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Abstract 

This thesis focuses on the relationship between quality of life and public libraries – the 

latter situated within a broader context of social infrastructure – and I make two primary 

arguments throughout. First, I argue that there is an interrelationship between the idea(l)s 

of quality of life, social infrastructure, and complete communities, to which public libraries 

are uniquely positioned to significantly contribute. I also make the argument, building off 

research by Eric Klinenberg, that local governments need to begin specific planning 

projects and initiatives aimed at encouraging and fostering the growth and development 

of social infrastructure. The thesis concludes with recommendations for the planning 

profession.  

 

Keywords:  Public library; social infrastructure; quality of life; community planning; 
social resilience  
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Preface 

All knowledge is positioned. This is a claim made by Cree-Metis scholar Deanna 

Reder (2016), and couched inside this short sentence is a powerful claim that goes against 

much of Western epistemology and modern philosophy of science. For centuries, though 

especially throughout the 20th century, studies in the fields of philosophy, social sciences, 

and natural sciences placed supreme emphasis on objectivity. The vigor with which 

research has been undertaken has been judged by the degree to which the researcher is 

seen as an impartial and neutral observer of phenomena, one who objectively tests 

hypotheses, and accurately records data and results, whether positive or negative. Much 

more recently, this emphasis on objectivity has been questioned, scrutinized, and, at 

times, completely discarded.  

The claim that all knowledge is positioned is a claim not that objectivity does not 

exist, but that it cannot exist. We all have our own histories that have shaped the way we 

view, and interact with, the world. We all have inherent, deeply-seated biases, to which 

we are often blind. This is in no way to suggest that good science or research cannot be 

done. Rather, this lack of objectivity should not be seen as a hindrance, but as something 

which, if acknowledged and actually embraced, can bring the researcher closer to their 

subject in a way that enhances the research process and outcome. As Mosselson argues, 

“bringing in the researcher’s positionality” – that is, their personal position in relation to the 

research they are performing – “as a tool in the research process can not only enhance 

the ethical integrity of the research, but can also enhance both the research process and 

the analysis and interpretation of the data” (2010: 479). Mosselson uses a personal 

example throughout her essay: her experience interviewing and working with 25 Bosnian 

refugees in New York City. What she studied was not only these 25 individuals and their 
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responses and remarks, but also the way in which her own identity interacted with the 

identity of her participants. Through her realization that she is not a neutral actor, and that 

this lack of neutrality influences her participants, she was able to “gain a deeper 

understanding of the complexities at play, and thus improve the quality of the research” 

(493). 

The act of positioning oneself within their research often takes form through the 

use of storytelling. Planning has often been described as storytelling in action (for 

example, Childs 2008; Goldstein et al. 2015; van Hulst 2012, among many others) and I 

think many planners would be wise to recognize the power within storytelling1, but for 

many Indigenous nations and researchers, storytelling is a fundamental part of their 

identities. It is not simply a tool to increase the efficacy of one’s work, but is foundational 

to a nation’s ability to transfer histories, cultures, and knowledges to other generations. It 

has also become a core component of contemporary Indigenous methodology and 

research. Indeed, there is a power found within the utilization of storytelling as qualitative 

methodology.  

As Qwul’sih’yahmaht argues, “storytelling should always be teller-focused and 

share what the tellers deem important about their experience, and should not be about 

studying what the researcher deems important” (2015: 178). Corntassel et al. further 

emphasize the power within storytelling within the first sentence of their article: 

“Indigenous storytelling is connected to our homelands and is crucial to the cultural and 

political resurgence of Indigenous nations” (2009: 137). This said, utilizing storytelling as 

a settler is not co-opting something that is Indigenous, for storytelling in and of itself is not 

 
1 For particularly efficacious examples of this in practice (rather than those found in the academic works 

referenced earlier in this sentence), see Bromberg and Santos (2019), Cheung (2019), Larsen (2019), 
Rojas (2018), Väänänen (2016), and Yale Climate Connections (2019).  

http://www.scenariomagazine.com/byline/jenni-vaananen/
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exclusively Indigenous.  It is high time, though, that Canada’s settler population recognize 

the role that storytelling can play in reconnecting ourselves to land we far too often take 

for granted, and that we perform a deeply personal type of critical introspection, in order 

to understand and accept difficult truths, and allow these stories to change. We must allow 

ourselves to learn the role(s) that our ancestors played in the dispossession of Indigenous 

lands and territories, whether intentional or not.  

I believe that all non-Indigenous Canadians have a moral obligation to do this, no 

matter how difficult, but when it comes to urban and community planners, there is a 

professional obligation as well. I make no normative claims about reconciliation, but given 

that the Government of Canada, as well as this country’s provincial governments, so 

largely frame Indigenous-settler relations within a reconciliatory context, it is in this climate 

that planning in Canada – a profession that is predicated upon the management and 

utilization of occupied lands, and often engages in work directly related to or with 

Indigenous nations – is both theorized and practiced. This is why a discussion like this is 

preceding a thesis largely unrelated to Indigenous planning or Indigenous-settler relations 

more broadly.  

Unsurprisingly, terms like Indigenization and decolonization have seeped deeply 

into 21st century planning literature, but these are both often focused on institutions, 

systems, and structures (see, for example, Jojola 2008; Porter 2017; Ugarte 2014). This 

is not a shortcoming – generally, this is where they are most powerful – but it means that 

they, even taken together, are not comprehensive. And in the planning profession, a 

relearning and retelling of personal stories – something that critical introspection will help 

with – can help this profession in immense ways.  
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A common refrain from settler Canada is that we, as individuals alive in 2020, did 

not commit or perpetuate violence against Indigenous peoples. A recent CBC story from 

Port Alberni shows this clearly, as Cameron Stefiuk, a local resident interviewed, 

proclaims, “I don’t feel that I was personally responsible and have to reconcile for things 

that I have nothing to do with” (Hamilton 2018). Not only does this type of thought provide 

evidence of a fairly limited definition of violence, it also must ignore the contemporary and 

continued subjugation of Indigenous peoples, and the contemporary and continued benefit 

that, on account of this, has been brought to the settler population. Porter discusses this 

aptly regarding her home country of Australia:  

This is the country that sustains me and my life, country stolen from these peoples . . . As 
a descendent of this theft and the colonial relations it continues to prop up, I am situated 
in a relation of power that is ever-present in settler-colonial Australia. It is hidden from view 
for most of us in the non-Indigenous community most of the time, for white Australia works 
hard to deny or not know – a structure of forgetting intrinsic to the properties of being a 
colonist in a settler-colony (2017: 650).  

Actively remembering the past, often many generations removed, and connecting 

this past to currently-enjoyed social, cultural, or economic benefits, challenges this 

structure of forgetting, and acknowledging the role that one’s ancestors may have played 

in the large-scale dispossession of Indigenous territories changes one’s view about land 

in a substantial way that can help oil the gears of decolonizing movements. It is in this light 

that I present, as a preface to this thesis, my story – my entanglement of histories and 

geographies that have resulted in who I am today.  

I come from a family of immigrants, like all settler Canadians at some point in their 

lineage do. Just one of my four grandparents were born in Canada. The other three 

immigrated here at various ages between two and thirteen, and the vast majority of my 

direct ancestors had very difficult lives. My ancestors worked and died in Stalin's gulags. 

The family of my great-great-grandfather, Johann Voth, were all detained and led to work 
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camps in the south of Russia. Johann died on December 13, 1931, while at the labour 

camp. On my maternal side, some starved in the Holodomor, the Stalin-induced Ukrainian 

famine. My maternal grandfather, Benjamin Redekopp, was on the brink of death at just 

three years of age in his home country, Ukraine. He survived against all odds, solely 

thanks to the help of neighbours, in the face of Soviet communism and genocide. My 

ancestors, since the 16th century, fled religious persecution as Mennonites, moving from 

the Netherlands to Germany, Prussia, Russia, and, eventually, the “young” country of 

Canada.  

Canada is a true refuge to many people, current and past. This was certainly true 

for my more recent ancestors – my grandparents and some great-grandparents – who 

came to Canada in the first half of the 20th century. But these ancestors, despite paying 

for a plot of land, building their houses, and cultivating their crops, inhabited land that did 

not belong to them, nor to those who sold them the land. This is where the intricacies and 

complexities of colonialism in my own life come to light. The foundation of my family’s 

existence is at the intersection of refuge and colonialism, whether it was intentional or not, 

and Taiaiake Alfred comments on this poignantly: “amends must be made for the crimes 

that were committed from which all non-Indigenous Canadians, old families and recent 

immigrants alike, have gained their existence” (2009: 166).  

Much of my family grew up in Yarrow, British Columbia – a town that would not 

exist had it not been for the draining of Sumas Lake, a place of vital importance to the 

Stó:lō nation. As Jody Woods notes, “Sumas Lake has always been a Stó:lō place of 

transformation” (2001: 104). It featured prominently in the Stó:lō peoples’ stories of 

creation, was a place of remarkable biodiversity, and functioned as a primary source of 

food and community cohesion. Members of the Stó:lō community still describe the lake as 
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the “heart of the community” (Smith and Verstraten 2013). The draining of the lake resulted 

in the “greatest single loss of a productive waterway in S’ólh Téméxw [Stó:lō world],” and 

the language of the rationale for the draining of the lake is undeniably colonial. Fertile 

farmland was to be “reclaimed” – language implying that settlers had an original claim to 

the farmland – from the lake in order to facilitate settlement and agriculture (Woods: 104). 

Government plaques remain at former sites of the lake to commemorate its draining, on 

which it boasts of the Sumas Lake reclamation, and members of the Stó:lō community are 

still trying to get compensation for this theft (Smith and Verstraten 2013). This lake was 

enormous, and entire lives and methods of livelihood were drastically altered by its 

draining. The draining of the lake was solely designed to benefit the new settlers, and they 

certainly did benefit – to the point where if it were not for this injustice, my family would 

not exist. I would not exist.  

While the maternal side of my family’s history features a similar entanglement 

between colonialism and refuge, my father's side is focused on briefly here, as it is in the 

area that they eventually settled that I was born and raised. My grandmother, Mary 

Matties, was born on June 10, 1927 in Tchernowski, Siberia. Due to extreme poverty and 

political turmoil in what was then the USSR, my great-grandparents – Wilhelm and 

Aganetha Matties – attempted to sell their belongings at an auction in order to move. After 

that failed, however, and with notice that state officials were on their way collect taxes and 

likely arrest Wilhelm upon arrival, they ran from their home with just one bag of clothing – 

buns still in the oven. After a long and arduous five-month journey, Wilhelm, Aganetha, 

and their eight children arrived in Quebec in 1931, before spending two years in a log 

cabin in Hepburn, Saskatchewan, three years in Valhalla Centre, Alberta, nine years in La 

Glace, Alberta, and ultimately settling in Yarrow, British Columbia in 1945. In one of the 
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pictures that follows, my grandmother stands with her mother and siblings in front of their 

barn in La Glace, Alberta, situated in the traditional territory of the Horse Lake First Nation.  

My grandfather, Wladimir (Waldo) Thiessen, was also born in the USSR, though 

in a small town called Orlov. He was born on November 26, 1923, to Dietrich and Helena 

(Voth) Thiessen, the second of nine children, though the last to be born outside of Canada. 

Dietrich Thiessen made the trip to Canada alone, arriving in Quebec City on November 1, 

1925. Helena Thiessen and her two sons, Nikolai and Waldo, left Southampton on 

November 28, 1925 and arrived in Saint John, New Brunswick on December 11, 1925. 

They were reunited by Christmas in Winnipeg, where Helena’s brother had settled, and 

shortly thereafter, relocated to Yarrow, British Columbia, having heard of good farming 

opportunities.  

Sixty-five years to the day after my grandfather left Southampton on the S.S. 

Melita, I was born – November 28, 1990 – on the traditional and unceded territory of the 

Stó:lō First Nation. The town in which I was born, before its amalgamation with the City of 

Abbotsford, was called Matsqui, and the hospital in which I was born bore this name as 

well. The word matsqui means “stretch of higher ground” in Halq̓eméylem, the language 

of Stó:lō people. It is on this land upon which my entire life is based – work, school, family, 

friends. As mentioned, my family goes back just three generations as inhabitants of the 

Stó:lō territory. Despite this brevity, my life and my history is inextricably linked to the Stó:lō 

peoples and their history and territory. And despite the likely permanence of my residence 

on their territory, or that of other Indigenous nations in present-day Canada, I acknowledge 

my place as a guest. As Reder says, this is “not to suggest that I was ever invited here,” 

but a recognition of the fact that being born a settler here does not “give me the same 



xx 

relationship to this land as those whose Nations have been here since time immemorial” 

(2016: 7).  

While the professionalization of planning in Canada had hardly taken form at the 

time of the Sumas Lake draining, the draining of the lake was an intentional planning 

activity which, at the time, was a significant component of the state’s ability to 

systematically dispossess Indigenous nations of their lands and territories. And for my 

family just a couple generations ago, it was a key event that afforded them a much more 

prosperous life they could have hoped for back in Europe, or likely elsewhere in Canada. 

This juxtaposition is stark, and while not every Canadian will have an event in their past 

as defined as the draining of Sumas Lake, every Canadian does continue to benefit by 

upholding the state’s colonial structures. Challenging past narratives, such as those 

engraved on the side of Highway 1, can change the way about which land is thought, and 

can create a place from which the settler can work toward decolonization. If this is 

encouraged for planners in particular, this type of thought can then be worked into the 

profession, and, perhaps, set it upon a redemptive path.  
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Chapter 1.  
Introduction 

Bad libraries build collections, good libraries build services, and great libraries build 
communities.  
- R. David Lankes, Author and Academic Librarian  

Public libraries are a staple institution in communities, towns, and cities of all sizes. 

Though to those on the outside they may seem to spend a fair amount of time operating 

in the background, against a backdrop of increased internet and information access, inside 

their walls, public libraries have come to life in ways they never did throughout the 20th 

century. Fraser Valley Regional Library (FVRL) CEO Scott Hargrove goes so far as to say 

that “[public] libraries are in the business of building communities” (as quoted in McNish 

2016), and this transformation has important implications for cities and neighbourhoods, 

as well as the local government planners throughout the province, planners who work hard 

to improve and enhance these cities and neighbourhoods.  

Municipalities in British Columbia – that is to say, their staff and elected officials – 

navigate a complex environment in which they receive mandates from, and are 

responsible to, two distinct bodies. The first is likely obvious – the local electorate within 

individual municipalities. The second, however, is the regional district, of which a given 

municipality is a member. These regional districts, unique to BC, add a layer of complexity, 

since regional districts engage in their own planning processes and provide member 

municipalities with goals through Regional Growth Strategies (RGS). These goals, at least 

in theory, are intended to bind municipalities to operate and plan their own projects and 
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initiatives within the framework(s) set out by the RGS. Recently, an emphasis has been 

placed on the idea of creating complete communities by many regional districts throughout 

the province – in short, the idea that people should be able to live, work, and play within 

their community, with an end goal of increasing quality of life for both individuals and 

communities. These mandates will be discussed more specifically in the literature review 

of the following chapter, but under the authority of their regional district, municipalities are 

required to work toward this mandate. There is not a lot of direction, however, in how 

municipalities are to pursue this, and I argue that the idea of social infrastructure plays a 

fundamentally important role in helping realize the ideal of complete communities. I also 

argue that public libraries play a particularly important and pertinent role in creating and 

maintaining a city or community’s social infrastructure, and, as such, in improving a 

community’s quality of life.  

Public libraries throughout the 21st century, however, have been in a difficult 

position with respect to funding, and ironically what is creating this difficulty is exactly what 

is allowing public libraries to expand their community presence through a variety of 

socially-oriented programming. Public libraries have moved far beyond their traditional 

roles as the gatekeepers of information. Yet this is the primary lens through which many 

people view the public library’s primary function, and when libraries are viewed this way, 

an argument that they are outdated institutions that do not deserve to be publicly funded 

(at least not to the same degree) begins to seem somewhat plausible. However, public 

libraries and librarians recognized early on that the drastically increasing and near-

ubiquitous access to information would jeopardize their primary function. In response, they 

began to question their raison d’être, and ultimately started to diversify their offerings. 

Again, the very trend that has allowed people to discredit public libraries’ social good – 
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nonconformity with their traditional roles as providers and gatekeepers of information – is 

exactly what has allowed libraries to focus on increasing their social and cultural 

programming, further embedding public libraries in the communities that they serve, and 

increasing the quality of life for those who live or work in said communities. (It is worth 

noting that public libraries continue to offer the services they always have, and that the 

population that benefits from this are generally socioeconomically marginalized and 

deserve to still have access to these services.) In addition, public libraries are uniquely 

positioned to provide an increased quality of life to communities even when compared to 

other components of social infrastructure, for multiple reasons: the public nature of the 

space inside these libraries; the vast array of social, cultural, and technological 

programming available; and the increasingly diverse physical items available for loan. 

This is an important topic for a multitude of reasons. From the perspective of public 

libraries, they are one of the last (if not the last) truly public institutions in our society that 

welcomes all people without expecting them to purchase a product or service. In addition, 

public libraries often face budget cuts not because of a lack of usage, but because of a 

lack of conformity to their traditional roles or uses (as information providers), as discussed 

earlier. In other words, the less a public library today looks like the traditional public library 

of the 20th century, the more the library faces calls for budgetary cuts, and this is continuing 

to happen. In 2019, Ontario’s two public library agencies (organizations that represent the 

many public library systems in the province) saw their budgets cut in half. John Pateman, 

Chief Librarian for Thunder Bay Public Library, says that the issue primarily lies with the 

fact that “while libraries have been transforming into community hubs . . . not everyone 

thinks of them beyond a place to borrow books” (as quoted in Gerster 2019). However, 

this transition away from its traditional use has allowed public libraries to put immense 
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effort and focus into social programmes, and the widespread recognition of the 

relationship between public libraries and quality of life can reverse a trend of neglect and 

underfunding. Given the impact that public library programing can have on everyone in 

society – but especially those who are vulnerable or marginalized in some capacity – it is 

clear that this importance reaches beyond the realms of planning.  

It is, of course, important for the professional planner as well. Social infrastructure 

planning is a relatively new trend that is notable in just a few major Canadian cities but is 

one that will likely increase in a relatively short time. This research project, in addition to 

studying the relationship between social infrastructure and quality of life (as well as the 

specific role that public libraries play in creating or enhancing social infrastructure), will 

also assess how social infrastructure can be recognized and integrated into municipal 

social planning processes and documents at a time when social infrastructure planning is 

in its infancy. Ultimately, this research will clarify not just what social infrastructure is, but 

why planning for social infrastructure is important for municipalities on the scale that would 

result in a strategic plan or a master plan, and it will ultimately help municipalities navigate 

the beginnings of this process.  

The rest of this introductory chapter will provide a brief history of public libraries, 

as well as a discussion of contested terms and concepts, and an overview of the thesis’ 

scope and methodology. The second chapter will focus on creating a framework within 

which the issues of public libraries can be situated. The framework will focus on assessing 

the interrelationship between complete communities, social infrastructure, and quality of 

life. This is an interesting trichotomy, as they are all distinct concepts, yet all are closely 

related (at times overlapping), and public libraries factor into each one in a specific way.  

The third chapter, then, will focus on situating public libraries within this framework. This 
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chapter will include an argument based on the literature, but which will be informed by an 

analysis of the primary data that was gathered through the use of interviews and surveys.  

Last, the fourth chapter will facilitate a discussion on the implications of my findings 

for both the practicing planner as well as the profession of planning more broadly, offered 

through two overarching goals or principles and three specific recommendations. The 

overarching goals and principles toward which I hope planners strive are to plan for a 

(broadly-defined) quality of life, and to understand and harness the power of storytelling 

throughout the planning process. The three recommendations I offer are as follows: 

1) For local governments and their planning staff to draft a Social Infrastructure 

Plan (SIP); 

2) To recognize and consider the impacts that social infrastructure has on other 

realms of planning (such as climate change mitigation and environmental 

sustainability), and  

3) To collaborate much more frequently and regularly with community 

organizations – specifically public libraries (the effects and benefits of which 

the City of Toronto has demonstrated).  

1.1. A Brief History of Public Libraries  

The story of libraries, including public libraries, spans multiple millennia. The oldest 

libraries are found throughout Ancient Greece, Rome, and Egypt, and throughout the 

Middle East. However, public libraries as the institutions we know today have a much more 

recent history. While there are some works that seem to indicate that public libraries, as 
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they are understood today, existed prior to 1850 (see, for example, Kelly 1966), the Boston 

Public Library, founded in 1854, is generally considered to be the first major public library 

(Rubin 2016: 58). It is larger than any of its predecessors and was entirely funded through 

publicly-generated revenue. The rationale for the public library largely rested upon the 

idea of promoting continuous education among the general population. They were, 

however, fundamentally different than their next closest relative, the university library.  

Edwards notes three primary differences between the public library and the preceding 

university libraries, that the latter of which have existed for much longer: “[public libraries] 

were free and open to all, they had welcoming interiors with direct entrance from the street, 

and there was less emphasis upon the ‘Reading Room’ and rather more upon the 

bookstack” (2009: 15). These differences, though, are largely surface-level. In discussing 

the underpinning function of the public library, as compared to other types of libraries, 

Rubin argues that  

It was not until the nineteenth century that libraries began to serve the broader 
population and developed a democratic ethic and vision . . .  The significance of 
libraries as a democratic institution is only slightly less important than the 
development of the printing press. The printing press made it possible for ideas to 
reach many people in concrete form; democracy created the expectation that those 
ideas should be available to the many rather than the few; libraries in democracies 
helped make those expectations a reality (2016: 75).  

Indeed, this sentiment was in the minds of the earliest advocates of public libraries. 

In 1887, Sanders clearly described the role the public library was to play in the community, 

when she argued that “the office of a public library is to develop to its fullest capacity the 

best powers of a community” (6). In 1900, Larned delivered a plea: “Free education and 

free books in a free democracy – that is the system of an enduring social structure” (17).  

Over the next century, public libraries of this image were created throughout cities and 

towns of all sizes and became a preeminent force with respect to the establishment of 
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public institutions. This is the spirit that Andrew Carnegie, possibly the greatest library 

philanthropist,1 embodied when he funded nearly half of the 3,500 public libraries that 

populated the United States by 1920. As Klinenberg (2019) mentions, Carnegie wanted 

to build grand libraries with vaulted ceilings, big windows, spacious rooms, and a 

remarkable array of books, not to cater to an elite class of people, but so that those who 

cannot afford such luxuries privately can still have access to them somewhere within their 

city. Klinenberg’s 2018 book title – Palaces for the People – after all, is a phrase borrowed 

from Carnegie.  

And this continues further still. Despite the intense focus on economic growth and 

regeneration in the post-war period that engaged politicians and communities, “the idea 

of the modern public library as an active influence promoting its services to the entire 

community remained alive” (Bruce 2011: 126). Further, these services referenced 

stretched beyond offering books that can be borrowed. From a community amenity 

perspective, public libraries in this time offered a variety of services, ranging from 

community and cultural events to literacy events, from offering meeting room space to job 

search help, from offering an accessible place to loiter to an accessible place to learn. 

From a community planning perspective, the democratic and public realm that public 

libraries were able to situate themselves within allowed them to possess transformative 

capabilities in terms of providing public space and creating meaningful examples of 

placemaking.  

 
1 Carnegie is rightly viewed as a controversial figure, and he is referred to here as possibly the greatest 

library philanthropist simply in reference to the monetary value of his contributions and the number of 
libraries affected by those contributions. This is not a judgment on his character as a whole.  
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As can be seen from the interior image of Boston Public Library’s first location, a 

large amount of space was open, movable, and reserved for use by the public. While the 

architectural style evident in the photographs have certainly changed, the purpose of this 

open space has not. Indeed, these types of spaces have only increased, especially 

(though not exclusively) among central libraries, and they work collectively to create the 

library as a place unto itself. Block (2007), for example, specifically discusses the library 

as place in the context of four different types of libraries: landmark libraries, town square 

libraries, ‘heart of the community’ libraries, and ‘experience’ libraries. She argues that 

each of these types of libraries will be configured in different ways in order to best offer 

their serving community the same fundamental amenity: “filling the community’s need for 

public space” (2007: 29).  

 
Figure 1.1: The exterior and interior of the Boston Public Library’s first building, opened in 1854 (Wikipedia 

Commons). 

The placemaking of public libraries has only increased in the 21st century, in both 

frequency and method (Bilandzic & Johnson 2013). The digitization of the world changed 

two fundamental aspects of the public library. While the physical structure and space 
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offered by the public library has not often changed drastically, the types of services offered 

has changed, as has the way that library users interact with the space provided by the 

library. As Block argues, “librarians have billed libraries as the ‘information place,’” but with 

the information place further being seen as the internet, “librarians are beginning to 

emphasize the second word in that formulation: place” (2007: 29, emphasis in original). 

This shift in focus is grounded in a community reality, as Leckie and Hopkins argue that 

“private market interests encroaching upon this institution [public libraries], and not 

advances in information technologies, represent a threat to its multifaceted role as a 

successful public place” (2002: 326). In other words, public libraries are thriving in the face 

of unparalleled growth in access to information. In their analysis of central libraries in 

Vancouver and Toronto and surveys of these libraries’ users, Leckie and Hopkins found 

that the most valuable resource to library users remains the libraries’ collection (352), and 

that a growing proportion of those who use the library for any service see it as a valuable 

public place.    

 

 
Figure 1.2: The Vancouver Public Library’s Central Branch’s outdoor plaza, indoor promenade, and rooftop 

garden provide a variety of public spaces (Vancouver Public Library 2018). 
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1.2. Concepts & Definitions 

It is important that this conversation not just include, but begin with, a section in 

which definitions of contested terms or concepts are laid out clearly. As such, this brief 

section is intended to introduce terms whose definitions could either be seen as being 

contested, or as having a specific meaning within a specific context, and outline the 

justification for defining the terms as they will be used throughout the thesis. The concepts 

discussed in this section include quality of life, complete communities, and third spaces, 

(social infrastructure will be introduced shortly). With the terms outlined and discussed as 

they in this brief subsection, readers can more readily understand the following arguments 

in their intended context.  

The first to be discussed as that of quality of life. Different measurements of 

happiness or wellbeing have been used for decades and have been applied to jurisdictions 

of all levels and sizes. The United Nations, for example, has been ranking countries 

globally according to their Human Development Index (HDI) since 1990, including life 

expectancy, educational attainment, and per capita income indicators into their overall 

equation. This marked the first time that countries’ level of wellbeing was ranked utilizing 

factors other than solely economic indicators (such as GDP growth). Since 2011, the 

United Nations has also been publishing an annual World Happiness Report (WHR) which 

utilizes other factors to assess levels of happiness. Both of these reports, however, have 

been criticized as not recognizing significant discrepancies within often high-ranking 

countries; for example, between African Americans and white Americans (see Burd-

Sharps and Lewis 2012), or between Indigenous people and the settler population in 

Canada, the United States, Australia, and New Zealand (see Cooke et al. 2011). That 
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said, this move to toward a more holistic understanding of quality of life, relying on both 

social and economic indicators, is a move in the right direction.  

It is also a move that can be seen on other levels. The British Columbia Recreation 

and Parks Association (BCRPA), for example, has termed the upcoming decades, from 

2010 onward, the “quality of life era” with respect to planning (2009: 8). When once 

measuring overall wellbeing – often then-referred to as Standard of Living (SOL), utilizing 

only economic indicators – was the norm, many national and subnational government 

agencies, as well as other research institutes, have begun broadening their scope to 

include social and cultural indicators. Thus, quality of life (QOL) is often used to specifically 

denote that a more holistic approach was utilized by the researchers in question, and that 

is why quality of life is the term used throughout this thesis. It is quality of life that takes 

into account social infrastructure as defined by Klinenberg (2015, 2018) the importance of 

which will be discussed shortly.  

As for how it is defined, I borrow a definition outlined by El Din et al. (2013). While 

they acknowledge that “a consensus as to how to define [quality of life] has not been 

reached” despite numerous studies, they argue that the term can become operationalized 

easier when viewed within a specific sociocultural context, and that it ought to contain both 

shared experiences of objective phenomena as well as subjective evaluations (2013: 87). 

They also outline seven pillars or criteria that should be accounted for when applying a 

quality of life measurement to a place. The components that El Din et al. argue comprise 

quality of life include environmental, physical, mobility, social, psychological, economic, 

and political factors. This is represented in their “heptagon shape” of “urban quality of life 

indicators,” in Figure 1.3, on the following page.  
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Figure 1.3: The heptagon of quality of life indicators as designed by El Din et al. (2013). 

Following this, the term complete community represents the idea that a single 

community can offer the types and quantities of amenities that allow residents to live, work, 

and recreate within their community – specifically, without the need to travel via private 

vehicle. Most research about complete communities, as will be discussed in the following 

chapter, are split into two camps: they either attempt to study what exactly helps make 

these communities complete – what increases their level of completeness – or the 

researchers look at what effects complete communities have on their residents. While 

there is much debate amongst both local government staff and academics regarding how 

to best plan or build complete communities, the idea itself is relatively simple.  

The following term that should be discussed is the idea of third spaces. The term 

was coined by urban sociologist Ray Oldenburg and is a foundational concept upon which 

Klinenberg discusses the idea of social infrastructure. Oldenburg uses the term to 

distinguish places of social and community value from what he terms the first place (the 

home) and the second place (the workplace) (see Oldenburg 1989, 2001). Third places 

can range quite drastically, encompassing places such as coffeeshops, restaurants, 
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libraries, museums, parks, and even bars and retail stores, among other places. These 

are the spaces and places outside of the home and workplace where people go to relax, 

socialize, and meet with one another, whether accidentally or intentionally. However, there 

is an important distinction between third places and social infrastructure insofar as the 

latter is more hierarchical in terms of the social good or benefits that a community can 

expect to receive from specific types of third places or social infrastructure.  

For example, a grocery store, retail store, or even daycare centre might provide 

some crosscutting social value to a community through everyday interactions provided by 

“weak-tie relationships” (see Friedlander 2019), but the places and institutions that 

specifically exist to connect people, such as public libraries or even coffeeshops and 

cafes, can be more fully understood through a theory that scrutinizes them with the end 

goal of generating even a generalized hierarchy of social good provided by each of these 

place types. In viewing the social good that these places create and proliferate, a more 

universal definition can be helpful in defining or discovering them. However, in terms of 

actually planning for their creation or proliferation, knowing what third places produce more 

social good than others is important, hence the importance of Klinenbreg’s hierarchical 

addition to the theory. Indeed, Klinenberg’s theory differs from Oldenburg’s most obviously 

in the way that Klinenberg accounts for the differences amongst them whereas Oldenburg 

emphasizes their “eternal sameness” (1989: 20) – something that will be further discussed 

in more detail in the following chapter, but its importance warrants mentioning here too.  

1.3. Methodology & Scope 

The data collection methods used for the primary research component of this 

thesis includes interviews as well as two surveys. Most interviewees are individuals within 
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a library system, and all interviewees have a connection to libraries and recognize their 

evolving and increasing role as active community agents. The individuals interviewed for 

this project include Randy Gatley (Vancouver Public Library), Darla Muzzerall and Ken 

Williment (both from Halifax Public Library), who were each Community Development 

Librarians (CDL) with the Working Together Project (WTP). Their position straddled the 

line between librarianship and social planning, and as such, they each offer a unique 

perspective as to how and what public libraries contribute to quality of life on both an 

individual and neighbourhood or community level. Deidre Tansey, Digital Marketing 

Specialist with Vancouver Island Regional Library (VIRL), was also interviewed to discuss 

how public library systems market themselves when the public’s perception can be fairly 

antiquated, and Township of Langley councillor and Fraser Valley Regional Library (FVRL) 

Board of Directors member Petrina Arnason was interviewed to provide a local 

government perspective.  

As for the surveys, the first survey was sent to all public library managers in British 

Columbia, and its purpose is to understand how public library managers view the evolving 

or shifting role(s) that their libraries play in the communities they serve. There are two 

basic groups of questions, the first of which are “demographic” – knowing, for example, 

how long they have been managing libraries, where their libraries are located in proximity 

to other community amenities, how big the libraries are, and what types of material are 

available to loan. The second group of questions are “evaluative.” Do the managers see 

how patrons use the library changing? How quick or comfortable are the libraries with 

adapting new technology? Have they seen their libraries role as a community institution 

change at all?  
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Through these types of questions, I will gain both qualitative and quantitative data 

to help with my analysis. Quantitative data, largely from the “demographic” questions 

about the managers and the libraries, will help answer questions like: Are certain views 

correlated with time spent in the role? Does the proximity of the library to other amenities 

affect the managers’ views or opinions? And the qualitative data, largely from the 

“evaluative” questions, will help answer other types of questions. For example, are there 

any trends or patterns among managers when they are asked to describe the library’s 

shifting role in their own words? Together, these data will help paint a picture of how public 

libraries operate in the 21st century from the point of view of those tasked with managing 

their daily operations.  

This is complemented by a voluntary-response survey. This secondary survey will 

not be a scientific survey – it cannot gauge opinions from a representative sample of 

individuals – but it will nonetheless provide a glimpse into how and why patrons use and 

visit the library. Despite the limitations of a voluntary response survey, the data gathered 

from it will help fill an important piece of the puzzle that would otherwise be entirely 

missing. This survey will include demographic data in a much more traditional sense; 

knowing the respondents’ age, sex, gender, and income level could be more pertinent or 

relevant here than in the first survey. In addition to this, questions will probe how frequently 

respondents use the library, how long they have been library users for, and what activities 

they most often use or do while at the library.  

Altogether, my goals for this thesis are threefold. First, I intend to demonstrate the 

value that public libraries have not only retained but have gained in our modern and digital 

world. Second, I will show how public libraries, as a remarkably effective form of social 

infrastructure (if not the most effective form [see Klinenberg 2018]), contribute to the 
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health, wellbeing, and quality of life for both individuals and communities. And third, I argue 

it is fundamentally important for local governments to consider social infrastructure within 

their planning processes, projects, and initiatives – to understand it as a stand-alone 

concept, the development of which can and should be planned, and to understand it in 

connection with nearly every other type of planning work in which a planner might engage.  
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Chapter 2.  

Merging the Theoretical and Real-World Frameworks: 

Quality of Life, Complete Communities, and Social 

Infrastructure 

Libraries store the energy that fuels the imagination. They open up windows to the world 
and inspire us to explore and achieve, and contribute to improving our quality of life.  
- Sidney Sheldon, American novelist and playwright 
 
 

Public libraries, and the social good they create and provide, operate within a 

framework that, I argue, is constructed through the interrelationship between the ideas of 

quality of life, complete communities, and social infrastructure. While there is much 

overlap between these concepts, they are also distinct from one another in important 

respects. This chapter will begin with a literature review that encompasses the three 

concepts that form the theoretical framework of this thesis and will end with a discussion 

that weaves them together. The importance of this framework is found in the fact that it 

forms the foundation upon which public libraries, among many other social institutions and 

places, not only operate but are given the opportunity to expand what they do and offer. 

This chapter will end by utilizing DIALOG’s Community Wellbeing Framework – a “real-

world” framework – to assess how public libraries specifically work toward its stated goals.  

2.1. Literature Review 

Many studies that have been undertaken regarding complete communities focus 

on the idea of quantitatively measuring levels of community completeness. For example, 

Merlin (2014) does exactly this by considering size and density variables, mixed-use 

variables, accessibility variables, and a nonwork attractiveness index in order to measure 
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the completeness of a community as objectively as possible. Grant and Perrott (2009), on 

the other hand, analyze community completeness by studying provincial legislation and 

municipal bylaws that encourage the development of complete communities and then 

analyzing responses to these requirements (i.e., whether or not they are actually 

implemented). Utilizing yet another approach, Clark et al. (2002) analyze how amenities 

contribute to community completeness. They argue that there is a “general importance of 

amenities for urban life” that will ultimately lead to more complete communities (2002: 

513). There is a very prominent and interesting dichotomy here, though, and is thoroughly 

analyzed by Grant and Scott: while many people enjoy the idea of living in a complete 

community, and while many cities and regional districts are beginning to explicitly plan 

complete communities, the “Canadian dream” remains one of suburban aspirations (2012: 

133).  

Despite the prevalence of Canadians’ collective ambition toward home ownership, 

however, Grant and Scott are right to acknowledge an increased emphasis on complete 

communities coming from both municipalities and, in British Columbia, their regional 

districts. As mentioned in the introduction, the British Columbia Recreation and Parks 

Association  (BCRPA) has dubbed the 2010s and onward the “decade[s] of quality of life,” 

where a push toward quality of life will come to dominate the underlying structure of all 

planning efforts, and an increase in quality of life is the most oft-quoted benefit of complete 

communities. Indeed, the planning profession has seemed to come full circle, embracing, 

at least in concept, neighbourhoods and cities that are beginning to sound quite similar to 

the self-containing, semiautonomous garden cities of Ebenezer Howard. While there has 

been no shortage of planning critics throughout the 20th century – Jane Jacobs perhaps 

being the most popular, but still only one out of many – the adherence to the principles of 
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complete communities by municipalities and planners themselves has largely been absent 

throughout much of the 20th century.  

This is seen throughout many different nearby municipalities. The City of 

Abbotsford, for example, lists complete communities as one of the four cornerstones of its 

2019-2022 Strategic Plan, and acknowledges in its Official Community Plan that 

“Abbotsford is a complete city with incomplete neighbourhoods” (2016: 4-3), and that one 

of its OCP’s primary goals is to “establish distinct and complete neighbourhoods” (1-4). 

The City of Surrey recognizes a push towards street-level light rail transit as a key 

component in transforming Surrey “into connected, complete, and liveable communities” 

(2017: 29). The City of Chilliwack’s Downtown Land Use and Development Plan’s second 

goal is to “create a complete, compact, and walkable downtown” (2010: 13). The use of 

“complete communities” as an underlying principle or ultimate goal is evident in planning 

documents and strategies from municipalities of all sizes. For example, all six of the City 

of Vancouver’s active community plans (2010a, 2010b, 2014a, 2014b, 2014c, 2015) as 

well as its Greenest City 2020 Action Plan (2019) feature it, as do North Vancouver’s 

Official Community Plan (2013), both of the Township of Langley’s neighbourhood plans 

(2017, 2018), all three of the Cowichan Valley Regional District’s Village Plans (2014a, 

2014b, 2014c), and the City of Duncan’s Official Community Plan (2007) – our country’s 

smallest municipality.2 

It is not difficult to see why many municipalities and regional districts are working 

toward a mandate of creating or establishing complete communities – there are many 

 
2 Unfortunately, without broad public support and major shifts in social, economic, and cultural priorities, 

this language may remain empty rhetoric. However, the fact that these types of documents, in cities 
as diverse as those mentioned, are beginning to emphasize the importance of complete communities 
more regularly, does indicate a shift at least in the way they think, if not in the way they act.  



 

20 

individual- and community-level social, environmental, psychological, and physical health 

benefits. By way of example, a primary component of complete communities is that they 

are very walkable. There is a plethora of research that has shown the connection between 

walkable communities and a host of benefits, including those that are social (Brown & 

Cropper 2001; Leyden 2003; Roberts 2007; Rogers et al. 2011), psychological (Kim & 

Kaplan 2004), environmental, health-related (Andrews et al. 2012; Kerr, Rosenberg & 

Frank 2012; Sallis et al. 2009; Southworth 2005), and even economic (Cortright 2009; 

Ellen & Voicu 2005; Litman 2003). 

With respect to social infrastructure, it is important to stress that the idea or concept 

here is more specific than a general system of socially focused buildings and institutions, 

like schools and hospitals. Rather, in this context, it refers to physical spaces in our built 

or natural environments that encourage social activity – places like parks, daycares, 

museums, art galleries, recreation centres, community centres, and public libraries. 

Speaking on the importance of recognizing social infrastructure, Klinenberg argues that 

‘Infrastructure’ is not a term conventionally used to describe the underpinnings of 
social life, but this is a consequential oversight, because the built environment – 
and not just cultural preferences or the existence of voluntary organizations – 
influences the breadth and depth of our associations. If states and societies do not 
recognize social infrastructure and how it works, they will fail to see a powerful way 
to promote civic engagement and social interaction, both within communities and 
across group lines (2018: 16).  

Indeed, Klinenberg’s book may be the first systematic look into the effect that social 

infrastructure has on people’s wellbeing and quality of life, and he argues that while public 

libraries are far from the only example of social infrastructure, they are nonetheless its 

most effective form. This has not always been the case for public libraries, but it has 

become so largely for two significant reasons – one of which is indicative of significant 

changes to an institution that has for decades (if not centuries) been the underpinning of 
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our country’s social lives. First, the decline of churches overall, and specifically as places 

of social connection, has been well documented in both news media (Allen 2019; 

Longhurst 2019; Pew Research Centre 2019; Rodeck 2019) and academia (Clarke & 

Macdonald 2011; Dilmaghani 2018, 2019; Putnam 2001, among others). This decline in 

religiosity  evidenced throughout North America (specifically within Christianity, though not 

exclusively) has hindered the church’s ability to act as the bastion of social interaction and 

connection it once was.  

 The second change is broader, at least insofar as it is less focused on a specific 

institution. Other types of social infrastructure, be they cafes, public parks, or even 

community centres, often have more limited use of and over their space. Further, librarians 

are specialists and professionals, most of whom hold advanced degrees in their field. This 

allows librarians to act and work as important community partners and collaborators on 

more professional or technical projects – something that can go a long way when it comes 

to topical issues like sustainability or climate change adaptation, by way of example. 

Further still, public libraries are more than their physical buildings. While there may be 

many similarities between what happens inside of public libraries and what happens inside 

of community centres, patrons can access and utilize many library services – from 

audiobook downloads to e-magazine subscriptions to online resources – from the comfort 

of their own home. In other words, some public library services have a further reach into 

the community than other social infrastructure would.     

While this particular argument may be novel to Klinenberg, however, others have 

recognized, if not social infrastructure, at least the effects of social interaction throughout 

public libraries. For example, Japzon and Gong performed a neighbourhood-specific 

analysis of 200 public libraries in New York City and argued that the provision of space 

within which informal social meetings and connections can occur are one of the public 
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library’s greatest offerings to communities (2005: 446). Further, in their analysis, they 

found that neither the quality of the space offered, nor its ability to encourage these types 

of meetings and connections, differ when looking at the socioeconomic standing of the 

neighbourhoods within which these libraries are located. In other words, whether libraries 

are expensive and expansive or small and underfunded, the space within them largely still 

operates the same way.  

There is a clear connection between social infrastructure and complete 

communities, yet none is found in the literature. This is true as well of the interrelationship 

between these two ideas and that of quality of life. The concept of quality of life is one that 

is utilized throughout a variety of different academic and professional fields, from the 

medical field (Eiser & Morse 2001; Guilbert et al. 2010; Van Laar, Edwards & Easton 2007, 

among many others), to sociological analyses of contributors to quality of life (Gerson 

1976; Higgs, Hyde, Wiggins & Blane 2003; Moberg 1979), to statistical analyses of 

demographic data (Tan, Tambyah & Kau 2006). As mentioned in the previous chapter, 

quality of life has also become a popular term used by international organizations and their 

reports on general levels of wellbeing in a predefined area. As such, to prevent this section 

from being unnecessarily broad, I will be focusing this component of the literature review 

specifically on the term Urban Quality of Life (UQOL), or quality of life within a specified 

urban context.  

While explorations of the related concept of livability have been around for a long 

time, most works that utilize or study quality of life within an urban context, or within a 

planning context, are relatively new. However, there are some exceptions which go to 

show how long this idea has been around. For example, Pennings (1982) studies the 

relationship between urban quality of life and entrepreneurship, arguing that amongst the 
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70 studied metropolitan areas, there is a positive linear relationship between economic- 

and health-related quality of life indicators and entrepreneurship (as measured via a proxy 

of the creation of new firms), and that, surprisingly, there is a negative linear relationship 

between political- and environmental-related quality of life indicators and entrepreneurship 

– a finding he argues necessitates further research. 

Roback (1982), on the other hand, provides an early example of the relationship 

between income, cost of living, and quality of life in urban areas, and Blomquist, Berger, 

and Hoehn (1988) argue for the inclusion of updated indicators – that is, more inclusive of 

social and cultural criteria – in quality of life research. Finally, specifically focusing on 

planning, Myers argues that focusing on the idea of quality of life from a more communal 

perspective (as opposed to an oft-taken individualistic approach) can allow planners 

greater feasibility in “negotiating consensus in planning goals” (1988: 347). Myers further 

argues that planners have a responsibility and obligation to be well-versed in the concept 

of quality of life, how it affects residents of a neighbourhood or city, and how it can best 

be planned for: “if we planners withhold our expertise from addressing this topic, less well-

informed visions of the public wellbeing will prevail” (357).  

The works that are more recent (21st century) can be broken into two broad camps. 

The first is literature that focuses on principles or criteria of quality of life – how it can be 

measured (qualitatively or quantitatively, subjectively or objectively?), what it should  

consider (primarily economic criteria or a more holistic set of criteria?), and what factors 

most contribute to it (economic prosperity, social capital, something else?). The debates 

range much more broadly and deeply than the brief parenthetical lists provided, but the 

point illustrated is the same: quality of life, as both an idea and a metric, is contested. The 

second is literature that utilizes a case study methodology by focusing on one place, be it 
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a neighbourhood, city, or country, and analyzes that place through a quality of life lens. 

That said, there is much diversity within these two bodies of literature, which will also be 

discussed.  

 Similar to complete communities, much quality of life research focuses on how it 

can or should be measured. Within this focus, there are those who take often quantitative 

approaches to work toward an objective measure of quality of life. For example, Chen, 

Cerin, Stimson and Lai (2016) focus entirely on utilizing GIS-informed land-use 

characteristics to generate a mathematical formula to calculate quality of life. They do not 

necessarily discount the importance of more subjective feelings of quality of life but are 

interested in how far a more explicitly objective approach can take quality of life research. 

Rinner (2007) attempts a similar outcome through geographic visualization techniques 

and then provides an example, employing this technique to calculate the quality of life 

among different census tracts within Toronto – an intracity analysis he argues is lacking 

within the field and could be particularly useful in showing disparities – as Klinenberg 

(2002) did for Chicago – within and amongst the world’s larger cities.  

While not focusing specifically on land-use characteristics, many other researchers 

focus on how to measure quality of life in urban areas (see, for example, Brambilla, 

Michelangeli & Peluso 2013; Discoli et al. 2014; Kaklauskas et al. 2018; Khalil 2012; 

Marans 2012; Pfeiffer & Cloutier 2016; Weziak-Bialowolska 2016; Yusoff, Yusof & Arshad 

2016, among many others). Some scholars, however, such as El Din et al. (2013) focus 

on building indices through more qualitative data, arguing that because quality of life is a 

subjective experience, it cannot be calculated or estimated using solely quantitative 

means (unless one can demonstrate that there is a correlation between quantitative data 

and subjective experiences, though this has not been found). McCrea, Shyy and Stimson 
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(2006) also argue that the subjective experience of quality of life – that is, peoples’ 

perceptions of quality of life – are too important to ignore, and thus call for a balance 

between subjective and objective measures to quality of life. Still others focus on the 

relationship between quality of life (or principles of quality of life) and other phenomena, 

such as urban development (Ebrahimzadeh et al. 2016), environmental sustainability 

(Marans 2012, 2015), city competitiveness (Rogerson 1999), and levels of 

entrepreneurship (Pennings 1982), among others. 

As for the second broad body of literature on urban quality of life, many researchers 

look at how quality of life is perceived and achieved (or not achieved) in a particular area, 

and the locations used for these case studies are as wide ranging as the researcher’s 

methodologies. A preliminary search finds in-depth studies into the quality of life in places 

as diverse as Kolkata (Bardhan, Kurisu & Hanaki 2015), Istanbul (Ulengin, Ulengin & 

Guvenc 2001), Ljubljana (Tiran 2016), Porto (Santos & Martins 2007), Timisoara (Stancu, 

Ilin & Gruicin 2016), Guwahati (Das 2008), Cairo (Mostafa 2012), and Singapore (Seik 

2000). Importantly, despite the aforementioned diverse methodology employed 

throughout these studies, each one also denotes the importance of utilizing a holistic 

approach to measuring quality of life that goes beyond the standard economic indicators 

primarily used in standard of living assessments. Ultimately, this showcases the dearth of 

research on social infrastructure as it is herein defined, as well as the depth of research 

done on complete communities and quality of life. Next, a framework comprised of these 

components must be established, within which public libraries can be situated.  
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2.2. Establishing the Framework 

When taking an essentialist approach – one that argues that things have a specific 

set of characteristics that make them what they are – it is clear that the nature of the three 

components of this framework are fundamentally different from one another in the sense 

that social infrastructure consists of tangible things – that is to say, they are physical 

spaces and places in the real world. On the other hand, complete communities’ straddle 

that line and can be seen as either an agglomeration of things or an ideal – a concept 

toward which communities and planners should strive but which can also be physically 

recognized. Last, quality of life is entirely conceptual, most often as a metric or a standard 

of measurement. As such, this framework is not one that meshes together like 

components in a way that constructs something unto itself or makes a whole from the 

parts; rather, it ties together, by revealing their often symbiotic relationships, concepts that 

are essentially distinct, but relate to one another in overlapping degrees. 

I see these concepts as having a type of relationship that is illustrated below. Social 

infrastructure feeds into both complete communities and quality of life, whereas complete 

communities and quality of life both feed off one another. The presence, maintenance, 

and enhancement of social infrastructure will help increase levels of community 

completeness and quality of life, and as community completeness increases, so too does 

quality of life (and vice versa). While the two arrows going from social infrastructure could 

be reversed – one cannot have complete communities, I argue, without social 

infrastructure, or a high quality of life without social infrastructure – there is a certain 

chronology or directionality that is most typically followed and which is shown in the 

relationship visualized in Figure 2.1. This is an interesting trichotomy as the literature 

review shows they are all distinct concepts, yet all are closely related, and public libraries 
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factor into each one in a specific way. While the following chapter will begin with a literature 

review that assesses the available literature between public libraries and the three 

concepts below, a preliminary discussion is warranted in order to situate the literature.  

 

Figure 2.1: The interrelationship between social infrastructure, complete communities, and quality of life. 

Klinenberg (2018) argues convincingly that public libraries, while far from the only 

form of social infrastructure, are its most effective form. This is similar to a term that was 

coined decades earlier by Ray Oldenburg (1981) – that of third spaces – and the 

relationship between the two concepts warrants a brief discussion for a couple reasons. 

First, its similarity to the idea of social infrastructure alone warrants discussion as it shows 

that this idea, in some form, has been around longer than it may initially seem. However, 

secondly, the superficiality of these similarities warrants a degree of caution or additional 

scrutiny; their differences are deeper and deserve a more thorough investigation than the 

space in the first chapter afforded. Oldenburg notes how important these places are, and 

how common they can be:  

As one’s investigations cross the boundaries of time and culture, the kinship of the 
Arabian coffeehouse, the German bierstube, the Italian taberna, the old country 
store of the American frontier, and the ghetto bar reveals itself. As one approaches 
each example, determined to describe it in its own right, an increasingly familiar 
pattern emerges. The eternal sameness of the third place overshadows the 
variations in its outward appearance and seems unaffected by the wide differences 
in cultural attitudes toward the typical gathering places of informal public life. The 
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beer joint in which the middle-class American takes no pride can be as much a 
third place as the proud Viennese coffeehouse. It is a fortunate aspect of the third 
place that its capacity to serve the human need for communion does not much 
depend upon the capacity of a nation to comprehend its virtues (1989: 20). 

There is a collective uniformity in terms of function that permeates all third spaces, 

Oldenburg argues, despite any degree of difference among the form of these spaces and, 

for his argument, this makes sense. The problem of place in America is dire, and third 

places, without paying attention to the specific type of place, all have the ability to rectify 

this problem. However, from a planning perspective, this is a simplification that does a 

disservice to those who use these places and those who do not have access to them but 

would benefit from their presence. In other words, it is worth noting the different levels of 

social good that different third places offer.  

A café, for example, would have more value as social infrastructure than a retail 

store or shopping mall since the café would encourage customers to linger well after 

completing their transaction. A public library, however, would have more value as social 

infrastructure than a café, or nearly any other place or institution, as there is no admission 

cost, no expectation of a purchase once you are inside, the space is often highly flexible, 

and patrons are encouraged to linger. There is a democratic ethos that permeates the 

space of public libraries as well, which gives the public more feelings of ownership and 

guardianship than the public would typically have over other public institutions, such as 

colleges or universities, or privately-owned public space (POPS) such as those provided 

by shopping malls or parks that are on private land.  

The importance that public libraries have to social infrastructure more broadly is 

clear to see, and the diagram illustrated in Figure 2.1 shows how public libraries contribute 

to complete communities and quality of life as well. As such, public libraries are intricately 
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connected to not just the idea of social infrastructure, but the ideas and ideals of complete 

communities and quality of life as well. As seen earlier in this chapter, many British 

Columbian cities are striving to create complete communities within their municipal 

boundaries, and the academic literature on complete communities is as varied as the 

communities that are trying to implement these ideals. While no research has specifically 

focused on public libraries and complete communities, some preliminary conclusions can 

be drawn.  

First, complete communities, by definition, are comprised of multiple components, 

given that incomplete communities imply that some components are missing. If we grant 

that complete communities become complete (or as complete as possible) when they fulfill 

each quality of life component, we can overlay El Din et al.’s heptagon of quality of life 

indicators (2016) with survey responses from public library managers. Disregarding 

mobility for a moment as that is more a feature of design, over half (often well over half) 

of all public libraries in British Columbia offer services that aim to increase the other six 

indicators – economic, political, social, psychological, environmental, and physical 

qualities of life. This will be discussed in further detail in the following chapter, but it shows 

the degree to which public libraries, through their continually expanding range of 

programming available, are able to contribute to community completeness.  

Second, public libraries offer a public space that is unlike any other public space. 

While the physical size of the space offered may differ substantially between downtown 

and neighbourhood branches, or between urban and rural libraries, the space that is 

available is often highly flexible. Few public spaces offer such a degree of adaptability or 

user control. All of this collectively works toward harbouring feelings of ownership 

throughout the public that use libraries, and helps both preserve the space (as people are 
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more likely to care about it and take pride in it) and increase its viability and efficacy as 

social infrastructure.  

Third, public libraries offer a sense of place and belonging to those who are most 

at risk of not having such an attachment. Psychological wellbeing, as will be further 

discussed in the following chapter, is increased by feeling a strong attachment to a place 

regardless of what that place is, and public libraries are positioned to offer this feeling as 

well as its benefits to those who may have difficulty finding it elsewhere. Ultimately, the 

offering of both unique public space as well as a sense of place are indicative of libraries 

contributing toward the ideal of complete communities, as this demonstrates a crucially 

important community offering that other places, spaces, buildings, and institutions are 

simply not in a position to offer. 

The three concepts just assessed all get at an underlying desire to increase the 

health and wellbeing of our communities, and public libraries fit well into conceptions of 

healthy communities as well, no matter how finely spliced or defined the criteria are. 

DIALOG – a world-renowned design firm – for example, has designed a community 

wellbeing framework comprised of five domains, each of which feature three or four 

indicators. Figure 2.2, on the following page, showcases these criteria, and, if extrapolated 

into a table, can show how public libraries contribute not just to each of the five domains, 

but to each individual indicator. This is testament to how diverse and how deep the public 

goods are that public libraries generate throughout the communities and neighbourhoods 

that they serve.  

As can be seen throughout the table, not only do public libraries contribute to all 

18 indicators provided by DIALOG’s framework of community wellbeing, they work toward 
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specific indicators in unique ways. In other words, the variety of services and programs 

offered by public libraries allow them to address each indicator with greater specificity and 

effort than they could if a small number of services covered many indicators concomitantly. 

Further, how public libraries do this is examined, often on a criteria-specific basis, in a vast 

array of library-related literature. While there are certainly many different frameworks that 

can situate community wellbeing – frameworks that offer different criteria, prioritize criteria 

differently, or suggest different methods for measuring the given criteria – but the 

framework created by DIALOG is more comprehensive than others found in the literature 

(for example, El Din’s [2013] does not provide indicators). 

  

Figure 2.2: DIALOG’s Community Wellbeing Framework (Conference Board of Canada 2018). 
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DIALOG’s Community Wellbeing Framework Applied to Public Libraries 

Domains Indicators What Libraries Do Literature 
P

o
li
ti

c
a
l 

Integration 

Libraries themselves have 
become integrated into their 
communities far more than they 
used to be, and they work to 
integrate people into their own 
communities as well. 

Elbeshausen & Skov 
(2004), Picco (2008), 
Thomas et al.  (2016), 
Varheim (2014) 

Collaboration 

Libraries often collaborate with 
local organizations and 
institutions, such as museums, art 
galleries, primary and 
postsecondary schools, and 
municipalities themselves.  

Government of BC (2016), 
Kalfatovic et al. (2008), 
Rodger et al. (2005), 
Vancouver Public Library 
(2016), Walker & 
Manjarrez (2003), Yarrow 
et al. (2008) 

Sense of 
Ownership 

The very visual and felt public 
nature of public libraries help 
members of the public take a 
sense of ownership and pride over 
their public libraries.  

Pratt & Dutton (2000), 
Shontz et al. (2004), 
Usherwood et al. (2005) 

S
o

c
ia

l 

Welcoming 

Public library staff are 
professionally trained to be as 
welcoming as possible to every 
kind or type of person who comes 
in to use their space or services. 

Black & Crann (2002), 
Burke (2008), Scott 
(2011a, 2011b), Train et al. 
(2000), Vancouver Public 
Library (2016), Varheim 
(2011) 

Support 
Systems 

Public libraries offer a variety of 
supports, ranging from legal or 
immigration support, programs to 
improve mental or physical health, 
professional development 
workshops, educational support, 
and, through the formal and 
informal means discussed below, 
social support.  

Fitch & Warner (1998), 
Government of BC (2016), 
McCook & Phenix (2006), 
Vancouver Public Library 
(2016), Zapata (2009) 

Socialization 

Public libraries offer a variety of 
formal and informal means of 
socialization, ranging from casual 
connections to intentional 
programming. 

Chapman (2009), Griffis & 
Johnson (2014), Johnson 
(2010, 2012), Scott (2011), 
Verheim (2009), Waxman 
et al. (2007) 
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E
n

v
ir

o
n

m
e

n
ta

l 
Delight & 
Enjoyment 

Public libraries contribute to 
feelings of delight and enjoyment 
by providing a comfortable space 
that the public can largely utilize 
as they please.  

Prigoda & McKenzie 
(2007) 

Natural Systems 

Through geographic location and 
landscaping, public libraries are 
also well incorporated into the 
natural environments that they 
occupy. It is common to see fields, 
gardens, and natural pathways 
immediately adjacent to libraries. 

Dewe (2006), Miller 
(2010), Sahavirta (2012), 
Sannwald (2001), Tseng 
(2008) 

Mobility 

Most public libraries are easily 
accessible by walking, cycling, or 
taking public transit, and do not 
require users to rely on the use of 
private vehicles. Further, libraries 
are also often very accessible to 
people with mobility challenges.  

Burke (2009), Hill (2011),  
Kaser (1974), Marshall et 
al. (2001), Newman 
(2007), Park (2012) 

Resilience 

Public libraries, as demonstrated 
through their array of 
programming and services, are 
resilient institutions in that they 
are capable of adapting and 
evolving to meet newly recognized 
individual and community needs.  

Grace & Sen (2013), 
Klinenberg (2018), Raju & 
Raju (2010), Rubenstein 
(2018), Varheim (2017), 
Veil & Bishop (2014)  

E
c

o
n

o
m

ic
 

Affordability 

Public libraries offer all services 
free of cost, increasing access to 
affordable services and 
programming of all kinds to 
individuals who would struggle 
paying for those services and 
programs.  

Armstrong (2015), Bertot 
et al. (2008), Bishop et al. 
(1999), Government of BC 
(2016), Martin Prosperity 
Institute (2013), Massis 
(2013), Neuman & Celano 
(2001), Park (2012) 

Complete 
Community 

Complete communities are by 
definition comprised of multiple 
parts and libraries, as public 
institutions that offer a wide 
variety of services and programs, 
are very well equipped to add to 
feelings of community 
completeness. 

Broad et al. (2015), 
Williment (2009) 
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n

o
m
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Life-Cycle Value 

Public libraries, while needing 
renovations like any other building 
will with age, are much more likely 
than other institutions to have high 
life-cycle value as their return on 
investment (ROI) (and social 
return on investment [SROI]) are 
on the positive side by multiples.  

Aabo (2009), Kaufman & 
Watstein (2008), Kelly et 
al. (2012), Imholz & Arns 
(2007) 

Local Economy 

Many studies show that public 
libraries deliver many times more 
economic value than the money 
they spend, largely through 
allowing patrons to spend money 
elsewhere by retrieving materials 
and services cost-free, local 
capital project expenditures, and 
providing local employment 
opportunities.  

Fitch & Warren (1998), 
Martin Prosperity Institute 
(2013), McClure et al. 
(2000) 

C
u

lt
u

ra
l 

Cultural Vitality 

Public libraries add cultural vitality 
to the communities they serve 
through a variety of cultural 
programming. Public libraries 
often host cultural festivities that 
are celebrated throughout the 
world.  

Ash (2008), Goulding 
(2008b), Loach et al. 
(2017), Jochumsen et al. 
(2017), Skot-Hansen et al. 
(2013), Wyatt et al. (2018) 

Sense of 
Belonging 

By welcoming all users the same, 
public libraries extend a sense of 
belonging to individuals who may 
not always receive this feeling, 
including the homeless, new 
immigrants, and low-income 
people and families, among 
others.   

Black & Crann (2002), 
Pienaar (1995), Pryce 
(2018), Scott (2011a, 
2011b) 

Play 

Public libraries often encourage 
learning through playing, and do 
so for people of all ages, from 
story times and puppet shows to 
Lego workstations, board game 
nights and movie nights.  

Henig (2008), Myers 
(2008), Ozanne & Ozanne 
(2011), Tonucci (2005) 

Learning 

At their most basic level, public 
libraries encourage and facilitate 
lifelong learning by providing cost-
free literacy and educational 
materials to users of all age 
groups.  

Ashcroft et al. (2007), 
Bundy (2002), Gilton 
(2012), Haggstrom (2004), 
Hopwood (2012), 
Marchionini & Maurer 
(1995), McCook & Barber 
(2002), Zapata (2009) 

Table 2.1: How public libraries work toward the indicators in DIALOG’s Community Wellbeing 
Framework.  
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2.3. Chapter Summary 

This chapter sought to accomplish two main tasks. The first was to provide a 

comprehensive overview of the academic literature that has been written on the three 

concepts that comprise my theoretical framework: complete communities, social 

infrastructure, and quality of life. The review is not meant to be exhaustive – no literature 

review can be – but to analyze and assess enough work to allow for the theoretical 

framework to be fully supported by the literature. Quality of life is the most heavily 

discussed of the three, though this is largely because of its breadth as a term and its 

applicability in many different fields and disciplines. Complete communities is a concept 

largely within human geography, if not urban and community planning specifically, but is 

well studied within this specific body of literature. Social infrastructure, as defined in this 

thesis, is a much newer term and thus had the least amount of relevant literature.  

The second was to create and establish both the theoretical framework – informed 

by the interrelationship between the concepts of quality of life, complete communities, and 

social infrastructure – and merge it with the real-world community wellbeing framework, 

borrowed from DIALOG. Understanding the relationship between the concepts discussed 

in this chapter are fundamentally important for the professional planner and for planning 

as both a profession and academic discipline. While professional planning organizations 

and their members debate definitions, what is the ultimate goal of any type of community 

planning – be it urban, rural, regional, or other – if not to improve the quality of life that an 

area can offer? Abundant disagreements arise on how the profession can best carry cities, 

towns, neighbourhoods, and communities toward this ultimate goal, and how this goal can 

be created in a way that is sustainable for the long term. However, this is the goal, and 

planners must recognize the types of institutions and organizations – the social 
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infrastructure – that increase quality of life. The following chapter will work toward situating 

public libraries within the framework established in this chapter in order to demonstrate 

how they specifically stand capable of effectively contributing to quality of life.  
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Chapter 3.  
Situating Public Libraries within the Framework: 
Analyzing the Primary Data 

The health of our civilization, the depth of our awareness about the underpinnings of our 
culture and our concern for the future, can all be tested by how well we support our 
libraries.  
- Carl Sagan, Astrophysicist and Public Educator 
 
 
 

This chapter focuses on situating public libraries within the framework of complete 

communities, social infrastructure, and quality of life created in the previous chapter in 

order to assess the place and role that public libraries have and play in the framework. As 

I argued in the previous chapter, social infrastructure feeds into both complete 

communities and quality of life, and complete communities and quality of life feed off and 

enhance one another. Public libraries, as the most effective form of social infrastructure, 

thus play an important role in each of the three components, and in the framework as a 

whole. While not much literature has been written specifically on public libraries and quality 

of life – much less from a planning perspective – a significant amount of research has 

been done on the relationship between public libraries and a component of quality of life, 

such as physical and mental health, economic wellbeing, civic engagement, or social 

capital. That is largely what this literature review will focus on, though it will end with a 

review of the available literature that does focus explicitly on public libraries and quality of 

life. The chapter will then proceed with an analysis of the three sources of primary data: 

interviews with relevant stakeholders, the survey sent to all public library managers in 

British Columbia, and the survey available to the public.  
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3.1. Literature Review 

Focusing first on health, public libraries have positive health benefits on a 

community and individual level. Philbin et al. (2018) go as far as arguing that policymakers 

and public health practitioners should begin recognizing the public library as part of an 

overall health system infrastructure. On an individual level, Philbin et al. argue that public 

libraries’ pervasiveness throughout Western society, as demonstrated through the number 

of branches and visits, as well as their perceived trustworthiness from the public, “make 

them an opportune space for the coordination and delivery of health-promoting services” 

(1). There is also a host of literature that shows a positive correlation between literacy and 

a variety of healthy socioeconomic indicators (for example, Campbell-Hicks 2016; Farah 

2005; Gerolami 2018, McCracken & Scott 2009; Stromquist 2005, among many others). 

On a community level, Merlin (2014) shows how public spaces provided by institutions like 

libraries contribute to community completeness, and Clark et al. (2002) show how 

amenities help drive urban growth, both of which contribute to densification, infill 

development, and increased quality of life. In addition, Williams and Edwards (2011) note 

how neither the value that the public place in their community’s library services, nor the 

quality of the services offered, differ, even among communities of vastly different 

socioeconomic standing, which indicates an ability for public libraries to help urban 

regeneration (see also Skot-Hansen, Rasmussen & Jochumsen 2013). By way of a more 

concrete example, Antanas Mockus – mayor of Bogota from 1995 to 2003 - argued that 

public libraries “generate equality,” and Bogota’s more recent mayor Enrique Penalosa 

specifically contracted signature architects to design libraries in poorer neighbourhoods in 

order to enhance their self-image and self-esteem (Martinez 2003).  
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Further, Japzon and Gong’s (2005) analysis has an overarching aim of providing 

data that will help libraries in socioeconomically disadvantaged neighbourhoods, but it has 

implications for public libraries regardless of the type of neighbourhood in which they are 

located. In particular, Japzon and Gong highlight the importance of public libraries 

providing “a public space for people to meet formally and informally” regardless of which 

neighbourhood the library is located in, as well as the importance of having a place that 

fosters and encourages these informal social connections (2005: 446). Putnam, despite 

largely focusing on the very formalized methods of community involvement and 

participation – the political, civic, and religious – also recognizes the importance of informal 

connections. “It is not merely ‘do good’ civic activities that engage us less, but also informal 

connecting,” the decline of which he argues is just as important as the more formal 

activities. These informal connections, which libraries generate so well, help familiarize a 

place, which in turn leads to positive physical and mental health benefits that often come 

from a decrease in social isolation (Klinenebrg 2018; William & Edwards 2011). These 

connections, often fostered by public libraries, also have positive health benefits for many 

different historically- or contemporarily-marginalized groups, including displaced youths 

(Williams & Edwards 2011), members of the African-American community (Hersberger, 

Sua & Murray 2007), members of the LGBTQ+ community (Rothbauer 2007), homeless 

people (Muggleton 2013; Silver 1996), women (McKenzie et al. 2007), people who live in 

poverty (Wray 2009), and immigrant groups (Aabo, Audunson, and Varheim 2010), among 

others.  

Public libraries also contribute immensely to local economies, and while economic 

metrics are not often used to gauge the success of certain public or social institutions or 

amenities, researchers, governments, and public library systems themselves have 
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increasingly studied the idea of return on investments (ROI) by applying it to public 

libraries. The following examples demonstrate on a dollar-by-dollar basis how much a 

city’s local economy benefits based on each dollar invested in their public library system. 

The Florida Public Library system, for example, was found to generate a return on 

investment at a rate of $10.18 USD for every one dollar invested (Florida Department of 

State 2013). While this is unusually high, other states have performed similar ROI studies 

and found positive ROI relationships: in 2011, the ROI for Texas public libraries was $4.42 

for every one dollar invested (University of Texas at Austin 2012); in 2010 in Minnesota it 

was $4.62 (University of Minnesota Duluth 2011); for Colorado public libraries it was $4.99 

in 2006 (Steffen et al. 2009); and for Wisconsin libraries it was $4.06 (NorthStar 

Economics 2008). Looking at multiple studies, Aabø (2009) provides a meta-analysis of 

38 library valuation studies that have been done around the world, finding an average ROI 

of $4.90 and a median ROI of $4.60.  

Within the Canadian context, most examples of public library ROI studies come 

from the province of Ontario. For example, more than two decades ago, Sawyer argued 

that public libraries throughout the province have direct and indirect economic and job 

creation benefits (1996). Kostiak did a similar study, though specifically focused on the 

city of Barrie, Ontario (2002). More recently, a study found that the Toronto Public Library 

system’s ROI is at a rate of $5.63 CAD for every one dollar invested; for a library system 

the size of Toronto’s, this results in a total economic impact of over one-billion dollars. 

Further, the report’s authors argue that there are a myriad of significant indirect tangible 

benefits, given that most of the library system’s operational spending is in the Greater 

Toronto Area, most of its capital spending is local, and most employees spend significant 

proportions of their income within Toronto (Martin Prosperity Institute 2013: 19). One of 
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the more recent examples of these types of studies outside Ontario is much more local. 

In 2016, the Vancouver Island Regional Library (VIRL) system calculated an ROI using 

low-range (conservative), mid-range, and high-range (liberal) estimations. They found that 

the ROI for VIRL communities is a minimum of $1.49 for every dollar invested, and a 

maximum of $5.21 per invested dollar. It is evident that public libraries throughout the 

world very often generate a greater economic output than the amount that is invested in 

them.   

Public libraries also increase quality of life by encouraging civic engagement, 

which is done in a variety of ways. For example, many public libraries do so by expanding 

community awareness and understanding of immigrant issues and encouraging 

immigrants and newcomers to participate in many different civic activities (Ashton and 

Milam 2008). Goulding further argues that public libraries are increasing being seen as a 

“key community resource and facility which can act as a venue for community events” and 

can connect people with both people in their community and an identity of belonging to 

their community (2008a: 49). Scott goes so far as to call public libraries a “catalyst” for 

civic engagement, often introducing people (including children) to ideas and issues they 

would not otherwise encounter (2011a: 196). This idea is further backed up in research 

by Hill (2009), Young (2012), and the Urban Libraries Council (ULC) (2019a). 

Lastly, there is an immense amount of research on the relationship between public 

libraries and social capital. Since Putnam’s (2000) seminal text on social capital, many 

have followed suit, and the realm of public libraries is no different. Johnson (2010) argues 

that public libraries offer both community-level and individual-level social capital, which 

she found by comparing results from a social capital survey between library users and city 

residents (which could have, and likely did, include some library users). Johnson (2012) 
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also discovered that a primary bridge that allows this social capital to accumulate is that 

between library patrons and library staff. Discussing this with more specificity, Varheim 

(2007) outlines three specific ways in which public libraries contribute to social capital. 

First, the public library provides universal services and “universal public policies create 

social capital, especially if they are public services in close contact with the user” (425). 

Second, the buildings of public libraries themselves are public space, defined by the 

“institutionalized principle of equitable access for all” (426). And third, the library, “as an 

institution for information,” is a place for “bringing people together for knowledge and 

reflection” (426). Varheim argues that all of these principles are uniquely reflected in public 

libraries, and all three are uniquely crafted to not just contribute to social capital, but to 

generate it in places where it is absent.   

There is a host of literature that further discusses this relationship (see, for 

example, Bourke 2004, 2005; Drueke 2006; D. Ferguson 2006; S. Ferguson 2012; 

Frederiksen 2015; Gong, Japzon & Chen 2008; Hart 2007; Hillenbrand 2005; Johnson & 

Griffis 2009; Varheim 2009, 2011, 2014) and a number of scholars also examine how the 

generation of social capital through public libraries affects certain demographics, such as 

those with learning disabilities (McClimmens 2014), immigrants (Khoir et al. 2017), and 

those in rural areas (Griffis & Johnson 2013). There is no shortage of literature on social 

capital as a concept, or how it plays out in certain situations or institutions, and this is 

reflected in studies which specifically focuses on public libraries. The relationship between 

public libraries and social capital is perhaps the most studied, among all research that 

looks at public libraries and a component of quality of life.  

With respect to the direct relationship between public libraries and quality of life 

more broadly, Klinenberg (2018) provides perhaps the most comprehensive study into the 
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social benefits that public libraries provide the communities, neighbourhoods, and 

individuals they serve, on both an individual and a community level.  His anecdotes about 

a seniors’ xBox bowling league offered at public library branches throughout New York 

City’s boroughs – a beautiful and almost poetic way to begin the book nearly two decades 

after the release of Putnam’s seminal Bowling Alone (2000) – complemented by a 

sociological analysis of place and space and a set of concrete recommendations, all work 

in concert to paint a picture that shows not an underutilized public institution, but a largely 

undervalued one.  

Part of this problem, which Klinenberg touches on as well, is how this 

transformation is still a phenomenon of which more people need to be made aware. On a 

podcast about his book, he reminisces about his participation in a design competition that 

took place after Superstorm Sandy hit New York City. A design team approached him with 

the idea for a “resilience centre:”  

And they said, ‘Okay. So this resilience center is going to be a nice building that 
we’ll put in a vulnerable neighborhood in a town in Connecticut, and we see it as 
a prototype that we could build in cities all over the country, and it will be open as 
much as possible. It will be spacious. It will have flexible uses. It will be staffed by 
personnel who are aggressively welcoming, let’s say. Their job is really to make 
everyone feel like they’re welcome all the time. And we know that very young 
people and very old people are most at risk and most need resilience at home 
because they might not be as mobile as other parts of the population, so we’re 
going to have all kinds of special programming for kids, things like story time in the 
morning. And since we know that kids come with caretakers, parents, or 
grandparents, or sitters, we’ll do something for them too. Maybe we’ll give them 
access to wi-fi and computers. And we really see this resilience center as an 
amazing new institution that could strengthen people who live in every vulnerable 
part of the country.’ (2019).  

Klinenberg’s first question to the team was: “Have you ever heard of a library?” While this 

may seem like a facetious response, it was an honest question that gets at an underlying 

phenomenon: the difficulty that public libraries can have reaching those who do not 

already use the services they offer. Many public library systems – particularly those in 
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urban areas with larger budgets, but not exclusively – have begun hiring people to help 

specifically with this task, one of whom – Diedre Tansey from Vancouver Island Regional 

Library – was interviewed for this project. This task involves changing the perception of 

public libraries among the public and among the local elected officials who often determine 

the allocation of funds to public libraries, which is important if public library use is to 

continue to increase.  

3.2. Interview Data 

The interviews were completed between August and October 2019 and were 

designed in a way to complement the survey data – which focused specifically on public 

library managers and library users – with primary data from other professionals, mostly in 

the broader realm of libraries. A number of interviews were conducted with Community 

Development Librarians (CDL) who were involved in the Working Together Project (WTP) 

– a project aimed at increasing feelings of public library inclusion amongst marginalized 

communities. This is complemented by interviews with Deidre Tansey, Vancouver Island 

Regional Library’s (VIRL) Digital Marketing Specialist, and Petrina Arnason, Councillor for 

the Township of Langley, and member of the Fraser Valley Regional Library Board of 

Directors. I had hoped to interview a number of urban planners, particularly in Vancouver 

(as the only municipality with a Social Infrastructure Plan), Calgary (as a municipality with 

a very new central library in its downtown core), and Toronto (as the only  municipality I 

found whose planning staff formally collaborated with the city’s library system). 

Unfortunately, the individuals I could have spoken with were difficult to contact and hear 

back from. The lack of planning voices is an unfortunate shortcoming and should be 
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sought again if this research is to be continued. However, the uniqueness of the CDL 

positions helps make up for this in some capacity.  

3.2.1. Working Together Project: Community Development 
Librarians  

The Working Together Project began in 2005 and culminated in 2008, though the 

lessons learned from it continue to be relevant. It was spearheaded by the Vancouver 

Public Library (VPL) and included collaboration with the municipal library systems in 

Regina (RPL), Toronto (TPL), and Halifax (HPL). The project resulted in the creation of 

eight Community Development Librarian (CDL) positions, and the tasks completed by 

those who filled these positions were nearly split between professional librarianship and 

community or social planning. When describing the fundamental role of the Working 

Together Project, Founding Director Brian Campbell says that VPL initiated the project “to 

develop methods for libraries to work with low-income communities through a community 

development approach” (as quoted in Working Together Project 2008: 4).  

Despite often being perceived as a place where anyone and everyone is welcome, 

public libraries are a public service that most readily serve the middle class, largely due to 

the “increasing number of rules, impact of fines, and focus on information technology” 

(Working Together Project 2008: 4).  As such, this project was initiated in order to first 

understand what unmet needs certain less-affluent neighbourhoods have, and how public 

libraries can work toward meeting these needs. The model of the project relied heavily on 

community participation, as it was the community members themselves who identified the 

unmet needs, and then worked collaboratively with their respective public library system 

on how those needs can best be met.  
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I was able to interview three of the eight Community Development Librarians that 

were involved in the WTP. Unfortunately, over a decade has passed since the completion 

of the WTP, which has made locating and contacting some of the Community 

Development Librarians difficult and unlikely. However, the three individuals that I was 

able to speak with – Ken Williment and Darla Muzzerall with Halifax Public Library (HPL) 

and Randy Gatley with Vancouver Public Library (VPL) – exercised their memories well 

and recalled many components of the project, ranging from selecting communities, 

engaging residents of those communities, collaborating with communities to create 

programs, and training more library staff in order to responsibly and effective execute the 

offering of  those programs.  

While perhaps biased given their profession and involvement in the project, all 

three individuals firmly believe that the type of work that was done by and for the WTP 

would have been difficult to accomplish had a different type of organization pursued the 

project, even if the project’s scope was not confined to underserved communities’ 

interactions with public libraries. They all acknowledged that there are many non-profit 

organizations who do very good work in their cities and neighbourhoods, but suggested 

that the openness and accessibility of public libraries, even if not fully realized, is 

something that other community organizations may not have been able to offer.  

In other words, even if some individuals in certain situations feel excluded from or 

unwelcomed at public libraries – unfortunate though that truly is – the reality is that public 

libraries are open to them in ways that many other organizations or institutions, whether 

public or private, are not. As such, while policies needed to be changed and barriers 

needed to be removed, this was easier to do in an institution that is already supposed to 

be open and accessible. As Randy Gatley told me, “we increasingly feel like we have a 
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mandate to make ourselves as accessible as possible” (personal communication). The 

way in which this should be pursued is open to debate but entering into an honest and 

open dialogue about public libraries’ shortcomings and actively listening to what 

community members tell you are their unmet needs is a good starting point.  

Staff often used broader networks and connections to initially enter the community. 

As Darla Muzzerall noted in the interview, this was not viewed as an advertising 

opportunity for public libraries, and staff were aware that they may be seen almost like 

door-to-door salespeople if they simply knocked on doors without an introduction from 

someone inside the community. Once inside the communities, however, much work was 

done that would look very familiar to planners. The library staff used community asset 

mapping to create an inventory of institutions, organizations, and places that helped meet 

community needs, and thus were also able to identify gaps. Staff also used social mapping 

as a way to identify informal ways in which community needs are being met, outside of 

the purview of formal service providers that would have been seen during the community 

asset mapping exercise, though it was stressed that this should be done after spending 

enough time in the community to have an understanding of its social fabric and milieu.  

Indeed, social maps are often created primarily by community members 

themselves. The one on the previous page of the Mount Pleasant neighbourhood in 

Vancouver shows the type of places that people utilize for social purposes, sometimes as 

well as why they are used, that are not typical social service providers. For example, 

people indicated a movie theatre that is cheaper than other nearby theatres, as well as 

specific restaurants, the residences of close friends, and places for hobbies – yoga 

studios, “jam studios,” and recording studios. These places, if not identified by community 

members, would have never been identified by the library staff. Interestingly, this 
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neighbourhood now boasts a combined public library/community centre that also offers a 

coffeeshop.  

 

Figure 3.1: A social map of the Mount Pleasant neighbourhood created by community 
members working with the Working Together Project.  

 Lastly, relationship-building was identified as playing a phenomenally important 

role in helping people understand how they can use their public library. Meeting people 

where they are, rather than asking them to come to you, is a main reason why library staff 

decided to enter the communities, and it paid dividends. The CDL positions were created 

relatively early in the project in order to provide training for staff in these roles to enter and 

interact with their respective communities, and the ethos that permeated these roles has 

been integrated into other library positions. Most of the CDL positions no longer formally 

exist, but the three CDLs interviewed indicated that their public library systems have done 
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a good job at incorporating the principles that informed the CDL job description into their 

broader corporate and management structures.  

Ultimately, this project was as much about public libraries as it was about social 

planning, and the lessons that planners can take from it are clear. From ethical 

considerations about how to properly and respectfully enter and interact with a largely 

vulnerable or marginalized community, to how to employ specific social planning methods 

and tools in a way that not just benefits those communities but actively empowers them, 

planners in all types of work stand to learn from this. It is also one major example of the 

very real and tangible social value that public libraries provide for their communities and 

cities, as well as for those who live most vulnerably within them.  

3.2.2. Library Specialists and Advocates 

Deidre Tansey (Vancouver Island Regional Library’s Digital Marketing Specialist) 

and Petrina Arnason (elected councillor for the Township of Langley and member of the 

Fraser Valley Regional Library’s Board of Directors) are the two interviewees for this thesis 

outside of the WTP. Tansey provides a unique and interesting perspective, particularly 

because VIRL is in a great position to assess changes that public libraries have undergone 

in small communities. The regional library system operates 39 branches, ten of which 

serve communities of fewer than 1,000 residents. A further nine serve communities of 

fewer than 2,000 residents, and only five branches serve communities that have more 

than 20,000 residents – three of which are located in Nanaimo. Despite not often receiving 

the bulk of a library system’s funding, Tansey argues that the social transformation of 

public libraries has not only happened in smaller neighbourhood or regional branch 

libraries as well as major central libraries, but that, in many cases, this transformation has 



 

50 

been even more drastic or dramatic in the neighbourhood branches of small communities 

compared to the larger central libraries.   

The Nanaimo Harbourfront library, for example, is VIRL’s largest in terms of 

physical space, items in collection, and daily customers. As such, it has amassed a 

number of unique items that would not likely be placed in smaller libraries, such as audio 

recording equipment, a green screen with video editing software, and a book machine that 

allows residents to self-publish their written works. However, while these additional uses 

and equipment are indicative of a transformation of space and use that one likely would 

not see in smaller (sometimes much smaller) library branches, the branches of small 

communities have nonetheless often become the social place of their community. In towns 

and villages that are too small for, or have not been designed to accommodate, large 

public plazas, recreation centres, youth drop-in centres, or other social hubs, the local 

public library, Tansey says, has been filling this void, arguably longer than the larger 

downtown branches of bigger cities, simply out of necessity. A unique stat: according to 

the American Library Association (2019) and McDonalds Restaurants (2019), there are 

nearly 2,500 more public libraries in the United States than there are McDonalds outlets 

– 16,568 to 14,146. What does this really suggest? Certainly, that some big cities have 

more libraries than they do McDonalds outlets, but it also suggests the opposite – that 

some towns, too small even for a McDonalds, still have a public library.    

Klinenberg tries to make this point with his readers, too, arguing that the often 

much smaller and more modest neighbourhood branches, not the shiny central libraries, 

are the “lifeblood of library systems” (as quoted in Mars 2019), and Arnason agrees. She 

suggests that public libraries are remarkably adept at “recrafting themselves based on [the 

needs of] their users,” and that while public libraries have become good at this because 
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they have had to do it numerous times, the transformation that 21st century technology 

has encouraged is different and presents new challenges, too (2019, personal 

communication). Perhaps paradoxically, Arnason has seen two trends unfold almost 

simultaneously: an increase in community density, and an increase in social isolation. She 

sees public libraries, however, as able to provide a breadth of social programming that 

connects people – people who have lived in a community for a long time but have become 

socially isolated – through a variety of hobbies or activities, and connects newcomers with 

other people through social activities when our communities are becoming increasingly 

diverse. 

Arnason (2019, personal communication) also recognizes that the social 

programming that has seen such a surge in popularity is not a specific mandate that public 

libraries have. In other words, public libraries could fulfill all of their obligations to receive 

funding without these types of events and activities, but public libraries began offering 

them largely because they noticed a void, and recognized their ability to respond to such 

an opportunity. Library professionals kept seeing the downloading of “many different social 

obligations . . . to local government, which were never our mandate before,” and thus 

began considering, with their municipalities, if perhaps they were an institution that could 

offer this (Arnason 2019, personal communication). Despite many public libraries still not 

having a specific mandate to provide these services, Arnason argues that there is a “moral 

[and] ethical responsibility that indicates we should be doing this because it is something 

needed by the community,” and that above all else, a local government’s mandate is to be 

responsive to the needs of its populace.   

Tansey touches on this as well, particularly with regards to how public libraries view their 

users. There has been a shift in mindset from thinking of library users as patrons to 
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thinking of them as customers. This may at first seem too capitalist a term for an institution 

that provides items and services without cost – a misnomer adopted by perhaps one of 

the most anti-capitalist institutions that is simply forced to operate within a capitalist 

society. Tansey, however, assures me it is actually the opposite. It does force libraries to 

operate with a more business mindset, she says, but viewing library users as customers 

forces public libraries to be more responsive to their needs, concerns, and criticisms. In 

other words, library users go from being users of something given to them, for which they 

should be grateful, to users of something to which they have contributed and should thus 

have almost a right to having their concerns or criticisms listened to and heard. This shift 

also encourages principles of accountability and transparency, not just to those elected to 

represent the public, but to the public itself. And this responsiveness is something that can 

be tailored by specific libraries for specific communities. Indeed, both Tansey and Arnason 

demonstrate the transformative power that public libraries are capable of employing and 

highlight how this is not something reserved for the large central libraries of major urban 

centres. Small community libraries and neighbourhood branches are just as likely, if not 

even more likely, to increase the quality of life of the neighbourhoods and communities 

that they serve.  

3.3. Survey Data 

Two surveys were designed to provide data that would support the research within 

this thesis. The first survey was sent to all 102 public library managers within British 

Columbia, and the latter was a voluntary response survey that was publicly available 

online. An IP tracking service provided by the survey host partially ensured people did not 



 

53 

submit multiple responses. While this is not a scientific survey in the way the first survey 

is, it nonetheless helps fill a void that would otherwise be empty in this analysis.  

3.3.1. Bringing Library Managers into the Conversation 

As mentioned earlier, a primary component of this study’s methodology is a survey 

that was sent to all public library managers in British Columbia3. Out of the 102 individuals 

that received an invitation to complete this survey, 85 individuals responded. On average, 

these individuals have worked for 15 years within a library system, half of that time being 

spent working in a managerial capacity. Through some precursory questions, a majority 

(84%) also indicated that they encourage the adoption of new technologies in their library 

programs and services, that they have most noticed new technology affect their libraries 

about a decade ago but that this is a continuing trend, and that most libraries have other 

public spaces or amenities within a couple minutes’ walk.  

Demographically, a majority of respondents (75%) identified as female, whereas 

20% identified as male (5% gave no response, though no respondents identified as non-

binary). 70% of respondents were between 40 and 59 years old, while 3% were younger 

than 30, 17% were between 30 and 39 years old, 4% were older than 60, and 6% gave 

no response. With respect to citizenship, 15% of respondents are immigrants to Canada 

and 30% have at least one parent who immigrated to Canada. Only one respondent 

 
3 The official title of the individuals sent this survey may differ from “library manager.” In total, I received 

responses from people whose titles are library manager, chief librarian, head librarian, and branch 
head. These are largely semantic differences found across different library systems, as the level of 
responsibility and relationship to the branch-level operations is largely the same across those identified 
to complete the survey.  
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identified as First Nations, Inuit, or Metis, and two identified as members of a visible 

minority group. 

Next, respondents were asked to rank 11 services from most popular to least 

popular (they were asked to leave options unranked if their library did not offer those 

services), the results of which can be seen in Figure 3.2. Unsurprisingly, traditional loans 

remain a primary use: 84% of respondents said that book loans are their most popular 

feature and 54% listed multimedia loans such as CDs or DVDs as their second-most 

popular feature. However, many of the library patrons included in these numbers also use 

the library for other reasons. Firmly in the third- to fifth-most common uses include the 

general utilization of the library as a public space, social programming, and cultural  

 

Figure 3.2: The ranking of library uses as identified by BC public library managers.  
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programming.  The most commonly underutilized services include meeting room bookings 

and makerspaces – spaces where the public is encouraged to make or build something. 

The following question, demonstrated in Figure 3.3, asked what type of 

programming public libraries offer and was informed by El Din et al.’s components of 

quality of life. As can be seen in the figure below, a majority of public libraries in the 

province offer programming intended to get at each component: in order, 91% indicated 

that their libraries offer programming that is designed to increase social connections; 77% 

indicated that they offer programming designed to increase cultural understanding; 66% 

indicated that they offer programming to help people with employment issues, 

programming that is specifically tailored to immigrants, and programming aimed to help 

peoples’ mental health; 58% indicated that they offer programming to help people engage  

 

Figure 3.3: The prevalence of programming related to quality of life indicators.  
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with the political process; and 53% indicated that they offer programming aimed at 

increasing physical activity or promoting healthy lifestyles. 

 

Figure 3.4: Statements of agreement or disagreement among BC public library managers.   
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somewhat agree, 78% strongly agree) with the statement “The public library’s fundamental 

role has become community-oriented in a much broader way than it ever was before.” 

Further, 85% agree (7% somewhat agree, 78% strongly agree) that public libraries have 

a responsibility to adapt and evolve in ways that allow them to meet the modern social, 

cultural, or economic needs of individuals and communities.  

This signifies a fundamental shift in belief which simply cannot be understated. 

This one statistic – that one-third of BC public library managers agree (and fewer than 

one-tenth strongly agree) with what much of the public likely views as the public library’s 

primary role – is a telltale sign of changing times and attitudes. This is not to suggest that 

the popularity of services related to this (the loaning of books, or the offering of story times, 

for example) is declining, nor that public libraries should not place focus on lending books 

and increasing literacy. This simply suggests that public library managers are beginning 

to diversify their libraries’ offerings, and, perhaps, that a proportion of the public is unaware 

of this change or transformation.  

 The last component of the survey asked library managers a series of open-ended 

questions. There was no limit on the length of responses, and most respondents answered 

each question with significant forethought. Every respondent, perhaps unsurprisingly, 

indicated that they believe that public libraries help increase the quality of life of their 

patrons, and a recurring theme as to why this might be is found in the very nature of the 

place: its openness, its accessibility, its welcoming environment. While it was discussed 

in the previous subsection how public libraries can end up catering more to the middle 

class than to those who are vulnerable or marginalized, many library managers specifically 

mentioned how they and their libraries do everything possible to increase the quality of life 

of those who, by that metric, experience it at a lower than average rate.  
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 When asked about how public libraries have maintained their traditional functions 

throughout the technological advances that have characterized the 21st century, almost 

every respondent mentioned the lending of books. However, there were two other very 

prominent themes. The first is access to accurate information – while the public library 

may not necessarily be the information place it once was, it is largely still the “place of 

accurate information.” Further, many respondents argued that this “shift” to community 

hubs or centres is hardly a shift at all, and that this is a function that public libraries have 

served for decades, well before any type of digital or technological innovation was widely 

adopted. As one respondent stated quite simply, “public libraries have always had a focus 

on community and community learning . . . [and] this hasn’t changed despite the massive 

advances in technology.” Another respondent said that their library still sees a very high 

circulation rate for physical items, and that it is “still a place where community members 

meet together.”  

 Further, adapting to meet modern community needs does not necessarily 

represent a departure from the library’s traditional uses. In response to a question asking 

respondents to discuss how their library has adapted to meet modern technological needs, 

one respondent indicated that a key indicator is the amount of the library’s collection that 

is available digitally. In other words, many libraries are providing access to the same 

products, but through different mediums. Some respondents, when discussing physical 

item loans, also discussed non-traditional loans. “Our library now has a seed library to 

help with food sustainability and security,” says one respondent. Other library managers 

oversee libraries that offer musical instruments, cooking equipment, and all sorts of 

gadgets, from telescopes to little robots that teach children how to program and code. The 

lending of items – that is, the offering of items free of charge, even if the use is only 
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temporary – is perhaps the most traditional of public library functions, and this function 

has only grown and expanded throughout the 21st century.  

Many respondents, however, also noted throughout their responses that adapting 

to 21st century technology and the needs that come with that is just one instance among 

many where public libraries have had to adapt. Community needs have shifted frequently 

throughout the history of many of BC’s public libraries, and these libraries (and librarians) 

have become quite used to this. “Being open to change is essential to our service culture 

and relevancy” is the last response listed to the last question of the survey and is quite 

fitting. The public library’s secret weapon against change, be it social, cultural, 

technological, or economic (like budget cuts) is its adaptability, and this feature was on full 

display throughout much of this survey.  

3.3.2. Bringing the Public into the Conversation 

The last piece of the methodological puzzle is a voluntary response survey that 

was administered online. This survey is not scientific, given that its respondents do not 

comprise a representative sample of a given population. However, without generalizing 

the results to a larger population, the resulting data still helps fill a gap that would otherwise 

be empty. Only the first question was mandatory, which asked respondents whether or 

not they consider themselves to be public library users. This then directed respondents to 

the appropriate survey. The survey for library users asked respondents questions about 

why, how, and when they use public libraries, and how they view the importance of public 

libraries from an individual and community-based perspective. The survey for non-library 

users asked questions about why they do not use public libraries, how much they feel they 

know about what their public libraries offer, and what could be done to help make public 
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libraries more relevant to them specifically. Both surveys ended with open-ended and 

demographic questions, and both are attached as appendices to this thesis. 

Most of the survey respondents, unsurprisingly, self-identified as public library 

users, though a number did not. Of the 219 respondents, 181 identified as library users 

while 38 did not. It is important to note that this first question – whether respondents 

identify as library-users or not – was the only mandatory question. As such, the total of all 

responses to other questions in the survey may not add up to 219. That said, of those who 

responded to demographic questions, a majority were female – 128 respondents (73.1%) 

identified as female and 42 respondents (24%) identified as male (one respondent 

selected “other,” though no respondents self-identified as non-binary). With respect to age, 

6.9% of respondents are younger than 20, 28.9% are in their 20s, 16.9% are in their 30s, 

8.2% are in their 40s, 13.4% are in their 50s, 15.6% are in their 60s, 8.2% are in their 70s, 

and 2.9% are in their 80s. The average age of respondents is 42.87 years old, and the 

median age of all respondents is 38.5 years old. Income levels were also distributed 

relatively evenly: 13.9% of respondents earned less than $15,000 per year,13.9% earned 

less than $30,000; 22.2% earned less than $45,000; 20.8% earned less than $60,000; 

15.3% earned less than $80,000; 8.3% earned less than $100,000; and 5.6% earned more 

than $100,000. Further, 12.6% of respondents are immigrants, 30.9% of respondents 

have at least one parent who is an immigrant, and 5.7% of respondents identify as First 

Nations, Inuit, or Metis. With respect to education, 9.1% of respondents are in or have 

completed high school, 14.9% have some college or university education, 13.1% have a 

college or technical diploma, 35.4% have an undergraduate university degree, and 25.7% 

have a graduate degree.  
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Of those who self-identified as library-users, they utilize the library on a regular basis: 

31.5% of respondents visit their public library at least once per week, and a further 40.5% 

visit at least once per month. In addition, many live quite closely to their libraries: 42.7% 

say they live within walking distance, 7.3% within cycling distance, and 12.4% say it is 

easily accessible via public transit. While the vast majority (87.4%) indicated that they use 

the library primarily to check items out, many also indicated that there are other significant 

reasons for visiting or otherwise using their public library. Figure 3.5 below shows the 

proportion of respondents that utilize the library for each of the non-lending options 

provided (respondents could select more than one option, so the totals may equate to over 

100%). The most common non-lending reason for using the library among respondents is 

to attend or partake in community events. This is in line with both literature and anecdotal 

evidence which show how drastically public libraries have changed and how varied the 

publics’ uses of them are. 

 

Figure 3.5:  Share of library uses among users who use their library for reasons other than 
loaning items. 
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Table 3.1 below shows the proportion of library users and non-library users that 

know what specific services are offered at their public libraries, as well as whether they 

have used those services or know someone who has used them (only those who self-

identified as library users were asked if they use or have used the services themselves). 

By far, and unsurprisingly, the most common service utilized is the public library’s offering 

of flexible space that patrons can use as they please – to relax, study, read, socialize, and 

simply be comfortable. While this type of space may seem like a given in a library, it is 

very much still a service offered by libraries and is not something to be taken for granted. 

These spaces may seem like they are free from programming, but library staff spend time 

arranging the space that they offer in ways that most effectively offer the greatest amount 

of comfort to the greatest number of patrons. Only one respondent said that their library 

did not offer space like this, 91.2% of respondents know someone who utilize this service, 

and 88.7% of respondents utilize it themselves.   

 
Table 3.1: Proportion of respondents who know a particular service is available at their library, who 
use said service, or who know somebody that uses said service. 

The next most common type of programming available is generic social programs. 

These can be wide-ranging – from board game nights to movie screenings to language 

lessons, among others – but the underlying rationale for these events is to bring people 

together. 91.9% of respondents indicated that their local library offers some type of social 

programs, 66.9% of respondents know someone who used a public library for this service, 
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and 44.4% of respondents used a library for this service themselves. Following this is 

programming within the local arts and culture scene. Of all respondents, 85.4% said that 

their library offers this type of service – ranging from poetry readings to theatrical 

productions to paint nights, among others – 61.4% know someone who has used the 

library for this service, and 53.8% have utilized the library for this service themselves.  

Services and programming related to helping people with employment prospects, 

engaging people with the political process, and promoting mental or physical health are 

clustered within a similar range. Lastly, services that are specifically accessed by 

immigrants or children of immigrants are largely available – while only 49.1% of 

respondents said that their local library offers these services, 45.9% indicated that they 

were unsure. It is likely that many of the libraries whose respondents were unsure do in 

fact offer these services, and while only 2.5% of respondents had used these services, 

nearly ten times more know someone who did – the largest increase seen among all 

categories.  

The next category of questions gave respondents statements and asked them to 

rank their levels of disagreement or agreement on a scale of one to five. Some results 

were relatively unsurprising. The proportion of public library users grew with the intensity 

of their agreement with statements that were positive about public libraries, and their 

numbers grew with their intensity of disagreement when it came to statements that were 

negative about public libraries. In addition, non-library users were less likely to somewhat 

agree or strongly agree with statements that were supportive of public libraries, but a 

majority were still either neutral or in agreement. This is shown in both Figures 3.6 and 

3.7. Figure 3.8 shows the responses averaged out among library users and non-library 

users, however, and makes clear an important pattern. While there is a gap between the  
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Figure 3.6: Averaged scores for statements of agreement and disagreement among self-
identified library and non-users.  
 
 
 
 

 

Figure 3.7: Statements of agreement and disagreement among self-identified library users. 
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Figure 3.8: Statements of agreement and disagreement among self-identified non-library users.  

two groups, both groups nonetheless have a positive linear relationship with the 

statements that are positive about public libraries. In other words, even self-identified non- 

library users understand and recognize the broader importance that public libraries have 

on, and the range of benefits offered for, the wider communities of which they are a part. 

The last component of the survey asked respondents a series of open-ended 

questions. Each question generated between 5,000 and 10,000 words worth of responses, 

and show a remarkable diversity amongst the respondents in terms of how and why they 

each use public libraries, and what their public library means to them. Figure 3.9, on the 

following page, shows a word cloud generated from responses to the question “what does 

your public library mean to you?” and the results, more easily seen and understood 

visually, are clear. A vast majority of respondents discussed the feelings of community 

that they get from accessing their public library, and how the library as a specific place 

allows them to feel these feelings of community, as well as those that feed into it – feelings 

of safety, sociability, and accessibility, for example.  
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Figure 3.9: A word cloud generated from responses to the question “What does your public 
library mean to you?”  

One respondent acknowledged the role that public libraries played in an entirely 

new place: the local library “was an integral part of connecting me to my new city” and 

“allowed me to feel more or less at home in a brand-new environment.” Another 

respondent said that “my library is essential to the success and diversity of my community.” 

Out of 137 total responses to the particular question mentioned in the previous paragraph, 

over 90% of respondents mentioned the idea of place and the feeling of community, even 

though the following question specifically asked about their public library’s impact on their 

wider community. Feelings of community are generated by something beyond the 

individual, but are ultimately felt individually, and these sentiments are found throughout 

the open-ended responses. While the effort of a thorough statistical analysis is not 

necessarily warranted in the event of a voluntary-response survey in the way it was done 

for the other survey, these responses nonetheless shed light on an area that would have 
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otherwise remained dark. Those who use public libraries get immense enjoyment and 

satisfaction from this use, and public libraries remain integral to communities of all sizes.   

3.4. Chapter Summary 

This chapter, the largest of the thesis, included multiple interlocking components. 

The first, again is a literature review, though this time it looked more specifically at public 

libraries, rather than the framework within which I have situated them. This primarily 

included studies that looked at the relationship between public libraries and a component 

of quality of life, given that very few works look at the relationship between public libraries 

and quality of life as a whole. The components that were discussed include social capital, 

public health (on individual and community levels), and economic wellbeing (largely 

discussed vis-à-vis ROI and SROI public library research). The few studies found that do 

discuss quality of life more broadly in this particular context were then assessed.  

 Following that, I began the analysis of primary data by discussing the interviews 

conducted with three Community Development Librarians (one from Vancouver Public 

Library and two from Halifax Public Library) who all worked on the Working Together 

Project. These CDL positions were quite literally a split between librarianship and social 

planning, and the interviews with the three librarians, as well as an overview of their 

methods for community consultation, reveal many lessons useful for planners in either the 

public or private sector. From specific methods like community asset mapping or social 

mapping, to a principled approach to community entry based on mutual respect, to the 

broader philosophical approach that guided such a collaborative community consultation 

process, there are also lessons for planners and the profession more broadly in terms of 

how a broader understanding of the social underpinnings of a built and lived environment 
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can allow for more holistic approaches to community planning. There is a lesson here in 

humility, too, in understanding that the lived experiences of community residents offer 

something that cannot be understood through academic study or profession experience. 

An interview with Deidre Tansey – a marketing specialist within a public library system – 

complements the data gathered in the WTP interviews, especially with respect to the 

importance of meaningful community consultation.   

 Lastly, the results of the two surveys were analyzed. First, public library managers 

in British Columbia overwhelmingly indicated that they manage their libraries in such a 

way so as to increase the quality of life for their patrons as much as possible. This is 

largely through the offering of programs and services that are directly related to one or 

more components of quality of life. Based on the heptagon of quality of life (see Figure 1.3 

on page 11), over half of all public libraries offer programs and services specifically tailored 

to at least one, though often several, of the mentioned components. Also indicated 

throughout many of the open-ended responses is that the idea of quality of life, as well as 

the impact that public libraries can have on this for so many diverse populations, is at the 

fore of public library manager’s minds.  

 Second, library users themselves notice and recognize this as well. While not a 

scientific survey by any means, the public voluntary-response survey fills in a gap that 

would otherwise remain empty – if and how the public views and interacts with their public 

library. It makes sense that the majority of respondents to a survey on public libraries self-

identified as library users, but there are still some very interesting nuggets of information. 

First, even non-library users recognize the importance of public libraries as institutions 

and understand the role that libraries play in helping create healthy communities and 

helping increase quality of life on both individual and community levels. In the section of 
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the survey that asked respondents to rate their levels of agreement or disagreement with 

a particular statement, despite small fluctuations, statements that supported public 

libraries or discussed them positively were heavily agreed with amongst both users and 

non-users, and statements that were more negative in nature were disagreed with by both 

groups. The surveys themselves were not explicitly connected to the planning profession 

or to planners as professionals, but they do show the degree to which public libraries, as 

remarkably effective components of social infrastructure, contribute to quality of life, which 

again should be the ultimate goal of any planning project, initiative, or endeavour.  
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Chapter 4.  

Implications for Urban and Community Planning 

Librarians are almost always very helpful and often almost absurdly knowledgeable. 
Their skills are very underestimated and largely underemployed.  
- Charles Medawar, Researcher and Specialist on Medical Policy 
 
 

It is clear that public libraries are capable of adapting in a way that allows them to 

continue to meet the demands and needs of the public in a world that is more connected 

– digitally, technologically, socially, and culturally – than ever before. With this heightened 

awareness of how public libraries specifically, and social infrastructure more broadly, 

impacts peoples’ quality of life, the last chapter of this thesis will first propose two 

overarching goals and principles that planners and their professional organizations should 

strive to embody. I will then put forth three specific recommendations to help planners 

harness and utilize the public good created by public libraries and social infrastructure to 

better their neighbourhoods, cities, and communities.  

4.1. Overarching Goals and Principles 

The overarching goals and principles that I encourage the profession and its 

members to heed differ from the recommendations that follow them in their scope. 

Influenced by the work in the preceding chapters, I argue that two generalized goals or 

principles should be incorporated into every type of planning work conducted: plan for 

quality of life (broadly defined), and understand and harness the power of storytelling as 

both a method for, and tool of, planning. Both of these are deeply informed by the 

recognition of public libraries as contributors to quality of life, and both, if understood and 
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adhered to, will help equip local government planners (as well as those in other sectors) 

to increase quality of life through their work.  

4.1.1. Plan for a Broadly-Defined Quality of Life 

Specificity is often important, if not a necessity, but even when the end goal 

demands it, it is not always the best place to begin. Taking a broad approach to planning 

for quality of life allows a local government to incorporate many different components, 

each of which may uniquely contribute to an increase in quality of life. It allows for the 

consideration of the more traditional economic factors, as well as the inclusion of more 

recently acknowledged factors – those that are social, cultural, recreational, technological, 

political, or environmental in nature. And while the quality of life of individuals or 

communities is directly affected by the confluence of many interlocking phenomena, some 

of which may be beyond an ability to control (or plan), planning for quality of life should 

nonetheless inform the underlying values and ethics of the profession. While planning-like 

activities have long aimed to increase the quality of life of those who are affected by such 

planning (see, for example Smith 2007; Tonybee 1967), planners in the 21st century have 

a remarkable ability to affect positive developments and increases in quality of life across 

lines of race, gender, sexual orientation, and socioeconomic status. When once planning 

was a tool of colonial exploitation, racial segregation, and working-class subjugation, a 

broad focus on quality of life that recognizes the depth of complexities that surround 

creating a path towards it can help redeem the profession in a way that improves the 

quality of life of the broader community, including those it once marginalized. This is not 

to suggest that planning tools are incapable of being used for nefarious purposes, or that 

they are never used in such a way currently – there likely are unfortunate examples of 
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misappropriated power within the realm of planning. However, they are far from the norm 

they once were.  

Further, it is important to consider how to gauge or measure quality of life. A 

generalized utilitarian approach that simply attempts to weigh the total number of people 

to benefit from something against those who will struggle or suffer ignores complexities 

that matter, the first of which is the degree to which a proportion of people benefit or are 

harmed. Harming a tenth of the population severely is far worse than marginally improving 

the wellbeing of 90% of the population is good, for example. And while broader 

understandings of the contributing social factors to quality of life will lead to fuller statistical 

models to calculate levels of quality of life, and technological advances will further our 

ability to develop algorithms to calculate this via computation, the measuring of quality of 

life is both a science and an art, and it will never be perfect. Recognizing this is 

fundamentally important, as it should not come as a surprise, and therefore should not be 

used as a way to deny progress that has been made.  

It is also important to recognize the historicity of planning for quality of life. While 

planning in some parts of the world, particularly during colonial expansion, became tools 

of oppression and marginalization, community planning’s formal roots, at least as we know 

it today, are in town planning, which itself was firmly embedded in a desire to improve the 

lives of British workers of the 18th century. The onset of the Industrial Revolution created 

atrocious working conditions and living conditions that were just as bad. Planning arose 

from this as an attempt to impose order in a way that would improve the quality of life 

among urban dwellers and factory workers (see Hall 2014). While this was perhaps more 

straightforward then – imposing building or sanitation standards that today would seem 
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utterly obvious – the ultimate goal, an increase in quality of life among a broadly defined 

population or community, remains much the same.   

Indeed, as I argued at the end of the second chapter: what is the ultimate goal of 

any type of planning endeavour – be it urban, community, rural, regional, or something 

else entirely – if not to improve the quality of life for all residents of an area? Bountiful 

disagreements will surely arise, as they always have, questioning how the profession can 

best carry cities, towns, neighbourhoods, and communities toward this ultimate goal – and 

how this goal can be created or achieved in a way that is sustainable for the long-term – 

but this disagreement should not deter planners from recognizing this ambition as the 

foundation of our profession, upon which all work is done. As with any physical structure, 

the quality of it will always depend on the strength and quality of its foundation.  

Connecting this more directly to social infrastructure, while some of the newer 

contributors to quality of life listed above are being recognized and incorporated into 

quality of life studies more readily, some of these do not lend themselves as being 

components that can specifically be planned for. Planning for a quality of life that will 

benefit all residents, not just those privileged in one way or another, involves recognizing 

the importance of social infrastructure and planning for its proliferation. The degree to 

which a local government can plan for quality of life well will depend on the degree to 

which it accounts for its jurisdiction’s social infrastructure, and the degree to which its built 

environment – as well as how its relevant bylaws impact the built environment – can foster 

the development of social infrastructure. Of course, a local government cannot always 

mandate that a public library – or any other specific form of social infrastructure – be 

constructed or located in a specific area; it can, however, generate the preconditions 

necessary for social infrastructure to form and flourish through some very basic principles.  
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Create neighbourhoods that are walkable, for example. A seemingly endless 

number of cul-de-sacs that culminate the numerous winding streets paved without 

sidewalks too readily satiate our cities’ desire for more housing. These types of often-

suburban neighbourhoods drastically decrease walkability. Connecting neighbourhoods 

with sidewalks, pedestrian bridges, bike lanes, and reliable public transit service can go a 

long way in helping establish an environment that is amenable to social infrastructure. The 

more people that traverse their neighbourhoods outside of private vehicles, the more 

successful already-established small businesses will be, and the more likely similar places 

and spaces will be established. And who knows what type of community amenities may 

begin to appear. Where social infrastructure already exists, make it even more walkable 

– introduce traffic calming measures, widen sidewalks to encourage people to linger, add 

shelters to bus stops, create public plazas that can host community events.  

There is a risk in viewing these things so simplistically. Social infrastructure, after 

all, is a component, itself complex, that works within the even larger and more complex 

system that are our cities, towns, and neighbourhoods. There is also, of course, no 

guarantee that wider sidewalks will lead to much change either in the short or long term. 

But not providing the most basic amenities of walkability likely guarantees that no change 

will happen. The complexity of social infrastructure – what it is, how it forms, and how it is 

maintained or enhanced – should not be overlooked or ignored, but simplifying it is not a 

bad place for local governments to begin. Go back to the basics – boil down the great 

cities of the world so that the only remains are the most basic set of principles – and, 

without trying to copy something else in an area where it certainly would not fit, apply those 

basic principles within a localized context. When it comes to something as important as 
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planning for quality of life, even the smallest steps in the right direction are enough to 

provide a starting place – a platform from which remarkable things can happen.   

4.1.2. Learn from Libraries: The Power of Storytelling 

The offering of story times for children of many different age groups are one of 

public libraries’ longest-standing forms of social and literacy programming. This may be a 

more symbolic connection than the others, but from a more philosophical and 

epistemological perspective, stories are a foundational component and tool of human 

history, and there is a very real political nature to, and type of power that can be harnessed 

through, the practice of narrative construction or storytelling. Myths and stories surround 

the notion of nation-building in Canada (see Francis 2003; Kalant 2006; Siegfried 1966; 

West 2002; and Winter 2007, among others), for example, which have perpetuated 

colonial systems and structures that have permeated the very fabric of Canadian civic, 

social, and cultural life. On the other side they are also being used, particularly in the 21st 

century, as part of decolonial efforts and projects to undo the harm projected by colonial 

systems. Arendt, no stranger to the powerful use of storytelling as a tool that can just as 

easily divide or unite, notes that  

Power relations between private and public realms imply a politics of experience. 
While storytelling may help us reconcile fields of experience that are, on the one 
hand, felt to belong to ourselves or our own kind and, on the other, felt to be 
shared or belong to others, stories may just as trenchantly exaggerate 
differences, foment discord, and do violence to lived experience. For every story 
that sees the light of day, untold others remain in the shadows, censored, or 
suppressed (as quoted in Jackson 2013: 31).  

Arendt viewed “[finding] the language of the true storyteller” (Benhabib 1990: 186) as a 

fundamental responsibility to be carried out by theorists, for it is through this use of 

storytelling as a communicative mechanism that the theorist is able to “[redeem] the 
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memory of the dead, the defeated and the vanquished by making present to us once more 

their failed hopes, their untrodden paths, and unfulfilled dreams” (Benhabib 196). Again, 

within our own country, we can see how Arendt’s words have played out, as Eurocentric 

stories of progress and civilization for centuries overshadowed those, from this land’s 

original inhabitants, that paint a much darker story.   

 And we can see this too within the planning profession. The tools of planning and 

the ideas embedded within the profession – at its foundation, a Lockean perspective of 

private property4 – helped structure and patternize urban and rural life in a way that 

dispossessed Indigenous peoples of their territories, cultures, and one another. As 

Sandercock argues, “the dominant settler culture’s land-based interests were represented 

by the emerging planning practices of the colonial era – practices which asserted non-

Indigenous control over Aboriginal domains and concepts of space and place” (2004: 118). 

And as she argued the year prior, specifically tying this to the practice of storytelling:  

The conflict between settlers and Indigenous peoples in the New World countries over land 
uses and land rights [is a prime example]. For Indigenous peoples there is a core story that 
is about paradise lost or an expulsion from paradise. For the settlers, the core story is the 
pioneer’s tale of bravery and persistence in the face of adversity (2003: 13).  

 

This has only in the past few decades been seriously scrutinized within the field of planning 

– and documents like the Canadian Institute of Planner’s (CIP) Policy on Planning Practice 

and Reconciliation (2019) show how these issues exist contemporaneously – but 

 
4 Locke’s ideas of property and land have been discussed at length, especially with respect to how they 

worked toward justifying the mass dispossession of Indigenous lands and territories. Tully, for 
example, argues that “Locke defines property in such a way that [Indigenous] customary land use is 
not a legitimate type of property,” and is seen on a scale lower than European land use and closer to 
that of the state of nature (1993: 139). For Locke, the “chief concern of any form of civil [or] social life 
is the regulation of property rights” (Sened 1997: 19), and because Indigenous peoples pre-contact 
did not divide their land into parcels that could then be privately owned and occupied, Locke (and most 
of his contemporaries) argued that Europeans thus had rightful claim to the land, and began the 
processes of cultural genocide, loss of land, and loss of life.   
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storytelling, once a tool to justify colonial exploitation, can be reclaimed as an agent of 

positive change.  

The planning-as-storytelling idea has been discussed at length (see, for example, 

Childs 2008; Eckstein & Throgmorton 2003; Goldstein et al. 2015; Sandercock 2003; van 

Hulst 2012, amongst many others), as has storytelling as Indigenous methodology (see 

Corntassel et al. 2009; Kovach 2009; Qwul’sih’yahmaht 2015; Smith 1999). It is interesting 

that power can be found in storytelling on both sides of the settler-colonial divide, and this 

is as much a testament to the degree to which planning and reconciliation will overlap as 

it is to the utility of storytelling as a planning tool within and outside of issues relating to 

reconciliation. While Eckstein cautions about the sentimentalization of storytelling, she 

acknowledges that this danger exists precisely because understanding the power of 

storytelling “is so important to public decision making and urban wellbeing” (2003: 14).  

 Indeed, stories, carefully and honestly constructed, can bring a sense of order to 

events that are seemingly chaotic, if not entirely random; they can inspire and generate 

hope; they can connect people with their personal and collective pasts; they can act as a 

vehicle, capable of driving information, knowledge, customs, and traditions into the future, 

providing a sense of calmness to a culture, a nation, a people – local or global – who 

understand the ephemeral nature of human life but seek a way to have their understanding 

of the human condition transcend that very nature. And what else is planning if not trying 

to make sense of one’s built and natural environments, and the preservation of this sense 

of order through its codification? There are, certainly, many ways through which this can 

be done, and there are many ways in which the art of storytelling can be of aid to the 

planner.  
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 Returning to Sandercock (2003), she posits that storytelling can be of help in many 

spheres of planning work, from policy to process, pedagogy, critique, as foundation, and 

as catalyst for change. The table below organizes her multifaceted ideations of storytelling 

into a schema or typology, and it is my hope that this helps planners understand just how 

Story and process 

Community 
participation 

Planners orchestrate events and 
processes in a way to allow for as many 
people as possible to tell their story of 
themselves or community; storytelling or 
story gathering can be used to find 
agreement or common ground.  

Mediation, 
negotiation, and 

conflict resolution 

Creating an environment within which 
two (or more) conflicting sides can tell 
stories from their own understanding is 
crucial in mediation forums.  

Core story 

The idea of the core story gets at the 
idea of positionality discussed within the 
preface of the thesis – that we are not 
just observers or even authors of 
stories, but active participants, and that 
our stories, which influence the world 
around us, are themselves influenced by 
our personal histories and geographies.  

Non-verbal stories 

 

Stories are often told verbally, but the 
transmission of stories can also be done 
through other communicative 
multimedia or artistic means, and this 
often forces dominant narratives to 
make space for stories that often go 
unheard.  
 

Story as foundation, origin, 
identity 

Myths and epic poems tell stories about the foundation or origin 
of nations and peoples, and they often form a vibrant part of 
their identities. These, however, can be challenged, contested, 
and ultimately rewritten, and when this is done, through an often 
long process, planners can help facilitate this debate or 
dialogue.  

Story as catalyst for 
change 

Stories can engrain inspiration and hope, and they can help 
people imagine new and alternative realities that can then be 
pursued. From the most dire situations of abject subjugation 
and marginalization to the realization of one’s community’s or 
city’s full potential, storytelling can act as a catalyst for positive 
change.  
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Story and policy 

It is argued here that the reason why so much research fails to 
meaningfully translate into action is because researchers are 
too often weak storytellers; “they fail to communicate their 
findings in a form that is not only plausible but persuasive” (20). 
Between defending planning decisions, initiatives, or 
recommendations to the public and to elected councils or 
boards, the planner can find a strong connection here should 
they want their research and reports to have an on-the-ground 
impact. 

Story as critique or 
explanation 

All planning documents – maps, models, GIS, and plans 
themselves – all implicitly tell a story. Stories often take sides 
on an issue, even if they do not do so explicitly, and many 
abstract concepts can take the form of common storytelling 
techniques: “the with or demon of international capitalism; the 
two-faced fairy of progress; the insubstantial and ambiguous 
trickster called postmodernity; and the darling love, long-lost, 
but in some stories found again, of community” (21). Planning 
documents are more powerful when they are intentionally 
contextualized within the story they are telling.  

Story and pedagogy 

Specifically with respect to the training of future planners, 
storytelling has a vast history in education and academia. From 
the most theoretical planning course to the most professional 
design studio, ideas are often taught, conveyed, and learned 
through the use of storytelling.  

Table 4.1: A typology of Sandercock’s (2003) planning uses for storytelling.  

broadly used the art of storytelling can be throughout our profession’s varied tasks and 

projects. From understanding ourselves as individuals and as planners, to successfully 

negotiating and mediating discourses in the public realm, challenging dominant 

paradigms, translating research into action, and training the next generation of planners, 

the use of storytelling in planning is wide, and while this has so far, as was mentioned 

above, been a symbolic connection to social infrastructure and public libraries, there is a 

more real connection as well.  

 Public libraries are, in so many regards, depositories of culture as much as 

galleries, museums, or archives, and at times may even themselves be considered cultural 

icons or places. Indeed, Skot-Hansen et al. argue that public libraries themselves play a 
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fundamentally important role in the “culture-led urban regeneration” of particular 

neighbourhoods or communities, particularly through their use in revitalization projects 

(2012: 12). Public libraries can do this as architecturally significant buildings (such as the 

recently opened central libraries in Halifax and Calgary, and the one under construction in 

Ottawa), but they do this too through the services and programs offered. Indeed, over a 

century ago, the presidential address given at the 1910 Library Association annual 

meeting proclaimed that “free libraries are ‘instruments of culture’” (The Guardian 2017). 

Much more recently, Madziak called public library staff “champions and facilitators of local 

culture” (2015: 5), arguing that public libraries as institutions, and their staff – many of 

whom are experts and professionals in their field – play important “informal and formal 

roles in advancing cultural planning and sustaining cultural vitality” (40).  

 It is exactly this type of institution and these types of professionals that provide 

place within which individuals can not only go to explore themselves, their identities, and 

their stories, but a place where this connection is possible, perhaps even likely, to occur 

by sheer coincidence or accident. During public libraries’ infancy in the 19th and early 20th 

centuries, “culture” was at times viewed and defined in elitist terms; as McCrossen argues, 

“elite and learned Americans, in their effort to fashion the nation into a civilization, posited 

that freely accessible and ever-dynamic city libraries . . . would . . . foster Culture” (2006: 

170). However, even then there were those who advocated for public libraries as public 

spaces in much broader terms, and that is certainly the view taken by public libraries today. 

The International Federation of Library Associations (IFLA) encourages this focus on 

culture amongst all public libraries: “the public library should be a key agency in the local 

community for the collection, preservation, and promotion of local culture in all its diversity” 

(Henry 2001: 9). And many public libraries take this to heart. For example, as Ellen Hobin, 



 

81 

Manager of Communications for London Public Library in Ontario, enthusiastically put it, 

“the beauty of it is that, at the library culture comes to you!” (as quoted in Madziak 2015: 

6).  

 This emphasis specifically on local culture can help people understand who they 

are through stories, often told and delivered through many different mediums. It can help 

people understand their story as it relates to their origin and identity, and it can help form 

and clarify peoples’ individual core stories. It can also help situate a lot of what individuals 

may see happening around them in their communities or cities with respect to land use 

planning projects or initiatives. Ultimately, public libraries, as literal houses of stories, 

serve a multifaceted role in that they are themselves indicative of culture, they help 

transport culture from past to present and present to future, and they can help planners – 

if planners know to look – understand the importance of storytelling as they move through 

the many interconnected processes of this collective enterprise known as planning.  

4.2. Recommendations to Planners and the Profession 

There are three specific recommendations that I have for planners to work toward 

implementing. The first is to draft a Social Infrastructure Plan (SIP). While this type of plan 

may not be in the budget for smaller municipalities, accounting for it in some capacity, 

either as a stand-alone plan or as part of a broader plan, is paramount. The second is to 

collaborate with community organizations. Public library systems are but one organization 

with which a local government can collaborate, so for a municipality to focus solely on 

public libraries is perhaps self-limiting, but their wealth of knowledge and resources allows 

them to be helpful partners. The third is to consider the impacts of social infrastructure on 

other realms of planning. From climate change adaptation to sustainability to the drafting 
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of OCPs or neighbourhood plans, social connection – most overtly noticed in places of 

high value social infrastructure – works its way into all of these areas and more.  

4.2.1. Recommendation 1: Draft a Social Infrastructure Plan 

A great first step toward recognizing the importance of social infrastructure, from a 

local government perspective, is drafting a Social Infrastructure Plan (SIP), as well as all 

of the background work that goes into a project such as this. Having an official plan that 

specifically focuses on social infrastructure is a new idea and, as such, there are very few 

real-world examples of them available. That said, the idea of SIPs are visible elsewhere – 

the problem is that there is no standard definition by which the term is defined. For 

example, in 2017 the Government of Canada announced $21.9 billion would be invested 

in social infrastructure by “making investments in Indigenous communities, early learning 

and childcare, affordable housing, home care, and cultural and recreational infrastructure” 

(2017a). However, the budget itself does not provide a definition for the term, instead 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 4.1: “Allocation of 
Investing in Canada – The 
Long-Term Infrastructure 
Plan” provided within the 
Government of Canada’s 
2017 budget (2017b).   
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listing specific policy initiatives that will be funded under the general auspices of “Social 

Infrastructure,” listed in Figure 4.1 above. All of the initiatives listed by the federal 

government are undoubtedly social in nature, but many of them are not social 

infrastructure as has been defined in this thesis (i.e. following Klinenberg’s definition).  

 There are many social functions of both government and civic life that factor into a 

built environment (as well as the quality of life a built environment is capable of offering) 

in myriad ways, and these are far from unimportant. For the argument in this thesis, 

however, they become less relevant to the question at hand in that they do not readily or 

exceedingly facilitate the day-to-day interactions that create broader senses of community 

in the way that other forms of social infrastructure might – places like coffeeshops and, in 

particular, public libraries.  As such, government budgets that do mention social 

infrastructure most consistently discuss social programs that aim at tackling some 

complex social problems – situations like homelessness or the unaffordability of housing 

– rather than the type of social infrastructure that Klinenberg gets at. This is not necessarily 

negative (there is likely not much a provincial or federal government could do in this 

regard), but it is still unhelpful.  

The City of Vancouver is the only municipality found that does discuss a Social 

Infrastructure Plan. While it is still early in its development and has a relatively limited 

scope, it is worth looking at given the rarity of these types of plans at the local government 

level. It is limited in scope because the City does not include “parks, plazas, community 

centres, affordable housing, libraries, galleries, and museums” in the SIP given that “they 

are the focus of other plans” which are already in place (City of Vancouver 2019). As such, 

the SIP focuses on city-owned and city-supported facilities that are not discussed or 

assessed in other infrastructure plans. Further, despite launching in early 2017, the City 
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of Vancouver still has just one webpage about the plan that only offers cursory information; 

it is not known if this indicates that the project is still early in its development. The website 

does, however, list four components that will together comprise the plan, which is helpful. 

It lists:  

1. What social infrastructure exists, who it services, and how well it 
meets our current needs.  

2. What social infrastructure will be needed in the future. 

3. The best way to fund and deliver new social infrastructure. 

4. Priorities and decision-making criteria to guide our strategic and 
sustainable developments (City of Vancouver 2019).  

This is helpful because this, at the very least, provides a baseline for what these 

types of plans should consider. It is expected, if these types of plans are to become more 

popular among municipalities and local governments, that they will be analyzed, 

scrutinized, and further refined, but the City of Vancouver provides a good starting place. 

Namely, define clearly what is to be included and excluded (ideally a broader approach 

will be taken in the future, however), and take inventory of your community or city’s current 

stock of social infrastructure.  What types of institutions, organizations, and places already 

exist that work toward the goals of social infrastructure (connecting one another 

intentionally and unintentionally with the effect of increasing quality of life), how might 

these places and spaces be improved, and how might they be replicated elsewhere in 

areas that are short in supply?  

These are the types of questions that planners and elected local government 

officials should be asking of their communities and doing so should not be a solitary 

venture. It is quite unlikely any local government would pursue a plan like this without an 
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extensive public engagement strategy or plan to support it – this is vital to understand 

what places community members value and why they are valued. However, community 

organizations like public libraries can be phenomenal partners in this type of endeavour. 

Librarians themselves are highly educated professionals, but even the lower support staff 

that do not have a graduate degree or managerial experience still stand capable of being 

an incredibly valuable resource, and this aptly introduces the next recommendation.  

4.2.2. Recommendation 2: Collaborate with Public Libraries (and 
other Community Organizations) 

Planning within the private sector is largely, by definition, a collaborative 

endeavour, at least between the consulting firm and the client, or between the developer 

and the community within which they are building. However, the work done in planning 

departments within municipalities and regional districts is too often work done within silos. 

While it is not uncommon for local governments to contract out specific projects, seeing 

partnerships form between local governments and community organizations for longer-

term initiatives is less common. However, these partnerships can be immensely beneficial 

for neighbourhoods, communities, and cities of all sizes, whether they are with public 

libraries or other community organizations. I focus on public libraries throughout this 

thesis, and I will here too, but there are a plethora of community organizations that can 

help local governments forge ahead with meaningful and impactful social, cultural, 

technological, and even economic programs. It would be wise for local governments and 

their planning staff to understand the resources available to them through collaboration 

with these organizations.  
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Hopefully many partnerships exist between local governments and their pubic 

library systems that are simply not expressed in municipal planning documents. However, 

the City of Toronto provides us with one of the only Canadian examples of a local 

government collaborating directly with their public library system. While relatively minor, 

the City’s Downtown Parks and Public Realm Plan outlines how two centrally-located but 

under-utilized parks – Alexandra Park near Bathurst and Dundas Streets, and Anniversary 

Park near Parliament and Gerrard Streets – can become activated in a way that works 

better for public use through collaboration with the nearby library branches. For example, 

in Alexandra Park the report recommends  

[activating] the public space . . . with an outdoor reading room in collaboration with the 
public library. Host story time events or talks with local writers. Integrate movable and 
comfortable seating and tables to make people feel at home (2018: 42).  

Further, the relatively small-scale change shows that these partnerships can be valuable 

to local governments of all sizes – they do not have to be large in scope or funding in order 

to effect meaningful change for neighbourhoods and communities. The plan recommends 

a similar idea – “partner[ing] with the local public library branch to host outdoor reading 

rooms” – for Anniversary Park on the weekends (62). As was just mentioned, there are 

many types of community organizations that a local government can partner with, and the 

City of Toronto’s downtown public space plan recognizes this – discussing the possibility 

of this with bike shops, artists and designers, florists, theatres, and community service 

non-profits – but its specific mention of public libraries seems to be unique in Canada.  

This is interesting given that, at least in BC, the provincial government’s guiding 

document on its public libraries emphasizes their ability to “connect communities” and 

recognizes and supports libraries’ ability to contribute “to the social, cultural, and economic 

health and well-being of communities” (2016: 3). However, while this type of holistic 
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approach to understanding the value that public libraries provide is helpful and 

encouraging, the strategy that emphasizes the importance of “creating lasting and 

sustainable partnerships” focuses on the relationship between the provincial governments 

and public libraries – one that is largely based on funding. The outline of this strategy ends 

with a vague call to “[explore] further opportunities [for collaboration] across the wider 

library sector and with other jurisdictions” (11), but does not specify how this could or 

should be pursued. It should be noted that it is the provincial legislative framework that 

sets the legal and policy context for the province’s communities, but it is primarily on the 

local level that government-library partnerships can offer the most impactful programs, 

services, and solutions.  

 Indeed, the ULC argues that public libraries’ “solid community connections, stature 

as highly trusted public institutions, capacity to deliver programs and distribute information 

to large and diverse audiences, and their universal accessibility” makes them logical and 

strategic partners for local governments of all sizes (2013: 111). While hearing this from 

an organization that exists in order to “promote public libraries as essential public assets” 

(Urban Libraries Council 2019b) may seem self-serving to some, the logic is hard to argue 

with. All that is mentioned above is true; further, local governments and public libraries 

serve the same constituency, and the space provided by libraries is often used by local 

governments for open houses or public hearings, even when a formal partnership is 

absent. A formal partnership, though, only benefits the constituency that both 

organizations exist to serve. The ULC concludes its chapter by highlighting three emerging 

opportunities for local government/public library partnerships: “utilizing libraries as 

learning labs, connecting library resources to sustainability goals, and including library 

staff as resources to community task forces” (117).  
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 There are undoubtedly many other opportunities than the three just listed, but the 

broader idea that informs the last one – recognizing the professional expertise held by 

library staff and utilizing them as resources – is especially fruitful. The work done by the 

Vancouver, Regina, Toronto, and Halifax municipal library systems through the Working 

Together Project, highlighted in the previous chapter, shows how some of these libraries 

and librarians are even themselves engaging in work that very closely resembles social 

planning. In discussing the role that public libraries have played in collaborative 

enterprises, DeFaveria, the National Coordinator of the WTP, notes that  

Public libraries have long been active partners in many local social development initiatives. 
Libraries sit as service provider partners at the table during community undertakings, such 
as the development of community-wide crime reduction strategies, literacy initiatives, or 
early childhood education strategies. By participating in these activities, the library is a 
partner in what we would consider traditional social development initiatives. When libraries 
talk about their community development activities, they are usually speaking about this 
type of engagement. When libraries discuss their community development focused 
partnerships, they are most commonly referring to this type of service: provider-to-service-
provider social development focused partnership. 

When the Working Together Project discusses community development in a library context, 
we are referring to the application and evolution of philosophies and techniques that 
community developers use to work with communities within the context of library service 
planning. In particular, we use it within the context of working directly with socially excluded 
people in our communities to plan services. The focus of community development in a 
library context goes beyond receiving feedback or hearing from the community 
(consultation or “information in”) and extends to encompass meaningful and active 
community member engagement in service prioritization and planning (2008: 15).  

The work highlighted here, as well as its guiding philosophies – that libraries should 

develop “localized services [that reflect] very closely the demographics and aspirations of 

their communities” with a predominant focus on the socially excluded (Blackburn 2014: 

75) – can help local governments navigate many complicated issues, projects, or 

initiatives with increased efficiency and efficacy, in addition to helping local government 

planning initiatives and projects become more relatable and impactful. This is aptly 

demonstrated by the staff at VPL’s Carnegie branch, located in Vancouver’s Downtown 
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Eastside (DTES) – a neighbourhood characterized by drug use and homelessness, but 

also social resilience and courage. Through the years, this library branch became “a living 

symbol of all that was most positive about the DTES – that it would rise above the despair 

in the streets” (Cameron, as quoted in Porter 2012). This community-led model can also 

“contribute to the creation of better linkages and relations with all stakeholders in the 

community, including local government” (Chirisa 2013: 152).  

 Furthering this, the International City/County Management Association (ICMA) 

released results of a 2016 survey that sought to understand how public libraries “can be 

leveraged to advance community goals, and how government agencies can partner with 

library leaders to better engage, inform, and empower residents” (1). The survey, done in 

conjunction with the Aspen Institute and the Public Libraries Association (PLA), was sent 

to the chief administrative officers of 9,675 local governments and received 1,917 

responses. While this was only done within the United States, interesting trends can still 

be seen. The table below was copied directly from the survey and shows how frequently 

local governments contact their professional library staff in different situations. There are 

two general trends – librarians are often contacted to go to city council or meet with a city 

councillor, and this frequency drops when it is reversed and it is a city council member 

going to the librarian – but there is also an important omission or absence. This table, and 

much of the rest of the survey, shows that there is generally a healthy level of dialogue 

between local governments (often, specifically, the elected representatives of the local 

governments) and the public library’s professional staff, but this falls short of meaningful 

collaboration or partnership. This stronger relationship requires more than one party 

keeping the other party appraised of a particular situation; it requires more than simple 

communication. 
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 N Never Rarely Sometimes Often 
Very 
Often 

Library representatives are invited to 
discussions about relevant local 
issues (ex. Strategic planning 
meeting for the community).  

1,855 14.7% 21.3% 25.9% 24.3% 13.8% 

Library representatives are kept 
informed about local government 
decision-making processes and 
timing (ex. a city council member 
contacts the library director to inform 
them about potential budget 
shortfalls). 

1,849 17.1% 17.1% 17.6% 28.8% 19.3% 

Library representatives are in 
contact with representatives of the 
local government through open 
channels of communication (ex. 
phone calls are returned). 

1,849 7.8% 8.8% 16.1% 33.7% 33.6% 

Library representatives are invited to 
present information to 
representatives of the local 
government (ex. a trustee is invited 
to make a presentation to the city 
council about the library’s 
technology needs).   

1,843 14.0% 17.0% 26.3% 25.7% 17.0% 

Local government representatives 
go to staff as a resource to inform 
their decision-making (ex. city 
council members go to the library 
director to find out about computer 
usage and demand).  

1,799 20.8% 30.1% 25.1% 15.7% 8.3% 

Table 4.2: A table copied directly from the ICFA survey sent to local governments about how 
and why they contact their public library directors or staff.  

Communication is, without a doubt, a solid foundation upon which a relationship 

can (or, arguably, should) form, but within this context, it should not be all that is entailed. 

Rather, collaboration that includes discussions on policies and ideas, but also the 

implementation strategies for plans or projects and how and when their successes should 

be measured are integral to forming meaningful local government/public library 

partnerships that will positively impact those who reside in the affected communities and 

cities.  
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4.2.3. Recommendation 3: Consider the Impacts of Social 

Infrastructure on Other Planning Initiatives 

I hope to this point I have made clear the connection between social infrastructure 

and quality of life, but social infrastructure is of vital importance to many other planning 

realms, projects, and initiatives, and it behooves the planner to recognize these many 

different connections. While Klinenberg’s idea of social infrastructure heavily influenced 

this thesis about exactly that connection, his idea arose out of a very different, although 

fundamentally important (and topical), issue within community planning – the ability to deal 

with extreme climate events. This subsection will briefly highlight how social infrastructure 

broadly, and public libraries specifically, can contribute solutions to other planning-related 

issues; in particular, mitigating the effects of climate change and promoting methods and 

practices of sustainability, environmental or otherwise.   

Indeed, Klinenberg’s first book analyzed mortality rates between different 

neighbourhoods during Chicago’s lethal 1995 heat wave, and he found that while 

socioeconomic indicators such as wealth, race, and gender can help clarify where people 

were more likely to live or die, the most accurate predictor of likeliness to survive is the 

degree to which people have access to social connection (2002). This social connection, 

in turn, was more likely to occur in areas that have places that encourage this connection 

not just to form but to be maintained and enhanced. As Klinenberg maintains, by way of 

example,  

Consider Englewood and Auburn Gresham, two adjacent neighbourhoods on the 
hypersergregated South Side [of Chicago]. Both were 99 percent African 
American, with similar proportions of elderly residents. Both had high rates of 
poverty, unemployment, and violent crime. Englewood . . . proved to be one of the 
most perilous places during the disaster, with thirty-three deaths per hundred 
thousand residents. But Auburn Gresham’s death rate was only three per hundred 
thousand, making it . . . far safer than many of the most affluent neighbourhoods 
on Chicago’s north side. The key difference between these neighbourhoods, and 
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others that are demographically similar, turned out to be what I call the ‘social 
infrastructure’: the sidewalks, stores, public facilities, and community organizations 
that bring people into contact with friends and neighbours (2015: xxiv).  

Klinenberg further argues that isolation is a social product, that the deaths during 

Chicago’s heat wave among other weather- or climate-related deaths elsewhere are by-

products of this isolation, and that there are solutions, found in the quality of our built 

environment, that can help both prevent and mitigate disasters like the one in 1995 

Chicago. As extreme weather events become more common because of an increasingly 

changing global climate and our collective ability to prevent the storms from occurring 

decreases, we must look at how their worst effects can, at the very least, be mitigated.  

 From one capacity, many public libraries have become quite innovative when it 

comes to energy efficiency and alternative energy production. For example, many library 

buildings are now LEED certified; the Pennsville Public Library in New Jersey has installed 

solar panels and is selling its electricity back for residents to purchase. The downtown 

Hamilton Public Library is connected to a centralized energy plant that services multiple 

buildings. This is happening to the point where some consider this to be indicative of a 

movement: the Green Library Movement (Antonelli 2008). Further, many public libraries 

are increasing the programming they themselves offer regarding climate change 

(Rockrohr 2019), are providing space for other organizations to do the same (for one 

example, see Urcioli 2019), and have become, in addition to learning outlets, mediators 

between users and knowledge, and agents of change (Batt 2002). Speaking specifically 

from the issue of peak-oil and how this may affect (or accelerate) climate change, Havens 

and Dudley argue that, even if public libraries as an institution struggle amidst energy 

scarcity, they nonetheless “have the potential to contribute to their communities’ transition 

to a post-carbon world” (2013: 138). Between this type of community outreach and 
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education, the mitigation of actual dangers once climate events occur, and the potential 

for their ongoing role beyond climate change, public libraries are institutions that can help 

local governments deal with climate change issues, through measures of both mitigation 

and prevention.  

 Related to this are issues of environmental sustainability. The construction and 

retrofitting of libraries that are to modern environmental standards such as those set out 

by LEED and play an important role in educating the public – both highlighted above – 

certainly fit with the goals of environmental sustainability as well. Both of these roles – the 

library as exemplar and as enabler – are highlighted too by the International Federation of 

Library Associations (IFLA) (2018), and the American Library Association (ALA) in 2015 

passed a resolution on the importance of sustainability and libraries. Part of the resolution 

reads that the ALA “recognizes the important and unique role libraries play in wider 

community conversations about resiliency, climate change, and a sustainable future” 

(2015: 2). This is also not limited to North America; Bennett (2018) shows how these 

principles have been embedded within public libraries in places like Indonesia and the 

Netherlands.  

Broader than this, however, public libraries, at their core, embody the fundamental 

principles of sustainability simply in their longstanding tradition of providing goods to 

multiple people, on a rotational basis, without costs or fees. The action of discouraging 

spending and promoting the borrowing of materials – be it books, multimedia items, or 

more unconventional items that libraries are beginning to loan out more regularly, like 

musical instruments and kitchen equipment – is one that has its roots deep within the 

ideals of sustainable practices. When these roots sprout into actions, a variety of different 

practices can result. Jordan (2013), for example, discusses the role that public libraries 



 

94 

can play in promoting ecological sustainability by offering community gardens or seed 

libraries. She argues that, while requiring maintenance, these gardens provide a “positive 

service and a way to enhance public spaces and benefit the community” while promoting 

sustainability (2013: 109).  

The conversation between Klinenberg and the resilience centre design team 

discussed in the previous chapter paints a story of a population largely ignorant or 

unaware of the full array of programs and services offered by many public libraries, but it 

also showcases the breadth of those programs and services that are generally available 

at public libraries. Further to this point, the table in the second chapter that demonstrates 

how public libraries work toward the individual components in DIALOG’s Community 

Wellbeing Framework showcases the remarkable degree to which public libraries 

contribute to different areas of community health, very broadly defined. Public libraries, as 

an extremely effective form of social infrastructure, stand capable of alleviating many of 

the social issues with which the often already marginalized members of our communities 

are often burdened. Ultimately, very few issues in planning, if any, are dealt with 

completely independently. So much of the work done in planning is done in connection 

with other components of the planning process, and social infrastructure is no different. 

Recognizing the influence that social infrastructure has throughout the world of planning 

only better enables planners to actively plan for its emergence and sustenance.  

4.3. Chapter Summary 

In this chapter, I have provided two overarching goals and principles and three 

direct and specific recommendations to planners as well as our profession, all of which 

have been informed by the preceding research on the unique and close relationship 



 

95 

between public libraries and quality of life. First, planners should always seek to increase 

quality of life through their work, regardless of where in planning that work may fall. Few 

professions are as diverse as planning, but every type of planning work can and should 

work toward increasing quality of life. And second, planners should recognize the 

importance of storytelling, as well as the power that can come from utilizing it properly as 

a planning tool or technique. There is a symbolic connection to libraries here, as places 

that so facilitate the reading of stories, but there is a more direct connection too. Namely, 

public libraries, as places that store, teach, and transport local culture, stand capable of 

helping individuals understand both their core story (or stories) as it relates to the 

environment in which they live, and understand broader frameworks within which local 

planning projects can be situated and be better understood themselves.  

With respect to the recommendations, local government planners should draft a 

Social Infrastructure Plan (or at least do the preliminary background research that this 

would require), collaborate more regularly with public library professionals as well as other 

community organizations, and recognize and consider the positive impacts that social 

infrastructure has on other planning projects and initiatives, particularly as they relate to 

climate change mitigation and the promotion of environmentally sustainable practices. 

These three recommendations will help local governments improve the quality of life they 

are capable of offering their residents. Further, they are aligned with, and work toward, 

many of the Canadian Institute of Planner’s values (see Canadian Institute of Planners 

2014, also attached as Appendix A); and will help create broader and more meaningful 

and impactful partnerships throughout our communities and cities.  
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Chapter 5.  
Conclusion 

The only thing that you absolutely have to know, is the location of the library.  
- Albert Einstein, Theoretical Physicist & Nobel Prize Recipient  

Throughout this thesis, my goals have been threefold. First, to show clearly the 

value that public libraries have not only retained but have gained in our modern and digital 

world with respect to concepts like social infrastructure, complete communities, healthy 

communities, and quality of life. These concepts operate along a continuum that stretches 

from abstract theories and ideals to real-world applications with tangible effects, and public 

libraries can help local governments transition along this continuum in a way that 

increasingly moves these ideals from concept to reality. A more detailed look into the 

interrelationship between these concepts show the importance of social infrastructure to 

them. Social infrastructure is a driving force behind increases in community completeness, 

community health, and quality of life, and these three concepts rarely increase in isolation; 

rather, when one increases, it generates residual effects that further increases the others 

as well.  

In addition, using DIALOG’s comprehensive Community Wellbeing Framework to 

systematically assess how public libraries in particular actively and uniquely work toward 

each of the 18 indicators demonstrates the degree to which public libraries fit with these 

ideals. By unique, I mean that public libraries work toward the accomplishment or provision 

of these indicators individually; rather than having a few components that together are 

broad enough to contribute to all indicators, the offerings of public libraries are numerous 

enough to have programs and services that specifically target each one. This is not to 

discourage organizations from developing broad approaches that tackle multiple issues at 
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once but is rather a testament to the volume of services offered by public libraries. Positive 

social and cultural impacts generated by public libraries are perhaps to be expected, but 

they also work toward increasing wellbeing indicators that are economic, political, and 

environmental in nature as well. Indeed, public libraries are uniquely positioned to 

contribute to each of these healthy community indicators in ways that other organizations, 

public or private, simply cannot.  

Secondly, I have sought to show how public libraries, as a remarkably effective 

form of social infrastructure (if not the most effective form), contribute to the health, 

wellbeing, and quality of life for both individuals and communities. This is something that, 

demonstrated by the interviews and surveys, is very clearly on the minds of our province’s 

public library professional leaders. From the design of physical spaces within public 

libraries, to the offering of programs that specifically target quality of life indicators, to the 

open, accessible, and democratic nature of the institutions, public libraries stand capable 

of contributing to community wellbeing and quality of life in ways, again, that other 

organizations and institutions cannot. Their value as social infrastructure is found both in 

their accessibility (no entrance fee, no cost to borrow materials, no limit on time spent 

inside), as well as the breadth of the services and programs that are offered.  

In addition, this relationship is also supported by a host of academic literature and 

professional reports. Many economic reports, whether prepared by library systems, local 

governments, or think tanks, all come to the same conclusion: while the dollar figures 

certainly differ, public libraries generate a positive and multifold return on investment, both 

economically and socially, for every dollar invested in them. They also work toward 

specific goals related to healthy or complete communities that many local governments 

set out for their jurisdictions, be it walkability, amenity availability, green space provisions, 
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sociability, or a focus on local culture. Indeed, the amount of research that focuses on the 

relationship between public libraries and a component of quality of life – be it social capital, 

psychological wellbeing, community health, economic prosperity, or sustainability – is 

deep and thorough.   

A third point is how important it is for local governments to consider social 

infrastructure within their planning processes, projects, and initiatives. This can best be 

done through the drafting and implementation of an official Social Infrastructure Plan, as 

the work that would go into this would require extensive public consultation and 

backgrounder research. Collaborating with community organizations or institutions that 

are particularly well-suited to generate and create social infrastructure will also help local 

governments understand the quantity and quality of social infrastructure currently 

available in a community or city. It is commonplace for elected officials to acknowledge 

the shortcomings of their own expertise and to thus seek information from those who are 

experts; professional librarians are a capable though underutilized resource available to 

elected councils and boards. Recognizing all of this would also show how social 

infrastructure impacts many other projects and works within the planning world, and 

properly understanding the impacts that social infrastructure makes, as well as what 

conditions help generate it, will only improve other planning work as well.  

Public libraries, by virtue of providing items and services free-of-cost, can be 

considered places that cater specifically to those who are marginalized or disadvantaged 

in some way, rather than the broader public or community. I hope an argument is not 

needed to demonstrate why organizations that specifically exist for this reason should be 

protected. I also hope, though, that this thesis has demonstrated the wide-ranging and 

crosscutting benefits that public libraries provide for communities of all sizes, and 
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community members of all demographic profiles, in addition to how local governments can 

improve the quality of life they offer through the intentional planning of and for social 

infrastructure. Near the end of his book, Klinenberg reminds his readers of the role for 

government in preserving and enhancing social infrastructure:  

Libraries are only one form of vital social infrastructure. Many other public places and 
institutions play a pivotal role in the daily lives of our neighbourhoods and communities. On 
good days, they can determine how many opportunities we have for meaningful social 
interactions. On bad days, especially during crises, they can mean the difference between 
life and death. Although some important social infrastructure – the church, the café, the 
bookstore, and the barbershop, among others – arise from the non-profit sector or the 
market, most of the vital places and institutions that we need to rebuild are either funded 
or administered by the state (2018: 226).  

While local governments have much more limited means of revenue generation 

compared to our country’s provincial and federal governments, local libraries are one of 

the few institutions that remain largely funded at the local level. Provincial governments 

have resources and some funds available, but our province’s public libraries’ budgets are 

largely determined by the will of local elected officials. As mentioned in the previous 

chapter, these officials are often asked to vote on matters on which they themselves would 

admit they are not experts. As such, planners can play a key role in the formation, 

maintenance, and enhancement of the social infrastructure in our neighbourhoods, 

communities, and cities, all of which are situated in a much more complex global 

environment. In an economic world driven by capitalism and consumerism, in a social 

world that is increasingly disconnected physically despite being more digitally connected 

than ever before, in a cultural world that is becoming far more diverse through both 

immigration from outside our borders and Indigenous resurgence from within, in an 

environmental world that provides pessimistic news stories and scientific reports far more 

frequently than the average person can bear, social infrastructure can help us rediscover  
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the meaning that comes from a shared human experience. Public libraries, more than 

nearly any other form, can help facilitate this, and community planners, more than nearly 

any other professional, can help local governments understand this.  
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Appendix A.  
 
Canadian Institute of Planners Statement of Values and 
Professional Code of Conduct 

 

CANADIAN INSTITUTE OF PLANNERS 
INSTITUT CANADIEN DES URBANISTES 

STATEMENT OF VALUES 

The Canadian Institute of Planners has 
been dedicated to the advancement of 
planning since 1919. Planning is an 
applied science and art based upon 
knowledge and wisdom gained 
through education and experience. 
Although planning philosophy, theory, 
and practice has evolved over the 
years, the essential values advocated 
by the Institute are derived from a long 
and honourable tradition.  
 
Planners work for the public good. 
Planning includes a concern for 
health, aesthetics, equity and 
efficiency. As well, planning respects 
the land as a community resource. It 
contributes to the conservation of 

natural and cultural heritage, and 
promotes healthy communities and 
improvements to quality of life.  
 
Being accountable to their clients, the 
public, and future generations, 
members of the Institute must practice 
in an ethical and responsible manner. 
Representing professional planners in 
Canada, the Institute has prepared the 
following Statement of Values, which 
is intended to provide a source of 
inspiration and guidance for planners, 
and the Code of Professional Conduct 
which is enforceable through the 
disciplinary provisions of the by-law or 
through the complementary codes and 
by-laws of the Institute’s affiliates.  

1. To respect and integrate the needs of future generations. CIP members 
recognize that their work has cumulative and long-term implications. When 
addressing short-term needs, CIP members acknowledge the future needs of 
people, other species and their environments, and avoid committing resources 
that are irretrievable or irreplaceable.  

2. To overcome or compensate for jurisdictional limitations. CIP members 
understand that their work can affect many jurisdictions and interests. Therefore 
they practice in a holistic manner, recognizing the need to overcome the 
limitations of administrative boundaries.  

3. To value the natural and cultural environment. CIP members believe that both 
natural and cultural environments must be valued. They assume roles as 
stewards of these environments, balancing preservation with sustainable 
development.  
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4. To recognize and react positively to uncertainty. CIP members believe that the 
long-term future is unpredictable and develop adaptable and flexible responses to 
deal positively with this uncertainty.  

5. To respect diversity. CIP members respect and protect diversity in values, 
cultures, economies, ecosystems, built environments, and distinct places.  

6. To balance the needs of communities and individuals. CIP members seek to 
balance the interests of communities with the interests of individuals, and 
recognize that communities include both geographic communities and 
communities of interest. 

7. To foster public participation. CIP members believe in meaningful public 
participation by all individuals and groups and seek to articulate the needs of 
those whose interests have not been represented.  

8. To articulate and communicate their values. CIP members believe in applying 
these values explicitly in their work and communicating their importance to 
clients, employers, colleagues, and the public.  
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CIP CODE OF PROFESSONAL CONDUCT 
Last modified Aug. 19, 2016  

 
 

Minimum Standards for Codes of Professional Conduct  
[Examples of possible non-compliance are provided in italics for information] 
 
1. The Planner’s Responsibility to the Public Interest 

Member’s shall: 
 

1.1 practice in a manner that respects the diversity, needs, values, and aspirations 
of the public and encourages discussion on these matters;  
[A Member unreasonably dismisses ethnic and/or religious based concerns.] 
 

1.2 provide full, clear, and accurate information on planning matters to decision-
makers and members of the public, while recognizing the employer or client’s 
right to confidentiality and the importance of timely reporting;  
[A Member releases confidential information, when they have been specifically 
requested by a client, employer, or another planner not to do so.] 
 

1.3 acknowledge the inter-related nature of planning decisions and the 
consequences for natural and human environments;  
[A Member recommends the elimination of an engineering requirement which 
they know is required to protect public safety.] and, 
 

1.4 provide opportunities for meaningful participation and education in the planning 
process to all interested parties.  
[A Member conducts a public hearing process without the required notice(s) or 
without indicating to a member of the public that their speaking time will be 
limited.] 
 

2. The Planner’s Responsibility to Clients and Employers 
Members shall: 
 

2.1 provide independent professional opinion to clients, employers, the public, and 
tribunals; perform work only within their areas of professional competence;  
[A Member provides advice in an area of planning or another discipline where 
they do not have appropriate training and experience. An example is a Member 
who does not have professional competence in transportation planning and 
prepares a report with recommendations in this area.] 
 

2.2 undertake planning services with diligence and render services with appropriate 
preparation;  
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[A Member does not take the time and care needed to provide appropriate 
professional advice and presents a major report which has not been well 
researched and is poorly written and presented without a factual basis.]  
 

2.3 acknowledge the values held by the client or employer in work performed, 
unless such values conflict with other aspects of this Code;  
[A Member ignores the client or employer’s standards or needs in the work 
being done and does not adhere to the agreed-upon Terms of Reference for a 
project.] 
 

2.4 respect the client or employer right to confidentiality of information gathered 
through a professional relationship, unless such right conflicts with other 
aspects of this Code;  
[A Member releases information that is confidential. This right of confidentiality 
does not extend to, for example, a situation where the Member is required to 
testify before a tribunal of the Member’s Affiliate Institute where a complaint has 
been made against the Member or by the client or employer.] 
 

2.5 inform the client or employer in the event of a conflict between the values or 
actions of the client or employer and those of this Code in a timely manner;  
[A Member who does not immediately notify the client or employer that 
something they want the Member to do is in conflict with the Member’s 
responsibilities under the Code. An example is a client asking a Member to 
share with them confidential information that the Member has collected in the 
course of conducting an assignment for another client.] 
 

2.6 ensure timely and full disclosure to a client or employer of a possible conflict of 
interest arising from the Member's private or professional activities;  
[A Member who does not immediately let the client or employer know of a 
situation where the Member believes they cannot continue to offer independent 
professional advice. An example is a Member employed as a consultant on the 
side providing professional planning advice in a municipality where the Member 
is employed full-time as a professional planner.] 
 

2.7 not offer or accept any financial or other inducements, including prospective 
employment, that could, or appear to, influence or affect professional 
opportunities or planning advice;  
[A Member asks for or receives a financial or other benefit, including a job, in 
exchange for providing professional advice that is not independent and 
objective. An example is a Member providing biased conclusions, at the request 
of a client, in a report that will be received by a public regulatory body in 
exchange for gaining further work from the client.] 
 

2.8 not, as an employee of a public agency, give professional planning advice for 
compensation to a private client or employer within the jurisdiction of the public 
agency without disclosure to the agency and written consent; 
[A Member accepts a bonus payment based on a planning approval achieved] 
and, 
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2.9 not, as a consultant to a public agency during the period of contract with the 
agency, give professional planning advice for compensation to others within the 
jurisdiction of the agency without disclosure to the agency and written consent 
in situations where there is the possibility of a conflict of interest arising.  
[A Member acts as a consultant providing professional planning advice to a 
developer on a project in a municipality at the same time as the Member is 
providing professional planning advice to the municipality on matters that may 
affect the developer’s project.] 
 

3. The Planner’s Responsibility to the Profession and Other Members 
Members shall:  
 

3.1 maintain an appropriate awareness of contemporary planning philosophy, 
planning theory and practice by obtaining professional education throughout 
their planning career, including complying with the Institute’s continuing 
professional learning requirements;  
[A Member ignores the Affiliate requirements for continuous professional 
learning.] 
 

3.2 not in professional practice, extra-professional activities or private life, engage 
in dishonourable or questionable conduct that may cast doubt on the their 
professional competence or integrity or that may reflect adversely on the 
integrity of the profession; 
[A Member at a conference spends all of the program time outside of the 
conference in a disorderly and disruptive manner.] 
 

3.3 ensure that advertising or promotional activities fairly and accurately 
communicate the expertise and skills offered, including professional 
qualifications and affiliations, education and experience; 
[A Member provides false or misleading information on a CV or corporate 
brochure.] 
 

3.4 act toward other Members and colleagues in a spirit of fairness and 
consideration and not falsely or maliciously injure the professional reputation, 
prospects or practice of another Member or other colleagues;  
[A public sector Member, when asked to recommend a good planner for 
employment purposes by the public or developer, continuously gives a specific 
reference rather than referring to an approved list or the Affiliate’s Directory of 
Planning Consultants.] 
 

3.5 respect colleagues in their professional capacity and when evaluating the work 
of another Member, show objectivity and fairness and avoid ill-considered or 
uninformed criticism of the competence, conduct or advice of the Member;  
[A Member makes derogatory comments at a Public Hearing on a planning 
matter about the work performed by another Member.] 
 

3.6 not attempt to supplant another Member once made aware that definite steps 
have been taken toward the other's employment;  
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[A Member offers a discount or other incentive to lure a client’s business when 
that client is in the process of securing a contract with another planner.] 
 

3.7 only sign or seal a final drawing, specification, plan, report or other document 
actually prepared or checked by the Member;  
[A Member seals a final site plan, prepared by a friend, who is a non-member, 
without checking the plan and thoroughly understanding the project.] 
 

3.8 report to the Institute the behaviour of any Member believed to be in breach of 
this Code in a timely manner;  
[In spite of extensive media coverage and personal knowledge, a Member does 
not report that a fellow CIP member has vociferously criticized a planning 
scheme proposed by the firm of another Member.] 
 

3.9 only make public statements on behalf of the Institute if authorized to do so;  
[In the media a Member states that members of the Canadian Institute of 
Planners are opposed to the demolition of a local heritage building when no 
such statement has been made.] 
 

3.10 comply with any reasonable request of the Institute for information or for the co-
operation of the Member in pursuit of any Institute objective;  
[A Member refuses to co-operate in an investigation by the Member’s Affiliate 
Institute of alleged professional conduct by either the Member] and, 
 

3.11 respect the process and decision of any discipline proceeding affecting a 
Member.  
[The Member, who is the subject of a disciplinary matter, makes light of the 
procedure and does not prepare for and participate in the procedure in a 
professional manner.] 
 

 Discipline Affiliates shall establish by By-law policies and practices necessary to 
administer their Codes of Professional Conduct to ensure the proper handling of 
complaints, investigations, disciplinary reviews, sanctions, and appeals, and to 
reduce risk and liability. Such information shall reflect legal requirements and 
best practices used by professional associations. *Reference to the “Institute” 
refers to CIP. 
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Appendix B.  
 
Public Library Managers’ Survey  

 

Hello! Welcome, and thank you so much for visiting my survey. My name is Dylan 
Thiessen, and I am a graduate student in the Master of Community Planning program at 
Vancouver Island University in Nanaimo, BC. My research focuses on understanding the 
relationship between public libraries and quality of life in ubran areas. You have received 
this survey because you work within a management capacity in a public library in British 
Columbia, and I am hoping to hear back from each of you! It is important to note that you 
are not responding to this survey as representatives of your employer, but as 
professionally-trained individuals whose responses and feedback will make a meaningful 
contribution to my thesis research.  
 
Public libraries are a crucial element of a broader concept called social infrastructure. 
Social infrastructure are the buildings, institutions, and physical places in our cities and 
towns that connect people. They work to decrease social isolation and increase 
happiness, wellbeing, and public health. However, while cities plan for hard 
infrastructure like our roads and sewage, this social infrastructure is largely not planned 
for. Cities are beginning to recognize the importance of social infrastructure, however, 
and some are even beginning to plan for it.  
 
Your participation in this survey will help with research in this area. It will help cities, as 
well as their residents and decision makers, understand the importance of this type of 
infrastructure, and it could help shape how cities begin planning for social infrastructure. 
 
The results of this survey will be anonymous, and the results will be stored on Canadian 
servers. While your professional email is used to ensure that only those who are 
supposed to have access to the survey do have access, it is in no way connected with 
the results of your survey. The survey will require approximately 10-15 minutes of your 
time. If you have any questions or concerns, do not hesitate to get in touch with me at 
dylan.thiessen@hotmail.com. Alternatively, if you have any concerns about your 
treatment as a research participant in this study, please contact the VIU Research Ethics 
Board by telephone at 250-740-6631 or by email at reb@viu.ca.  
 
By clicking next, you consent to your anonymized responses being recorded and 
being used in my thesis research. Again, your participation in this survey is 
voluntary and your identity will be in no way attached to your results.  
 
Thank you so much for the time you spend doing this survey. It is incredibly helpful, and 
I appreciate it. This survey is anonymous.The record of your survey responses does not 
contain any identifying information about you, unless a specific survey question explicitly 
asked for it. If you used an identifying token to access this survey, please rest assured 
that this token will not be stored together with your responses. It is managed in a 
separate database and will only be updated to indicate whether you did (or did not) 
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complete this survey. There is no way of matching identification tokens with survey 
responses. 
 
 
Questions About You and Your Library 
 

1. How long have you worked, in any capacity, in a public library? Please enter the 

response in years.  

 

2. How long have you worked as a library manager? Please enter the response in 

years.  

 

3. Approximately how large is the community (or communities) that your library or 

libraries serve? If you manage several branches within a larger library system, 

please estimate the size of the communities that only your branches serve, rather 

than your entire library system.  

a. < 1,000 

b. 1,001 – 5,000 

c. 5,001 – 10,000 

d. 10,001 – 20,000 

e. 20,001 – 30,000 

f. 30,001 – 40,000 

g. 40,001 – 50,000 

h. > 50,000 

 

4. It is clear that new technologies get developed at very fast rates. Have you 

noticed this affect your library/libraries in the past . . .  

 Yes Uncertain No No answer 

Ten years? o o o o 

Five years? o o o o 

Two years? o o o o 

One year? o o o o 

 

5. Do you encourage the adoption and use of new technologies at your 

library/libraries or are you more cautious in their adoption? 

a. Cautious 

b. Encouraging 

c. No answer 

 

6. In your view, please rank the following uses in your library from most common to 

least common. You can leave options on the side if your libraries do not offer 

some of the services.  

Double click or drag-and-drop items in the left list to move them to the right – 
your highest ranking item should be on the top, moving through to your lowest 
ranking item.   
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Your Choices Your ranking 

Book loans (including e-books and audio 
books) 

 

Community events  
Cultural programming (such as multicultural 
celebrations or arts/culture events) 

 

Leisure or recreational space  
Makerspaces  
Meeting room bookings  
Multimedia loans (CDs, DVDs, VHS tapes)  

Non-traditional loans (such as musical 
instruments or technological equipment) 

 

Social programming (such as board game 
nights or movie screenings) 

 

Study space  
Technology programming  

 

7. Do your libraries offer dedicated space(s) for community events? 

a. Yes 

b. No 

c. No answer 

 

8. How close are your libraries to other community spaces or amenities (such as 

commercial/retail stores, other public-focused institutions like art galleries and 

museums, or public parks or plazas)? 

a. They are right outside the library 

b. Less than a 15 minute walk away 

c. About a 30 minute walk away 

d. More than a 30 minute walk away 

e. No answer 

 

9. Do your libraries feature spaces that are flexible and capable of being used for 

different types of events or programs?  

a. Yes 

b. No 

c. No answer 

 

10. Please select all services that are available at your library or libraries.  

a. Board game clubs or events 

b. ESL (English as a Second Language) classes or groups 

c. Language practice clubs (non-ESL) 

d. Lego clubs ore vents 

e. Movie screenings 

f. Non-traditional item loans 

g. Traditional item loans (books, DVDs, CDs) 
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h. Video editing space 

i. Other: ________ 

 

11. Please indicate if your library or libraries offer events, programming, or spaces 

that are designed to . . .  

a. Increase social connections 

b. Increase cultural understanding 

c. Increase physical activity or promote healthy lifestyles 

d. Help people with employment issues 

e. Help peoples’ mental health 
f. Help people engage with the democratic or political process 
g. Help immigrants or children immigrants 

 
Agreement/Disagreement  
 
Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statements.  
1: Strongly disagree 
2: Somewhat disagree 
3: Neutral 
4. Somewhat agree 
5. Strongly agree 
 

 1 2 3 4 5 No answer 

Public libraries’ fundamental role should remain on 
the storage and distribution of written material and 
on increasing reading literacy. 

o o o o o o 

The public library’s fundamental role has become 
community-oriented in a much broader way than it 
ever was before.  

o o o o o o 

Public libraries have a responsibility to the 
communities they serve to adapt and evolve to meet 
modern social, cultural, or economic needs.  

o o o o o o 

Public libraries are struggling to remain relevant in 
the digital age.  

o o o o o  

I have noticed my libraries become more entrenched 
in the communities we serve. In other words, we are 
becoming a community hub rather than just a library. 

o o o o o o 

From my observation, library usage has increased 
over the last several years.  

o o o o o o 

Public libraries contribute to our patrons’ overall 
quality of life.  

o o o o o o 

Public libraries contribute to our communities’ overall 
quality of life. 

o o o o o o 
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Demographic Questions  
 

1. What gender do you identify with?  
a. Non-binary 
b. Female 
c. Male 

 
2. How old are you? 

a. Younger than 30 
b. 30-39 
c. 40-49 
d. 50-59 
e. 60-69 
f. 70-79 
g. 80 or older 

 
3. Are you a member of a visible minority? 

a. Yes 
b. No 
c. No answer 

 
4. Are you an immigrant? 

a. Yes  
b. No 
c. No answer 

 
5. Are one or both of your parents immigrants? 

a. Yes 
b. No 
c. No answer 

 
6. Do you identify as First Nations, Inuit, or Metis?  

a. Yes 
b. No 
c. No answer 

 
Open-Ended Questions 
 

1. In your own words, please describe how public libraries have maintained their 
traditional functions throughout the 21st century. 

 
2. In your own words, please describe how public libraries have adapted to meet 

modern community needs.  
 

3. Do you believe that public libraries increase peoples’ quality of life?  
a. Yes  How so? 
b. No  Why not? And what could libraries do in order to have this kind of 

impact? 
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4. What type of events that your libraries host seem to be the most popular? 
 

5. What type of events do your patrons seem to get the most satisfaction or 
enjoyment from? 

 
6. Has your library ever partnered with its municipality to co-host events? If yes, 

what types of events were these? 
 

7. Is there anything else you’d like to add?  
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Appendix C.  
 
Public Survey  

Hello! Welcome, and thank you so much for visiting my survey. I'm a graduate student in 
the Master of Community Planning program at Vancouver Island University in Nanaimo, 
BC. My research focuses on understanding the relationship between public libraries and 
quality of life in ubran areas. Your participation in this survey is incredibly helpful, and is 
valuable whether you are an avid library user or have never stepped foot in one. It is also 
valuable whether you live in a major city, small town, or rural area.  

Public libraries are a crucial element of a broader concept called social infrastructure. 
Social infrastructure are the buildings, institutions, and physical places in our cities and 
towns that connect people. They work to decrease social isolation and increase 
happiness, wellbeing, and public health. However, while cities plan for hard infrastructure 
like our roads and sewage, this social infrastructure is largely not planned for. Cities are 
beginning to recognize the importance of social infrastructure, however, and some are 
even beginning to plan for it.  

Your participation in this survey will help with research in this area. It will help cities, as 
well as their residents and decision makers, understand the importance of this type of 
infrastructure, and it could help shape how cities begin planning for social infrastructure. 

The results of this survey will be anonymous -- no personal information is required to 
complete the survey, and the resulting data will be stored on Canadian servers. Your IP 
address will be recorded so that one individual cannot submit multiple surveys, but this 
cannot be used to determine your identity. The survey will require approximately 20 
minutes of your time, though you can save your results and return to complete them at a 
later date. If you have any questions or concerns, do not hesitate to get in touch with me 
at dylan.thiessen@hotmail.com. Alternatively, if you have any concerns about your 
treatment as a research participant in this study, please contact the VIU Research Ethics 
Board by telephone at 250-740-6631 or by email at reb@viu.ca.  

By clicking next, you consent to your responses being recorded and being used in 
my thesis research. Again, your participation in this survey is voluntary and your 
identity will be in no way attached to your results. 

Thank you so much for the time you spend doing this survey. It is incredibly helpful, and I 
appreciate it. 

If you'd like to learn more about the project, please visit my personal website by 
clicking here.   

This survey is anonymous. The record of your survey responses does not contain any 
identifying information about you, unless a specific survey question explicitly asked for it. 
If you used an identifying token to access this survey, please rest assured that this token 

http://www.dylanthiessen.ca/
http://www.dylanthiessen.ca/
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will not be stored together with your responses. It is managed in a separate database and 
will only be updated to indicate whether you did (or did not) complete this survey. There 
is no way of matching identification tokens with survey responses. 

 
Would you consider yourself a public library user?  

a. Yes  continue below  
b. No  skip 6 pages to where it says “please begin here if you do not identify as a 

public library user.”  
 
Questions About Library Usage  
 

1. Do you have a library card?  
a. Yes 
b. No 

 
2. Do you use the library primarily to check items out?  

a. Yes 
b. No 

 
3. If yes, what items do you check out? Check all that apply.  

a. Books (including e-books and audio books) 
b. Multimedia (CDs, DVDs, VHS tapes) 
c. Non-traditional items (for example, musical instruments or cooking 

gadgets) 
d. I do not often check out items 
e. Other: _____________ 

 
4. If not, what do you primarily use the library for? Choose one of the following 

answers. 
a. Community events 
b. Computer/internet access 
c. Job search help 
d. Language lessons 
e. Private or group study space 
f. Social programming 
g. None (select this if you answered the above question) 
h. Other: ____________ 

 
5. I visit my public library at least . . . 

a. Once a week 
b. Once a month 
c. Every couple months 
d. Once or twice a year 

 
6. The nearest public library to me is easily accessible by . . .  

a. Walking 
b. Cycling 
c. Transit 
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d. Private car 
e. It is not easily accessible 

 
7. What other services do you use at your public library? Check all that apply. 

a. Community events 
b. Computer/internet access 
c. Job search help 
d. Language lessons 
e. Private or group study space 
f. Social programming 
g. General socialization (outside of an event setting) 
h. Traditional loan items (books, e-books, audiobooks, CDs, DVDs) 
i. Non-traditional loan items (musical instruments, cooking gadgets, 

technological equipment) 
 

Agreement/Disagreement  
 
Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statements.  
1: Strongly disagree 
2: Somewhat disagree 
3: Neutral 
4. Somewhat agree 
5. Strongly agree 
 

 1 2 3 4 5 No answer 

Public libraries are a significant component of my 
life. 

o o o o o o 

Public libraries contribute to my overall quality of life.   o o o o o o 

I have seen my public library act as an important 
community space.   

o o o o o o 

Public libraries in general have increased in 
importance to communities.   

o o o o o  

Since public access to the internet has increased so 
much over the past 20 years, the value of public 
libraries has decreased.  

o o o o o o 

If my local public library closed, this would have a 
major impact on my life.   

o o o o o o 

My local public library helps create a strong sense of 
community in my neighbourhood, town, or city.   

o o o o o o 

 
Quality of Life Components 
 
The following questions are meant to get at specific components of quality of life. While I 
try to give examples for each component, please think of these events, programs, or 
spaces quite broadly, as many different libraries offer many different types of programming 
and spaces. Each question has three components. Please answer all three (if you answer 
“unsure” to the first part, answer “no” to the second two as opposed to leaving it blank).  
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1. My local library offers people help with job search tasks (for example, looking up 
job ads, or writing or editing cover letters or resumes).  

a. Yes 
b. No  
c. Unsure 

 
2. I know somebody who has used the public library for these services.  

a. Yes 
b. No 

 
 

3. I have used a public library for these services 
a. Yes 
b. No 

 
4. My local library offers social programs that can help people connect with others. 

These types of events can range from language conversation groups to board 
game nights, from technology workshops to storytimes for young families, among 
many other examples.  

a. Yes 
b. No 
c. Unsure 

 
5. I know somebody who has used the public library for these services.  

a. Yes 
b. No 

 
6. I have used a public library for these services 

a. Yes 
b. No 

 
7. My local library offers services that are specific to immigrants or children of 

immigrants (ESL classes, help regarding citizenship forms or processes, among 
others).  

a. Yes 
b. No 
c. Unsure 

 
8. I know somebody who has used the public library for these services.  

a. Yes 
b. No 

 
9. I have used a public library for these services 

a. Yes 
b. No 

 
10. My local library offers spaces that people can use as they please (study, relax, 

browse the internet, feel safe, feel comfortable).  
a. Yes 
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b. No 
c. Unsure 

 
11. I know somebody who has used the public library for these services.  

a. Yes 
b. No 

 
12. I have used a public library for these services 

a. Yes 
b. No 

 
13. My local library offers events or programs that help promote the local arts and 

culture community (for example, book readings, poetry readings, theatre 
productions). 

a. Yes 
b. No 
c. Unsure 
 

14. I know somebody who has used the public library for these services.  
a. Yes 
b. No 

 
15. I have used a public library for these services 

a. Yes 
b. No 

 
16. My local library offers spaces, events, or programs that help people engage in 

the political process or become more active citizens (for example, voter 
registration drives or having meeting rooms that a political organization can 
book). 

a. Yes 
b. No 
c. Unsure 

 
17. I know somebody who has used the public library for these services.  

a. Yes 
b. No 

 
18. I have used a public library for these services 

a. Yes 
b. No 

 
19. My local library offers events or services that increase my physical activity or 

encourage a healthy life.  
a. Yes 
b. No 
c. Unsure 

 
20. I know somebody who has used the public library for these services.  
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a. Yes 
b. No 

 
21. I have used a public library for these services 

a. Yes 
b. No 

 
22. My local library offers services or events to help with peoples’ mental health.  

a. Yes 
b. No 
c. Unsure 

 
23. I know somebody who has used the public library for these services.  

a. Yes 
b. No 

 
24. I have used a public library for these services 

a. Yes 
b. No 

 
Open-Ended Questions  
 

1. In your own words, what does your public library/libraries mean to you?  
 

2. In your own words, what does your public library/libraries mean to your 
community? 

 
3. In your own words, is there anything your public library could improve on in order 

to be more valuable to yourself or your community? 
 

4. Is there anything else you’d like to add that you weren’t able to share elsewhere?  

 

Demographic Questions 
 

1. How old are you? Please enter in years. 
 

2. What gender do you identify with? 
a. Non-Binary 
b. Female 
c. Male 

 
3. What is your approximate annual income? 

 
4. Are you an immigrant? 

a. Yes 
b. No 
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5. Are one or both of your parents immigrants? 
a. Yes 
b. No 

 
6. Do you identify as First Nations, Inuit, or Metis? 

a. Yes 
b. No 

 
7. What best describes your highest education level? 

a. High school or less 
b. Some technical, college, or university 
c. College or technical diploma 
d. University degree (such as BA, BSc, BBA) 
e. Graduate degree (such as MA, MSc, PhD) 

 
 

This is the end of the survey for those who identified as public library users.  
 

 
Please begin here if you do not identify as a public library user.  
 
 

1. Do you have a library card? 
a. Yes 
b. No 

 
2. Do you feel like you know about most of the services and programs offered at 

your local library? 
a. Definitely 
b. Somewhat 
c. Not really 
d. No 

 
3. When was the last time you used a public library? 

a. Within the past year 
b. More than one year ago 
c. More than five years ago 
d. More than ten years ago 
e. Never 

 
4. The nearest public library is easily accessible to me by 

a. Walking 
b. Cycling 
c. Public transit 
d. Private car 
e. It is not easily accessible 
f. I don’t know 

 
5. I don’t use my public library because (check all that apply) . . . 
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a. I don’t read books 
b. They don’t have the books I’m interested in 
c. It’s too far away 
d. It’s too quiet 
e. It’s too loud 
f. There’s not enough comfortable seating 
g. I don’t feel welcome 
h. Everything I would need to access is online 
i. Other: ______________ 

 
 
Agreement/Disagreement  
 
Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statements.  
1: Strongly disagree 
2: Somewhat disagree 
3: Neutral 
4. Somewhat agree 
5. Strongly agree 
 

 1 2 3 4 5 No answer 

I have seen my public library act as an important 
community space.   

o o o o o o 

Public libraries in general have increased in 
importance to communities. 

o o o o o o 

Since public access to the internet has increased so 
much over the past 20 years, the value of public 
libraries has decreased. 

o o o o o o 

My local public library helps create a strong sense of 
community in my neighbourhood, town, or city.   

o o o o o  

While I don’t use public libraries, I believe they add 
value to neighbourhoods and communities.  

o o o o o o 

 
Quality of Life Components 
 
The following questions are meant to get at specific components of quality of life. While I 
try to give examples for each component, please think of these events, programs, or 
spaces quite broadly, as many different libraries offer many different types of programming 
and spaces. Each question has three components. Please answer all three (if you answer 
“unsure” to the first part, answer “no” to the second two as opposed to leaving it blank).  
 

1. My local library offers people help with job search tasks (for example, looking up 
job ads, or writing or editing cover letters or resumes).  

a. Yes 
b. No  
c. Unsure 

 
2. I know somebody who has used the public library for these services.  

a. Yes 
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b. No 
 

3. My local library offers social programs that can help people connect with others. 
These types of events can range from language conversation groups to board 
game nights, from technology workshops to storytimes for young families, among 
many other examples.  

a. Yes 
b. No 
c. Unsure 

 
4. I know somebody who has used the public library for these services.  

a. Yes 
b. No 

 
5. My local library offers services that are specific to immigrants or children of 

immigrants (ESL classes, help regarding citizenship forms or processes, among 
others).  

a. Yes 
b. No 
c. Unsure 

 
6. I know somebody who has used the public library for these services.  

a. Yes 
b. No 

 
7. My local library offers spaces that people can use as they please (study, relax, 

browse the internet, feel safe, feel comfortable).  
a. Yes 
b. No 
c. Unsure 

 
8. I know somebody who has used the public library for these services.  

a. Yes 
b. No 

 
9. My local library offers events or programs that help promote the local arts and 

culture community (for example, book readings, poetry readings, theatre 
productions). 

a. Yes 
b. No 
c. Unsure 
 

10. I know somebody who has used the public library for these services.  
a. Yes 
b. No 

 
11. My local library offers spaces, events, or programs that help people engage in 

the political process or become more active citizens (for example, voter 
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registration drives or having meeting rooms that a political organization can 
book). 

a. Yes 
b. No 
c. Unsure 

 
12. I know somebody who has used the public library for these services.  

a. Yes 
b. No 

 
13. My local library offers events or services that increase my physical activity or 

encourage a healthy life.  
a. Yes 
b. No 
c. Unsure 

 
14. I know somebody who has used the public library for these services.  

a. Yes 
b. No 

 
15. My local library offers services or events to help with peoples’ mental health.  

a. Yes 
b. No 
c. Unsure 

 
16. I know somebody who has used the public library for these services.  

a. Yes 
b. No 

 
Open-Ended Questions  
 

5. In your own words, what does your public library/libraries mean to you?  
 

6. In your own words, what does your public library/libraries mean to your 
community? 

 
7. In your own words, is there anything your public library could improve on in order 

to be more valuable to yourself or your community? 
 

8. Is there anything else you’d like to add that you weren’t able to share elsewhere?  

 

Demographic Questions 
 

8. How old are you? Please enter in years. 
 

9. What gender do you identify with? 
a. Non-Binary 
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b. Female 
c. Male 

 
10. What is your approximate annual income? 

 
11. Are you an immigrant? 

a. Yes 
b. No 

 
12. Are one or both of your parents immigrants? 

a. Yes 
b. No 

 
13. Do you identify as First Nations, Inuit, or Metis? 

a. Yes 
b. No 

 
14. What best describes your highest education level? 

a. High school or less 
b. Some technical, college, or university 
c. College or technical diploma 
d. University degree (such as BA, BSc, BBA) 
e. Graduate degree (such as MA, MSc, PhD) 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

  


