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civic engagement is among the most enduring cornerstones of democracy 

representing promise, opportunity and responsibility all at once. While much of 

our political discourse is seemingly fractious, citizens everywhere gather daily to 

find the common ground that helps us meet the challenges of our time. research 

and experience tell us that engaged and empowered citizens generate optimism 

about the future, produce good decisions on meeting tough community 

challenges and contribute to local economic vitality.

in communities large and small, public libraries provides leadership, information, 

tools and a place where people can connect to fulfill the roles and responsibilities 

of active civic engagement. because of their well-earned stature as a trusted 

community resource, libraries have an important role to play in shaping and 

leading discussions along with forging strategies and decisions that advance 

community goals.  

This publication celebrates the role of libraries in nurturing an active citizenry 

and advocates that libraries step up even more fully to embrace their natural 

leadership.

The urban libraries council (ulc) is an association of leading public library 

systems in the u.s. and canada. For more than 40 years, ulc has served 

as a forum for library leaders who share best and next practices resulting 

from targeted research, education and emerging trends. ulc programs are 

recognized for creating new frameworks that invigorate public libraries and their 

communities.  

civic engagement is an urgent priority of ulc member libraries throughout 

north america. stepping up to the civic engagement challenge is intended 

for a wide and varied audience of library, local government, business, civic and 

philanthropic leaders who are looking for sound ideas and effective strategies 

to advance the promise of citizens working together. it provides a rich context 

for understanding the important role of libraries in the civic engagement arena, 

concrete examples of specific programs and services that libraries are providing 

and recommends five powerful roles that  

libraries can assume. 

More than a primer, this is a toolbox and idea repository that we hope will not 

only spark conversations but also provide the basis for activities that animate 

community life and  support democracy in the 21st century.

susan benton

President  & ceo

Letter from the President & CEO  
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“civic engageMenT is a Major issue  

hiding in Plain sighT -- one that needs  

our attention.”
-The harTFord couranT, deceMber 9, 2011

engaged, connected, and involved citizens help create strong,  

optimistic, economically resilient communities.

That’s why civic engagement matters. in a world that is shaped by distrust 

in institutions, economic worries, and political partisanship, engaging people 

in meaningful ways to build stronger communities is valuable, necessary, and 

even urgent.

This report examines the value and impact of investing in civic engagement 

and makes the case for public libraries as civic engagement leaders.

What Is Civic Engagement?
civic engagement is deliberate, consistent, and purposeful outreach 

that creates an environment in which people of all ages and from all 

backgrounds believe they have a voice and a role in decisions and actions 

that affect their lives. it includes volunteering, voting, participating in civic 

and social organizations, engaging in public discussions, connecting with 

community and government decision makers, running for public office, and 

caring about and working to make a difference in the places people  

call home.

Why Invest in Civic Engagement?
Trust in public institutions is at an all-time low. high unemployment, housing 

foreclosures, a shaky economy, growing economic disparities,  

and an inability to tackle major national priorities have caused widespread 

stress, anxiety, frustration, and disappointment. in contrast, research 

has consistently shown that engaged and empowered citizens generate 

optimism, produce good decisions on tough community challenges, and 

contribute to economic success. communities thrive when residents  

feel that their voices are heard, their opinions matter, and their  

leaders are listening.

Perhaps most important, when times are tough, people are often more 

willing to step up to tackle challenges and work together for the good of 

their community. That means now is the ideal time to invest more deeply in 

civic engagement.

Why Libraries as Civic Engagement Leaders?
Public libraries are trusted and tested resources that aren’t going away. They 

have deep hometown roots and broad assets that contribute to community 

building. and, many libraries have already invested in programs that support 

civic engagement goals which contribute to stronger communities. 

yet, their stature as civic engagement leaders is far from confirmed. While 

libraries are often referred to as democracy’s best promise, they are rarely 

seen as community and civic engagement leaders - even though they are 

right there in plain sight.

and that’s a missed opportunity for libraries, local governments, civic 

groups, and the people they serve.

 
Stepping Up to the Civic Engagement Challenge
Maximizing the potential of public libraries to create and sustain an 

environment that promotes community attachment, empowerment, and 

engagement requires:

•	 raising the library’s profile as a civic engagement leader

•	 changing how community stakeholders view the library

•	 changing how libraries operate and view themselves

•	 being prepared for the challenges that come with a leadership role 

executive
summary:
stepping up to the 
civic engagement 
challenge
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About This Report
This report is a publication of the urban libraries council (ulc), a 

membership organization representing more than 130 leading public 

libraries that collectively service 190 million people. it is based on current 

research, in-depth interviews, and discussions among local government 

leaders, library directors and trustees, researchers, and civic leaders. 

The report provides new ideas, thoughtful perspectives, success stories, and 

strategic approaches for use by local government officials, library leaders, 

and other key players who share a commitment to engaging citizens in 

meaningful and productive work to build strong communities. 

“no longer a Passive rePosiTory oF 
books and inForMaTion or an ouTPosT 
oF culTure, quieT, and decoruM in a noisy 
World, the new library is an active and 
responsive part of the community and  
an agent for change.”

- roberT d. PuTnaM & leWis M. FeldsTein,  

beTTer TogeTher: resToring The aMerican coMMuniTy

in november 2011, more than 80 library leaders, city officials, and 

community and corporate partners met in Miami, Fl for the urban 

libraries council Partners for success conference. The conference was 

designed to explore the state of civic engagement practice and examine 

the role of libraries in building stronger communities. Publication of a 

leadership brief on civic-community engagement as a library Priority in 

2011 laid the foundation for this conference.

 

The conference built on ulc’s mission to strengthen the public library as 

an essential part of urban life. its focus on civic engagement is part of a 

long thread of inquiry into the library reaching out to the community.

 

Two noted leaders in engaging citizens in governance and community 

building—carolyn lukensmeyer, president and founder of americaspeaks, 

and Paula ellis, vice president/strategic initiatives at the john s. and 

james l. knight Foundation—were keynote speakers. They provided 

a framework for the conversations based on their extensive work on 

deliberative democracy, civic engagement, and community building.

 

The presentations, group discussions, and strategic thinking during the 

conference provided a foundation for this report. 

2011 Partners for Success: Civic 
Engagement & Building Community

urban 
libraries 
council
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i.why civic 
engagement 
matters

“civic engageMenT is essenTial To The 
healTh oF our coMMuniTy. the more 
engaged our citizens are the stronger 
and better we are as a community.”

- carlos a. giMenez, Mayor MiaMi-dade counTy, Florida

civic engagement is about strengthening local democracy, building stronger 

communities, and empowering people to contribute to their communities in 

meaningful, productive, and sustained ways. 

•	 and that matters—particularly in today’s environment. Trust in most 
public institutions is at an all-time low, leading to frustration and 
disengagement.

•	 Political paralysis and hyper-partisanship have led to little or no progress 
on big challenges facing the country.

•	 complex 21st century problems cannot be solved by government alone 
and often cross government boundaries.i 

These challenges suggest that giving people a voice and a role in decisions 

that affect their lives is a worthwhile, necessary, and urgent investment. 

“The profound brokenness of the system leads to a willingness to be 

involved to work toward solutions,” said carolyn lukensmeyer, president 

and ceo of americaspeaks. “Traditional structures for linking the public to 

our institutions are outdated and don’t easily facilitate engagement. yet, 

the core of democratic practice is creating structures and processes where 

differences are aired and processed.” 

a recent editorial in the hartford courant (cT) pointed to low statewide 

voter turnout in municipal elections in 2011—“an embarrassing 30.67 

percent”—as an indicator of poor civic health in the state. “democracy 

is predicated upon the participation of informed citizens,” the courant 

wrote. “When voters stay home, they are less likely to get competent or 

accountable government, which in turn affects the quality of schools, public 

safety, and town service.”ii 

 

 

 

     Why Engage the Public?
•	 To create a stronger public constituency and mandate for change

•	 To educate the electorate about the challenges facing  
government officials

•	 To involve the public in being part of the solution and taking action

•	 To gain unique insight and new ideas iii 

Civic Engagement Supports Economic Vitality
research and experience have shown that investing in civic engagement 

produces significant dividends. engaged and empowered citizens generate 

optimism, produce good decisions on tough community challenges, and 

contribute to economic success.

The results of several multi-year studies of u.s. communities have identified 

strong connections between civic engagement and economic well-being. in 

its continuing work to create informed and engaged communities, the john 

s. and james l. knight Foundation has concluded that: 

•	 informed and engaged communities are better places to live,  
work, and play.

•	 The more attached people are to their communities, the more 
empowered they feel to voice their perspectives.

•	 community attachment may be the leading indicator of  
economic vitality.

•	 communities where people are civically engaged are more 
economically resilient. 

•	 There is a direct correlation between high levels of civic  
engagement and economic growth. 

•	 a culture of civic empowerment generates a widespread sense of 
optimism that people can shape the future of their community.iv
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The engagement-economy connection was reinforced in a report published 

by the national conference on citizenship, which found that states with 

more civic engagement have experienced less unemployment and seemed 

better able to weather a recession. states with the highest volunteering 

rate in 2006 had the smallest unemployment increase between 2006 and 

2011. among the possible reasons cited for the connection between civic 

engagement and lower unemployment are:

•	 People who participate in civil society trust others more, and trust is a 
powerful predictor of economic success.

•	 Participation in civil society helps develop skills, confidence, and habits 
that could contribute to success in the job market.

•	 People get jobs through their social connections—family, friends, 
professional connections, and community networks. 

•	 civic engagement encourages community attachment, which increases 
the odds of investing, spending, and hiring in the community.v

 

 

 

           Key Concepts in Building Strong    
     Communities:
•	 community attachment: the loyalty and passion people feel  

for where they live.

•	 community empowerment: the belief that individual action can  
make a difference.

•	 civic engagement: the choice to be involved in community life and 
community action, including but not limited to voting, volunteering,  
serving on committees, reaching out to public officials, connecting 
to information and current events, involving oneself in politics, and 
contributing to local causes.

•	 civic health: the measure of how well diverse groups of citizens  
work together and with government to solve problems and  
strengthen their communities. 

•	 democratic governance: the art of governing a community  
in participatory, deliberate, and collaborative ways.

•	 compiled from the national conference on citizenship and  
the national league of cities

“our governance—our civic 
inFrasTrucTure—is rooTed in The 
belieF ThaT good ideas can coMe 
FroM anyWhere, ThaT collaboration 
between citizens and county 
government typically leads to better 
results than working alone, and that 
strategic decisions stand the test of 
time when developed together.”

- Mary hughes hynes, chair,  arlingTon counTy board,  arlingTon, virginia 

 

Civic Engagement Helps Solve Local Challenges
local elected and appointed leaders recognize the value of directly 

engaged citizens. Their involvement contributes to a stronger sense of 

community, builds trust between the public and the government, and 

produces better solutions to local problems.vi  local officials look to the 

public to:

•	 Make choices about cutting services during tough economic times

•	 establish strategic priorities through neighborhood and city-wide  
planning sessions

•	 discuss challenging community issues using both online and face-to-
face forums

•	 Provide important information about day-to-day community needs

in addition to fostering a strong local economy, sustained civic engagement 

contributes to well-informed citizens, safer neighborhoods, community 

stability, supportable budgets, and more. it also helps citizens embrace new 

roles as co-producers of government services rather than consumers. 

For example, in 2012 more than 1,800 Washington, dc, residents 

participated in a one city summit to provide input on local priorities. Mayor 

vincent c. gray called the event “real-time grassroots democracy, dc style.”

“our city is far better off when we give our residents genuine ways to shape 

the future,” Mayor gray said. “engaging people gives city leaders better 

information about what residents want and need which informs policy, 

program, and budget development. a budget is far more supportable when 

citizens have had direct input.”

Many local leaders say engaged citizens contribute to safer communities. 

11
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“residents know best what is going on in their neighborhoods,” Mayor gray 

said. “if they trust their government and police officers and believe their 

voices will be heard, they will help us keep their neighborhoods 

 safe.” similarly, north Miami, Florida, city Manager stephen e. johnson  

said engaged citizens have contributed to the city’s lowest crime rate  

since the early 1980s. “by reaching out regularly to our citizens, we  

learn what’s important in the community and what the safety concerns  

are,” johnson said.   

Civic Engagement Is Democracy in Action
arlington county, virginia, builds its entire approach to governance and 

decision-making around an active and engaged citizenry. it is called 

“the arlington Way.” during 2012, board chair Mary hughes hynes has 

launched a new initiative called Place: Participation, leadership, and civic 

engagement to bring more residents into civic conversations and decision-

making. components of the year-long effort include: (1) creating a map of 

civic resources; (2) conducting a formal community-wide conversation to 

define roles and responsibilities and energize civic decision-making; (4) 

providing training on civic engagement skills for key community groups; and 

(5) making civic engagement a required skill for all county employees. 

chair hynes said Place is more than a year-long exercise. “our goal 

is for more members of our community to be involved—actively and 

constructively—in the important local government decisions that affect their 

lives and those of their neighbors.”

For hartford, connecticut, chief operating officer david b. Panagore, 

getting community residents involved in local decision-making on a regular 

basis isn’t optional. “The legitimacy of government is derived from the 

consent of the governed,” Panagore said. “That consent is essential to 

achieve lasting change.”  

For more than 10 years, proactive civic engagement has been a priority 

in hartford to deal with major community challenges including a growing 

immigrant population, entrenched poverty among city residents, and 

significant illiteracy among the adult population. and a key part of the city’s 

efforts to involve residents in meaningful and productive civic engagement 

is a partnership with the hartford Public library (cT). “every public initiative 

we launch is done with the library,” Panagore said. “Whenever we think of a 

challenge, we say ‘let’s go to the library.’”

•	 civic engagement involves deliberate, consistent, and purposeful 
outreach to create an environment in which people of all ages and 
from all backgrounds feel they have a voice and role in decisions that 
affect their lives.

•	 engaged and empowered citizens contribute to economic success, 
generate optimism, and help solve tough community challenges.

•	 sustained community outreach generates valuable information for 
delivering effective public services, makes citizens co-producers of 
services rather than consumers, and produces results and strategic 
decisions that stand the test of time.

•	 lack of trust in public institutions points to an urgent need for 
change.

•	 When times are tough, people are usually more willing to be involved 
to work toward solutions.

Five Key Ideas About why Civic 
Engagement Matters

“The besT Public Policy is a Mix oF exPerT 
knoWledge and The WisdoM ThaT coMes 
from ordinary people living their daily 
lives.”

- ThoMas jeFFerson

13



s
T

e
P

P
in

g
 u

P
 T

o
 T

h
e

 c
iv

ic
 e

n
g

a
g

e
M

e
n

T
 c

h
a

l
l

e
n

g
e

s
T

e
P

P
in

g
 u

P
 T

o
 T

h
e

 c
iv

ic
 e

n
g

a
g

e
M

e
n

T
 c

h
a

l
l

e
n

g
e

ii. civic 
engagement 
& public 
libraries

“in a World oF decaying TrusT, one brand 
reMains highly trusted and respected, 
and ThaT’s The brand oF The coMMuniTy 
library.” 

-Paula ellis, vice PresidenT/sTraTegic iniTiaTives, 
The john s. and jaMes l. knighT FoundaTion 

There are many voices and resources involved in civic engagement, civic 

health, community attachment, democratic governance, and community 

building. nonprofits, foundations, civic groups, and research organizations 

are making valuable contributions to the field and carrying out successful 

projects. 

but projects end while the business of building healthy, vibrant, engaged 

communities goes on. long-term success requires sustained leadership, 

consistent coordination, and deep community connections. 

Public libraries, working in close partnership with local government and 

the many available resources and experts, are well positioned to provide 

the consistent, close-to-home, sustained leadership that contributes to 

community success. They are trusted, stable, apolitical, safe, and  

positive—in short, ideal civic engagement leaders. at a time when trust in 

government remains low and many citizens feel disconnected from public 

institutions, libraries offer a bright light for producing long-term results.

Maximizing the potential of public libraries to help create and sustain an 

environment that promotes community attachment, empowerment, and 

engagement requires:

•	 raising the library’s profile as a civic engagement leader and resource 

•	 changing how community stakeholders view the public library

•	 changing how libraries operate and view themselves

•	 being prepared for the challenges that come with a leadership role 
 

Raising the Library’s Profile as a Civic Engagement Leader
libraries are at the heart of the communities they serve, and civic 

engagement is at the heart of where libraries are going in the 21st century. 

Moving from a community resource to a civic engagement leader is a logical 

step in the evolution of public libraries. They have a rich knowledge base 

about what’s going on in the community that can shape and encourage 

strong connections for engagement and action. 

“if we aren’t sharing that market intelligence to build community and 

advance democracy, then we aren’t sharing the value of the public library,” 

said susan benton, president and chief executive officer of the urban 

libraries council.

Public libraries’ natural assets for civic engagement and community building 

run deep. libraries are:

•	 accessible to the entire community

•	 respected as a source of factual information

•	 Trusted as a neutral convener

•	 able to attract partners and create alliances

They also bring knowledgeable and skilled staff, physical space for 

community meetings, and technology resources for use by all. 

but, libraries need to define their role in the community differently and 

raise their profile to maximize their value as civic engagement leaders. 

Today’s library must be a more extroverted resource, driven by the ability to 

participate in community life in meaningful ways on a regular basis. That role 

involves:

•	 becoming engaged in activities that may be different from traditional 
library business

•	 being aggressive in positioning the library as a broad resource with deep 
capacities that both support and drive actions to engage citizens and 
build stronger communities

•	 leading with a point of view about what is important in the community

•	 helping the community shape a vision that is built on civic engagement

•	 Focusing outward to the community more than inward on the library

“it is important for the public library not to stand in the background, but to 

lead with its point of view about what is important in the community,” said 

john W. hill, president of the board of library Trustees for the dc Public 

library (Washington, dc). “Today’s library must be fearless in expressing 

that point of view and come to the table with a strong belief in what libraries 

are and how they can help build strong communities.”

15
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a more extroverted library can be politically aware while maintaining its 

reputation as an unbiased, neutral resource. “library leaders are public 

administrators and political analysts,” said nashville Public library (Tn) 

Foundation board Member keith b. simmons. “They have to be in that 

political world and connected to what is going on. and, they have to mesh 

the library with the influential priorities of the community.”

san antonio Public library (Tx) director ramiro salazar has focused on 

raising the library’s profile by building strategic alliances with 

decision-makers, civic groups, and chambers of commerce, and aligning 

library priorities with the mayor’s priorities. “We have worked to emphasize 

and articulate the library’s role in dealing with issues that are important 

to the community,” salazar said. “if it is a community-wide issue, then the 

library should be involved.”

 

Changing How Stakeholders View the Library
“What makes good cities into great cities is leadership,” said simmons. “and, 

that leadership does not always come only from elected officials. it often 

comes from informal, influential individuals and organizations.”

an extroverted public library can become the informal, influential civic 

engagement leader in ways that stretch beyond traditional library roles. but 

success as an influential community leader depends, in part, on changing 

how stakeholders and decision makers view the library. 

library trustees can be instrumental in achieving that change because they 

are community stakeholders. Their broad knowledge of library capacities 

combined with their professional and community connections help the 

library director get to the tables where important community decisions are 

made. They, better than any other resource, can carry the message of the 

library as a vital resource for strengthening democracy, enhancing citizen 

empowerment, and reconnecting residents with public institutions.vii

successful library performance in supporting civic engagement leads to 

legitimacy as a civic engagement leader. “community engagement is a way 

of doing business in our city,” said st. Paul, Minnesota, deputy Mayor Paul 

d. Williams. “We focus on relevance, access, and partnerships in how we 

deliver our commitment to community engagement. and, the library is a key 

resource for our efforts because of its sustained community connections 

and because we know we can count on it to get the job done.”

Changing How Libraries Operate 
While most public libraries offer programs that support civic engagement 

goals and contribute to stronger communities, becoming a civic engagement 

leader may involve realigning priorities, shifting staff responsibilities and focus, 

and leveraging library assets and capacities to meet community needs. 

civic engagement leadership also requires reaching out to the community 

more than pulling the community into the library. The following four strategies 

contribute to solidifying the library’s role as a civic engagement leader.

1. Make civic engagement a library priority,  
     and let everyone know. 
aligning library and community priorities and drawing attention to the library’s 

commitment to civic engagement and community building will change the way 

stakeholders view the library. That means making civic engagement an explicit 

library responsibility, commitment, and priority rather than a side benefit of 

community-driven programs. redesigning the library’s mission, vision, and 

strategic priorities is an important step in confirming the civic engagement 

focus. 

“civic engagement is not separate from other library priorities,” said saint 

Paul Public library (Mn) director kit hadley. “all of our programming is about 

the library promoting civic engagement. We get people out of their houses 

and bring families together to socialize. and, we find ways to engage people 

around things that stir passions.”   

St. Paul Public Library 
Vision & Strategies (MN)

Vision: We are a cornerstone of a thriving city; welcoming people of all 

ages and cultures; strengthening neighborhoods and learning networks; 

and inspiring all with the world of ideas.

Strategies:
•	 set priorities and align 

library resources with key 
community partners.

•	 Focus on services that are 
high priority, effective,  
and innovative.

•	 strengthen st. Paul’s digital 
and community-based 
learning network.

•	 align library spaces to 
support group and  
individual learning.
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in 2009, the board of Trustees of the cuyahoga county Public library (oh) 

adopted a new mission and vision designed to strengthen the library’s position 

in the community. “We knew we were a solid public library system, but we 

were not integrated into community life,” said sari Feldman, cuyahoga county 

Public library executive director. as a result, the library’s focus became 

making a difference in the county and ensuring that community needs aligned 

with library values and capacities. 

Cuyahoga County Public Library 
Mission & Priorities (OH)

Mission: cuyahoga county Public library will be at the center of 

community life by providing an environment where reading, lifelong 

learning, and civic engagement thrive.

 

Priorities:

•	 reconnect with reading

•	 ensure every child enters 
school ready to learn

•	 help youth to reach  
maximum potential

•	 Put cuyahoga county  
back to work

•	 keep seniors healthy, happy, 
and independent

•	 connect with new americans

San Antonio Public Library Vision (TX)
The San Antonio Public Library…

•	 is recognized as a premier 
resource for educational 
support, self-directed  
learning, and literacy

•	 provides invaluable tools for 
building the community’s 
prosperity

•	 anticipates community 
challenges and responds with 
creativity and innovation

•	 is a welcoming community 
gathering place and a 
cornerstone of family,  
cultural, and civic life

•	 bases all service decisions 
on customer needs and 
preferences

•	 is a forward-thinking 
organization that  
maximizes the potential  
of each employee

as part of its strategic planning process, the san antonio Public library (Tx) 

created a leadership advisory committee made up of two former mayors, 

the superintendent of a school district, a former city manager, and chairs of 

two chambers of commerce. The group helped define a broader library role 

in the community, raise the library’s profile, and increase awareness of the 

contributions it makes to solving community challenges.

 2. Show up.
More extroverted libraries initiate action and show up at decision-making tables 

rather than waiting for invitations. That means stepping out and stepping 

up in ways that may not be expected of the public library. For example, the 

springfield city library (Ma),  broadened the focus of its strategic planning 

process from the library to the entire community. The effort led to six strategic 

priorities designed to build a brighter future for the entire city and an expanded 

role for the library in the community. 

“The library was not visible or valued in the community, and we wanted to 

change that,” said library director Molly Fogarty. “We demonstrated through 

this process that we are a real partner in the community.” For Fogarty, a key 

lesson from the experience was the importance of “putting yourself out there 

rather than waiting for an invitation.”  

arlington Public library (va) director diane kresh sees stepping out as a daily 

responsibility. “My job is to pay attention to issues that matter in the community 

and then look for ways to contribute,” kresh said. “i scan the horizon, look for 

opportunities, and partner with the right resources to help build a stronger 

community.”
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3. Encourage and expect staff to get outside the library walls.
library staff are community ambassadors. Their presence in the community 

on critical activities—not just library business—helps raise the library’s profile 

as a civic engagement leader. For example, the hartford Public library (cT) 

has a full-time position dedicated to community development and civic 

engagement. associate librarian for community development and civic 

outreach richard Frieder said the most important work he does every day is 

building relationships throughout the city, and the rest of his work grows out 

of those relationships. 

“i intentionally wander the city and spend time in city hall so that i know 

what’s happening,” Frieder said. “My goal is to make sure people see me, 

know me, and think of the library.”

The edmonton Public library (ab) affirmed its commitment to civic and 

community engagement by establishing 17 community librarian positions 

working out of service points throughout the city. The decentralized model 

gives the library valuable intelligence on community priorities and helps 

build strong relationships throughout the community. during their first 

year of operation, the community librarians worked with more than 300 

organizations in the city for a total average of 145 hours per week. 

staff at the alachua county library district (Fl) are encouraged to leave 

the library, go out into the community, learn what the community needs, 

and explore how the library can help meet those needs.viii  With its slogan 

of “thinking outside the book,” the library has positioned itself as a place 

where new ideas thrive beyond typical library services. “it is important to get 

imbedded in your community so that stakeholders see the library as central 

to the community rather than an amenity,” said alachua county library 

district director shaney T. livingston. 

4. Identify opportunities to make a difference  
      in the community.
opportunities that libraries have embraced to leverage their expertise to 

meet community needs include:

•	 Providing services to and offering a safe welcoming place for immigrants

•	 designing and supporting e-government services and community portals 
that broaden access to reliable information

•	 being a safe place for launching community conversations on  
tough issues 

•	 Facilitating strategic planning processes that address broad  
community needs 

•	 Providing civic and voter education

•	 serving as voter registration and polling sites

calgary Public library (ab) chief executive officer gerry Meek uses a  

four-step process for identifying needs and opportunities that shape how 

the library operates in the community:

•	 listen to the community

•	 Make what the library does matter

•	 identify dialogues that the library can influence

•	 Play to the library’s strengths

Dealing with the challenges of a leadership role
stepping into a civic engagement leadership role offers opportunities 

and challenges for libraries. The clear opportunity is to build stronger, 

economically resilient communities where citizens feel they have a voice 

and role in decisions and actions that affect their lives. but, an extroverted 

leadership role means moving into unfamiliar territory, which may be more 

political or contentious than traditional library business. challenges libraries 

may face as they build their civic engagement credentials include:

•	 Taking the heat that comes with a leadership role 

Flying under the radar screen has its advantages. being a leader 

raises expectations about broad and quick results and increases 

the likelihood of criticism, naysayers, and missed expectations. 

over the past decade, libraries have been strategic and resourceful 

in reinventing themselves in the face of changing needs while 

sustaining their status and reputation in the community. That 

foundation will help when operating in new and more challenging 

territory. setting manageable expectations, communicating 

regularly, and being aware of the challenges that come from 

naysayers are important to managing the leadership role.  

•	 Maintaining the library’s neutrality 

While the library should have a point of view about issues that 

matter in the community, it should not have an agenda. convening 

community conversations around challenging social issues creates 

opportunities for exploration and group problem solving. library 

leaders can bring information and ideas to the table without offering 

answers or taking positions on public policy issues. ensuring 

balanced perspectives among presenters will facilitate a balanced 
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conversation. The library’s reputation as an apolitical, nonpartisan, 

neutral welcoming place strengthens its power and influence in the 

community. That reputation is an essential asset that  

must be preserved.   

•	 Balancing traditional services with new leadership responsibilities 

becoming a civic engagement leader is not a new program or more 

work for already-stretched staff. instead, it involves rethinking how 

the library approaches its role in the community, how it defines 

priorities, and who it connects with to meet community needs. it 

does not mean stopping services that are important to and valued 

by the community. Moving from a reliable provider of community 

services to a leader that is committed to building an engaged and 

economically resilient community is an extension of the library’s 

fundamental mission rather than a new venture. 

•	 Gaining credibility and legitimacy as a civic engagement leader 

stepping up, showing up, reaching out, building on successes, and 

raising a leadership voice in the community will contribute to the 

library’s legitimacy. The library’s stature as a reliable community 

resource provides a foundation for shifting into a stronger 

leadership role. but moving from supporter to leader requires 

different behavior, persistence, and a fearless commitment to civic 

action. choosing opportunities that match the library’s skills and 

roles—such as using a one-book program to launch conversations 

about systemic community challenges—increases the 

 likelihood of success.  

•	 Building civic engagement skills 

americaspeaks President carolyn lukensmeyer says the most 

important skill for building a healthy democratic society is to 

“listen with an open mind and an open heart.” skilled staff are 

essential to carrying out the library leadership role and supporting 

community building efforts by others. For example, having a cadre 

of trained facilitators to support community conversations and 

problem-solving sessions in the library, in neighborhoods, and 

in schools may make it possible to engage more people in these 

discussions. Providing staff training to enhance civic engagement 

skills and confidence is a valuable investment. offering training to 

other community groups will further broaden the impact of civic 

engagement efforts.

•	 in a world of decaying trust in public institutions, libraries remain 
highly trusted and respected, which makes them ideal civic 
engagement leaders.

•	 Today’s library must be a more extroverted resource driven by the 
ability to participate in community life in meaningful ways.

•	 Maximizing the library’s potential as a civic engagement leader 
requires raising the library’s profile, changing how stakeholders view 
the library, changing how libraries operate and view themselves, and 
being prepared for the challenges of a leadership role.

•	 library trustees, in their positions as community leaders, can help 
change how stakeholders view the public library.

•	 a higher-visibility leadership role may produce new challenges for 
libraries which must be managed in order to maintain the library’s 
stature and reputation in the community while producing  
good results.

Five Key Ideas About Civic 
Engagement and Public Libraries

23



s
T

e
P

P
in

g
 u

P
 T

o
 T

h
e

 c
iv

ic
 e

n
g

a
g

e
M

e
n

T
 c

h
a

l
l

e
n

g
e

s
T

e
P

P
in

g
 u

P
 T

o
 T

h
e

 c
iv

ic
 e

n
g

a
g

e
M

e
n

T
 c

h
a

l
l

e
n

g
e

iii.engageD 
libraries 
leaDing 
the way

Public libraries have been strengthening democracy and building 

community for years. in many communities, they are already leading civic 

engagement efforts that reach beyond their traditional library roles. “People 

view their library as this democratic place where opinions are heard, 

resources are universally available, everyone is welcome, and programs are 

offered about things that matter in the community,” said hartford Public 

library (cT) director Matthew k. Poland.

engaged libraries are leading the way around these five roles:

1. Civic Educator—raising awareness of civics, civic engagement,  
and civic responsibility

2. Conversation Starter—identifying challenging community issues,  
creating forums for sharing opinions, and developing action strategies

3. Community Bridge—bringing diverse people, including local government 
officials, and organizations with different perspectives together to build 
stronger communities 

4. Visionary—leading efforts to develop a broad and inclusive  
community vision 

5. Center for Democracy in Action—walking, talking, thinking, and  
acting as the place where democracy, civic engagement, and  
public discourse happen

“in a World oF coMMuniTy building,  
local libraries have a unique and 
powerful role.”

-The engaged library: chicago sTories oF coMMuniTy building

The following sections provide snapshots of how libraries are already 

leading civic engagement efforts.

 

Civic Educator
successful civic engagement requires a combination of knowledge, skills, 

values, and motivation to make a difference and solve community problems. 

The educator role comes naturally to libraries. 

•	 calgary Public library’s (ab) civic literacy program educated voters 

about the 2010 municipal election, emphasized what a difference 

one vote can make, and encouraged active and purposeful civic 

engagement over the longer-term. it included candidate forums, 

election blogs training sessions for candidates and campaign 

managers, and meet-the-candidate sessions. The result was a 53 

percent voter turnout in 2010, compared with an average of 28 

percent during the previous 

three municipal elections.

•	 sacramento Public library (ca) became a center for political 

and civic engagement around a new citizen-driven redistricting 

process. it was one of six redistricting centers created to give state 

residents access to data, software, education, and information 

about the redistricting process. The library’s evening and weekend 

hours, internet connectivity, secure office space, ada accessibility, 

nonpartisan welcoming environment, and commitment to 

supporting and encouraging  

civic engagement contributed to its selection for this  

once-a-decade responsibility.

•	 anchorage Public library (ak) combined its civic education and 

conversation-starter roles by conducting a series of conversations 

on the alaska constitution. during nine conversations, citizens 

explored the foundations of civic life in alaska and even talked with 

some of the original framers of the state constitution. as a result of 

this effort, more copies of the alaska constitution were in the hands 

of residents than ever before.

•	 san antonio Public library maximized a state statute that allows 

libraries to be voter registration sites. all library branches offer 

voter registration as an option when signing up for a library card, 

emphasizing the library’s role as a civic educator. 
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Conversation Starter
democracy happens when interested people engage in informed discussion 

about issues affecting their lives and their community. libraries are leading 

these discussions from identifying the most important issues through 

facilitating community action.  

•	 Pima county Public library (az) regularly brings citizens and state 

and local elected officials together to discuss community issues, 

build civic relationships, and maintain connections between citizens 

and elected leaders. a toolkit developed by the arizona library 

association provides guidelines for conducting successful meetings 

with elected officials—which is an important indicator of civic 

engagement.

•	 calgary Public library (ab) conducts dynamic community forums 

around key issues facing the community such as sustainability, 

immigration, health and well-being, voting, and engagement. The 

series is designed to build awareness of the library’s civic leadership 

role and create a place for citizens to explore quality-of-life issues.

•	 san diego Public library (ca) uses the one-book model to 

encourage widespread conversations around issues that matter in 

the community. The library involves both a public television and 

radio station to broaden the community impact and engages the 

community in selecting the book for discussion through an online 

community vote. 

•	 arlington Public library (va) used its arlington reads program 

to support a local leadership agenda on sustainability, focusing 

particularly on local food production. While it began with two books 

and author presentations, the initiative also included creating a 

community vegetable garden in a raised bed at the entrance to the 

central library to benefit the arlington Food assistance center. 

The comprehensive effort engaged new partners, supported a 

worthy cause, demonstrated the feasibility of producing food in 

urban spaces, and served as an educational laboratory for both the 

volunteer gardeners and the 3,000 people who visited the library 

daily.

Community Bridge
libraries are uniquely qualified to create community bridges by connecting 

groups who may have little in common and by helping to engage 

disconnected groups.

•	 Pima county, hartford, and brooklyn (ny) Public libraries all 

provide a range of services for immigrants to connect them to their 

adopted homes. The programs are designed to educate immigrants, 

facilitate their access to services, help them navigate unfamiliar 

processes such as securing visas to continue working and living 

here, and build social capital and trusting relationships.

•	 skokie Public library (il)  brings residents of its highly diverse 

population—who speak 100 different languages—together 

to explore a different culture each year, including a series of 

community conversations to increase understanding and create 

stronger  

community connections.

•	 dc Public library connected two groups that coexist in the 

community but are often at odds with each other—the homeless 

and teens. The teens were trained in professional photography 

and interviewing to collect the stories and images of the homeless 

residents, which became part of the library’s website and gave 

identity to the often faceless homeless population. 

•	 orange county Public library (Fl) built a shared history of 

orlando—a city which many erroneously think began with the 

opening of disney World. both the content of orlando Memory and 

the process for collecting community and individual stories honored 

the city’s rich and unique history and provided a vehicle for binding 

residents together.

•	 Miami-dade Public library system (Fl) has used storytelling to 

engage children and families from the multicultural and multilingual 

community and increase cultural awareness. The library connects 

with libraries in other countries to introduce residents to other 

cultures while embracing diversity and connecting to their 

community. 

Visionary
When diverse people are enlisted in the work of shaping a community 

vision, they become optimistic about the future and are more committed 

to the vision. absent a longer-term vision, citizens are likely to get stuck in 

short-term problems that contribute to frustration and disengagement. 

libraries can lead the process of developing a community vision as the 

springfield city library (Ma) did. or, they can contribute to and encourage 

its development by collecting useful information, refining the library’s vision 

to support community building, and creating opportunities to get people 

involved in bigger conversations.  
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•	 Free library of Philadelphia (Pa) redefined its service vision to 

focus on transforming lives by making economic recovery and 

ongoing prosperity its highest priority. 

•	 jefferson county Public library (co) launched a comprehensive 

community assessment process to strengthen its capacity to 

connect with the communities it serves and to lead community 

problem solving. 

•	 contra costa county library (ca) used the need for a new library 

branch to raise the library’s profile in the community and shape a 

new vision. More than 4,000 residents participated in assessments, 

surveys, focus groups, and interviews to build a new library that 

would be a center for lifelong learning and a civic focal point for 

everyone. 

•	 Public library of youngstown and Mahoning county (oh) carried 

out a strategic planning process to broaden its vision and increase 

its community-building skills using the harwood institute innovation 

framework. The process strengthened the staff’s skills and shifted 

the library’s focus from traditional services to leading efforts to 

address persistent community problems.

Center for Democracy in Action
becoming a center for democratic action requires moving from events that 

support civic engagement to a coordinated strategy designed to achieve 

active and purposeful engagement. library leaders who see themselves as 

centers for democratic action say all of their programming is about civic 

engagement. Programs that address key civic engagement indicators—

voting, civic understanding, connections with public officials, services to 

immigrants, and easy access to reliable data and civic information—position 

the library as the place where democracy, civic engagement, and public 

discourse happen.

being successful as a center for democratic action requires:

•	 Positioning the library at the heart of the community where its role as a 
civic leader is widely communicated, understood, accepted, and valued

•	 committing to civic engagement and community building as the library’s 
overall focus

•	 Modeling civic engagement, including encouraging staff to be actively 
involved in community work both in their library jobs and their  
personal lives

•	 educating voters about civic responsibilities, including participating 
in municipal elections.

•	 helping immigrants connect with their new homes.

•	 building community histories that encourage community attachment.

•	 bridging diverse cultures and disconnected groups.

•	 creating a vision of an engaged, connected, healthy, vibrant 
community.

Five Strategies for Leading the Way

using strategies, concepts, mission statements, and slogans such as “building 

bridges” (calgary Public library), “working for democracy” (johnson county 

Public library), “thinking outside the book” (alachua county Public library 

district), and being a “cornerstone of a thriving city” (st. Paul Public library), 

public libraries are reshaping their vision and leading the way toward stronger 

communities. 
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civic engagement does matter. The research is compelling about the 

economic and social benefits that come when residents are connected to 

their communities in meaningful and productive ways. Most local officials 

also agree that when residents get involved in public decision-making and 

behave more like citizens than consumers, the results are positive. 

The need and the opportunity in this fertile territory is for a reliable, trusted, 

hometown resource to lead, manage, and ensure sustained attention to  

civic engagement every day—not just for a special research project or a  

pressing need. 

That resource is the public library.

because of the library’s deep community roots and programs that 

already support civic engagement, becoming the go-to resource on civic 

engagement requires a shift in emphasis, approach, and attitude rather than 

a mission change. That shift will happen through:

•	 a sold understanding of why civic engagement matters and how it 
contributes to stronger, more economically resilient communities

•	 a higher profile and louder voice for the library and its work throughout 
the community

•	 an explicit commitment to civic engagement and community building as 
a broad library priority

iv. stepping up 
to the civic 
engagement 
challenge: 
a call to action

“There are TWo Ways oF sPreading lighT: 
to be the candle or the mirror that 
reflects it.”

- ediTh WharTon

•	 sustained connections to local challenges and leadership priorities

•	 constantly nurtured partnerships throughout the community

•	 Persistence and courage

•	 good work that produces good results 

Much of the onus for ratcheting up close-to-home, consistent attention 

to civic engagement lies with public libraries themselves. They can step 

up, reach out, show up, flex their civic capacities, connect with influential 

partners, and define themselves as civic engagement leaders. at the same 

time, local leaders, many of whom have structural relationships with public 

library systems, can think of their libraries as they look for partners to lead 

civic engagement efforts. 

libraries are more than another civic group or asset to be added to an 

outreach list. They are deeply rooted in the community— present, ready, 

trusted, respected, well-known, and capable.

as libraries continue reinventing their roles in the face of changing needs, 

shrinking resources, electronic books, and new models for reading and 

learning, a renewed focus on their original purpose as democracy’s best 

promise offers a strong value proposition.

For libraries, the challenge is to step up.

For government officials, civic groups, researchers—anyone interested in 

encouraging, building, and supporting civic engagement and community 

empowerment—the best approach may be “let’s go to the library.”
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Founded in 1971, the urban libraries council (ulc) is a membership 

organization made up of north america’s premier public library 

systems and the corporations supporting them. While ulc’s 

members primarily represent urban and suburban settings, the 

work done by ulc is widely used by all libraries including those 

in rural settings. ulc strategically addresses issues important to 

all communities including education, workforce and economic 

development, public safety, environmental sustainability, health, 

and wellness. ulc’s members are thought leaders dedicated to 

the continuous evolution and strengthening of libraries to meet 

changing community needs. ulc’s focus is on helping library 

leaders develop and utilize skills and strategies that match the 

challenges of the 21st century.
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