate per 1,000 population 123 
Employment breakdown Professional, scientific and technical 

services – 11% 
Accommodation and food services– 

10% 
Health care and social assistance – 

10% 
Retail trade – 10% 
Manufacturing – 8% 
Education – 8% 
Information and cultural industries – 

6% 
Finance and insurance – 5% 
Transportation and warehousing – 5% 

Dwelling types Apartments – 34%; 
Townhouses/Duplexes– 17%; Single-
family houses – 50% 

Dwelling tenure Owner-occupied (44%), rented (56%) 
People living alone 39% 
Household gross income/year $51,268 (median); provincial median 

$54,840 
Population receiving welfare 4% 
Source:  Statistics Canada; BC Stats; Government of British Columbia, Ministry of Public Safety and 
Solicitor General – Municipal Crime Rate Report (2003). 

 The statistics point to a city with a significant immigrant population, much 

of it of Asian origin.  Although half of the dwellings in the city consist of single-

family homes, there are areas of the city where most of the residents live in multi-

family housing units, which could, in part, be due to the high cost of living.  

Increasing real estate values places pressure on residents who make less than 

the median average household income per year, and who are forced by income 
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restriction to being renters.  Although fewer residents live on social assistance 

compared to Manchester, incomes are lower than the provincial average.  The 

implications for the library service include maintaining a focus on providing 

services for the multicultural community, as well as for those residents who live 

on the economic margins of society. 
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INFORMATION POLICIES 

United Kingdom 

 The development of information policy in Britain is a new phenomenon.  

Only in 1997 did the Library and Information Commission (LIC), predecessor to 

the current Museums, Libraries and Archives Council, prepare a discussion 

paper on the need for a nationwide information policy.  In 1998 (Library and 

Information Commission, 1999), Tony Blair, Britain’s Prime Minister, called for “a 

coordinated strategy, which will focus on transforming education, widening 

access, promoting competition and competitiveness, fostering quality and 

modernizing government.”  This call for a coordinated strategy from the Prime 

Minister and the LIC led, in part, to the creation of the Office of the e-Envoy, 

whose task is to coordinate many policies relating to the information society.  

Established in 1999, the Office has three objectives:  to develop the e-commerce 

environment in Britain; to ensure the populace has access to the Internet, if they 

so desire; and to make government services available online.  How libraries fit 

into this mandate is highlighted by the work done by the government department 

responsible for libraries (Organization for Economic Cooperation and 

Development, 2002c). 

The Department of Culture, Media and Sport (DCMS) is the government 

department responsible for libraries (Salmons, Bryant, Looney, Armstrong, and 

Siga, 2002).  DCMS has oversight authority for library services in the country that 

are run by local library agencies.  In 1999 DCMS created another agency, the 

Museums, Libraries and Archives Council (MLA), to provide strategic leadership 

and the development of policy regarding libraries.  This is in addition to other 

work that MLA conducts on behalf of museums and archives in the United 

Kingdom (Department for Culture, Media and Sport, n.d. a).   

 In February 2003 DCMS published a ten-year vision document for public 

libraries in Great Britain, entitled Framework for the Future.  The intent was to 

encourage innovation, efficiency and effectiveness in library services, keeping in 

mind the local nature of the services provided and the statutory authority 



 

 14

conferred on local governments to deliver library services.  The report stated that 

good value for money is important considering the $1.4 billion spent on library 

services across the country. 

 Framework for the Future contains four central themes.  First, there is an 

explicit recognition of traditional values relating to libraries.  At the heart of this is 

the library’s role in promoting literacy and providing access to reading and 

learning materials for all.  The reference to learning is for children in their early 

cognitive years and for adults who might, for example, be participating in a 

distance learning program.  Although the British government also has other 

strategies that aim to help adults with literacy problems, Framework for the 

Future states that “libraries also have a vital role to play in supporting adults” with 

such problems. 

 The second theme of the Framework document is referred to as Digital 

Citizenship.  The primary focus of this theme is to provide citizens with access to 

information and computer technologies.  Prior to the publication of the 

Framework document, the British government had used lottery funding to 

establish 6,000 UK online centers throughout the country, half of which were 

located in public libraries (Department for Culture, Media and Sport, n.d. b).  

Other locations for UK online centers include community centers, colleges and 

even private Internet cafes.  Along with access to the Internet, UK online centers 

allow users to take advantage of e-government services, one of the commitments 

outlined in government policy. 

 The third pillar of Framework for the Future is the development of 

Community and Civic Values.  The most concrete demonstration of this is the 

renewal of the aging stock of library buildings to ensure access for users with 

disabilities.  Other changes also need to be made to attract non-users.  New 

libraries are to be built more attractively, working in partnership with private 

funding sources, and incorporating other uses into the larger space, such as 

commercial establishments, educational institutions, health centers or recreation 

centers.  Less tangible outcomes of the third Framework pillar include keeping 
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libraries as safe and neutral spaces for the populace, and maintaining them as 

important neighborhood spaces. 

 Finally, the Framework document supports a concept known as Delivering 

Change.  This refers to the continual identification of national priorities for 

libraries.  This requires the promotion of libraries and the contribution they can 

make, while ensuring that services are directed to local communities.  This also 

requires the building of partnerships between various levels of government, 

national and local, in order to make this happen. 

 The Framework for the Future document is focused on libraries only and 

does not refer to a larger information policy in England, though it does help 

further the policies set forth by the government that are coordinated by the Office 

of the e-Envoy.  In order to help local authorities with the costs of implementing 

the Framework Action Plan, the national government has a three-year plan to 

spend $5.5 million dollars.  In addition to money provided by senior levels of 

government, local authorities needed be convinced of the wider roles that 

libraries could play in the future (Museums, Libraries and Archives Council, 2003, 

September 17). 

Finland 

 The collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991 (World Almanac, 2003) had 

significant impacts on Finland.  During the Cold War years, Finland had managed 

to maintain a unique neutrality dictated, in part, to its geographical location 

straddling the northwest border with the former Soviet Union.  In fact, the 

U.S.S.R. served as Finland’s largest trading partner through much of the era 

following the Second World War (Finland – Foreign Trade, n.d.).  With the 

collapse of the Soviet Union, the demand for Finnish products in that country fell 

considerably, plunging Finland into a deep recession forcing a change in the 

economy and trading patterns.  In response to the recession, the Finnish 

government initiated an action plan toward the development of an information 

society (Castells and Himanen, 2002).  This was seen, in the long run, as the 

most efficient means of coping with short-term economic downturns in a 

resource-based economy, such as that in Finland (Organization for Economic 
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Cooperation and Development, 2002b).  The first step taken was publication of a 

document entitled, Towards a Finnish Information Society, in 1994.  This led to a 

national project, The House of Knowledge, which focused on the promotion of 

libraries as users, producers and suppliers of network services.  The primary 

focus was on connectivity, with small libraries receiving much of the funding to 

establish Internet workstations in their institutions.  There was also a secondary 

focus on publication of electronic content for digital networks (Role of Libraries in 

the Information Society Finland – Background Information, 2000).  Subsequent 

reports published by the Ministry of Education also focused on Finland’s 

promotion of network use and services within libraries, with an added focus on 

the development of digital content production (Extracts from Country Studies: 

Finland, 2000).  With a budget of over two and a half million dollars during 1996-

1999, the House of Knowledge project paved the way for all schools and libraries 

to be connected to the Internet by 2000.  The rationale for providing Internet 

access was to have these institutions serve as access points for all citizens, and 

have as a goal the promotion of network literacy and lifelong learning.  The task 

was made much easier due to the fact that Finland already had a good 

telecommunications infrastructure, while libraries were positively predisposed 

toward being involved in the development of a network society (Role of Libraries 

in the Information Society Finland – Background Information, 2000). 

 The development of an information society in Finland is made easier due 

to the small population size and the existence of a more homogeneous culture 

relative to other countries, leading to shared values among key stakeholders.  

Some of the advantages that accrue to Finland today include a high level of 

education in society, major research and development investments by 

government and business, a well-functioning regulatory and administrative 

environment, and good cooperation and dialogue between industry, labor unions, 

government and civil society. 

 In 1999, the Finnish government published a policy statement on the 

Finnish information society.  The focus of the report rested on public access to 

information, development of expertise in information technology, equality of 
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regions, human rights, social equality, confidence in systems and security of 

transactions (Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development, 2002b).  

This led in 2003 to the publication of Library Stategy [sic] 2010.  It builds upon 

the 1999 government policy statement, as well as the Library Act passed in 1998 

where, under statutory authority, libraries became responsible for providing 

digital information services for the citizenry.  The Strategy document contains 

seven points of importance for Finnish libraries.  They include: 

1. Provision of up-to-date technological infrastructure; 

2. Development of digital content; 

3. Evaluation of library services with a view toward ensuring equal access to 

information across the population; 

4. Distribution of government aid for special needs, e.g., multilingual 

materials; 

5. Distribution of government aid for national web services and special 

projects; 

6. Administration models to take care of education system needs; and 

7. Increases in staff competence from current levels (Ministry of Education, 

Media Division, 2003). 

As access to technology and Internet services becomes increasingly common in 

each home, there are new challenges to libraries beyond that of ensuring access 

to technology and that fit into library service mandates.  Examples include the 

organization of information, production of content and development of information 

services (Ryynänen, n.d.). 

The European Union 

 Because the United Kingdom and Finland are both members of the 

European Union (EU), a few words are in order on the information society 

developments emanating from that body.  According to Ryynänen (n.d.), the EU 

has no coherent long-term library strategy, although libraries are mentioned in 

the context of other policy statements.  In 1998 the EU published its first report 

on libraries where they mentioned that all media should be available in libraries, 

including text and computer-based technologies.  The second emphasis of the 
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report was on literacy and literature.  In the end, the EU focuses on the cultural 

heritage of each individual member nation and public access to information, while 

refraining from making statements regarding library services in member 

countries. 

 In 1999 the European Union published an initiative document entitled e-

Europe – An Information Society for All, in which objectives were set for all 

member countries to implement plans for the information society.  The objectives 

were as follows: 

1. Ensure Internet access availability in all schools with a desire to 

encourage digital literacy in young people; 

2. Make Internet access cheaper for citizens by increasing competition in the 

telecommunications marketplace; 

3. Accelerate e-commerce opportunities, particularly for small to medium-

sized enterprises; 

4. Develop fast Internet connections for universities and research institutes; 

5. Give access to services using smart cards.  Example of services include 

those relating to health, electronic payments, mobile Internet, public 

transport and pay television; 

6. Provide a source of capital for business to take advantage of commercial 

applications and digital technologies; 

7. Ensure that information society developments take account of the needs 

of persons with disabilities; 

8. Provide health information online; 

9. Provide transport information online; and 

10. Use the Internet to develop government services online (e-Europe – An 

information society for all, 2003). 

Many of these policies relate to the desire to further market goals of increasing 

opportunities for business by liberalizing trade practices and developing new 

markets. 
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Canada 

 Canada’s first references to an information policy occurred in the early 

1990s.  The federal government established the Information Highway Advisory 

Committee with a mandate to help the government understand the changes that 

information technologies would create in the economy and society.  As a result of 

the work of the committee, various reports were published leading to a six-pillar 

declaration of ways in which the federal government could help the private sector 

create and develop the information highway.   

The first pillar relates to providing access to the Internet and to learning 

networks.  Working in partnerships with other levels of government, this includes 

the creation of ten thousand Community Access Program (CAP) sites throughout 

the country where individuals can access the Internet.  Locations for CAP sites 

include community centers, libraries and schools, as well as local businesses.  In 

addition to access, this program provides for computer support and training 

(Industry Canada, 2003, August 7). 

Access to the Internet is also encouraged by deregulation of 

telecommunications markets, allowing for greater supplier choice, lower prices, 

and development of new services, such as allocation of the wireless spectrum. 

Learning networks also figure prominently in the first pillar of the CAP 

framework.  Schools are provided with high-speed Internet access and 

refurbished, rather than new, computers.  In order to encourage students to 

develop new skills, new educational products and services are being developed 

by private firms. 

The second pillar of the Connectedness agenda calls for the creation of 

Smart Communities, where experts provide advice to small communities and 

how they can take advantage of computer technologies. 

The third pillar calls for the creation of online content with a focus on Canada.  

The challenge is to create content in both official languages, French and English.  

Such content creation is a potential creator of jobs, particularly for young people 

and Aboriginals, for whom this is one among other specific job creation programs 

that have been created. 
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The fourth pillar calls for the creation of a legal and regulatory framework that 

will promote e-commerce in Canada.  Important hurdles include the development 

of security and privacy policies that people can trust as they make purchases 

online. 

The fifth pillar is to provide government services online, particularly for 

businesses.  The Industry Canada web site provides information on developing 

export markets and opportunities for the development of information services in 

partnership with other businesses and government agencies. 

Finally, the Canadian government desires to promote Canada abroad through 

the development of an internationally harmonized regulatory and policy 

framework.  This can be achieved by participating in international 

telecommunications organizations and to keep domestic stakeholders informed 

of international developments in areas such as copyright and privacy law 

(Industry Canada, 2003, January 22). 

Further development occurred in 1999 when the Canadian government, in a 

policy speech before Parliament, set more specific goals for the future growth of 

the information society.  For example, there is a Government Online project that 

entails putting most government services online by 2005.  The principles of the 

project include applying solutions across the entire government using best 

practices gleaned elsewhere, as well as ensuring that online government 

services are directed toward the needs of citizens (Government of Canada, 

2004).  Despite the goals of providing e-government services directed toward 

citizens, there is an explicit belief that government services online will serve as a 

catalyst for e-commerce (Organization for Economic Cooperation and 

Development, 2002a). 

B.C. Electronic Highway Accord 

No discussion on government support for libraries in Canada can ignore the 

important role that provincial governments play.  Canada’s political structure is a 

federal one with specific duties assigned to the provincial governments, including 

the support and development of library services.  The provincial government 

agency responsible for libraries is the Public Library Services Branch (PLSB) of 
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the Ministry of Community, Aboriginal and Women’s Services.  Headquartered in 

Victoria, the provincial capital, with a branch office in Vancouver, the PLSB roles 

include funding, consultation and support services for libraries, training, 

interlibrary loan, province-wide projects, such as Summer Reading Clubs and 

coordinating electronic database access for all (Government of British Columbia, 

2003, November 18). 

 The PLSB has been involved in the coordination of the Community Access 

Program in British Columbia, the federal government program described in the 

preceding section.  Libraries do not have a monopoly on public access sites in 

the province.  The program also includes community service agencies and 

municipalities.  Programs that are specifically provincial in nature include the 

Youth @ BC program, which provides young people with work opportunities in 

libraries during the summer months to develop web pages and provide Internet 

training for the public (J. Looney, personal communication, February 9, 2004).  

The PLSB is also involved in literacy projects in the province (Government of 

British Columbia, 2003, November 18). 

 Prior to the provincial election of 2001, when a significant shift in power 

took place in British Columbia, the government desired to steer the province on 

its way to the information society.  The Electronic Highway Accord was 

developed in the mid-1990s with a mandate to provide Internet access 

capabilities in communities throughout the province, to make libraries the points 

of access in communities, to develop the information technology industry in the 

province and to increase the effectiveness and efficiency of public services 

(Information, Science and Technology Agency, 1997).  Despite the goals of the 

program, it no longer exists.  There was one-time funding of 2.25 million dollars 

to have computers purchased and installed in libraries (J. Looney, personal 

communication, February 9, 2004).  The current government has no special 

funding initiatives for libraries outside the operating grants provided each year.  

Instead, the government is focusing on the development of the information 

technology industry, having established in 2001 the Premier’s Technology 

Council.  The Council consists of seventeen members from the private sector 
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and academia with a mandate to advise the premier and to help make British 

Columbia a magnet for high-technology investment, growth and job creation 

(Government of British Columbia, Office of the Premier, n.d.).  There are no 

members on the Council outside business and academia, and the mandate of the 

council is limited to fulfilling economic goals. 
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LIBRARY DESCRIPTION 

Manchester, England 

 Manchester’s public library was the first tax-supported public library 

in England, having been founded in 1852, shortly after the passing of national 

legislation granting such powers to local governments throughout the country 

(Manchester Library and Information Service, 2004, February 7).  Today the 

Manchester Public Library consists of a central library and 23 branch libraries 

spread throughout the city.  The network of libraries in the city limits is such that 

almost all residents live within one mile of a public library (Manchester Library 

and Information Service, 2003). 

There have been significant changes in the Manchester Library service in 

recent years.  This is due in part to the changing roles of libraries, and the 

technological developments in society, but also to an audit conducted in 2002 of 

the library service in Manchester.  The British Local Government Act of 1999 

gives power to an Audit Commission to inspect public agencies with a view 

toward answering two questions: 

1) How good is the service that is provided? 

2) What are the prospects for improvement? 

The Audit Commission’s report emphasized the strengths and 

weaknesses of the Manchester library service, while providing recommendations 

for improvements in service.  The following table summarizes the key findings of 

the report: 

Table 4: Audit Commission inspection of Manchester Library Service 

Strengths Weaknesses Recommendations 

Goals are clear and 
challenging 

Goals are not clear to users; 
Results do not meet stated 
goals; Goals are met, but not 
by design. 

Implement a 
consultation 
strategy, including 
users, non-users 
and hard-to-reach 
groups 
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Table 4 - continued 

Strengths Weaknesses Recommendations 
Services cover a range of 
facilities, opportunities and 
target groups 

Lack of community 
consultation to identify 
needs; Services offered are 
not based on assessment of 
need 

Assess services 
against identifiable 
needs that are in line 
with system 
objectives 

Access to many types of 
information is provided 

Library opening hours are 
not set to meet community 
needs 

Support and 
empower staff to 
implement local 
improvements, 
based on identifiable 
needs and system 
vision 

Provision to ICT access is 
good 

Identifiable needs are limited 
to externally-funded projects 
or enthusiasm and 
motivation of individual staff 
members. 

Implement a 
consistently applied 
performance 
management system

Library buildings are 
located throughout the city 
and mobile service helps 
users who cannot 
otherwise access local 
branches 

Little enthusiasm for users to 
use library repeatedly or to 
attract new users;  Little 
feedback obtained from 
library users. 

Implement 
organizational 
changes quickly, 
keeping staff 
engaged and with 
little impact on users 

Recognition of potential 
service role in the 
community with some 
steps taken to realize this. 

Information computer 
technology is not used to 
provide remote access to 
services; usage of website is 
low. 

Devise best 
practices systems 
that can be 
implemented across 
the system 

Some library buildings are 
attractive and user-
friendly; improvements 
have been made to 
address sensory and 
cultural access issues 

Many library buildings suffer 
from poor signage and are in 
need of repair; only 4% of 
buildings are accessible to 
users with disabilities. 

Ensure access to 
libraries for users 
with disabilities 

Libraries are well-used; 
User satisfaction is 
comparable to that in 
other communities 

Charges are not set with a 
view toward encourage use 
by specific target groups, nor 
is the impact of charges on 
social groups carried out 

Carry out an 
appraisal of the 
central library to 
explore long-term 
future. 

Key stakeholders are 
consulted to help deliver 
improved services and to 
meet objectives of the 
system and the region. 

Promotion of libraries is poor 
and is not aimed at non-
users. 
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Table 4 - continued 

Strengths Weaknesses Recommendations 

Examples exist of good 
practice, including the 
involvement of youth in 
planning services. 

Best practices are limited to 
externally-funded projects 
that do not have an impact 
on the service as a whole. 

 

The library service 
performed well against 
some indicators in 2001, 
including number of visits 
and number of computer 
workstations provided. 

The library service performed 
poorly against some 
indicators in 2001, including 
number of issues (?) and 
supply of requested items 

 

Source:  Audit Commission (2002) 

 The Audit Commission report points to a library system with challenges in 

providing services to users with attempts having been made to meet user needs.  

Some of the most significant problems include lack of consultation with user 

groups, preventing a quantifiable measurement of user needs.  In addition to 

users needs, the Audit Commission has also recommended that good library 

practice be implemented and shared within the Manchester Library Service.  All 

of the changes recommended require a new vision from management, while 

minimizing negative impacts on staff and users.  One of the impediments to 

users includes lack of physical access for persons with disabilities. 

 In a follow-up to the Audit Commission report (Manchester Library and 

Information Service, 2003), the Manchester Public Library has dedicated to 

improving physical access to its libraries.  The following chart highlights some of 

the responses by the Manchester Library and Information Service to the Audit 

Commission Report. 

Table 5: Manchester Library Service Response to Audit Commission 
Report 

Recommendations Responses 

Implement a consultation strategy, 
including users, non-users and 
hard-to-reach groups 

 

Assess services against identifiable 
needs that are in line with system 
objectives 

Develop a performance 
management system to quantify the 
impact of library activities 
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Table 5 - continued 

Recommendations Responses 

Support and empower staff to 
implement local improvements, 
based on identifiable needs and 
system vision 

Staff training plan will be 
implemented in 2004, 2005 

Implement a consistently applied 
performance management system 

Collaboration with Audit 
Commission to establish 
performance management system 

Implement organizational changes 
quickly, keeping staff engaged and 
with little impact on users 

Changes in senior management 
team and leadership implemented 

Devise best practices systems that 
can be implemented across the 
system 

Develop electronic monitoring and 
evaluation systems in collaboration 
with the Audit Commission 

Ensure access to libraries for users 
with disabilities 

A capital campaign has begun to 
make more of the older library 
structures accessible to persons 
with disabilities 

Carry out an appraisal of the central 
library to explore long-term future. 

Ensure that the central library can 
help deliver library services across 
the city 

Source:  Audit Commission (2002); Manchester Library and Information Service (2003) 

As for electronic services available in the library, the Manchester Library 

offers few services available through its web site.  There are digital photos of old 

Manchester available only in the library (Manchester Library and Information 

Service, 2004, March 2).  Other services are also only available inside the library, 

such as a public access catalog of library materials computerized since 1995.  

Materials added before then are accessible through the card catalog only 

(Manchester Library and Information Service, 2004, February 3).  The web site of 

the Manchester library also mentions help for students with homework.  Whereas 

other homework services in this study are available by phone, e-mail or live chat, 

the Manchester service is available in seven branches, providing in person 

service only.  The computers in Manchester libraries are those purchased using 

government lottery funds and that allow users to connect to the Internet.  

Courses are also available on site for users beginning their use of computers for 

the first time.  The Manchester library has a significant amount of work to do in 

catching up to other cities in this study in terms of the electronic services 

available.  This could perhaps be due to the age of the library system and the 
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catch up time required to develop electronic services.  Manchester’s is an old 

library, so there may be a lag in converting much of the collection to fit the digital 

age. 

Helsinki, Finland 

The Helsinki City Library was first founded in 1860, but did not move to a 

permanent home until 1881, when the Rikhardinkatu library was opened.  It is still 

in operation today.  Much of the system expansion occurred after the Second 

World War when branches were opened in suburban neighborhoods and 

hospitals.  The Helsinki City Library became the nation’s central library in 1981.  

To that mandate in 1995 was added the responsibility for maintaining a 

multicultural library for the rest of the country (Helsinki City Library, n.d. a).  

Because of the still small immigrant population of the country, the mandate to 

maintain a multicultural library has been granted to the Helsinki City Library 

alone.  With the small immigrant population in Finland, it makes sense to 

concentrate national responsibility for multicultural services in the one large 

urban region, while making the collection available to the entire country through 

interlibrary loan. 

Public libraries in Finland are local institutions run by municipal governments.  

Library service is considered to be a basic public service, using funds from local 

and national governments.  The municipality arranges for library services, such 

as purchase and loan of printed materials and provision of physical space, such 

as the library building (Ministry of Education, Media Division, 2003).  The national 

government insures diversity of material in libraries and equal availability of 

information across the country; lessens the information divide according to 

economic means, age, level of education; and provides access to electronic 

services, such as digital content, technology and licensed databases.  There is 

no fee for basic services, such as borrowing books, but libraries augment their 

government aid by charging for overdue books, interlibrary loans, book sales and 

rental of space to outside organizations (Role of Libraries in the Information 

Society Finland – Background Information, 2000). 
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The structure of Finnish libraries is hierarchical.  Many of the small libraries in 

municipalities throughout the country are autonomous, but receive more 

sophisticated services from the nearest provincial library.  Located in larger 

population centers in Finland, the twenty provincial libraries serve their local 

users as well as the surrounding region in specific tasks, for which they are 

compensated by the national government.  The tasks of provincial libraries 

include providing interlibrary loans in the area, training in new technologies for 

library employees and acting as regional information and resource centers. 

 At the national level, Helsinki City Library serves as the central library for 

all public libraries in the country.  While serving local users, Helsinki City Library 

also provides remote services, develops nationwide cooperative library projects, 

lends to public libraries and acquires foreign-language material (Kekki, 2001). 

 According to national statistics, approximately fifty percent of the 

population of Finland is registered as library users.  This percentage increases to 

sixty to eighty percent when taking into consideration the numbers of people that 

make use of libraries in some way or other (Extracts from Country Studies: 

Finland, 2000).  In 2002, the most recent year for which statistics are available, 

the Helsinki Library listed 251,378 registered borrowers.  This represents forty-

five percent of the population of the city.  In comparison to registered borrowers, 

the statistics also state that there were 7.7 million visits to libraries during 2002 

and 19.5 million Web visits during the same year (Ministry of Education, Culture 

and Media Division, n.d.).  This clearly shows that the number of registered 

borrowers alone does not adequately indicate the amount of usage that the 

library gets.  The following table presents some important statistics about the 

Helsinki Library. 

Table 6: Helsinki Library Facts 

 Helsinki, Finland 

Population served 559,716 
Collection size 2,091,677 
Printed volumes as percentage of 
collection 

89 
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Table 6 - continued 

 Helsinki, Finland 

Other media as percentage of 
collection (e.g., talking books, videos, 
CD-ROMs, DVDs 

11 

Circulation of all items 9,970,755 
Annual in person visits 7,064,279 
Interlibrary loans received 1,448 
Interlibrary loans given 11,083 
Total employees (FTEs) 532 
Professional librarians (FTEs) 396 
Annual hours open 93,191 
Number of service points 53 (including 12 libraries in hospitals) 
Source:  Ministry of Education, Culture and Media Division (n.d.) 

One good example of the value system underpinning libraries in Finland is the 

concept of the information Gas Station (iGS).  The iGS models its approach on 

the values inherent in the Finnish Library Act of 1998 where it is stated that the 

objectives of the public library are “to promote equal opportunities among citizens 

for personal cultivation, for literary and cultural pursuits, for continuous 

development of knowledge, personal skills and civic skills, for internationalization, 

and for lifelong learning.”  The iGS is a mobile information service point operated 

by the Helsinki City Library.  The idea is to take the information provision 

capabilities of the library into the community.  People can use the self-service 

“filling points” or full-service personal service aspect.  The iGS is mobile and can 

be moved around the community to where people congregate, such as train 

stations or shopping malls. 

 The iGS bills itself as a “citizen’s special assistant” in order to help people, 

particularly those who don’t have access to necessary information channels or 

because they lack the requisite skills in information seeking.  This service is also 

available on the Internet or by sending an SMS message via cellular telephone 

(Helsinki City Library, n.d. b).  In addition to the iGS services, the library also 

employs a distance reference service where users can ask questions of librarians 

by e-mail.  Services such as these go a long way towards the development of the 

so-called hybrid library in Finland, where traditional lending of text materials is 
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complemented by the introduction and use of electronic services (Berndtson, 

n.d.). 

 The library system offers other unique services, which are included in the 

following table. 

Table 7:  Information Services Provided by Helsinki City Library 

Library services Notes 
Online public access catalog Also processes reserves and renewals 
Basic computer training  
Wireless LAN networks in libraries Under development 
Electronic databases Forty-two databases available 
Online reference chat  
Source:  Helsinki City Library 

In addition to the services offered uniquely by the Helsinki City Library there are a 

number of electronic services offered cooperatively by libraries through a national 

web site, www.libraries.fi.  These include lists of Internet links on different topics, 

links to various online public access catalogs in Finland, methods of searching 

for information on the Internet, and an online e-mail reference capability operated 

by various public libraries, as well as the Library of Parliament and the library at 

the national statistics agency.  The user may select the library from which the 

answer might come, but an answer may be received from more than one place 

(libraries.fi, 2004). 

Of the forty-two electronic databases in the Helsinki library system, six of 

them are listed as being offered on CD-ROM only, seven are available for use by 

personnel only, twelve are freely available on the Internet inside as well as 

outside the library and a further twenty-three are available only in the library 

(Helsingin kaupunginkirjasto, n.d. a).  There is no provision for registered users 

of the library to log in and use databases from home or other locations. 

The plan for libraries as set out in the Finnish document Library Stategy 2010 

is being realized in Helsinki, particularly the concept of the hybrid library.  While 

still providing access to text materials and in-person information service, the 

library in Helsinki offers an array of electronic services for users.  The nature of 

the electronic services is such that users from vast distances can avail 

themselves of them, except for a number of the electronic licensed databases 

that can only be used within the library system itself. 
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Finally, the library has developed a series of web pages for specific classes of 

users, such as children and immigrants to Finland.  Other special web sites 

include a directory of popular music songs about Helsinki, a children’s page, a 

page for youth, a databases of fairy tales for children, and a writing forum for 

youth where submissions can be read by others (Helsingin kaupunginkirjasto, 

n.d. b). 

Vancouver, Canada 

The Vancouver Public Library was founded in 1887 as an outgrowth of a 

series of reading rooms established in the area as far back as 1869.  By the time 

of the founding of the library, the city had been incorporated for only a year.  New 

premises were founded for the library in 1893 in a YMCA building.  There have 

been three central library buildings since then.  The first purpose-built one was 

constructed using funds donated by Andrew Carnegie and was opened in 1903.  

The building still operates as a community centre and branch library.  In recent 

decades the branch network has been developed extensively, so that today there 

are 20 branches in addition to the main library downtown (Vancouver Public 

Library, 2004). 

The new main library opened downtown in the 1990s is a large structure 

designed in a post-modern style reflecting the Roman Forum.  Occupying an 

entire city block it has a significant physical presence on one of the principal 

streets in the downtown area and is heavily used.  Of the population in the city of 

Vancouver, the overall rate of registered borrowers is sixty percent, more than 

the rate for Helsinki.  Other important facts about the library are in the following 

table. 

Table 8: Vancouver Library Facts 
 Vancouver, Canada 

Population served 573,243 
Collection size 2,984,084 
Printed volumes as percentage of 
collection 

73 

Other media as percentage of 
collection (e.g., talking books, videos, 
CD-ROMs, DVDs 

27 

Circulation of all items 9,200,161 
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Table 8 - continued 
 Vancouver, Canada 

Annual in person visits 6,050,649 
Interlibrary loans received 4,269 
Interlibrary loans given 11,627 
Total employees (working years) 485.26 
Professional librarians (working years) 119.70 
Annual hours open 51,274 
Number of service points 22 
Source:  BC Public Library Statistics (2002) 

The Vancouver Public Library hired a new director in 2002.  His belief is that 

the library’s mandate and core services, such as books, reference service and 

literacy programs remain the same.  Changes are to occur in the manner in 

which some of those services are provided and the tools that are in use 

(Vancouver Public Library, 2003).  This is similar to the concept of the hybrid 

library in Helsinki, but without the same commitment to providing new electronic 

services, such as the information Gas Station.  There are electronic services 

available to registered users outside the library walls that are not available to 

users in Helsinki.  For example, database access in Helsinki is limited to library 

workstations, while users in Vancouver can access most databases around the 

clock from home or work as long as they are registered users.  Other features of 

electronic services at Vancouver Public Library are listed in the following table. 

Table 9: Information Services provided by Vancouver Public Library 

Library services Notes 
Online public access catalog Also processes reserves and renewals 
My Library Personal account information, including 

requests, renewals, personal profile 
and fines 

Internet training courses  
Electronic databases 63 databases available 
Virtual library Reference services available via live 

chat, e-mail, telephone or in-person 
Library services Notes 
All in One Aggregated search of 20 electronic 

resources and the online public access 
catalog at once 

Internet links By subject and by age group (e.g., 
seniors, teens or children) 
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Table 9 - continued 

Library services Notes 
Homework help Information service for children and 

youth, via chat, e-mail or telephone 
Internet Access Computers available in all libraries 
Electronic books Available through netLibrary or Books 

24X7 
Digital photographs Photos of early Vancouver supplied by 

Special Collections 
Source:  Vancouver Public Library (2004) 

In contrast to the declared commitment to personal information services in 

Helsinki, the Vancouver Public Library has a larger number of services available 

for users online.  One significant service is the All in One service that enables 

users to search a number of online databases in addition to the online public 

access catalog.  Being able to conduct this search in a self-service manner 

outside the library makes for efficient library service. 
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ANALYSIS AND CONCLUSION 

Finnish libraries already receive a significant share of funding from their 

national government.  Other state aid comes in the form of construction grants for 

physical stock, as well as for the overall administrative services provided by the 

Ministry of Education, including the determination of national policy guidelines 

and evaluation of services.  Other services that encourage the creation of a 

society where individuals are encouraged to learn and become active 

participants in a democratic society are laudable.  Government participation in 

the creation of a knowledge society helps fill two goals.  An educated populace 

that can participate in the new economy complements government efforts to 

create jobs and grow the economy.  Finland shows that economic development 

and social development are not mutually exclusive, nor is government funding to 

libraries seen as wasteful.  Contrast that with Canada where the provincial 

government has a technology council reporting directly to the Premier, but that 

does not include any representatives outside business and academia.  Nor, for 

that matter, does the council attempt to address issues beyond a narrow 

mandate of growing the economy, as though that exists in isolation outside 

human resource training requirements.  In British Columbia, libraries have grown 

due to one-time funding from governments to put computers into libraries, but 

even the sustainability of those programs is difficult to continue without a further 

commitment to updating the physical stock.  In England, the current Labor Party 

government also has developed social goals in addition to economic ones.  

Libraries are seen as important parts of the societal grid that includes the 

development of individuals.  Due perhaps in part to the fiscal realities of 

competing budget needs, the government has made the public sector aware of 

having to consider imaginative solutions to problems requiring public funds.  For 

that reason, new public libraries are located in non-traditional settings and public-

private partnerships have helped contribute to the construction budget. 

Despite the lofty goals outlined in Framework for the Future, based on a 

comparison of services available for users, the Manchester library lags far behind 

services available for users in Helsinki and Vancouver.  In Manchester there is 
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no online access to a catalog, no mention of database access either internal or 

external to the library and no ability to confer with a reference librarian by chat or 

e-mail. 

Regarding development of the information society, I believe the challenge is 

how to balance desires for economic growth and the current calls for economic 

deregulation with a social agenda that helps citizens to find information, whether 

the direct benefits to the economy are immediately apparent or not.  In the end, is 

the Internet currently a tool only to make money or is it to help people?  Different 

countries with policies on the matter have adopted different approaches that 

reflect cultural values and the needs and demands of the citizens involved. 

If money were no object, irrespective of the cultural background of information 

users, libraries work best when they can provide the best and fastest information 

technology available.  Each of the three libraries under consideration in this 

paper has taken the first step in providing computer workstations for library 

users.  The challenge is to make that sustainable, particularly as technology 

develops and new hardware and software must be purchased and maintained. 

A practical manner in which the computer workstations can work best for 

users is to locate them in many areas throughout the building.  The idea is to 

match users with how they use computers.  Locating a bank of workstations in 

one area does not serve the needs of everyone.  For example, children use 

multimedia and games on their computers, which can be situated in the 

children’s area of the building.  Other workstations can be placed near the entry, 

where last minute users can use computers for a shorter period of time.  Still 

others can be put into meeting rooms or presentation rooms, where the latest 

multimedia equipment can be loaded to help make presentations to a 

professional audience.  Children would not want to use computers in these 

circumstances. 

The role of the information professional in this world has changed.  The data 

that users want and need is not longer accessible through intermediaries in 

specific locations.  Instead, access is more direct without the filtering agent of 

librarians.  Users are confronted with more information, but much of it is 
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commercial in nature, particularly when accessed through search engines.  The 

role of the librarians in this case, is similar to that in previous generations.  They 

need the time to understand and explore the sources so that they can help 

establish a relationship between the users and the information.  The means to 

achieve this is only available by having properly trained staff members who can 

provide the person-to-person training that is necessary.  In the end, each user’s 

information access is personal, so the librarian strives to make the retrieval 

process as customizable as possible within the restraints of the retrieval system. 

One example of effective provision of user information is the homework help 

that is publicized in each of Manchester’s, Helsinki’s and Vancouver’s web sites.  

Much of the help available for children is on the Internet, but that information is 

not always efficiently accessible.  Librarians, as navigators to the information and 

knowledge available online, can help educate and train users to understand how 

to get the correct information.  In order to make libraries more of a destination on 

the information superhighway, beyond the provision of computer workstations in 

libraries, the web sites of libraries should contain specific help for different age 

groups.  It does not help to have homework help for K-12 users, when this 

represents such a broad group of users.  This must be specifically directed to 

each developmental age group and that is easily accessed.  In this way, libraries 

can help make sure that they are thought of when children need homework help. 

As governments work toward developing e-commerce more and ensuring 

harmonization of Internet technology regulations, there is a greater need for 

users to find the free information that is available electronically and in print.  This 

is the strength that librarians can provide, particularly as paid information sources 

and electronic commerce become more pervasive.  In this atmosphere, libraries 

are unlikely to become marginal players.  Users will have a greater need for 

professionals to help them find needed information, not less.  It is not true that 

everything can be found by accessing Google. 

Although libraries have been in the spotlight recently, and have reaped the 

rewards of government largesse when it comes to funding for implementation of 

new services, they are also very local organizations in control of local library 
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services.  As the study shows, there is not necessarily a strong connection 

between the quality of local library services and national information policies.  

The Vancouver Public Library is strong despite the lack of a strong library policy 

developed at either the provincial or federal government levels.  On the other 

hand, the British government has committed itself to the development of 

information policies nationally, along with a bureaucracy to support that goal.  

Nevertheless, despite having Internet workstations in the Manchester public 

library, which were funded using lottery funds, there are few electronic services 

to speak of in the Manchester library.  Much of the work to be carried out in 

Manchester has to do with implementing models to consider and accommodate 

overall user needs and investing in the library structures, many of which are old 

and in need of refurbishment. 

The Finnish situation stands out as the exemplary model in this study, both in 

terms of national information policies and local library services.  In addition to 

Internet workstations funded by government revenues, the library also provides 

services in the community using the Information Gas Station described earlier.  

This is an example of a new paradigm in library service that Vancouver and 

Manchester have not publicly embraced.  In addition to everyday library, the 

national government’s information policies go further toward helping people, 

particularly in their explicit statement that access to information is a human right.  

In addition, the educational aspect of learning is addressed with a view toward 

addressing social inequalities.  Language such as this fits well with my own 

views, as well as those of Manuel Castells.  Although Finland is considered to be 

one of the most competitive economies in the world, there is no dichotomy in the 

notion that social equality and development can exist alongside the pursuit of 

economic gains. 

Much of the Canadian and British information policies are directed toward the 

development of the information technology industry, and public spending in areas 

such as libraries is intended to jump start growth elsewhere in the private sector.  

I do not see much explicit belief in the value of library services beyond the 

economic agenda.  At the same time, and this is a question for further study, I 
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wonder whether the implementation of information policies in municipal libraries 

is made easier in cultures with a tradition of library services spanning only a few 

decades.  Could it be that Manchester is a victim of its own previous success as 

a lending library?  Could a relatively small and newer collection in a non-English-

speaking library more easily adapt to technological and organizational change?  

Answers to all questions are not possible in this paper, but I believe there is 

value in the comparison of library services across nations and cultures.  It 

provides insight into one’s own immediate surroundings, as well as giving a 

sense of other perspectives. 

The most important point to keep in mind throughout this study is that the 

message of Manuel Castells has not been lost on Finnish decision makers who 

recognize that, with the demise of the working class, there arises a new class of 

educated information workers.  For these individuals access to education and the 

network is important if they are to contribute to the informational capitalism. 

 Finland has been able, I believe, to manage a balancing act between 

encouraging those who can benefit and thrive in the new economy, while not 

discouraging those who cannot jump on the bandwagon of information 

technology.  The Finnish policy emphasizes education, development of 

opportunities in outlying regions, ensuring access to information as a human right 

and development of cultural content for linguistic minorities as important 

outcomes of information policy implementation. 
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