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Abstract  

An intriguing part of public libraries is the offering of a variety of programs such as writer’s meetings, 
it-instructions, playgroups and community singing. Such programs are part of what characterises 
public libraries as meeting places. But what characterises public library programs? What is the story 
behind these services? And how can we understand them as part of the public library? These are some 
of the main questions behind the research presented in this thesis.  
 
As an article-based thesis, this thesis is an accumulation of previous studies and new insights. The 
thesis consists of three parts: an introduction to the field of study, including an extensive review of 
field literature and a theoretical and methodological framework (PART I); a synthesis of findings from 
the research articles and findings from the first part of the thesis (PART II); and three research articles, 
providing the empirical foundation for this thesis (PART III). The three research articles build on two 
empirical studies of public library programs in a Danish library context in a period from 1960 until 2020. 
Both of the two studies have approached the study of public library programs through a broad definition 
of public library programs as publicly announced and publicly available activities and events taking place 
within or in relation to a public library.  
 
With this thesis, the geographical and temporal context of the two empirical studies is extended to 
include international and historical perspectives by use of, primarily, American and British field 
literature. Moreover, the area of study is extended to include programming activity; the practices related 
to planning, offering and conducting programs. In this thesis, programming activity is approached from 
a synoptic perspective, which entails a comprehensiveness and breadth of view. This makes it possible 
to look across different terminologies and distinctions between educational, cultural, recreational and 
informational purposes. A practice theoretical approach provides a way to analyse and theorise about 
public library programs and programming activity as cultural phenomena and performative practices. 
The results of the synthesis indicate an interdependent relationship between programs and 
programming activity, where doing programs shapes the practice of programming activity and vice 
versa. In a broader sense, the development of programs and programming activity in relation to the 
public library reflects changing ideas about what a public library is or what it should be. 
 
This thesis provides new insights into programs as part of the public libraries, the development of 
programming activity as a practice and the role of the librarian(s) in relation to this practice. Practically, 
this thesis provides new ways of understand public library programs and programming activity as part 
of the public library; both by developing a conceptualisation of public library programs and 
programming activity and by developing approaches and analytical models for researching these 
phenomena. By identifying research traditions across of national and historical contexts, 
terminological differences and definitional discrepancies, this thesis provides perspectives that 
exceeds a Danish public library contexts and places it in a broader international and historical context.   
By contributing to a better understanding of these phenomena, their past and their present, this thesis 
informs and provides empirical foundation for future research, debates and assessments of public 
library programs and programming activity as an enduring part of public libraries.   
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Resume 

En fascinerende del af folkebibliotekernes virksomhed i dag er det brede udbud af arrangementer såsom 
forfatteraftener, IT-instruktioner, legegrupper og fællessang, der er med til at karakterisere 
folkebiblioteket som et aktivt mødested. Men hvad karakteriserer et folkebiblioteksarrangement? Hvad 
er historien bag sådanne arrangementer? Og hvordan kan vi forstå dem som en del af folkebiblioteket? 
Dette er blot nogle af de spørgsmål, der danner baggrunden for denne Phd-afhandling.  
 
Afhandlingen udgøres af en samling af tidligere studier og nye indsigter. Afhandlingen består af tre 
dele; en introduktion til forskningsområdet, herunder en omfattende gennemgang af litteratur der 
berører emnerne arrangementer og arrangementsvirksomhed i relation til folkebiblioteker, samt et 
teoretisk og metodologisk rammeværk (DEL 1); en syntese af fund fra forskningsartiklerne og fra 
afhandlingens første del (DEL 2); samt tre forskningsartikler, der udgør afhandlingens empiriske 
grundlag (DEL 3). De tre forskningsartikler bygger på to empiriske studier, der begge har anlagt en 
åben-sindet og undersøgende tilgang til emnet arrangementer i relation til danske folkebiblioteker i 
perioden mellem 1960 og 2020. Her forstås folkebiblioteksarrangementer som offentligt annoncerede og 
offentligt tilgængelige aktiviteter og events der finder sted på eller i relation til et folkebibliotek.  
 
Ved at udvide den geografiske og tidsmæssige horisont åbnes der i afhandlingen op for internationale 
og historiske perspektiver gennem inddragelsen af særligt amerikansk og britisk faglitteratur. 
Ydermere udvides forskningsområdet til også at omhandle arrangementsvirksomheden; de praksisser 
der karakteriser arbejdet med at planlægge, tilbyde og afholde arrangementer. I afhandlingen anlægges 
et synoptisk perspektiv på arrangementsvirksomhed, hvilket indebærer en altomfavnende tilgang til 
dette fænomen, der gør det muligt at gå på tværs af terminologer og distinktioner mellem 
uddannelsesmæssige, kulturelle, rekreative og informative formål. Derudover anvendes en 
praksisteoretisk tilgang til at analysere arrangementer og arrangementsvirksomhed som kulturelle 
fænomener og performative praksisser. Resultaterne af syntesen peger på en gensidig afhængighed 
mellem arrangementer og arrangementsvirksomhed, hvor det at udføre arrangementer former 
arrangementsvirksomheden som praksis og omvendt. I et mere overodnet perspektiv kan udviklingen 
af arrangementer og arrangementsvirksomheden i relation til folkebiblioteket siges at reflektere 
skiftende ideer om hvad et folkebibliotek er eller burde være.  
 
Denne afhandling bidrager med nye indsigter i arrangementer som en del af folkebibliotekerne, 
udviklingen af arrangementsvirksomhed som en praksis og bibliotekarenes rolle i denne udvikling. Helt 
konkret bidrager afhandlingen med nye måder at forstå arrangementer og arrangementsvirksomhed i 
relation til folkebiblioteket på; både gennem en konceptualisering af disse fænomener og ved at udvikle 
analytiske modeller og tilgange til at undersøge dem. Gennem identificeringen af forskningstraditioner 
på tværs af nationale og historiske skel, forvirrende terminologier og definitionsmæssige 
uoverensstemmelser, bidrager afhandlingen med perspektiver der rækker ud over en dansk 
folkebibliotekskontekst og ind i et bredere internationalt og interdisciplinært praksis- og 
forskningsfelt. Ved at skabe en bedre forståelse af disse fænomener, deres fortid og nutid, bidrager 
afhandlinen til at informere og styrke fremtidige undersøgelser, diskussioner og evalueringer af 
folkebibliotekernes arrangementer og arrangementsvirksomhed som en varig del af folkebibliotekernes 
virke. 
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Introduction 

 
The story presented in this thesis is a story about how ideas have been put into practice and how 
practice has fostered ideas. It is a story of how programs have developed as part of the public libraries 
alongside an expansion of library collections and services. And how the development of having 
programs within or in relation to public libraries reflects changing ideas about what a public library is 
or what it should be. It is a story about how such ideas have shaped practice and how practice has 
inspired ideas. The story is based on results from my PhD project on two intriguing and interrelated 
phenomena in relation to public libraries: public library programs and programming activity. It is also 
a story about the development of programming activity as a practice and the role of the librarians in 
this development. The story is told by me through the study of texts written by librarians or people 
close to the practice field. Through these texts, I look at how librarians have reported on this part of 
public library practice and how they have discussed, studied or reflected upon public library programs 
and programming activity as part of the public libraries. 

By the term public library programs, I refer to publicly announced and publicly available 
activities and events, taking place within or in relation to a public library. I deliberately chose a broad 
working definition, since I wanted to approach public library programs as a complex phenomenon, 
including programs for all age groups as diverse as lectures, story hours, film screenings, debates, 
workshops, exhibitions, knitting groups, maternity cafés, IT-introductory courses, and conversation 
salons. While the term public library programs refer to a service or offer, the term programming activity 
refers to the work procedures or practices related to offering programs. Programs such as the ones listed 
above are not only part of public libraries or libraries for that matter. Other types of libraries, such as 
academic libraries, also have programs. Moreover, programs can be found in relation to other cultural 
institutions such as archives and museums. In this thesis, however, I look specifically at the public 
library as a meeting place in relation to the two intriguing and interrelated phenomena public library 
programs and programming activity.  
 



2 
 

Research position 

This PhD project is a part of the international and interdisciplinary research project ALMPUB: The ALM-
Field, Digitalization, and the Public Sphere founded by the Research Council of Norway. Central focal 
points of the ALMPUB project are the roles and functions of archives, libraries and museums as public 
sphere institutions and meeting places in the digital age. Within these cultural institutions, the entry 
of Information Technology (IT) in the 1970s and 1980s has been apparent in the digitization of 
everything from collections and materials to practices, services and dissemination processes ever since. 
Focussing specifically on the changes brought forward by digitalization,1 the ALMPUB project poses the 
question if digitalization has in fact led to “a growing need for and appreciation of physical spaces and 
meeting places?” (Audunson et al. 2020, 1). More specifically, the ALMPUB project addresses questions 
about the public’s uses of these institutions and how “modes of usage shape and form for example 
libraries” (Audunson et al. 2020, 2). Interestingly is the seemingly contradictory fact that in line with 
the digital revolution and processes of digitization and digitalization, public libraries increasingly 
promote themselves and are used as physical meeting places (Audunson et al. 2020, 17). Central for the 
ALMPUB project is ideas about archives, libraries and museums as democratic public spaces and 
meeting places. Over the past years, these ideas has been foregrounded in cultural policies debates and 
have increasingly become part of the identity of these institutions. “In the Nordic countries (…) this 
line of thinking has been elevated into an important – if not the most important – political legitimation 
for public finance of institutions of the cultural sector. As far as libraries are concerned, this is reflected 
in recent changes in library legislation in Norway, Sweden, and Finland, focusing upon the libraries’ 
role as meeting places and arenas for debate (Norway), institutions promoting the free formation of 
opinion (Sweden), and active citizenship and democracy (Finland)” (Audunson et al. 2020, 4). Such 
legislative changes promote the public library as a physical meeting place, foregrounding events and 
activities such as programs and programming activity as central parts of the public library. In Denmark, 
no such changes have been made in the current legislation. However, similar ideas are found and 
practised in cultural policies and institutional realities.  

According to the ALMPUB project, the problem behind such developments is “the normative 
framing of the library’s role” reflected in the legislation and the lack of “empirical underpinning that 
could provide arguments based on current practice or its historical development with facts” (Audunson 
et al. 2020, 10). Moreover, no theoretical justification has been “capable of providing the well-argued 
conceptual framework for analysis and thought required to explain why the library institution is 
actually needed, and why it seems to have continuously endured despite all adversities during all time 
periods and in all forms of society and institutions” (Audunson et al. 2020, 10). The recurrent and 
universal need for the public library to defend its raison d’être (Audunson et al. 2020, 10) is what 
American library researcher John Buschman has described as a crisis culture brought about by societal 
changes and a “decline of public purpose” (Buschman 2012). In the twenty-first century, libraries are 
faced with the “need to diversify into, one the one hand, different products to lend and, on the other, 
different services to offer” (O’Beirne 2010, 23). The initiatives and proclamations proposed to re-invent 
public libraries are many and highly diverse, however, to cite library researcher Ronan O’Beirne (2010, 

                                                           
1 Where digitization can be defined as “the material process of converting individual analogue streams of information into digital 
bits”, the term digitalization refers to “the way in which many domains of social life are restructured around digital 
communication and media infrastructures” (see Brennen and Kreiss 2016). 
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1); “At the heart of all such announcements lies a very important, yet simple question: what are public 
libraries for?” 

Change is part of the library constant, as a fundamental aspect of public libraries and 
librarianship (O’Beirne 2010; Lankes 2016; Buschman 2012). The constant changes result in libraries 
“continually adapting and innovating to meet the basic needs of their communities” (Jaeger et al. 2014, 
492). The technological- and digital development has just added to the pace and range of the adaptions 
and innovations of public libraries, their collections and services. In this perspective, “the range of 
unique programs and partnerships” found in relation to public libraries today can be seen as a response 
to the librarians’ struggles to meet the new needs (Jaeger et al. 2014, 492). While time-consuming and 
heavy procedures and services of the past have increasingly become digitalized and, thus, are taking up 
less space and time, a need for filling out the core has become apparent. This development has often 
been described as a movement “from collection to connection” a phrase, which has been “widely used 
in Denmark” for stressing what has been described as the social turn “(…) whereby public libraries 
transition from collection centered to user centered and community orientated” (Kann-Rasmussen and 
Balling 2015, 242). While this phrase is problematic in its focus on a development away from the 
collections, it captures the tendency to focus on creating and establishing connections; not only 
interpersonal relations or meetings but also connection understood as access to the library and its 
services (see O’Beirne 2004). This development has taken place since at least the 1960s, and 
programming activity has played an important role in this transformation.  

 

Research area 

 

“The trend toward increased programming continues in libraries of all types, including public 

libraries, academic and school libraries, and a host of special libraries. Programs may be on 

special topics, such as gardening, finance, or photography. They may facilitate wide-ranging 

discussions on world affairs, climate change, or healthcare. They may present authors, 

encourage book club activities, or support political debate. The topics, formats, intended 

audiences, and program partnerships vary widely. But the common denominator in libraries 

across the country is that public programming has become central to libraries’ work” (Sheppard 

et al. 2019, 4). 

 
Today, programs and programming activity appears to be playing a central role in the public libraries’ 
self-promotion and legitimization; increasingly placed in the foreground of the public libraries (cf. 
Sheppard et al. 2019). In the US, this development is particularly articulated; “The archives of the ALA’s 
Public Programs Office (PPO) reveal that tens of thousands of libraries of all types have presented an 
array of programs through PPO grants alone. The Public Libraries Survey, conducted by IMLS in 2016, 
reported that public libraries across the United States had presented 5.2 million programs that year, an 
increase of 72.1% since 2010” (Sheppard et al. 2019, 4). This development of programs and 
programming activity as part of American public libraries has resulted in a large scale national research 
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project on these phenomena. The National Impact of Library Public Programs Assessment (NILPPA) is a 
research project conducted in collaboration with the American Library Association (ALA) and the Public 
Programs Office (PPO) between 2015 and 2020 (NILPPA 2020). One of the aims of the NILPPA research 
project is to conceptualise a general understanding of what they call a “library public program”, which 
they define as: “a service or event in a group setting developed to meet the needs or interests of an 
anticipated target audience. All libraries, regardless of type, have a public—the audiences the library 
tailors its programs to and the people the library serves” (Sheppard et al. 2019, 7). Moreover, the 
NILPPA research project aims to provide insights into the skills needed for working with, assessing and 
debating programs in a public library context (NILPPA 2020). These aims build on the identification of 
a need for better understanding these phenomena as they are becoming an increasingly integral part 
of the library.  

In Denmark as well, programs and programming activity appear to be playing an increasingly 
important role in relation to public libraries. Although these have not been made part of public library 
legislation, such as in Norway (cf. Audunson et al. 2020), and have not been as massively supported by 
interest organizations as in the US, programs have received more attention within recent years. Since 
2009, the Danish Agency for Culture and Palaces has conducted annual national surveys of the public 
libraries and their activities, including their programs. These surveys have changed dramatically during 
the years with an increased number of categories for surveying these phenomena. These changes can 
be said to reflect the changing attitudes and attention towards this part of public library activity. 
However, with the downside that the results have become practically incomparable. Most strikingly is 
the lack of a general conceptualization of public library programs and programming activity and a way 
to encompass the complexity of these phenomena. This is seen in the expansion of categories used to 
survey these phenomena, which, although numerous, still seem to be insufficient and ambiguous (cf. 
Article 1). Thus, in line with the NILPPA research project, I argue that there is a need for a general 
conception and improved understanding of public library programs and programming activity.  

As an increasingly important part of public library services, public library programs illustrate 
perhaps more than any other library services, the role of the library as a physical meeting place. This 
makes the study of programs and programming activity a useful lens for studying the normative ideas 
about the public library as a meeting place and how these ideas have been put into practice. A better 
understanding of these phenomena and their complexity would improve future research, assessments 
and debates of these phenomena as central parts of the public libraries today and in the future. By 
providing an empirical foundation for discussing current practice in light of its historical development, 
this thesis contributes to an interdisciplinary and international research community on cultural 
institutions as democratic meeting places in the public sphere. More specifically, this thesis contributes 
to a LIS research community focussing on public libraries in general and on public library programs and 
programming activity in particular.  

 

What is a public library program? 

 

“As we began our research into library programming skills, we realized that programs are a lot 

like art. That is, we knew it when we saw it – but we had a hard time articulating a definition 

that everybody agreed on” (National Impact of Library Public Programs Assessment, 2018).  
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Programming activity has been described and portrayed as “library extension” (Baker 1922), “extension 
work” (Baker 1922; McColvin 1927; 1950) or “extension activities” (Leyland 1938; Baguley 1959; Jolliffe 
1962; 1968). There is a close connection between what is termed library “extension work” or “activities” 
in the UK and what is termed “adult education” in the US (Jolliffe 1968). Since the 1970s, the term 
“cultural activities” seems to be the preferred term in the UK and Scandinavia (Leyland 1938; Wirla 
1958; Department of Education and Science 1975; Maidment 1986). The term “cultural activities” is the 
term most homonymous to the Danish term kulturelle arrangementer. The more neutral terms 
“programs” and “programming” have been used in North America since at least the 1950s (Steinbarger 
1951; Stone 1953; Smith 1954), sometimes with the pre-fixes “library” (LaFleur and Robotham, 1981), 
“cultural” (Robertson, 2005), “community” or “public” (NILPPA 2020) and has become more widely 
used within recent years, also in the UK.2 The term “programming librarian”, which appears around the 
same time as the establishment of the Public Programs Office (PPO) in the 1990s (B. J. Brown 1992), 
has been a well-establish term in the US since the mid-2000s, marked by the Programming Librarian 
web site launched by the ALA in 2008.3   

For almost a century, several different terms have been used for describing and defining this 
type of library work. And for almost a century, librarians and library researchers have been engaged in 
the question of what lies behind these terms. In 1927, the British librarian Lionel R. McColvin posed 
the question: “What do we mean by the terms ‘extension and publicity?’” (McColvin 1927, 17). Later, 
British writer R.C. Benge wrote; "The important thing is to supply cultural activities and then the 
problem is: what are cultural activities?" (Benge cited in Maidment 1986, 33). Questions like these have 
been raised for a reason, a reason well summed up by the NILPPA research project in the quote above. 
The NILPPA research project is an example of a current research project aiming to answer this question 
and to provide new ways of understanding, assessing and evaluating programs and programming 
activity in relation to (the American) public libraries.  

Within recent years, specific types of programs seem to be an area of increased interest, which 
is found in articles on programs such as language cafés (C. Brown 2015; Johnston 2016; 2018), story 
hours or storytime (Hedemark 2017; Goulding, Shuker, and Dickie 2018) and programs promoting 
healthy living (Luo 2018; Lenstra 2017; 2018; Lenstra and Campana 2020). Where such research is 
identified and seems to be a growing area of interest, research looking at programs and programming 
activity more broadly is less visible identifiable. The NILPPA research project mentioned above is the 
most extensive study of this kind and the only of such projects identified here.   

The lack of a general conceptualization is emphasized as being one of the reasons why public 
library programs and programming activity as a research area is under-developed and under-theorized. 
In an article from 1963 in the ALA Bulletin, American librarian and ALA representative Grace Thomas 
Stevenson elaborated on the differences between what she terms “library adult education activities” in 
the US, and what she found in Germany, Denmark, and England. Reflecting on her experiences from 
visiting these countries, Stevenson states; “In a general sense, what is known as adult education in this 

                                                           
2 In British English the preferred spelling is “programmes”. In this thesis, however, I use the US spelling of “programs” to provide 
uniformity.  
3 This web site is, to this day, a vibrant forum for sharing ideas and thoughts on programming activity amongst librarians in the 
US. During the Covid-19 lockdown in the spring 2020, the web site was flourishing with ideas and inspirations for online programs 
for the housebound / people in quarantine. Several programming librarians reported on successful online programs spanning. 
Besides this official platform, American programming librarians also share a very active Facebook group. 
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country is called “extension activities” in England, “contact work” in Germany, and “public relations” 
in Denmark” (Stevenson 1963, 643). Arguing that “none of these terms are precise”, Stevenson stresses 
the need for a definition of terms, taking into consideration “objectives, philosophy, and division of 
responsibilities” related to it (Stevenson 1963, 643). The different terminologies, Stevenson claims, 
make it difficult to compare this kind of library service across countries. Therefore, any discussion of 
these phenomena – especially if involving different national contexts – should provide a definition of 
terms. However, such a definition is not easily made since, as Stevenson argues; “Within the United 
States there are no complete understanding and agreement on terms, objectives, and responsibilities, 
and it was my impression that the same is true in the countries named above” (Stevenson 1963, 643). 
In line with Stevenson (1963), an argument that has defined this project is the need for a definition of 
terms as well as a new or renewed vocabulary for discussing, assessing and researching public library 
programs across of the different terminologies related to these phenomena.  

“All of the activities which these terms designate have elements of which all the terms are 
descriptive. The question to be asked when any program is under consideration is ‘Why are we doing 
this?’” (Stevenson 1963, 643-44 emphasis added). The continuous need for asking questions about how 
to define public library programs, and why or if they should be offered, related to a discrepancy in the 
terms used, confusion about the meaning of these terms and a lack of general conceptions and 
agreements about the objectives, responsibilities and philosophies behind these services (cf. Stevenson 
1963). In the bigger picture, it relates to the continuous need for redefining the public library and its 
role and function in society, reflecting changing ideas about these institutions, their activities and 
services. As argued by American library researcher Kathleen M. Heim, library services can be seen as 
reflective of the changing role of the public library (Heim 1986). Following this line of thought, Heim 
argues that; “Understanding adult services requires understanding public library development since 
the two are inextricably linked” (Heim 1990, 11). These are some of the reasons behind the study 
presented in this thesis. I argue for a need to understand these phenomena in relation to the public 
library as they bring with them new perspectives and insights into the development of this institution.  
 

The public library as a social/cultural institution 

 

“‘Culture, no matter how you define it, is what libraries are all about, but how it is specifically 

defined makes all the difference in what libraries actually do, for whom they do it, and how 

they do it’. Inherent in these arguments is the controversy over the nature of services the public 

library should offer (educational, informational, recreational, or cultural) and whether any 

service may be defined exclusively in any one of these terms” (Van Fleet and Raber 1990, 457-

458, citing Gordon Stevenson). 

 
In Denmark, public library programs are termed “cultural activities” (kulturelle arrangementer) and are 
explicitly linked to the cultural role of the public library. The development of these activities is often 
traced back to the revision of the Library Act in 1964, which resulted in a renewed mission statement. 
Here, the public libraries were described as places promoting “information, education and cultural 
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activity through the free accessibility of books and other relevant material” (Bibliotekscentralen 1964 
par. 1, emphasis added). With the inclusion of the phrase cultural activity, the public libraries got “yet 
another aim” (Thorhauge and Biblioteksstyrelsen 2002, 5). This new aim, it is often argued, would 
influence the development of the public libraries and make programs a more significant and substantial 
part of their services (see Bibliotekskommisionen 1978; Thorsen 1992; Andersson, and Skot-Hansen 
1994; Thorhauge and Biblioteksstyrelsen 2002). The term kulturelle arrangementer is said to have 
originated from the cultural-political debates in the 1960s (Bibliotekstilsynet 1976, 18). The 
development of public library programs is also closely related to the expansion of the library collections 
to include “other relevant materials” and to changing ideas about culture and the role of the public 
library as a cultural centre. This development was closely related to ideas about the democratization of 
culture and cultural democracy in the 1960s and 1970s. Such ideas are often emphasised as having had 
a significant influence on the development of programs and programming activity as more substantial 
parts of the Danish public libraries (see Thorsen 1992; Kjær and Ørum 1992b; 1992a; Andersson, and 
Skot-Hansen 1994). Together with the establishment of the Library Contact Service (Kontakttjenesten) 
in 1960 and the Ministry of Culture in 1961, the 1960s mark a transformative decade for the study of 
public library programs in Denmark and the cultural role of the public library as a “cultural centre” 
(Koefoed 1967). However, although programs are often traced back to the 1960s, programs have been 
part of the Danish public libraries before 1960 (see Dahlkild 2011).  

The problematic notion of culture is central to the development of programs and programming 
activity in Denmark. According to American library researchers Connie Van Fleet and Douglas Raber, 
the problem is that much of the literature about public libraries and their activities “is characterised by 
ambiguous definition of the terms social and cultural and by the conflict resulting from varying 
conceptions” (Van Fleet and Raber 1990, 456). Summing up on the development of “live programming” 
and “non-book activities” in the US, Van Fleet and Raber conclude that the question of purpose is 
central; “At the heart of the programming controversy is the question of purpose: do live programs 
serve as stimulation to further use, or are they self-justified independent activities?” (Van Fleet and 
Raber 1990, 468, emphasis added). The quote above addresses the public library as a social/cultural 
institution with educational, informational, recreational, social, societal and cultural responsibilities. 
However, “[w]hile the fundamentally cultural nature of librarianship is universally accepted when 
viewed from this broadest perspective, operational definitions are open to wide interpretation and 
controversy” (Van Fleet and Raber 1990, 456).  

It is difficult to pinpoint the purpose of these activities, just as it is difficult to pinpoint the 
purpose of the public library. According to Swedish library researcher Romulo Enmark (1990), the lack 
of general understanding or agreement of what the objectives and responsibilities of a library are, is a 
fundamental challenge for any library researcher. Enmark attempts to define the library’s “activities”, 
referring to all the different activities taken place within a public library; from “putting books back on 
the shelf” to “judging the quality of statements” (Enmark 1990, 88). The broad and seemingly 
incomprehensible scope of activities makes it challenging to provide any good overview. Moreover, 
there are not only one purpose, and thus, there will always be several different and sometimes even 
conflicting ideas about what the public library is or what it should be. As Enmark elaborates; “The scope 
of activities of the library system is unquestionably broad: The library’s collections contain statements 
which touch upon all subjects of interest to mankind. No individual employee of the library can have 
all the knowledge necessary for its function. It is simply not possible to view its total contents from one 
vantage point” (Enmark 1990, 88 emphasis added). The wide variety of activities and “the impossibility 
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for seeing over them pose difficulties for drawing boundaries between them and other sectors in 
society”, resulting in the question; “What are the endpoints of the library’s responsibilities?” (Enmark 
1990, 88). As Enmark reflects on the search for a general definition of the libraries’ activities: “The 
deficient descriptions of the goals and responsibilities of the library system probably reflect the 
difficulties in describing the library’s total area of activity at all. The responsibilities of the library cover 
such large areas that an overview is extremely difficult” (Enmark 1990, 59 emphasis added). As Enmark 
elaborate; “different parts of library activities tend to compete” and “[t]he enormous breadth of the 
activities allows for a number of interpretations about the actual core of the library and for greatly 
divergent opinions” (Enmark 1990, 88–89). For example; “[v]isions of “information centres”, can be 
pitted against dreams of “cultural centres” (Enmark 1990, 88). Thus, Enmark suggests to “at least 
temporarily abandon the difficult, overall concepts of culture and information” (Enmark 1990, 59).  
 
According to Van Fleet and Raber's historical analysis of the public library as a social/cultural 
institution, the development of adult services (including both book-based and nonbook programming 
activity) is about an expansion of “the social/cultural role” of the public library and the development 
of the librarian to perform a more active role (Van Fleet and Raber 1990, 469). Following this 
understanding of the public library as a social/cultural institution makes it possible to address the roles 
and functions of the public library from a broad perspective. In this thesis, I approach the public library 
and its activities from this broad perspective. The aim is not to define the central role or function of 
programs as services or programming activity as practice, but to address the complexity of these 
phenomena and their multiple roles and functions. Therefore, I have applied a synoptic way of looking 
at programs and programming activity. A synoptic perspective entails “a general view of a whole”, also 
referring to something that is “manifesting or characterized by comprehensiveness or breadth of view” 
(‘Synoptic’ 2020). A synoptic perspective, thus, makes it possible to include all types of programs for 
all target groups in the investigation. Moreover, a synoptic perspective makes it possible for me to 
include literature on “adult education activities”, “extension work”, and “cultural activities” and to 
navigate around prefixes such as educational, informational, recreational and cultural, which could 
potentially fix my understanding and reading of these phenomena. In line with the synoptic 
perspective, I have chosen to use the neutral terms “programs” and “programming activity” in this 
thesis, since these terms allow for an open-minded approach and for comparisons across of 
terminologies. 
 

Research project 

The cumulative format of an article-based thesis makes presenting this study a little backwards in the 
sense that the articles came first and here, they are presented in the back. This has resulted in what 
appears more like a final report than a finished book. To make a virtue of necessity, I decided to embrace 
the report style, which is prevalent in the use of a first-person narrative throughout. As I began the 
research about public library programs, the starting point was these phenomena, and my insights about 
them were limited. I thought this would be a project on public library programs, their history and 
development and the changing terminologies related to them. In a way, it still is, but the focus has 
expanded as my insights have grown, and my understanding of these phenomena has developed. In the 
two empirical studies conducted as a part of this PhD project, I have approached these phenomena 
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empirically from a Danish context. The deficient descriptions of public library programs and 
programming activity at Danish public libraries, the limited number of studies on the development of 
these activities and the inadequate categories used to survey and assess them all point to the need for 
more qualitative insights into this part of public libraries and new ways of understanding and discussing 
them. In order to create new understandings from a synoptic perspective, I chose an open-minded 
exploratory research approach using the phenomena of study as the vantage point of my investigation. 
Besides four interviews, the source materials for the two empirical studies are all texts monthly- and 
annual reports, newspaper cuttings, flyers and brochures and Facebook event descriptions, reporting 
on or announcing programs. In the table below (Table 1), I provide some characteristics for the two 
studies. The two studies and the source materials are presented in more details in Chapter 3 and in the 
presentation of the three research articles in Chapter 4.  

 
Study 1 Study 2 

The development of a research approach, a 
conceptualization and a vocabulary for studying 
public library programs 

A diachronic study of the development of public 
library programs 

Grounded theory study using web archiving Historical case study 
Facebook event descriptions collected from twelve 
public library Facebook profiles 

Archival source materials and interviews collected 
from two case libraries 

Denmark: 2011-2017 Denmark: 1960-2020 
Article 1 and Article 2 Article 3 

 
Table 1. Presentation of the two empirical studies. 

 
The two empirical studies focus on public library program as a complex phenomenon and offer a 
conceptualization and a way to research them. Study 1 develops a research approach for studying public 
library programs through Facebook event descriptions (Article 1) as well as a vocabulary and a model 
for analysing programs in terms of their format, content, and role and function (Article 2). Study 2 
focusses on the historical development of public library programs offered in relation to Danish public 
libraries, through a diachronic study of programs offered in relation to two case libraries between 1960 
and 2020 (Article 3). Based on the empirical studies, it is argued, that public library programs make up 
a link between the library collections and the connections they foster (cf. Article 2). On the one hand, 
they are considered as a means to an end, adding something to the experience of a media, a material or 
a topic. On the other hand, they are considered as ends and experiences in themselves (cf. Article 3). 
This duality of purpose is characteristic for public library programs as public library services.  

Public library programs and programming activity did not originate in the 1960s; neither are they 
particularly Danish phenomena. Therefore, I find it not only useful but also highly important to provide 
in this thesis a historical context that goes beyond Denmark and the Danish public libraries. I do this 
with an outlook to the American and British traditions of having programs and writing about this 
practice. In the US as in the UK, programs (including non-book and stimulation activities) have been 
offered for more than a century (Johnson 1938; Baker 1922) and have been a heated and debated issue 
of public librarianship (cf. Van Fleet and Raber 1990, 468), which is found in a quite extensive amount 
of literature on these phenomena. The historical literature on programs and programming reports on 
a long tradition for having programs within or in relation to public libraries, moreover, it reflects how 
such activities and the role of public libraries have been subjects of value-based discussions within a 
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professional field for over a century, albeit under many different and seemingly conflicting terms. 
Stevenson’s argument that such definitions of terms “inevitably” touch the objectives (roles), 
philosophies (ideas) and responsibilities (functions) behind this kind of library practice (cf. Stevenson, 
1963, 643) is a central argument behind my use of field literature about these practices representing a 
variety of different terms. A synoptic perspective and an understanding of the public library as a 
social/cultural institution makes it possible to approach the international field literature across of 
terminologies and allows for an investigated across of distinctions between the educational, cultural, 
recreational or informational role and function of the public library. The inclusion of a practice 
theoretical approach and an understanding of culture as practice in combination with abductive 
reasoning and a reflexive use of literature provides the context for the analysing and theorising about 
these phenomena against a background of international and historical examples. The explorative and 
open-minded research approach behind the two empirical studies has continued in the use of field 
literature, theoretical literature and methodological literature and has influenced the process of writing 
this thesis.  
 

Research questions  

The exploratory and open-minded approach behind both empirical studies has allowed new insights to 
direct the studies, and these insights have directed this thesis as well. During this research project, I 
have become aware that studying public library programs depends on an understanding of 
programming activity. Therefore in this thesis, I extend the focus from the empirical studies with a 
focus on programming activity as a practice. Moreover, I focus on the role of the librarians, since they 
have been a crucial part behind the offering of programs and the development of programming activity. 
Moreover, I realised how insights into the practice of programming activity reflect changing ideas about 
the changing roles and functions of the public library, touching on the always current discussion about 
what a library is or what it should be.  

In this thesis, I aim to provide answers to the questions of what, how and why by building on 
and adding to insights and findings from the two studies and the three research articles. The first 
research question addresses the conceptualization of public library programs in relation to the different 
reasons for offering programs in relation to public libraries; 

 
RQ1: What are public library programs? And why have they been offered as part of public 
library services? 

 
To answer this question, I draw on findings from the two empirical studies and analyse them by use of 
practice theory in relation to historical and international examples provided in the first part of this 
thesis. Based on a reading of the international field literature and concepts from practice theory, the 
second research question addresses the development of programming activity as a practice and the 
librarian(s) role in this development:  
 

RQ2: How can we understand the development of programming activity as a public library 
practice? And what characterises the role of the librarian(s) in relation to this development? 

 



11 
 

With the third research question, I address the intersection between public library programs as services 
and programming activity as a practice in a historical and international perspective and how these 
phenomena reflect changing ideas about the public library. Thus, the third research question asks: 
 

RQ3: How has the development of programs as services and programming activity as a practice 
been reflected in the changing ideas of what a public library is or what it should be? 

 

The structure of the thesis 

Although it would be logical to start by reading the research articles before continuing here, yet, there 
is a backwards logic to the structure of this thesis, which is organized in three main parts as illustrated 
in the figure below (Figure 1).  From the two empirical studies, I realised that this was not just a study 
of a special kind of services but of phenomena in close interdependency with each other and with 
different ideas about the role and function of the public library. Thus, in this thesis, the focus has been 
expanded to programming activity. Moreover, the historical and geographical focus behind the two 
empirical studies is expanded by the inclusion of field literature from especially an American and a 
British tradition. Therefore, the first part of this thesis (PART I) provides an introduction to the 
research area through an extensive review of historical and international field literature on public 
library programs and programming activity across of terminologies and traditions. Then follows an 
introduction to the theoretical and methodological frameworks for analysing and theorizing the finding 
from the three research articles. In PART II, findings from the three empirical research articles are 
presented and brought together with the findings from the first part of this thesis in a synthesis. Here, 
the findings are contextualised and analysed against international and historical perspectives. PART 
III consist of the three research articles providing the empirical foundation for this thesis. The articles 
are included in the thesis in their published or accepted form. 
 

 
Figure 1. Illustration of the structure of the thesis. 

 



PART I presents the theoretical framework and method-
ological reflections for analysing and theorizing about 
public library programs and programming activity through 
the use of texts presented in a review of relevant field liter-
ature. In Chapter 1, I present a review of relevant field 
literature, representing an American, a British and an 
Anglo-Scandinavian tradition for writing about public 
library programs and programming activity across termi-
nologies and ideas about the public library. In Chapter 2, I 
present a framework for approaching ideas through the use 
of practice theory and a performative understanding of 
culture as practice. In Chapter 3, I introduce the research 
design and methodology behind the two empirical studies. 
Reflecting on the use of texts in this thesis, I address the 
concerns and impediments as well as the potentialities of 
studying programs and programming activity through 
texts.

PART I

THE CONTEXT
Literature review, theoretical frame-

work, methodology & research design  
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Chapter 1 
In search of a 
research tradition  
 
Within LIS-research, most typically within Information Science, there is a tradition for mapping the 
inner structure of a research field using bibliometric data (Tengström 1990, 203). It would be a relief to 
be able to map the inner structures of research on programs and programming activity in relation to 
public libraries. However, due to deficient descriptions and a lack of a general conception (cf. 
Introduction), such a mapping is not possible. This does not mean that research traditions do not exist. 
It merely points to the fact that such research traditions have not (yet) been clearly elaborated or 
“institutionalized” (Hagerlid 1990, 11). Therefore, I decided early on to expand the literature searches 
to include also international writings and to be open for different kinds of literature, including both 
research-based and experience-based literature on these phenomena across of different terminologies. 
While research on specific types of programs seems to have become an area of increased interest (cf. 
Introduction), studies on programs and programming activity in a synoptic perspective are less 
represented in the research literature. In fact, the NILPPA research project mentioned earlier is the 
only example of research on public library programs and programming activity in a synoptic perspective 
identified in this thesis.  

Looking for literature on public library programs and programming activity from what I term a 
synoptic perspective, across of terminologies, I have found American and British writings to be central 
and offer useful insights and perspectives. Both countries have long traditions for programming activity 
in relation to public libraries and for reflecting on this part of library practice. Particularly in the US, 
these phenomena have been areas of increased interest in recent years (cf. Introduction). Moreover, an 
Anglo-Scandinavian tradition has been identified. This tradition is most explicit in proceeding and 
presentations from the Anglo-Scandinavian Conferences on Public Libraries. The Anglo-Scandinavian 
tradition is mentioned here as a link between a British and a Danish tradition for writing about 
programs and programming activity. The aim of this literature review is not to provide an exhaustive 
or comprehensive review of these works, but to address a fundamental need for identifying traditions 
for researching and writing about programs and programming activity in relation to public libraries 
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from a synoptic perspective. And for developing a general conceptualization and definition of terms 
that supersede national traditions and borders as well as providing historical and international 
perspectives. The main question behind this literature review has been:  
 

How can we conceptualize (in a synoptic way) public library programs and programming activity as 
an area of study across different terminologies?  

 
Since, as Stevenson argues, a definition of terms “inevitably touches also on objectives, philosophy, 
and division of responsibilities between various municipal bodies” (Stevenson 1963, 643), this question 
is relevant in relation to the history and development of these phenomena and the changing ideas about 
the public library. In a study of adult education services in public libraries in the US, American library 
researcher Lynn E. Birge sought to go beyond “a review of dates or a list of library programs” and instead 
focus her attention on “describing and evaluating a synthesis of information on specific trends in library 
service in an effort to identify underlying motivations, concerns, catalysts, and impediments to the 
development of service for adult independent learners (…)” (Birge 1981, xii–xiii emphasis added). Much 
like Birge (1981), the intention behind this review has been more than a review of dates and lists of 
programs. Thus, in the review of field literature, I am focusing on describing and evaluating “a synthesis 
of information” on programs and programming activity, identifying motivations, concerns, catalysts, 
and impediments behind these phenomena in a public library context.  
 
 

An American tradition 

 

“The tradition of lectures, forums, and other types of informal adult education has persisted 

through all the mutations from the privately administered library to the public library founded 

by public funds. It is only in recent years that the question or the propriety of such activities 

has arisen” (Johnson 1938, 48).  

 

Adult education cctivities  

The emphasis on the educational role and function of the public library as “a community intelligence 
center” (Learned 1924, 23) goes back to the beginning of the American public libraries (Johnson 1938). 
The adult education motive is manifested in books such as The American Public Library and the Diffusion 
of Knowledge from 1924 by the American writer William Setchel Learned and The Public Library – A 
People’s University from 1938 by Alvin Johnson. In this book, Johnson supports the information 
educational activities as he argues have been part of the democratic and educational foundation of the 
public libraries since their early origin. Johnson describes the public library “as a means by which 
mature men and women might pursue enlightenment and culture” (Johnson 1938, 22). Importantly for 
this thesis, Johnson reports on “[t]he objections to the extension, or rather continuance, of lectures and 
classes”, which he classifies as falling into three groups. First, there is “the pure librarian point of view”, 
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which entails the argument that “[a]rranging a lecture program or managing a forum takes time that 
should be devoted to the administration of the book collections. If done successfully it demands 
abilities that are not essential to pure library work, and for which, as a rule, the library schools offer no 
adequate training” (Johnson 1938, 48). The other objection, which is closely related to the first, is the 
argument that “only small minorities of the library clientele can benefit from lectures and classes” 
(Johnson 1938, 48) and that time could be better spent elsewhere. More crucial, Johnson states, is the 
third series of objections, which turn to the question of “freedom from censorship” as “the most 
priceless possession of the library” (Johnson 1938, 48). In relation to this objection, it is argued that by 
supporting “lectures and forums”, the library will inevitably have to make a selection. This practice 
“might easily awaken the sleeping impulses toward censorship” (Johnson 1938, 49).  

In defence against this last concern, Johnson reports from his visits to public libraries across the 
country that “[m]ost of the lecturing activity of the libraries is, to be sure, of a socially neutral 
character” (Johnson 1938, 49–50) and adds descriptively: “There will be talks by members of the library 
staff on new books, more often called book reviewing, in the library or its branches, or perhaps before 
clubs, in churches, in the public schools. There will be talks on the latest discoveries of science, on 
public health, on travels. The most energetic libraries also present lectures and debates on current 
political issues. The general theory is that such activities stimulate reading. Here, as with many other 
forms of library activity, it is impossible to measure the effects precisely. But there is no doubt that the 
lectures and forums make friends of the library among the more active and intelligent members of the 
community, who might otherwise have remained aloof to it” (Johnson 1938, 50 emphasis added). In 
this quote, Johnson touches on some of the most pertinent challenges behind programming activity 
and library activities in general: how to assess or measure their effects. However, as Johnson proclaims, 
besides stimulating reading, there is no doubt that such activities create relations – both with people 
who are already users and with people who would otherwise be remote users of the library.  

Using the example of showing of educational and documentary films4, Johnson elaborates on the 
assumed effects of these activities: “Such showings may help to draw the public to the library and to 
interest people in more comprehensive studies through use of the other resources of the library” 
(Johnson 1938, 52). Thus, effects could be to draw people to the library and to stimulate interest for 
further studies through the use of library resources. Johnson stresses hands-on experience as an 
important part of the effects of such activities. As an example, he mentions a series of amateur 
photography classes: “Amateur photography appears to bear the same relation to the seeing of films 
and exhibitions as books reviewing and “creative writing” bear to the reading of books. It fortifies the 
absorption of ideas by active effort and expression” (Johnson 1938, 52).  In relation to the objections 
mentioned above, a key aspect is resources such as time and money. The resources are influential for 
the extent of programming activity and the types of programs offered. Thus, programming activity 
varies from library to library. As Johnson points out; “[n]o library has the resources to offer an extensive 
program of paid lectures”, however, “every city important enough to maintain a well-equipped library 
contains in its population numbers of men and women–college and high school teachers, doctors and 
lawyers and preachers, editors and writers–who are quite capable of presenting interesting lectures and 
are sufficiently public spirited to perform this service without a charge” (Johnson 1938, 50). Thus 
stressing another important resource in relation to programming activity; the community.  

                                                           
4 “An increasing number of libraries have rooms equipped for the showing of educational and documentary films” (Johnson 1938, 
52). 
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In relation to its educational function, the understanding of the library as a social institution is central 
in the American literature. The support for the role of public libraries in adult educational activities in 
the US was strengthened in the 1950s with the establishment of the ALA’s Adults Services Division. 
The ideas behind adult education are explained by Paul Durrie, the president of the Adult Education 
Association between 1952 and 53: “(…) “To earn a better living is not enough; we must learn to live 
better, more fully, and more intelligently. Adult education must help make this more effective 
democracy, must contribute to the maintenance and strengthening of our way of life.” (…)” (Durrie cited 
in Stone 1953, 448 emphasis added). In an article in Library Trends from 1953 American library 
researcher Walter Stone describes the functions of public libraries in the US in relation to adult 
education, addressing what he believes to be the “two prime keys to the future educational importance 
of the public library as a social institution”; these are found in the development of the library’s “(…) 
functions in programs planning and community outreach. It is assumed that these will supplement 
established service to the individual and the library’s own programs of discussion and informal study” 
(Stone 1953, 437 emphasis added). According to Stone, among the educational functions of the public 
library are “program planning for community groups” and “sponsorship of book-based discussions, 
special classes, film forums, concerts, and lectures”, which he states are “[d]isputed, but fairly well 
established in larger libraries” (Stone 1953, 449). Moreover, Stone addressed the need for more 
research, since “[v]irtually nothing objective is known about the effects of library services in adult 
education” (Stone 1953, 437).  

In a report from the 1950 UNESCO seminar on “The Role of Libraries in Adult Education”5, 
Helen T. Steinbarger, consultant in Adult Education and the US delegate at the seminar, reflects on the 
results. Steinbarger concluded that adult education activities were a more advanced area of practice in 
public libraries in the US than in many of the other countries (Steinbarger 1951). Just how advanced 
this area of practice was, was one of the questions of the first large scale national survey on adult 
education activities in public libraries, initiated by the ALA with library researcher Helen Lyman Smith 
in front (Smith 1954). A part of this study was one of the first in-depth studies of “the libraries own 
programs and activities” (Smith 1954, 2). In order to survey these programs and activities, Smith 
developed six general categories of service: supplying, planning, advising, training, informing and doing, 
referring to the work conducted by the librarians on an action level: supplying materials, planning 
programs, advising patrons (e.g. through reference services), training patrons (e.g. through informal 
education activities), informing patrons and doing, such as organizing, administering and maintaining 
“the library’s own programs or activities” (Smith 1954, 2). By focusing both on the types of programs 
offered, the subjects of these programs and their purposes, Smith’s study has served as an inspiration 
for the research presented in this thesis (cf. Article 2). In conclusion of the study, Smith pondered on 
the opposing viewpoints of the libraries’ responsibility in relation to adult educational services 
(including programs). On the one hand, there was a consent that public libraries should concentrate on 
adult education to already existing groups in community services, and focusing exclusively on 
supplying, planning, advising, and informing. (Not doing!). On the other hand, “(…) if the public library 
were to survive, responsibility must be assumed for active programs of their own which would 
demonstrate the library's unique role in the field” (Smith cited in Killacky 1983, 54). Following up on 

                                                           
5 The 1950 UNESCO seminar on “The Role of Libraries in Adult Education” took place in Malmö, Sweden and Helsingør, Denmark 
between 24 July and 19 August 1950. 
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these important insights, Smith addresses two urgent and primary needs. First, to formulate a 
philosophy of library adult education that will establish standards for guidance to determine and clarify 
functions and objectives toward which the efforts of the profession as a whole may be directed. Second, 
to do what is necessary to put principles and philosophy into effect (Killacky 1983, 66 referring to Smith 
1954). This call for action as well as the explicit focus on the public libraries own programs makes 
Smith’s study extremely useful.  

Another who has identified a need for identification of principles and philosophies behind this 
kind of library practice, as well as precision of the terms used about this work, is Stevenson (cf. 
Stevenson 1963, 643–44). Arguing that “[t]he essential factor is the objective”, Stevenson stresses the 
need for librarians working with programming activity to stop for a second and ask, why they are doing 
what they are doing and what purpose they have in mind while they are doing it: “The essential factor 
is the objective. What purpose do we have in mind when we go to some pains to arrange and schedule 
a series of record concerts, perhaps with careful program notes or a musician to comment; when we do 
the same for a series of fine films; when we interest a group of people in discussing current problems 
or the new plays? Is our fundamental purpose to attract new readers to the library; through publicity 
and a satisfied audience to reach a wider group of people with an improved “image” of the library; to 
establish contact with individuals and groups we have not reached before? Or do we do this primarily 
because we think it will make a contribution to the cultural life of the community and in that sense is 
educational?” (Stevenson 1963, 643). To complicate any answer to this question, Stevenson argues that 
adult education activities can serve multiple purposes, even at the same time. “Insofar as adult 
education activities take the library out to the community and make new people aware of and users of 
the services, they perform an extension function. The publicity often attending these activities and the 
good will engendered by them improve library’s public relations. Carried out as they should be, with a 
knowledge and use of their community resources, they provide the contact work. If they increase the 
knowledge and/or appreciation of the audience or participants they are educational” (Stevenson 1963, 
643).  
 
Smith’s study can be seen as a forerunner for later research on adult services and adult education 
services in public libraries in the US. Examples of such research cover the studies by American librarian 
and library researcher Margaret Monroe who “conceptualized, practiced, researched and taught the 
service imperative or service paradigm”6 (Dresang 1982, 13). In the introduction to her historical work 
on adult education services in American public libraries, Monroe writes: “Part of the broader adult 
education movement, the movement for library adult education assumed to profession’s commitment 
to educational values and purposes. Under its impetus, the focus of adult education changed in public 
libraries from time to time, now being viewed as the readers' advisory service, later as community 
services, and again as library-sponsored group programs” (Margaret Ellen Monroe 1963, 1–2). Here, 
Monroe is pointing at changing values and purposes ascribed to the same or similar activities. 
Pinpointing such discrepancies is also part of a later study by Monroe on the development of the 
cultural role of the public library. One of Monroe’s central findings were that “definitions of ‘culture’ 
varied among libraries. Generally, librarians found it difficult to define the cultural role of the public 
                                                           
6 The public library service paradigm consists of four functions: 1) information, 2) instruction, 3) guidance and 4) stimulation 
(see Dresang 1982). Especially stimulation appears as a central function in relation to programming activity: “Stimulation may 
be defined at its broadest as any activity which prompts members of a library’s actual or potential user community to make use of that 
library’s human or material resources (…) simply put, stimulation in the activation of the library’s clientele” (Heim 1982, 120).  
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library, with most relating it to an extension of the library’s collection. Monroe suggested that the 
‘institutionalization’ of the cultural role of public libraries was evidenced by the fact that a few were 
funding activities from their own budgets (…) and also by the fact that new staff positions had been 
created in libraries to accommodate these services” (Corbin 1995, 48 referring to Monroe 1981).  

Other historical studies of adult (educational) services in public libraries became an area of 
research in the US in the 1980s (see Birge 1981; Heim 1990; 1991; Van Fleet and Raber 1990). In the 
anthology Adult Services in the Public Library: An enduring focus Van Fleet and Raber address what they 
term the “programming controversy” (cf. Introduction). “The use of multiple formats has received 
support in national documents for some years” but, in the 1990s, “nonbook programming still creates 
some issues for discussion. Though there appears to have been an acceptance of programming, it is still 
often regarded as peripheral to the library’s purpose, and is often funded only through external 
sources” (Van Fleet and Raber 1990, 468). Echoing Stevenson’s argument some 30 year-back: “At the 
heart of the programming controversy is the question of purpose: do live programs serve as stimulation 
to further use, or are they self-justified independent activities?” (Van Fleet and Raber 1990, 468 
emphasis added). While the question of why libraries, or more specifically librarians, are offering 
programs have been a continuing part of programming activity, around the 1980s, it seems to become 
more generally acceptable. The publication of guidebooks and manuals for program planning is an 
indication of such a change.  
 

Programs and programming  

One of the first guidebooks to programming activity is Library Programs: How to Select, Plan and Produce 
Them (LaFleur and Robotham 1976; 1981) by staff members at the New York Public Library Lydia 
LaFleur and John S. Robotham. By the term “library program”, LaFleur and Robotham refer to “any 
activity, in or out of the library, in which a librarian and two or more members of the public are 
involved” (LaFleur and Robotham 1981, ix). This book represents a broad conception of library 
programming activity. Moreover, it represents the difficulty of providing a categorization of such 
activity. LaFleur and Robotham list a wide variety of different types of programs; discussion groups, 
film showings, poetry readings, drama, music and dance, talks, demonstrations and instructions, 
workshops, storytelling, puppet shows, children’s discussion groups, children’s science programs and 
multimedia programs (see LaFleur and Robotham 1981, 168). Moreover, they touch upon “Programs 
for Special Needs”, such as programs for senior citizen, the handicapped, the deaf and the mentally 
challenged as well as “Programs for prisoners” (LaFleur and Robotham 1981, 188). The challenge is to 
encompass all ideas of programs in terms of types can be found in the inclusion of the category 
“Miscellaneous Programs”, which they explain as “activities that just don’t seem to fit in anywhere, 
although they are undeniably programs” (LaFleur and Robotham 1981, 205). The “miscellaneous” 
category includes programs such as tournaments, fairs, open houses and bus trips. LaFleur and 
Robotham (1981, 1) state that these guidebooks were intended as inspirational catalogues, made to 
inspire colleagues “to think freely about programming”. To think freely is essential, since: “The kind 
of program one can have in a library is only limited by one’s imagination – plus such mundane matters 
as money, staff, space, and equipment. The important thing to remember is that one should not be 
limited by what has been done. Librarians need to think freely about programming and to explore the 
needs and possibilities, both in form and in content” (Robotham and LaFleur 1981, 1).  
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As inspirational catalogues and how-to-guides, the books by LaFleur and Robotham (1976;1981) 
can be seen as some of the first examples of experienced-based literature by programming librarians 
for programming librarians, which can be characterized as experience-based, descriptive and, 
sometimes, instructive. This kind of literature has come to dominate recent American literature on 
programs and programming activity (see for example Robertson 2005; McCook 2013; Maddigan and 
Bloos 2014). The American library researcher Kathleen de la Peña McCook has described a paradigm 
shift in American public library planning processes, based on trendsetting publications. With reference 
to American library researcher Charles R. McClure and his book on Planning and role setting for public 
libraries, McCook argues that “services in public libraries were characterized as aspects of eight public 
library roles” referring to the library as different kinds of “centers” (see McClure 1987).7 However, as 
McCook argues; “When the planning processes changed the terminology “library roles” to “service 
responses” in the 1990s, the various functions were delineated as thirteen services responses” (see 
Nelson 2001; Himmell, Wilson, and Public Library Association 1998). These were expanded from 13 to 
18 in the 2008 PLA planning guide Strategic Planning for Results (see Nelson 2008). From McCook, we 
learn that the development of library services have been closely related to the work of PLA and ALA. 
The paradigm shift identified by McCook can be found in such publications as mentioned here. The 
same development can be found, I argue, in relation to programming activity, exemplified with the 
guidebooks and how-to manuals. 

In a recent example of a how-to manual, public librarians Julie Biando Edwards, Melissa S. 
Robinson and Kelley Rae Unger (2013) write about programs as part of the transformation of American 
public libraries to become “community-centered”. The book is experience-based, as they draw on their 
own experiences as programming librarians. It is descriptive, in the sense that in it they list different 
types of programs, and it is instructive in that they offer insights into how such programs are 
conducted. The instructive element becomes specifically clear in the chapter “Think Like a 
Programmer”, where useful instructions are provided on why to have programs, what the role of the 
programming librarian entails and how to put ideas into practice. They even provide an “Event 
Planning Checklist” (see Edwards, Robinson, and Unger 2013, 70–87) and “Make it happen”-sections 
with practical instructions on how to get started (Edwards, Robinson, and Unger 2013, 206; 218). In 
light of the historical writings and the American tradition presented here, Edwards, Robinson and 
Unger both represent a “link between the peoples’ university ideals of the past and the community-
based library of the present” (McCook 2013, x), by providing a twenty-first-century analysis to an old 
and persistent library function. As stated by McCook in the foreword to the book: “Adult education and 
lifelong learning, including community discussion groups, have persisted as a key public library 
function (…) However, analysis has been needed” (McCook 2013, ix). By drawing on community 
development theory, the book represents something historical and at the same time something very 
contemporary. McCook captures this very precisely: “[This book] synthesizes the public library 
traditions of lifelong learning, extension of the public sphere, and civic engagement to locate the library 
at the center of the nation’s many cities, towns, and rural localities” (McCook 2013, x).  
 

                                                           
7 McClure lists eight public library roles in relation to library services: 1) community activities center, 2) community information 
center, 3) formal education support center, 4) independent learning center, 5) popular materials library, 6) preschoolers door to 
learning, 7) reference library, and 8) research center (McClure 1987 in McCook 2011, 204) 
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Summing up 

In America, there is a long tradition not just for having programs in relation to public libraries, but also 
for reflecting on, describing, surveying and assessing this part of library practice. Referring to the initial 
quote, already in the late 1930s, the question of the propriety or raison d’être of activities such as 
lectures, forums, and other types of informal adult education mentioned by Johnson is raised. Programs 
and programming activity in the US are closely related to adult education activity and the social role of 
the library. Since the 1950s, there has been a tradition for research-based literature, presenting 
scientifically conducted studies, most often survey studies, exploring the extent of programming across 
American public libraries. Since the 1970s, experience-based literature such as how-to-manuals and 
guidebooks, aiming at inspiring and teaching librarians how to do programs, has been an area of 
increasing interest. The “Programming Librarian” web-site (cf. Introduction) is an example of the 
strong community amongst librarians working with programs. Moreover, the support by ALA since the 
1950s and the establishment of the PPO has had an influence on the field literature and the 
development of these phenomena.  
 
 

A British tradition 

 

“Since the inception of public libraries over a hundred years ago librarians have seized upon 

certain issues of intensive and extensive debate, amongst them being open access, the 

provision of popular fiction and, not least in controversy, extension activities” (Jolliffe 1968, 

28). 

 

Extension work  

As the famous British librarian and writer Harold Jolliffe states in the quote above, extension activities 
have been an issue of intensive and extensive debate in England and in the UK broadly. Already in 1922, 
the British literature scholar Ernest A. Baker writes about “library extension” and “extension work” 
(96-134) in his book about the public library. According to Baker: "Libraries, like the books they house 
and distribute, have multiplex reasons for their existence. Their highest aim, like that of education 
itself, is to promote the mental and spiritual life of the community; they are humanist foundations" 
(Baker 1922, 74). Examples of library extension work include lectures, tutorial classes, (library) 
exhibitions, reading circles, dramatic and other circles as well as relation to and collaboration with 
institutions outside of the library such as schools and museums (Baker 1922, 100-134). In his 
descriptions of extension work, Baker supports the idea of the public library as “the people’s institute”: 
“In reality, Library Extension is a return to the broader idea of the people’s institutes. The lectures, 
reading circles, meetings for study and discussion, the co-operative alliances with energetic bodies 
such as the Workers’ Educational Association, the local field club, scientific society, or the like, the 
close relations with schools and all intellectual agencies, are revivals and developments of the social 
efforts at adult education which gave life to those institutions in the early nineteenth century” (Baker 
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1922, 99). As such, there is a close link between extension work and what is termed (adult) educational 
activities in the American tradition. This link is made explicit by Baker, referring to library extension 
as closely related to “university extension” (Baker 1922, 96). According to Baker, such activities which 
are means to library extension “should be an important part of the library service when this is 
reorganized on a national basis” (Baker 1922, 99). “Library Extension is closely analogous to the more 
familiar phrase University Extension. It stands for various activities that go outside, often far outside, 
the province marked out by the Public Library Acts, yet are natural if not inevitable corollaries of the 
educational and social doctrines that formulated those Acts” (Baker 1922, 96). According to Baker, 
library extension work and the various activities “carry the services and influence of the library into 
other spheres - the school, the home, the voluntary association - and expand its functions from the 
mechanical disposal of books as stock-in-trade to their treatment as atoms packed with vital force, 
electrons charged with incalculable energies capable of working great consequences in that susceptible 
religion, human life” (Baker 1922, 96 emphasis added).  

In Baker’s description of extension work and activities, there is thus a close link between 
extension work and publicity. This link is made explicit in the book Library extension work and publicity 
by the influential British librarian and UNESCO representative Lionel Roy McColvin (1927). McColvin 
addresses “(…) not only direct publicity but everything which a librarian may do in answer to the self-
question, “How can I make my library more useful to more people?” (McColvin 1927, 18). Here, 
extension work is described as a way to extend the library and its services and widening its user-base, 
related (directly or indirectly) to publicity, stressing, however, that “it will be seen that we are dealing 
with more than just ‘advertising’” (McColvin 1927, 17). Examples of library extension work include 
lectures, book talks, readings, gramophone recitals and film showings. Just like Baker, McColvin is of 
the opinion that “the chief ideal of everyone connected with the library movement is that it shall render 
its maximum service to humanity” (McColvin 1927, 19). In order to do so, publicity is a necessity but it 
servers a greater good. Thus, the main “aims of library publicity” are to “inform the public of the extent 
of library provision” and “to lead people to a realisation of the functions of books” (McColvin 1927, 19).  

Arguing for these kinds of activities as a way to promote the use of the library – and its books – 
McColvin addresses the chief objection behind having lectures: “The chief objection is that single 
lectures often have little educational value that they tend to become recreational and lead nowhere. 
How valid this objection is depends upon the kind of lecture and upon our aims. What, indeed, are our 
aims?” (McColvin 1927, 87 emphasis added). Answering this question, McColvin continues: “Library 
lectures can achieve four objects:–They can attract readers, they can help existing readers by 
introducing them to fresh interests and by indicating a method of approach to the literature of a subject, 
they can have a definite educational value (apart from books or libraries), and they can have an intrinsic 
recreational value” (McColvin 1927, 87). Continuing: “We are not, however, recommending the purely 
recreational lecture, or suggesting that we should go a stage or two further and run a cabaret” (McColvin 
1927, 87). This view has changed along with changes in society and thus, the needs of the community. 
In the introduction to his later publication on Public library extension, McColvin (1950) reflects on this 
development: “the higher the educational and social status of a community and its members, the more 
developed, more complex the economic and cultural environment, the more extensive and varied 
become the functions of library services” (McColvin 1950, ix). 

That extension work has become a widespread part of public library practice in the late 1950s is 
the subject of an article in The Library World from 1959 by the British librarian F. W. S. Baguley. In this 
article, Baguley provides an insight into the extent of extension work taking place in relation to British 
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public libraries: “Extension work in one form or another is practiced by almost every library authority 
in the country. This much can be discovered by browsing through annual reports, articles and letters in 
professional press, and in the reports of the library activities in local newspapers” (Baguley 1959, 81). 
Like several of his American colleagues, Baguley addresses the lack of a general definition of these 
phenomena: “After hearing and reading the pronouncements of librarians about this work, it becomes 
obvious that there is no exact definition for extension work, and that what is basic librarianship to some 
is extension work to others” (Baguley 1959, 81). Baguley expresses a general concern of the time, which 
is found in the American field literature as well; a concern that this time-consuming work will derive 
time and resources from other – more important – library services. “Whilst librarians take on this work 
and usually do it ably and bring credit to their libraries, it is regrettable if it means giving up time which 
could better be spent in raising the standards in the library itself” (Baguley 1959, 84). Although 
sceptical or even critical towards this time-consuming work, Baguley also seems to acknowledge the 
potential of having programs in relation to public libraries, although he stresses that the realization of 
this potential lies in the hands of the librarian: “In general, it might be said that extension work is the 
projection of the librarian and his service out into the community he serves. If, by contact with these 
activities, the citizen is persuaded that the library is a major cultural force in the community, then time 
and money spent are thoroughly justified” (Baguley 1959, 84 emphasis added). Here, Baguley is 
stressing the importance of the librarian in whether or not programming activity is successful vis-à-vis 
whether or not resources are justified.  
 
In the book Public Library Extension Activities from 1968 (first published in 1962), British librarian and 
writer Harold Jolliffe points out the discrepancy between the use of the term “extension work” in Britain 
and in the US. Referring to The Librarians' Glossary by Leonard Montague Harrod from 1938, Jolliffe 
explains how the two “slightly different” descriptions of “extension work” and “library extension” 
illustrate this confusion: “Logically, of course, library extension means precisely what it says, i.e., the 
extension and development of the library service itself by way of the provision of branch, hospital and 
prison libraries, specialized departments, etc. Outside the USA, however, the term ‘extension activity’, 
as Harrod indicates, means something different unless, as some librarians would indeed argue, the 
provision of lectures, discussion groups, etc., is considered to be an integral part of library 
development” (Jolliffe 1968, 21). By highlighting this discrepancy, Jolliffe draws attention to “a 
confusion in terminology which needs some clarification” (Jolliffe 1968, 21): “Extension work in this 
country today varies very considerably from town to town, county to county, and even within a single 
authority, for in the larger libraries it is fairly common to see activity flourish in one branch library and 
to be almost completely ignored in another. There is also some variety in time so that a library at one 
stage of its history may embark on an extension programme and after a period abandon that programme 
almost entirely, perhaps resuming it once more in whole or in part a few years later. Much obviously 
depends on the librarian concerned, whether he be chief or departmental head, on his attitude to 
librarianship and, sometimes, on his own personal interests” (Jolliffe 1968, 3). Here Jolliffe points at an 
essential aspect of public library programming; the role of the librarian and it is made clear that 
sometimes it even comes down to the personal interests of the librarian.  

The emphasis on the personality of the librarian is also found in the publication Library Services 
for Children in the UK 1960-1974 by English library researcher Alec Ellis (1974): “The broad pattern of 
extension activities was already set by 1960, although some innovations were made which, if not 
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original, were new to Britain. The Bourdillon Report8 commented favourably on the wide range of 
activities which was undertaken in most of the larger and some of the smaller municipal libraries, and 
in the larger country branches, particularly where qualified staff had been appointed” (Ellis 1974, 19 
referring to the Bourdillon Report 1962, 24). Reflecting an inspiration from the US, Ellis provides an 
example of how the personality and enthusiasm of an individual librarian have been considered a key 
asset in programming activity: “In the United States it was usual, in such places as Brooklyn, to hold 
story hours in the parks under a large umbrella, and Janet Hill, the dynamic children’s librarian at 
Lambeth, adopted this practice and organized sessions in local parks during the summer months, an 
activity which deserved a degree of emulation which it did not receive” (Ellis 1974, 20).  

Focussing on services and programs for children, Ellis presents a highly overlooked aspect of 
extension work. Ellis mentions a range of different types of programs offered for children and young 
people in the UK between 1960 and 1974: Story hours to pre-school children, playgroups, travelling 
storytelling; coloured filmstrips of picture books; storytelling in bookmobiles and in local parks; 
reading circles; play reading groups; competitions and quizzes and reading clubs (Ellis 1974, 19-20). 
Ellis also provides useful insights into the extent and practicalities of programming activity: “Naturally, 
it would be difficult for country libraries to plan regular programmes of activities in rural areas during 
the winter months as in the boroughs, but the authorities which provided a mobile service during the 
summer also organized story-telling sessions, which in wet weather might be held in a church hall or 
school, or even the van itself” (Ellis 1974, 19-20). Touching on issues such as limited budget and 
resources, Ellis comments on the printed publicity in the form of brochures and other material: “In 
practice, of course, the financial resources of many libraries did not allow then to issue printed publicity 
(…)” (Ellis 1974, 19). However, from 1965 some libraries in London (such as Camden, Lambeth and 
Southwark) “organized children’s arts and book festivals for which they published very attractive and 
informative brochures and other material” (Ellis 1974, 19). Also, Ellis mentions that is was customary 
for “a programme of pre-fair activity to be undertaken” before such festivals and events “in order to 
stimulate interest” (Ellis 1974, 20).  

Until now, the literature presented here has been concentrating on and depicted from a focus on 
the librarian(s) and their communities, whilst the role of the library users and program participants has 
been highly absent. Ellis mentions the users in relation to programs for children: “In an endeavour to 
stimulate user participation, the traditional reading circles, play reading groups, competitions and 
quizzes were organised by some librarians, the two latter activities being undertaken by more than 30% 
of the public libraries in the Library Association survey” (Ellis 1974, 20). Although relatively few 
librarians had reading clubs, some ingenious experiments were made to encourage reading” amongst 
children. For example, “Children in Leicestershire in 1966 were able to become Biblionauts, and it was 
possible for those who read and knew the contents of sufficient books to become “explorers of the world 
of books”. Similarly, children at Hull in the same year who joined the Bookworm Club could graduate 
to the status of Giant Bookworms” (Ellis 1974, 20). 
 

                                                           
8 “Standards of public library service in England and Wales (Bourdillon Report) published by the Ministry of Education. Outlined 
benchmarks for the ‘basic requirements for an efficient public library” (Davies 2008, 11) 
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Cultural activities  

The term “cultural activities” can be said to take over from extension activities in the UK during the 
1960s and 1970s. Reflecting a focus on both the individual and the community as well as a broad 
understanding of culture, “cultural activities” are closely related to what is termed extension activities. 
In an article on the history of the public library and the arts from 1986, former Director of Libraries and 
Arts, Camden, W.R. Maidment stresses this connection by stating that “[t]hese things, although 
becoming a little more common during the 1930s, were rarely called arts or cultural programmes. Under 
the heading of "library extension activities" they were just as valuable and appeared more likely to be 
accepted as within the law, extension work with children being most readily approved” (Maidment 
1986, 34 emphasis added). As Maidment stresses introductory: “It is not unfair to say that the arts in 
association with public libraries have been hampered in Britain (1) by financial restrictions (2) by legal 
restrictions and (3) by the deliberate choice of librarians and library authorities” (Maidment 1986, 33). 
Maidment stresses 1962 as a notable year in relation to extension activities, because of the book on 
Extension Work by Harold Jolliffe (Jolliffe 1962) and “the publication of the Bourdillon report on 
Standards of public library service in England and Wales which expressed approval of these services 
‘beyond the provision of books and information’ (…)” (Maidment 1986, 33).  

“The Unesco Public Library Manifesto included a reference to a wide range of activities 
appropriate to the library which is regarded as the natural cultural centre for the community. In spite 
of this guidance, all leading in the same direction, there are still librarians who have doubts about 
departing very far from the basic service (…) As late as 1980, the ALA World encyclopaedia put the 
position neatly by stating that the subject is less controversial but still a matter for debate. The list of 
activities which the encyclopaedia gives in the section on public libraries indicates that what is actually 
happening in America parallels much that can be found in the United Kingdom and in some other 
countries” (Maidment 1986, 36). “For most of their history public libraries have not had to compete for 
funds with many other cultural or leisure services provided by local authorities. In the 1930s, as noted 
above the case for libraries and arts could be supported because, unless the library provided these 
worthwhile activities, nobody would. Today, the strongest argument may be that if the library does not 
offer them some other department of the local authority undoubtedly will. In a competition for public 
funds to cater for increased leisure the library may be forgotten if all the exciting things are centred 
elsewhere” (Maidment 1986, 38). 

In the UK, cultural activities are understood as a relatively broad term. In a report from 1975 on 
Cultural Activities at Public Libraries in Britain and Wales, the term is referring to “all the activities of 
an artistic, literary, or intellectual character that help people to explore and acquire a richer 
understanding of the society of which they form part, especially its history, its potentialities, its 
problems, and its heritage” (Department of Education and Science 1975, 11). Exhibitions, music 
recitals, lectures, and poetry readings are listed as examples of cultural activities, which “may well be 
able to enlarge opportunities for the enjoyment of the satisfactions that come with a variety of forms 
of creative activity (…)” (Department of Education and Science 1975, 11). However, there is more to the 
cultural activities than encouraging the execution and appreciation of art, music, literature and drama. 
As an alternative starting point for new cultural activities the department suggests “the growing public 
concern about the environment as an example” (Department of Education and Science 1975, 11), thus, 
expressing a concern about both community life and the lives of individuals as central to cultural 
activities in the public libraries activities. “We are concerned both with the enrichment of community 
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life and with the enrichment of the lives of individuals; a rich community is one which gives a large 
number of people the chance to pursue their own artistic, literary, and intellectual interests (interests 
which it is easy to denigrate as "hobbies" unless one happens to share them oneself)" (Department of 
Education and Science 1975, 11). This quote illustrates quite well that programs were considered 
something more than stimulating interests, they were also meant to pursue these interests or hobbies, 
which should not be understood condescending (cf. Johnson 1938 and his commentary on hands-on 
experiences).  

At the time, the focus on cultural activities was closely linked to a cultural and recreational role 
of the public library as a part of the development of more leisure time. Bob Usherwood was a key 
proponent of this development towards “the librarianship of leisure” (Usherwood 1979, 7). Arguing 
that the public library is a fundamentally different place than other professionals in the leisure 
industry, Usherwood did not share the concerns of the opponents of this development; that this will 
devour the profession of librarianship as one concerned with ideas and information. Instead, 
Usherwood argues that there is a “need to discover the librarianship element in leisure” as he continues 
“courses on leisure activities for librarians contain little or nothing on librarianship” (Usherwood 1979, 
7). Arguing in favour of the offering of leisure activities – or programs – Usherwood stresses how 
librarians have, since the 1850s been “involved in this kind of activity” and how he hope they will 
continue to be (Usherwood 1979, 9): “Librarians are, then, legitimately involved in some parts of the 
recreational area. They have an obvious role as distributors of leisure consumables such as books, 
pictures or sounds recordings. Libraries are sources of information and ideas about the widest range of 
recreational activities and in some cases may be producers of leisure products, for example books, 
postcards, maps or “live” events”. 
 

Summing up 

Extension and expansion are words closely related to programming activity and very present in the 
British field literature. Here, the librarian is described as the carrier of the libraries’ services and 
especially in the early literature, the importance of individuals is emphasised (cf. Baker 1922; Jolliffe 
1968; Ellis 1974). Descriptions of how librarians through extension activities are “carrying the services 
and influence of the library into other spheres” (cf. Baker 1922, 96) illustrate the close link between 
outreach activities and extension activities since the 1920s. Like in the American tradition, there is a 
close link between these services and the educational role of the public library as a humanist 
institution; expanding the provision of more books to more people and attracting more users. But these 
activities are not just “advertising” (McColvin 1927). The intentions behind library extension are from 
the beginning to increase the quality of life. When the terminologies change in around the 1970s, the 
cultural role of the public library as a provider of quality leisure activities is emphasised. However, the 
ideas behind these services are similar to those behind the extension activities. Quoting the 1975 report 
from the Department Education and Science on public libraries and cultural activities: “We are 
concerned both with the enrichment of community life and with the enrichment of the lives of 
individuals; a rich community is one which gives a large number of people the chance to pursue their 
own artistic, literary, and intellectual interests (interests which it is easy to denigrate as "hobbies" 
unless one happens to share them oneself)" (Department of Education and Science 1975, 11). The belief 
in the positive influence of recreational activities is emphasised throughout the British tradition. 
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Perhaps this is articulated most explicitly by Usherwood in his advocacy for developing “a librarianship 
of leisure” (cf. Usherwood 1979, 7). Not as an opposite to education and information but as a natural 
part of these. 
 

 

An Anglo-Scandinavian tradition 

There is a close connection between the British and the Scandinavian tradition, most explicitly found 
in proceedings and presentations from the Anglo-Scandinavian Conferences on Public Libraries, which 
took place from 1953 to 2003.9 The connection becomes evident in the use of the term “cultural 
activities” and the idea of the public library as a “cultural centre”. Especially in the early years, from 
the second conference in 1958 till the fourth conference in 1964, “cultural activities” and “extension 
activities” was on the agenda, indicating an awareness of and interest in this topic from within the 
professional library community (see also Swift 1964; Stenkilde 1964). The presentations from these 
conferences are made by librarians and are characterized by being based on anecdotal evidence rather 
than independent studies. In the proceedings from the second Anglo-Scandinavian Conference in 1958, 
we find a presentation by Finnish librarian Eila Wirla entitled “The Cultural Activities of Public 
Libraries” (Wirla 1958). In this presentation, Wirla explicitly addresses the connection between 
educational activities and cultural activities by arguing that the public library “in the first and last 
instance is an educational institution, the aim of which is to establish an interest in culture and to 
maintain and develop it. So the library is not only justified but also obliged to practice those forms of 
work which are dedicated to encourage its task” (Wirla 1958, 7). This is a very synoptic way of looking 
at public library programming activity, which encompasses the educational and the cultural role of the 
public library as establishing, maintaining and developing an interest in culture in a broad sense. 
Moreover, this quote illustrates a development in how such activities have been considered as means 
to lifelong learning by not only stimulating or establishing an interest but also by maintaining and 
developing it.  

Referring to the UNESCO publication, Adult Education Activities for Public Libraries (Sydney, 
Thomsen, and Tomkins 1950) by British librarian Edward Sydney, Danish librarian Carl Thomsen and 
American librarian Miriam Tomkins, Wirla stresses as well the international outlook in this matter. As 
a way of describing what she means by the term “cultural activities”, Wirla lists a wide range of different 
types of programs: “Book Exhibitions and Displays, Booklists, Book Talks, Film Shows, Concerts, 
Lectures, Discussion Groups, Study Groups, Courses in Children’s Literatures, Clubs for young people, 
Lunch-time Gramophone Record Concerts, Musical Evenings, Matinees, etc.” (Wirla 1958, 6). To this 
list, she adds that more examples can be found in the United States, such as “Life long education 
courses, Institute of marriage and family life, Roads to World Understanding, Worker’s Weeks, 
Community forums and Great Book Groups” (Wirla 1958, 6). Thus, addressing a discrepancy between 
an Anglo-Scandinavian and an American (programming) tradition. According to Wirla, the American 
public libraries are forerunners when it comes to programs as part of public libraries.  

                                                           
9 The Anglo-Scandinavian Public Libraries Conference is a historical corporate body, a conference, which took place every three 
years in changing locations in Scandinavia and England with participants from Scandinavian and English public libraries and 
library organizations. The first conference took place in Halmstad, Sweden, in 1953. The last conference took place in 2003 in 
England (Grubbe Jensen, Søndergaard, and Danmarks Biblioteksforening 2002, 13). 
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In correspondence to the international outlook present in the library field at the time, in a study 
on Cultural Centres, Danish librarian Ingerlise Koefoed (1967) visited cultural centres in Germany, the 
Netherlands, France and the UK in order to gather knowledge about this idea and its many different 
appearances. Returning to Denmark, Koefoed focused on examining public libraries as cultural centres. 
Part of this study consists of the first Danish investigation of the extent of public library programs. In 
reality, it was more of an informal inquiry, which was sent to 35 libraries, primarily main libraries, out 
of which 32 libraries responded (Koefoed 1967, 38). Koefoed found that art exhibitions were the type of 
program offered most often by most libraries (11 out of 32). These could be exhibitions of original 
artworks or reproductions, by local or more established artists, and they could take form as travelling 
exhibitions. In popularity, exhibitions are followed by concerts and musical evenings (offered by 9 out 
of 32 libraries). Moreover, several libraries reported providing practice rooms for local bands (Koefoed 
1967, 39-40). Twelve libraries have held writers evenings, often several programs per season. Lectures 
“seem to be more common at the libraries in the past” (Koefoed 1967, 40), however, some libraries did 
offer a series of lectures on topics such as philosophy of life, problems of the developing countries or 
modern drama. These lectures were often offered “in relation to evening schools, university extension 
or the like (…)” (Koefoed 1967, 40). Besides art exhibitions, other exhibitions such as “documentary 
exhibitions” and “exhibitions of local history” are reported as well, just like all of the libraries surveyed 
provided book exhibitions all year round (Koefoed 1967, 41). Based on her findings, Koefoed concluded 
that even though nothing general can be said about the extent of programs in relation to Danish public 
libraries from this inquiry alone, the impression is that the librarians’ attitude towards programming 
activity was generally positive. However, lack of space, staff and money – what Koefoed terms “the 
usual things” were mentioned as obstacles or impediments for further development of these activities 
(Koefoed 1967, 39).  
 
A link between a British and a Danish tradition is found in a report from the Loughborough Summer 
School in 1973; an international conference on children's literature held at Hindsgavl Castle, Denmark. 
“Americans formed the largest national group, followed by Swedes, Danes and British. In addition there 
were Dutch, Germans, Norwegians, two Frenchwomen, a Finn, an Irishwoman—about eighty in all” 
(Snodgrass 1972, 279). Reporting on his impressions from the conference, British librarian G.L.M. 
Snodgrass reflects on the similarities and differences between British and Scandinavian public libraries, 
including the activities provided by the children’s libraries: “Another difference of emphasis at least, if 
not of opinion, as between the Scandinavians and a number of the others, became noticeable when we 
looked at transparencies of activities in children's libraries, and still more when we actually visited the 
children's departments, spacious and beautifully equipped, in one or two Danish libraries” (Snodgrass 
1972, 279–80). From visits to Danish children’s libraries, Snodgrass reports that “the idea of the 
'cultural centre' is far advanced”; the children’s libraries provide plenty opportunity “for children to 
listen to music, learn and practice puppetry and a variety of crafts, and play table games. There are also, 
of course, plenty of books, but reading is one activity among many practiced in the library” (Snodgrass 
1972, 280).  

The short report by Snodgrass is important for this thesis, since it addresses points of similarities 
between the British and the Scandinavian traditions, but also, importantly, points of difference – also 
a difference of opinion. At this point in time, it seems as if the Anglo-Scandinavian focus on 
programming activity has cooled off, at least for a while. Furthermore, the focus in Denmark, at least 
according to Snodgrass, seems more substantial than that in England. According to Snodgrass, the 
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envisioned future “seems to be one in which the children's librarian becomes director of a team of 
teachers and leaders in various arts. To many of us, strongly in sympathy with the idea of a children's 
arts centre, this seemed to be the wrong way to approach it”, and he elaborates on this point of view: 
“The children's librarian of the present has not the knowledge or the training to do such a job properly, 
and in so far as the children's librarian of the future acquires them, as a number of Scandinavians urge 
that he should, he will surely be less well equipped as a librarian, have less time to concentrate on 
books, and books will be less persuasively presented to the children in his charge. Let the cobbler stick 
to his last” (Snodgrass 1972, 280 emphasis added). In this quote, Snodgrass represents some of the same 
concerns as identified by Johnson (1938) from his visits to American public libraries; that it would take 
time and focus from the core services. The saying “let the cobbler stick to his last” is an example of “the 
pure librarian”-perspective mentioned by Johnson as well. As we shall see, this envisioned future would 
not be the future of the Danish public libraries, although experiments were made (cf. Article 3). 
However, the differences of opinion point to the fact that the Anglo-Scandinavian collaboration on this 
part of library practice seems to cool off during the 1970s. This is found in more individual treatment 
of these phenomena in the literature from this point.   
 
In 1989, Bruno Kjær and Anders Ørom, two Danish library researchers from The Royal School of Library 
and Information Science conducted an extensive study of the Danish public libraries. The study aimed 
to provide insights into the current situation of Danish public libraries, in light of transformations and 
changes in the public library identity and dissemination practices. The title of the study was 
Transformation images and library cultural identities, and it was published in two parts (Kjær and Ørom 
1992a; 1992b). In the first part, Kjær and Ørom reflect on what they call the “indirect dissemination 
practices”, which includes programming activity. One of the symptoms of the transformations of the 
library-cultural identity is a general “image problem”; noticeable in ideas about what they term “the 
market” and “the living room”. Both of these ideas represent a break with the image of the library as “a 
shrine for knowledge and culture” (Kjær and Ørom, 1992a, 33-34).  The writers identify a search for 
alternative library-cultural identities as opposed to the “traditional” library identity. Kjær and Ørom 
described the library-cultural identity as a unit consisting of content and expression. Content 
understood as the “(administered) idea about culture and knowledge”, expressed in the selection of 
materials for the collections as well as ideas about dissemination. Expression understood as the “library 
image” as expressed in the library architecture, interior design and decorations, publications, external 
dissemination as well as programs and exhibitions (Kjær and Ørom 1992a, 34). Kjær and Ørom argue 
that libraries were inspired by especially the commercial sphere, and this inspiration influenced both 
the exterior and the interior of the libraries. Moreover, the transformations influenced the library 
services, including the different types of programs offered, their format and content (Kjær and Ørom 
1992a, 33).  

In the second part of their study, Kjær and Ørom report on a survey study of the “library-cultural 
identity” in relation to 1) buildings and interior design; 2) PR and external dissemination activities, and 
3) programs and exhibitions – differentiating between the two. The purpose of this part of the study 
was to shed light on which types of programs were taken place within the area referred to as 
programming activity. The survey was sent to 227 public libraries; however, only 119 responded. The 
data for this study consist of survey responses, interviews and archival source materials provided by 
some of the libraries. Besides presenting many important reflections on public library programming 
and exhibition activity, the study provides unique quantitative insights into the extent of programming 



31 
 

activity in terms of the number of programs offered. The result of their survey was a total of 2353 
exhibitions and 5467 programs (out of which 4.503 were for children). Qualitative insights into the 
different types of programs offered and the topics of these programs were provided as well. Kjær and 
Ørom divided the survey responses related to programs in six types of programs for adults and children: 
lectures, writer’s programs, film screenings, theatre, story hours (audience not specified) and “others” 
(Kjær and Ørom 1992b, 60). By focusing on the content of the programs offered, Kjær and Ørom try to 
account for specific trends or tendencies in the libraries’ programming activity (Kjær and Ørom 1992b, 
59). Kjær and Ørom found the number of exhibitions and the distribution of topics overwhelming. They 
concluded that “something is happening in the Danish library system” (Kjær and Ørom 1992b, 58).  

Kjær and Ørom mention the 1964 library Act as well as the focus on this part of library practice 
in the different reports and recommendations. Especially the recommendation from "Workgroup 6" 
expresses a positive attitude towards programming activity and in fact, suggested that it should be 
made a mandatory part of public library services: “A majority of the committee suggests that the public 
libraries should be under obligation to offer all kinds of cultural activities which can give the citizens 
the opportunity for stimulating experiences of an artistic, informative or debate-generating nature” 
(Bibliotekskommisionen 1978, 17–18). This suggestion was based on the development of public 
libraries, which in many municipalities around the country had become meeting places and centres for 
cultural activities for both children and adults, however, to a varying degree. An obligation to provide 
such activities would result in an equal distribution. The committee placed this kind of library services 
at the centre of the modern public library “on level with the library collections” 
(Bibliotekskommisionen 1978, 69–71).   

Between 1992 and 1993 sociologist Marianne Andersson and cultural sociologist and library 
researcher Dorte Skot-Hansen conducted a study on the local public library. The background of the 
study was the 1983 revision of the library Act on libraries and the decentralisation of public libraries 
from state to municipalities (Andersson, and Skot-Hansen 1994). With the title The local library: 
dismantling or developing? Andersson and Skot-Hansen engaged in a critical exploration of the situation 
of local public libraries a decade after the decentralization of the library system in 1984 where the public 
libraries became a municipal concern (Andersson and Skot-Hansen 1994, 3). The study reports on an 
extensive examination of three public libraries and the relation to their local communities. Through 
case studies, observations, qualitative interviews, two large-scale national surveys and archival source 
materials, the study aimed to provide a snapshot of the public libraries in 1992/1993 by shedding light 
on several factors behind public libraries as community institutions in the early 1990s, including the 
extent of programming activity.  

An important contribution of this study is a “model of the local library profile”, in which the 
public library is described as a cultural centre, a knowledge centre, an information centre and a social 
centre, referring to a different aspect of its ideology, mission and services offered (Andersson and Skot-
Hansen 1994, 18). A modified version of this model has become a central part of Danish library 
development (see Jochumsen, Hvenegaard Rasmussen, and Skot-Hansen 2012). Another central 
argument behind the study is that public libraries function as something more than libraries: as local 
resource centres and cultural centres. In relation to programming activity, the Andersson and Skot-
Hansen study provides important insights into the reasoning or motivation behind this service. Asked 
about the value of programming activity, more than half of the librarians consulted answer that the 
most important purpose of programming activity is to “strengthen the library’s role as a cultural 
centre”, whereas only one-fifth of the librarians answer that the most important purpose is to 
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“stimulate the use of library materials”. Less than one fifth answered that the most important purpose 
is that “local actors are heard” (Andersson and Skot-Hansen 1994, 236). A central finding is that many 
librarians consider programs as “a value in themselves” (Andersson and Skot-Hansen 1994, 236). In 
one of the interviews, a librarian says: “The programs we offer have so much value in themselves that 
I consider it an added bonus that people are made aware of the library. They [the programs] 
disseminates topics and cultural experiences as well as any book or piece of music” (Andersson and 
Skot-Hansen 1994, 236). Andersson and Skot-Hansen state that it is clearly their impression that, 
although it is not a question of either-or, this kind of service is considered “something in itself” and 
not just as an extension of the library collection or its public relations (Andersson and Skot-Hansen 
1994, 236). In the quote above, programs are compared to cultural products such as books or pieces of 
music, thus as closely related to the public library collection. And they are said to disseminate topics 
or cultural experiences just as good as such products. Thus, although programming activity is only 
directly linked to the library’s role as a cultural centre, it is considered a central part of the libraries’ 
dissemination services in the mid-1990s. In relation to programs and programming activity, the studies 
by Kjær and Ørom and Andersson and Skot-Hansen offer insights into the motivations behind this 
library practice; both by mentioning and by treating programming activity as an important part of 
public library practice. The catalyst for this practice is in both studies said to be the 1964 library Act, 
while the 1983 revision is the background or catalyst for the studies.  
 

Summing up  

The Anglo-Scandinavian tradition can be characterized by an engaged debate about this area between 
library professionals, especially present at the two Anglo-Scandinavian public library conferences 
mentioned above. The proceedings and presentations from these conferences provide important 
insights into how programming activity in public libraries was conceived both nationally and 
internationally and how librarians have used each other and their network to discuss as well as to share 
ideas and best practice. The Danish tradition for writing about programs and programming activity is 
not as established as the American and British traditions, where the writers are building on or referring 
to each. Within what can be described as a Danish tradition, although the basis for characterising this 
tradition is limited, research on programs and programming activity can be characterised as survey-
based, since all of the existing Danish studies are synchronic, covering just the year surveyed. However, 
as snapshots or status reports, these studies offer useful insights into the extent of programming 
activity and the types of programs offered in relation to Danish public libraries in the years surveyed. 
Another characteristic of the Danish tradition for writing about programs and programming activity is 
the close connection between programming activity and the cultural role of the public library (cf. 
Introduction); referring to the public library as a “cultural centre” and to programs as “cultural 
activities”. This is similar to what is found in the British and Anglo-Scandinavian traditions after the 
1960s.  
 

Findings from the field literature 

Under several different terminologies, much has been written on this topic. From reading these texts, 
we gain useful insights into the reasoning behind programs and programming activity (how the writers 
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of these texts have understood, described, discussed and reflected upon public library programs) as well 
as the motivations, impediments, concerns and catalysts related to these phenomena, revealing insight 
into changing ideas about what a public library is or what it should be.  
 

The listing strategy 

Something that has been a recurrent element in the writings presented above is the listing of different 
types of programs as a way to describe the phenomenon. I call this approach the listing strategy. The 
listing strategy is a highly descriptive way of explaining the phenomenon since it entails describing the 
phenomenon with the phenomenon. These lists can be long. LaFleur and Robotham (1981) deliver one 
of the most extensive examples of what I term the listing strategy taking up the entire first part of their 
guidebook on how to select, plan and produce library programs. In the research-based literature 
reporting on or presenting empirical studies, the listing of different types of programs is often followed 
by quantitative information about the number or percentage of the distribution of programs. Some lists 
are even followed by qualitative information about the format, content or function of the programs (see 
for example Smith 1954; Kjær and Ørom 1992b; Andersson and Skot-Hansen 1994). As an overview of 
the different types of programs offered the listing strategy can be a useful for describing the extent of 
programming activity and as an indication of which types of programs are considered most important 
at the time. However, when used alone, the listing strategy is quite superficial. Moreover, since new 
types of programs are continuously added to the list, it is a rather unpractical way of mapping the 
phenomenon.  

This leads me to a second important finding: the difficulty of categorizing programs referring 
to type alone. From reviewing the literature on these phenomena, I find that many studies, including 
my own (cf. Article 1 and Article 2) have struggled with the categorizations of different types of 
programs. This often results in the use of diverse groupings of different types of programs in categories 
such as “miscellaneous” (LaFleur and Robotham 1981, 205) and “other” (Kjær and Ørom 1992). In the 
extensive list provided by LaFleur and Robotham, they also include the category “Miscellaneous 
Programs”, which they explain as “activities that just don’t seem to fit in anywhere, although they are 
undeniably programs” (LaFleur and Robotham 1981, 205). Similar endless lists are found in the Danish 
national surveys on public library programs (cf. Introduction). To me, such lists are potential gold 
mines of information. However, such lists are also representing a limitation and a problem of 
categorization based on types of programs alone, resulting in potentially endless lists. Although it is 
superficial and unpractical, the listing strategy can be useful as a way to signal what is meant by a 
specific term and as a way to paint a picture of the diversity of programs offered by public libraries. I 
have used it myself in the introduction to this thesis. Moreover, I have found the listing strategy useful 
for answering the question behind the first part of this review: providing an overview of the different 
terminologies found when reviewing the literature.  
 

A terminological overview 

A key finding when reviewing the existing literature is all the different (and changing) terminologies, 
which have been used to describe the phenomenon that I term public library programs. In the table 
below (Table 2), I have used the listing strategy as a way to provide an overview of the different terms 
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used and the ‘types of programs’ included under these terms. This exercise has proven useful also as a 
way to support the argument that these terms are – in fact – comparable; the different terms refer to 
similar types of programs, although with some variation over time. This variation might be ascribed to 
a general expansion of programs in relation to an expansion of library collections and services (cf. 
Article 3). Thus, this overview also provides insights into the historical development of these 
phenomena. The terminological overview provides an answer to the first question behind this literature 
review. However, as mentioned by Stevenson, “[a]ll of the activities which these terms designate have 
elements of which all the terms are descriptive” (Stevenson 1963, 643-644). Meaning, educational, 
cultural and recreational activities, extension activities and publicity are all elements of the 
phenomena in question.  
 

Terms used Types of programs associated with the term  

(Adult) Education Activities / 
Educational Activity  
USA 
1850s-1960s 

Lectures, forums, informal instructions, discussion groups, book-based 
discussions, special classes, film forums and concerts (see Johnson 1938; 
Stone 1953). 

Extension Activities / 
Extension Work  
UK 
1850s-1960s 

Lectures, book talks, readings, gramophone recitals and film showings, 
exhibitions of varieties types, public lectures, concerts, discussion groups, 
poetry and play readings, story hours to pre-school children, playgroups, 
travelling storytelling, coloured filmstrips of picture books, storytelling in 
bookmobiles and in local parks, reading circles, play reading groups, 
competitions and quizzes and reading clubs (see McColvin 1927; Jolliffe 
1968; Ellis 1974). 
 

Cultural Activities / 
Cultural Activity 
UK and Anglo-Scandinavian  
From the 1950s 

Book Exhibitions and displays, book lists, book talks, film shows, concerts, 
lectures, discussion groups, study groups, courses in children’s literature, 
clubs for young people, lunch-time gramophone record concerts, musical 
evenings, matinees, life long education courses, institute of marriage and 
family life, roads to world understanding, worker’s weeks, community 
forums and great book groups, music recitals and poetry readings (Wirla 
1958; Department of Education and Science 1975) 
 

X Programs / 
X Programming 
USA 
From the 1950s 

Discussion groups, film showings, poetry readings, drama, music and 
dance, talks, demonstrations and instruction, workshops, storytelling, 
puppet shows, children’s discussion groups, children’s science programs, 
multimedia programs, tournaments, fairs, open houses, bus trips, story 
hours, literacy, English as a second language, citizenship classes, book 
discussions (see LaFleur and Robotham 1981; Pelczar et al. 2019). 
  

Kulturelle arrangementer / 
Arrangementsvirksomhed  
Denmark  
From the 1960s 

Art exhibitions, documentary exhibitions and exhibitions of local history, 
book exhibitions, concerts and musical evenings, writers’ evenings, 
lectures, writers programs, discussions- and debate programs, concerts 
(divided in live music and record concerts), “professional” theatre, film 
screenings (including screenings in relation to film clubs), “other cultural 
activities”, screenings, theatre, story hours and “others” (see Koefoed 1967; 
Bibliotekstilsynet 1976; Kjær and Ørum 1992b). 
 

 
Table 2. Overview of ‘types of programs’ listed in relation to different terminologies. 
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Summing up 

The processes of searching for and collecting literature for this review has been a trial-and-error 
process, which is best described as a snowball-effect. This means that the literature for this review does 
not represent a comprehensive overview of all that has been written about programming activity in 
relation to public libraries. It is, however, a qualified collection of relevant works, which provide 
insights into how these phenomena have been conceptualized, practised and researched. Moreover, it 
provides insights into the ideas behind programs and programming activity. Most of the literature 
presented in this review has been written by librarians or someone close to practice; either reporting 
on their own experiences from working with programming activity or the experiences of colleagues. 
Thus, a close connection between writings on this subject and the practice of programming activity is 
apparent. As such, one could say that writing about public library programming can be considered a 
practice in itself. Moreover, much of the field literature on programming activity can be seen as based 
on or reflections of ideas about what a public library is or what it should be.  

Just like the field of LIS research has been institutionalized in the 1970s, the field literature can 
be characterized by a close relation to the practice field in the sense that they are written by librarians 
or people closely associated with library associations. Most of the early writings are characterized by 
being based on descriptions, anecdotal evidence and personal experience, whereas more rigorous 
studies appears around the 1950s in the US (see Stone 1953; Smith 1954) and later in Britain and 
Scandinavia. What first appeared to me as a dichotomy between research-based writings and 
experience-based writings has turned out to be an important finding, that is, the close link between 
writings about programming and the practice of programming. This finding corresponds well with the 
fact that studies on public libraries have generally been close to the professional library field, and 
looking at programming activity this connection seems specifically strong. Especially the American 
tradition serves as an example of how writing about programming activity has become part of the 
practice in the form of how-to manuals. Building on these findings, in the following, I will present a 
theoretical framework for analysing programming activity as a practice. 
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Chapter 2 

Approaching ideas 
through practice  
 
One of the central problems of this project is how to study complex cultural phenomena such as public 
library programs and programming activity through texts; both in terms of the source materials used 
for the empirical studies (cf. Introduction) and the use of field literature presented in the previous 
chapter. Approaching the field literature as an archive of ideas providing “a synthesis of information” 
(cf. Birge 1981) about public library programs and programming activity requires a need to be motivated 
or at least concretized by a theoretical framework. This chapter presents a theoretical framework for 
approaching ideas about programs and programming activity found in the field literature through the 
use of a practice theoretical approach. 
 

Introducing practice theory  

 

“The main theoretical assumption is that activities of any kind in social life continuously have 

to be carried out and carried through and that this mundane performativity is organized through 

a multiplicity of collectively shared practices (…)” (Halkier 2011, 788 referring to Schatzki 2002, 

71-86). 

 
According to the Danish sociologist Bente Halkier, practice theory cannot be considered as one 
coherent theory; “Rather, a practice theoretical approach attempts to develop a synthesis of conceptual 
elements regarding the performing of social action” (Halkier 2011, 788 emphasis added). Thus, 
performativity is a key term in a practice theoretical approach. Referring to practice researcher 
Theodore R. Schatzki (2002), in the introductory quote above, Halkier describes the mundane 
performativity of practice as the “carrying out” of activities in social life. This performative way of 
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understanding practice is characteristic for practice theory, across differences within the theoretical 
literature and can be found applied in “various empirical fields of social and cultural research” within 
recent years (Halkier 2011, 788). As argued by Halkier (2011), practice theory is not a coherent theory 
but rather a synthesis of conceptual elements relating to the social phenomenon studied. Thus, practice 
theorists emphasize different aspects of these relationships and elaborate distinct logics. Nevertheless, 
practice theory generally subscribes to “a key set of theorizing moves” (Feldman and Orlikowski 2011, 
1241). According to organizational scholars Martha Feldman and Wanda Orlikowski (2011), there are 
especially three central theorizing moves in practice theory: (1) that situated actions are consequential 
in the production of social life, (2) that dualisms are rejected as a way of theorizing, and (3) that 
relations are mutually constitutive” (Feldman and Orlikowski 2011, 1241). Again, an understanding of 
performativity is key.  

Elaborating on these overlapping and “very abstract principles”, Feldman and Orlikowski provide 
some examples from well-known researchers who have worked with practice theory. In relation to the 
first principle, that everyday actions are consequential, they refer to the Scottish philosopher Alasdair 
MacIntyre (see MacIntyre 2007, 189–91) and his description of practice in relation to the development 
of portrait painting “(…) as driven not primarily by the external demand for portraits but by the 
standards of excellence created by practitioners through the practice of portrait painting”. According 
to this view “what makes portrait painting or any other activity a practice is that the action of engaging 
in it is consequential for the development of the activity” (Feldman and Orlikowski 2011, 1241-1242 
emphasis added), which means what is done influences what can be done. In the case of portrait 
painting, by raising the bar, so to speak. The view that practice is consequential or productive for social 
life is often “associated with a strong humanist orientation and a foregrounding of human agency. 
However, materiality (e.g. natural objects and technological artefacts) also plays an important part in 
the production of social life (see Feldman and Orlikowski 2011, 1241). A second general principle of 
practice theory is the rejection of dualism, which entails a “recognition of the inherent relationship 
between elements that have often been treated dichotomously. These includes such conceptual 
oppositions as mind and body, cognition and action, objective and subjective, structure and agency, 
individual and institutional (…)” (Feldman and Orlikowski 2011, 1242). This does not mean that 
analytical oppositions are not considered useful, but that “practice theory encourages scepticism 
toward these and the conceptual means to redefine and reintegrate concepts that have been partitioned 
and polarized in other theories” (Feldman and Orlikowski 2011, 1242). The third key principle 
mentioned by Feldman and Orlikowski is the rationality of mutual constitution, which entails “viewing 
relational as stipulating that no phenomenon can be taken to be independent of other phenomena (…)” 
(Feldman and Orlikowski 2011, 1242). “Phenomena always exist in relation to each other, produced 
through a process of mutual constitution” (Feldman and Orlikowski 2011, 1242, emphasis added), 
referring to the dual understanding of the word as both “the structure” or “nature of something” and 
“the act of establishing, making, or setting up” (‘Constitution’ 2020). Constitution is an important 
concept in practice theory since it describes the interdependence of phenomena in relation to each 
other. Having focused on what characterizes practice theory thinking, now I will turn to the question 
of what characterizes a practice.  
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The elements of a practice 

 

“A practice – a way of cooking, of consuming, of working, of investigating, of taking care of 

oneself or of others, etc. – forms so to speak a ‘block’ whose existence necessarily depends on 

the existence and specific interconnectedness of these elements, and which cannot be reduced 

to any one of these single elements” (Reckwitz 2002, 249–50). 

 
According to German sociologists and cultural theorist Andreas Reckwitz, in order to clarify what 
practices are it is necessary to distinguish between the words “practice” and “practices” since the 
meaning of these words is, in fact, quite different. The German words Praxis and Praktiken make this 
difference clear. Practice in its singular form (referring to Praxis) can be defined as “(…) merely an 
emphatic term to describe the whole of human action (in contrast to ‘theory’ and mere thinking)” 
(Reckwitz 2002, 249). Practices, on the other hand, is something else as they relate to the theory of 
social practices. A ‘practice’ (as in Praktik) is a routinized type of behaviour, which consists of several 
elements, interconnected to one other (Reckwitz 2002). According to Reckwitz, elements of a practice 
are body and bodily activities; mind and mentally activities; things and their use; knowledge (in 
different forms); discourse/language; structure/process; and agent/individual (see Reckwitz 2002, 249–
56). These different elements of practice are important since they make up what Reckwitz terms the 
“block” of a practice and can be used to analyse practices.  

Body/bodily activities: According to Reckwitz, a practice can be understood as “the regular, 
skilful ‘performance’ of (human) bodies (Reckwitz 2002, 251). Thus, the body and bodily activities is a 
central element in practice theory. This does not mean that practices have to be specifically physical in 
order to be understood as a practice; intellectual activities such as talking, reading and writing are also 
considered bodily activities. “The body is thus not a mere ‘instrument’ which ‘the agent’ must ‘use’ in 
order to ‘act’, but the routinized actions are themselves bodily performances (which does not mean 
that a practice consists only of these movements and of nothing more, of course)” (Reckwitz 2002, 251). 

Mind/mental activities: A practice consists of both the mental and the bodily activities, crossing 
“(…) the distinction between the allegedly inside and outside of mind and body” (Reckwitz 2002, 252). 
Referring to the dissociation from dualisms (cf. Feldman and Orlikowski 2011, 1242), in practice theory, 
there should be no distinction between an inner and an outer realm since both “(…) bodily and mental 
patterns are necessary components of practices and thus of the social” (Reckwitz 2002, 252). According 
to Reckwitz, practices are always social. In fact, Reckwitz argues, claiming that practice is social is 
tautological, since a practice “is a ‘type’ of behaving and understanding that appears at different locales 
and at different points of time and is carried out by different body/minds” (Reckwitz 2002, 250). That 
practice is always social; however, “does not necessarily presuppose ‘interaction’ (…)” (Reckwitz 2002, 
250). 

Things and their use: According to Reckwitz, things and their use is an important element of 
practice. As he states, at first “[i]t might sound trivial to stress that in order to play football we need a 
ball and goals as indispensable ‘resources’. Maybe it is less trivial, meanwhile (…) to point out that 
writing, printing and electronic media ‘mould’ social (here, above all, discursive) practices, or, better, 
they enable and limit certain bodily and mental activities, certain knowledge and understanding as 
elements of practices (…)” (Reckwitz 2002, 252–53).  
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Reckwitz argues that the understanding of things in practice theory differs from the 
understanding of things in cultural theory, as cultural theories generally approach things (e.g. artworks 
or artefacts) from the common viewpoint “that they are primarily objects of knowledge and thus a 
cultural symbol” (Reckwitz 2002, 253). From this perspective “things are not used, they are known and 
interpreted, they are objects of the knowing subject” (Reckwitz 2002, 253). From a practice theory 
perspective, Reckwitz argues, “(…) things also appear as always-already-interpreted – but here they 
are things to be handled and constitutive elements of forms of behavior” (Reckwitz 2002, 253 emphasis 
added). Most apparently, in this distinction between cultural theory and practice theory is the idea of 
artworks as unique objects with a value in themselves. In relation to the study of public library programs 
and programming activity this understanding of things is key to the understanding of how things in the 
form of media and materials (e.g. books, films or papier-mâché) can be seen as constitutive elements 
of a practice but not (necessarily) as cultural symbols or unique objects but as things to be handled.   

Knowledge: According to Reckwitz, knowledge is a constitutive element of practice. Reckwitz 
argues that knowledge in relation to practice theory “is more complex than ‘knowing that’. It embraces 
ways of understanding, knowing how, ways of wanting and of feeling that are linked to each other within 
a practice” (Reckwitz 2002, 253 emphasis added). This is a useful way of conceptualizing knowledge 
and knowledge creation in relation to the study of programming activity, since I claim that the field 
literature reflects ideas, ways of wanting and feeling expressed in the motivations or intentions behind 
programming activity as a practice. According to Feldman and Orlikowski, in practice theory knowing 
is understood as “the knowledgeability that is continually enacted through ongoing action. Such an 
understanding rejects the traditional dualism set up between knowledge that exists “out there” 
(encoded in external objects, routines, or systems) and knowledge that exists “in here” (embedded in 
human brains, bodies, or communities). Rather, “knowing is an ongoing social accomplishment, 
constituted and reconstituted in everyday practice” (…)” (Feldman and Orlikowski 2011, 1243). Thus, 
stressing the performativity of practice. 

Discourse/Language: According to Reckwitz, discourse practices as merely “one type of 
practices among others” (Reckwitz 2002, 254). Like a practice, a discursive practice “also contains 
bodily patterns, routinized mental activities – forms of understanding, know-how (…), and motivation 
– and above all, objects (from sounds to computers) that are linked to each other” (Reckwitz 2002, 255). 
Importantly, Reckwitz stresses, discursive practices are not structurally different to non-discursive 
practices, in the sense that “‘language exists only in its (routinized) use’: in discursive practices the 
participants ascribe, in a routinized way, certain meaning to certain objects (which thus become ‘signs’) 
to understand other objects, and above all, in order to do something” (Reckwitz 2002, 255). In this study, 
I look at the field literature as an example of discursive practice and as a constituting part of 
programming activity as a practice. Moreover, the source materials used for the two empirical studies 
(e.g. the flyers and the monthly reports) can also be understood as discursive practices. I will return to 
this point in the methodological reflections (see Chapter 3).   

Structure/Process: According to Reckwitz, “the nature of social structure consists of 
routinization” (Reckwitz 2002, 255), referring to the argument that social practices are routines. “Yet 
the idea of routines necessarily implies the idea of a temporality of structure: routinized social practices 
occur in the sequence of time, in repetition: social order is thus basically social reproduction” (Reckwitz 
2002, 255). This is an essential reflection for the diachronic reading of the development of public library 
programs and programming activity in a historical perspective presented in this thesis. When structures 
‘break’ or ‘shift’, it is due to “everyday crises of routines, in constellations of interpretative 
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interdeterminacy and of the inadequacy of knowledge with which the agent, carrying out a practice, is 
confronted in the face of a ‘situation’” (Reckwitz 2002, 255). Thus, according to Reckwitz, from a 
practice theory perspective changes do not necessarily depend on political or economic changes outside 
of the practice, but can be found in everyday crisis within a practice. I will be returning to this argument 
in the synthesis as a way to understand and detect changes when addressing the question of what 
characterizes the development of programming activity as a practice.  

The Agent/Individual: “In practice theory, agents are body/minds who ‘carry’ and ‘carry out’ social 
practices” (Reckwitz 2002, 256). As “carriers of a practice, they are neither autonomous nor the 
judgmental dopes who conform to norms: They understand the world and themselves, and use know-
how and motivational knowledge, according to the particular practice” (Reckwitz 2002, 256). Reckwitz 
argues that agents “(…) ‘consist in’ the performance of practices” (Reckwitz 2002, 256). Thus, agents 
are a comprised part of practice; both as the “carries” of a practice and as shaping the practice through 
their everyday mundane performance of practices. In practice theory, the individual is distinguished 
from the agent as the “unique crossing point of practices” (Reckwitz 2002, 256), meaning there are 
multiple social practices, and as agents carry out these practices, the individual necessarily moves 
between practices. Of central importance for this thesis is the distinction between agent and individual, 
which I will return to in the synthesis (see Chapter 5).  

Reckwitz writes within a cultural theory tradition, contributing to the development of 
“culturalist theorizing” (cf. Reckwitz 2002). In the following, I will elaborate on the use of practice 
theory in the study of culture.  
 

Understanding culture as practice 

 

“By taking culture out of the realm of individual subjectivity (or the realm of transcendent 

values hovering over or behind social action), the turn to discourse and practices gave the study 

of culture an empirical object” (Swidler 2001, 84). 

 
Writing about culture as practice, American sociologist Ann Swidler makes the link between practices 
and routines visible by describing the taken-for-granted-ness and spontaneity that characterizes 
practices: “Practices can be the routines of individual actors, inscribed in the ways they use their bodies, 
in their habits, in their taken-for-granted sense of space, dress, food, musical taste–in the social 
routines they know so well as to be able to improvise spontaneously without a second thought (…)” 
(Swidler 2001, 83–84). Moreover, an more importantly in relation to this thesis, “[p]ractices can also be 
trans-personal, imbedded in the routines organizations use to process people and things, in the taken-for-
granted criteria that separate one category of person or event from another – ‘art’ from what is not art 
(…), or the sane from the mad (…)” (Swidler 2001, 84 emphasis added). This is an important argument 
since, in many ways, the development of programming activity seems to have been driven by trans-
personal practices imbedded in organizational routines rather than well through-through or planned 
strategies or ideas. An example is a need for asking “why are we doing this?” found in the field literature 
(cf. Stevenson 1963).  
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According to Swidler, for cultural sociologists such as Max Weber and Talcott Parsons, ideas 
(Weber) and values (Parsons) are central terms in the study of culture. Both Weber and Parsons “shared 
the assumption that these cultural elements operated by providing the ends towards which actors 
(individual or collective) directed their action (…)” (Swidler 2001, 83). According to Swidler, studies of 
culture have often “depended on showing that certain cultural elements, whether ideas or values, 
actually operated subjectively, in the heads of actors, so that ‘the “world images” that have been created 
by “ideas” have, like switchmen, determined the tracks along which action has been pushed by the 
dynamic of interest’” (Swidler 2001, 83 referring to Weber 1946). The problems with these types of 
studies were that cultural theorists “had difficulty finding such ideas in any coherent or consensual 
form in the heads of particular actors (…) or showing that these ideas really influenced action (…)” 
(Swidler 2001, 83). Introducing practice theory in the study of culture has helped to solve “the problem 
of the subjectivity of meaning” by de-emphasizing “what was going on in the heads of the actors, either 
individuals or collectives” (Swidler 2001, 83). Instead, practice or “‘practices’ understood as routine 
activities” is emphasised (Swidler 2001, 83). “Whether ‘practices’ refer to individual habits or 
organizational routines, a focus on practices shifts attention away from what may or may not go on in 
actor’s consciousness–their ideas or value commitments–and towards the unconscious or automatic 
activities embedded in taken-forgranted routines” (Swidler 2001, 84). By introducing practice theory, 
or a practice theoretical approach, the level of sociological attention “moves ‘down’ (…) from conscious 
ideas and values to the physical and the habitual. This move down is complemented by a move ‘up’, 
from ideas located in individual consciousness to the impersonal arena of ‘discourse’” (Swidler 2001, 
84). This move of attention is illustrated in the figure below (see Figure 2).  
 

 
Figure 2. Illustration of the relationship between ideas, practices and discourses (inspired by Swidler 

2001, 84). 
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The development from ideas to practices (and practice discourses) has become defining for my reading 
of the field literature and the source materials as examples of a discourse practice. However, it is 
important to stress here that I am not performing a discourse analysis of the field literature or the 
source materials. Instead, I use the understandings presented here as a way to approach the field 
literature and source materials as examples of a practice discourse. Practice discourse is understood 
here as an element of practice (cf. Reckwitz 2002). Why is this focus on practice discourse important? 
As Swidler explains, a focus on discourses “permits attention to meaning without having to focus on 
whether particular actors believe, think, or act on any specific ideas” (Swidler 2001, 84 emphasis added). 
Since discourse, like language, “is conceived to be the impersonal medium through which (with which) 
thought occurs”, a focus on discourse “reintroduces the world of language, symbols, and meanings 
without making them anyone-in-particular’s meanings” (Swidler 2001, 84). This is an important 
argument, since the analysis carried of discourse practices (in the form of field literature and textual 
source materials) cannot identify or validate if or how specific actions have in fact been carried out. It 
can only, interpretably, approach ideas, meanings and values mentioned explicitly or implicitly in these 
discourses (texts) without making them “anyone-in-particular’s meaning”.  

According to Swidler, the “conceptualization of ‘culture’ as practices in interaction with 
discourse” (Swidler 2001, 84) solves the problem of finding an observable and empirical object for the 
study of culture; “Geertz’s great accomplishment was to make culture a matter of publicly observable 
symbols and rituals – the organization, in short, of discourses and practices, rather than something 
hidden away in individual consciousness (…)” (Swidler 2001, 84–85). Understanding ideas through 
discourses and practices can be related to what Schatzki calls “a ‘nexus of doings and sayings’ 
(Schatzki)”, which “is not only understandable to the agent or the agents who carry it out, it is likewise 
understandable to potential observers (at least within the same culture)” (Reckwitz 2002, 250 with 
reference to Schatzki 1996). According to Schatzki, “the consolidation of action and practice rests on 
the realization that practices are composed of the doings and sayings of individuals” (Schatzki 1996, 
136). “An integrative practice is social in the additional sense that its organization is expressed in the 
nexus of doings and sayings that compose it, as opposed to the individual doings and sayings involved”. 
Elaborating on this understanding of practice, Schatzki uses an example of professional practice: “(…) 
a firm's employees perform actions that individually express particular components of the hierarchized 
field of ends, tasks, and purposes that characterizes business practices in the firm. Not only, however, 
does anyone action do this only in conjunction with other actions' doing so, but the hierarchy is 
expressed as a hierarchy only in these actions taken as a set. This situation is reflected in the fact that 
the teleological organization is attributed to the firm, not its employees. Parallel remarks apply to the 
rules and understandings that organize integrative practices since participants observe different 
subsets of a practice's rules and act out of different subarrays of its understandings” (Schatzki 1996, 
105).  

Understanding practice as “a nexus of doings and sayings” makes it possible for me to use these 
texts as a way to engage with and understand the practice of programming activity through texts. 
Focusing on practice discourse as the (written) activity of practice helps me keeping the specific actors 
or writers at a distance, while still paying attention to the explicit and implicit ideas and values 
mentioned in the texts. The focus is, thus, relocated from ideas and values as inherent in the minds of 
these actors and writers to the inter-personal values and ideas embedded in identifiable objects (texts) 
making up the practice discourse. According to Swidler, the focus on practices and discourses has 
solved, or at least transformed, the problem of analysing culture as action. As she elaborates: “[i]f 
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culture is only practices, the problematic relationship of culture to action disappears” (Swidler 2001, 
85) since cultural practices are action: “Culture cannot be treated as some abstract stuff in people’s 
heads which might or might not cause their action. Rather cultural practices are action, action 
organized according to some more or less visible logic, which the analyst need only describe” (Swidler 
2001, 85 emphasis in original). However, as Swidler points out, “defining the nature of this ‘logic’ (…) 
becomes a primary challenge for cultural analysis” (Swidler 2001, 85). The understanding of culture as 
performative practices, solves the problem of the causal relationship of culture and action, referring to 
the causal connection between one form of behaviour and another. This problem is, however, “linked 
to a larger and more unmanageable problem, that of the relationship of culture to structure” (Swidler 
2001, 86). The question is, what structures culture as a practice? This leads me to the important 
concepts of structures and schemas. 
 

Structures and schemas  

 

“Sewell (1992:13) departs from Giddens in seeing structure as ‘composed simultaneously of 

schemas, which are virtual, and of resources, which are actual.’ A schema is what makes a 

resource meaningful as a resource (…) but resources are actual in the sense that the schema 

alone will not bring them into being or determine how much of them one can lay hold of” 

(Swidler 2001, 87 with reference to Sewell 1992, emphasis added).  

 
According to Swidler, structures and schemas are central concepts for understanding cultural practices. 
In fact, culture can in itself be considered as a form of structured practice (Swidler 2001, 87). With 
reference to American historian and political scientists William H. Sewell (1985) and his manifesto 
about culture and structure, Swidler points out that “we must learn to think of ‘ideology’ as itself a 
‘structure,’ as ‘anonymous, collective, and constitutive of social order.’” (Swidler 2001, 86–87). Sewell 
defines structure itself as enacted schemas; “The various schemas that make up structures are, to quote 
Giddens, “generalizable procedures applied in the enactment/reproduction of social life.” They are 
“generalizable” in the sense that they can be applied in or extended to a variety of contexts of 
interaction. Such schemas or procedures (…) can be used not only in the situation in which they are fist 
learned or most conventionally applied. They can be generalized–that is, transposed or extended–to 
new situations when the opportunity arises” (Sewell 1992, 8 referring to Giddens). According to Sewell, 
“This generalizability or transportability of schemas is the reason they must be understood as virtual. To 
say that schemas are virtual is to say that they cannot be reduced to their existence in any particular 
practice or any particular location in space and time: they can be actualized in a potentially broad and 
unpredetermined range of situations” (Sewell 1992, 8).  

With reference to Talcott Parsons and his “cybernetic model”, Swidler explains the problematic 
relationship between culture and structure found in the somewhat naïve distinction between ideal and 
material. “According to Parsons’ ‘cybernetic’ model, some causal factors (ideas, symbols, values – 
culture in general) are high in ‘information’ but low in ‘energy’” (Swidler 2001, 86). As an example, 
Swidler mentions an architects plan for a house. This plan is high in information, but in itself, it cannot 
cause a house to be built. In order for that to happen, material factors consisting of “unformed matter” 
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such as bricks and mortar and the energy of a construction worker or builder are necessary elements in 
order for the house to be built. Thus, while material factors “(…) are necessary conditions for actions” 
and, in many ways “(…) have the greater power in determining action” (Swidler 2001, 86), “Ideas (or 
information) direct action, and in that sense have the final say in shaping the particular kind of action 
that occurs” (Swidler 2001, 86). Taken alone, materials factors and the participation of people would 
not cause a program to happen. As Swidler argues; “(…) without some input of information, these 
[materials factors] are no more likely to become a house than to become a wall, a set of projectiles, or 
simply an impediment” (Swidler 2001, 86). 

According to Sewell (1992, 19), a schema is what makes resources meaningful as resources and 
resources “embody cultural schemas”. In this sense, Sewell argues, structures are dual, consisting of 
both schemas and resources; “Structures, then, are sets of mutually sustaining schemas and resources 
that empower and constrain social action and that tend to be reproduced by that social action. But their 
reproduction is never automatic. Structures are at risk, at least to some extent, in all of the social 
encounters they shape–because structures are multiple and intersecting, because schemas are 
transposable, and because resources are polysemic and accumulate unpredictably” (Sewell 1992, 19). 
Importantly, Sewell argues, when “placing the relationship between resources and cultural schemas at 
the center of a concept of structure” it becomes “possible to show how social change, no less than social 
stasis, can be generated by the enactment of structures in social life” (Sewell 1992, 19). Structures are 
“‘both the medium and the outcome of the practices which constitute social systems’” (Swidler 2001, 
87, referring to Sewell 1992). Stressing the importance of the agent in relation to structure, to practice, 
Sewell concludes that agents are “empowered by structures, both by the knowledge of cultural schemas 
that enables them to mobilize resources and by the access to resources that enables them to enact 
schemas” (Sewell 1992, 27). This power relation is important to this study, stresses the interrelatedness 
and interdependency between agents and practice. Returning to Feldman and Orlikowski, this 
interdependency between agents and practice is explained as mutual constitution; “The notion of 
mutual constitution implies that social orders (structures, institutions, routines) cannot be conceived 
without understanding the role of agency in producing them, and similarly, agency cannot be 
understood “simply” as human action, but rather must be understood as always already configured by 
structural conditions” (Feldman and Orlikowski 2011, 1242).   

According to Sewell, structures are virtual like schemas (Sewell 1992, 6). Structures can be 
understood as a practice, as cultural practices and as enacted cultural schemas and vice versa. 
Moreover, ideology is introduced as a structure and thus, as a practice. Understanding programming 
activity as a practice depends on a dual understanding of ideology as a structure and structures as both 
the medium and the outcome of practice(s). “Practices are structures in just this sense, simultaneously 
material and enacted, but also patterned and meaningful, both because they enact schemas and 
because they may be read for the transposable schemas they contain” (Swidler 2001, 88). Understanding 
culture as a practice also means understanding culture as performative, as both the medium and the 
outcome of practice. A broad understanding of culture as a social practice allows for a reading of public 
library programs and programming activity in relation to an understanding of the public library as a 
social/cultural institution (cf. Van Fleet and Raber 1990).  
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Summing up 

Referring to “the problem of the subjectiveness of meaning” (cf. Swidler 2001), studying cultural 
phenomena such as programs and programming activity through ideas poses a fundamental challenge 
to me as a researcher; to how find ideas on in the mind of someone else and how to show the influence 
of such ideas as actions? In this thesis, I apply a practice theoretical approach for the study of programs 
and programming activities as cultural and social phenomena by focussing on the routines and the 
inter-personal ideas described in the practice discourse. In the analysis and discussion provided as a 
synthesis, I will analyse public library programs as “cultural schemas” (Sewell 1992), which are virtual 
and resources, which are actual. Analysing the development of programming activity as a practice, I 
will draw on the understanding of practice as structure and a dual understanding of structures as both 
the medium and the outcome of the practice(s) (Sewell 1992; Swidler 2001). Reckwitz’s characterization 
of practice as a routinized type of behaviour that consists of several interconnected elements (cf. 
Reckwitz 2002, 249-50) is useful for understanding the complexity of practice and for analysing 
programming activity as a practice in relation to these elements. The understanding of agents as 
“carriers of practice” (cf. Reckwitz, 2002) and the concept of “mutual constitutions” described by 
Feldman and Orlikowski (2011) are useful for looking into the role of the librarian(s), so is the 
distinction between agent and individual (cf. Reckwitz 2002). Understanding culture as performative 
social practices is useful for the conceptualisation of programs and programming activity and their 
relation to the public library. Approaching the field literature as an archive of ideas providing a 
synthesis of information, I will focus on the underlying motivations, concerns, catalysts, and impediments 
to programs and programming activity (cf. Birge 1981) in order to make the intent of which they speak 
visible and identifiable for theorizing and analysing these complex phenomena and their mutual 
interdependence. 
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Chapter 3 

Looking through and 
with texts 
 

“One does not begin with a theory, then prove it. Rather, one begins with an area of study and 

what is relevant to that area is allowed to emerge” (Strauss and Corbin 1990, 23).  

 
The quote above refers to one of the general characteristics of grounded theory (GT) or the grounded 
theory method (GTM). This quote has been influential for the exploratory research approach and the 
design of the two empirical studies. As an introduction to the methodology chapter of this PhD thesis, 
this quote brings together the beginning and the end of the project, where first programs, then 
programming activity have been the area of study before applying any theory.  

In this chapter, I introduce the exploratory research approach behind this project and the two 
empirical studies, while reflecting on the impediments as well as the potentialities of studying 
programs and programming activity through texts. I start by introducing the two studies and the 
research strategies behind them as well as some overall reflections on the use of methods and 
methodologies in this thesis. Even though the two studies have been conducted individually, they have 
contributed to my increasing understanding of the phenomena studied in overlapping ways. Reflecting 
on the empirical foundations for this thesis, I elaborate on my use of texts – both as “data” for the 
empirical studies and as a framing of these studies and the findings. Acknowledging the importance of 
critical reflexivity in qualitative research, I elaborate on my understanding and use of these research 
strategies in relation to the writing of this thesis and its synthesis. In the last part of this chapter, I 
reflect on the practice of doing research and my role as a researcher in relation to knowledge creation 
through theorizing and generalizing.  
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Studying public library programs through texts 

In the following, I will introduce the research strategies behind the two empirical studies and how they 
have influenced the reflexive use of texts in this thesis. But first, I will introduce in more details the 
source materials for the two empirical studies. Besides four qualitative interviews, the empirical source 
materials collected for the two empirical studies are all texts or documents, reporting on or announcing 
programs. Here, a document is defined as “any symbolic representation that can be recorded or retrieved 
for analysis” (Altheide 1996, 2 emphasis added). These documents have been useful source materials 
for providing “insights into perspectives, practices, and events not easily obtained through other 
qualitative methods” (Charmaz 2006, 39). The source materials consist of monthly- and annual reports, 
newspaper cuttings, flyers and brochures, and Facebook event descriptions collected from public library 
Facebook pages, as well as memos written as reflective tools along with the research processes (see 
Table 4). 
 

 

Source 
materials 

Period covered  Description  

St
ud

y 
1 

Facebook 
event 
descriptions  
 

2011-2017 PR / program announcements  
The Facebook events descriptions are written by librarians or library 
professionals for the purpose of announcing and promoting 
upcoming programs and events  
Detailed and detailed information about (coming) programs 

Memos  2018-2019 Reflexive tools  
The memos are written by me and reflect on findings, challenges and 
ideas along with the research processes 
Reflexive working notes   

St
ud

y 
2 

 

Monthly 
Reports 
 

1958–1991  
 

Internal reports documenting library activities 
The monthly reports are written by librarians and consist of forms 
intended for reporting on the library activities, including forms for 
reporting on specific types of programs. Often, further descriptions 
and anecdotes about programs can be found on the back of the 
reports written by hand 
Both quantitative and qualitative information about (past) programs 

Annual 
Reports  
 

1956–1988  
 

External reports documenting library activities 
Librarians write the annual or tri-annual reports as a documentation 
of library development, including its activities and programs  
Primarily descriptive and anecdotal information  

Scrap Books 
 

1970–2005  
1994–2001  
 

Scrapbooks consisting of newspaper cuttings and articles from local 
and national newspapers 
The newspaper articles are mostly written by local reporters, 
sometimes by the librarians. They report on or announce activities 
at the library, including programs  
Anecdotal and descriptive information on coming or past programs 

Flyers and 
brochures 
 

1984–2018  
1994–2018  
 

PR / program announcements  
The flyers and brochures are made and written by librarians or 
library professionals to announce and promote upcoming programs 
and events  
Detailed and detailed information about (coming) programs 

Facebook 
Events 
 

2018–2020  
2018–2020  

PR / program announcements  
The Facebook events descriptions are written by librarians or library 
professionals for the purpose of announcing and promoting 
upcoming programs and events  
Detailed and detailed information about (coming) programs 
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Interviews  
 
 

2017  
 

Qualitative interviews  
Four lengthy, semi-structured interviews with programming 
librarians reporting on their experiences of working with programs 
Qualitative insights into programming activity 

Memos  
 

2017-present Reflexive tools  
The memos are written by me and reflect on findings, challenges and 
ideas along with the research processes 
Reflexive working notes   

 
Table 4. Overview of the source materials collected for the two empirical studies. 

 
 

A grounded theory study of Facebook event descriptions (study 1) 

In the conduction of study 1, I used grounded theory (GT) inspired by Strauss and Corbin (1990; 2008) 
and Charmaz (2006; 2014). The purpose of GT is not organizing data, or source materials, but collecting 
and creating ideas, generated on the basis of these source materials. In this way, GT shares many 
intentions with other qualitative research strategies, aiming to study unexplored areas or complex 
phenomena from a holistic or synoptic perspective. However, as opposed to many qualitative research 
strategies, grounded theory aims to develop new models for explaining complex phenomena, which 
makes it possible both to understanding, describe and theorize about them. Another aspect that makes 
grounded theory special is the interrelatedness of the research processes, characterized by a reciprocal 
relationship between collecting, analysing and theorizing (see Figure 3).  
 

 
Figure 3. The reciprocal relationship between collecting, analysing and theorizing. 

 
A thorough understanding of the background of grounded theory is not intended here, since it will take 
up too much space and will not add to the concretisation of how and why grounded theory has been 
used as a research strategy for the study of public library programs in Study 1. However, a short 
introduction is provided to explain my understanding and use of GTM as a research strategy and as a 
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basis for methodological reflection. Coming from grounded theory, GTM has its roots in a social 
scientific environment in the US in the early 1960s around the establishment of the Chicago School 
(Charmaz 2014). Even though it has developed significantly, grounded theory is (still) closely 
associated with its originators, sociologist Barney G. Glaser and Anselm Strauss and their book The 
Discovery of Grounded Theory from 1967. What was particularly revolutionary about this book was that 
Glaser and Strauss “(…) proposed that qualitative analysis had its own logic and could generate theory” 
(Charmaz 2014, 7). The claim that qualitative research can make or discover theory has been causing 
controversy in the methodological discussions about grounded theory ever since. As noted by several 
later grounded theory scholars, including Anthony Bryant (2002) and Adele E. Clarke (2005), “[t]he idea 
of generating formal theory through grounded theory was a high modernist project, itself situated in 
an elaborate set of assumptions about the making of sociology as a science parallel to the natural 
sciences” (Clarke 2005, 24). A famous dispute between Strauss and Glaser ended their collaboration. 
However, they both continued their work on grounded theory, albeit they went in different directions. 
(For further insight into the background of grounded theory see Bryant 2002; Clarke 2005; Charmaz 
2006; 2014; Zhuang and Song 2019).  

Over the years, grounded theory has developed, and different researchers have taken it in 
different directions. One way to describe the development of grounded theory is to focus on the 
landmark publications, as done by Yuting Zhuang and Zhijuan Song identifying three phases of GTM, 
referring to Phase I: Glaser and Strauss (1967) Æ Phase II: Strauss and Corbin (1990) Æ Phase III: Charmaz 
(2000; 2014) (Zhuang and Song 2019, 109). Others have described the development by identifying 
different “schools of thought”: the Glaserian, the Straussian, the Charmazian, and the Clarkeian 
(Apramian et al. 2017). With this division, Tavis Apramian et al. (2017) are referring to the later works 
of Glaser, the later works of Strauss in collaboration with Corbin, the works by sociologist Kathy 
Charmaz and the works by sociologist Adele E. Clarke. Whether Charmaz and Clarke represent different 
schools or can be considered as one school is debatable, since these schools share many characteristics 
(Clarke 2005, 28).10 In this thesis, I place myself and my research in relation to the constructivist school 
of grounded theory, inspired by Charmaz (2000; 2006; 2014), Antony Bryant (2002) and Clarke (2005). 
According to Charmaz, constructivist grounded theory exists in its “tools for understanding empirical 
worlds” that can be used in “more open-ended practice[s]” as “flexible, heuristic strategies rather than 
as formulaic procedures” (Charmaz 2000, 510). A key aspect of what Clarke terms “constructivist GTM” 
is the focus on “grounded theorizing through the development of sensitizing concepts and integrated 
analytics” (Clarke 2005, 24). “Sensitizing concepts” is a central term in grounded theory. It entails 
keeping an open mind towards concepts and meaning-making, ultimately defining the way researchers 
think about and understand research. As explained by sociologist Herbert Blumer: “Whereas definite 
concepts provide prescriptions of what to see, sensitizing concepts merely suggest directions along 
which to look” (Blumer 1969, 147-148). 

According to Clarke, the difference between “traditional/positivist grounded theory” and 
“postmodern/constructivist grounded theorizing” lies among others in the distinction between 
discovering/finding and desired simplification in GT opposed to constructing/making and desire to 
represent complexity in GTM (see Clarke 2005, 28). Where the goal in traditional GT is to delineate or 

                                                           
10 While Charmaz uses “constructivist” to distinguish “Charmazian grounded theory”, Clarke uses the term “situational analysis” 
to distinguish “Clarkeian grounded theory” (see Apramian et al. 2017). 



53 
 

define a basic social process and a formal theory, in constructivist GTM, the goal is to “construct 
processes, sensitizing concepts, situational analytics, and theorize” (Clarke 2005, 28).  

For the purpose of study 1, the combination of Straussian and Charmazian GT was useful for 
analysing the source materials in a combination of coding procedures described by these two “schools” 
(see Article 1 and Article 2). For the analysis of the Facebook event descriptions, I followed grounded 
theory coding procedures described by Strauss and Corbin (1990) and Charmaz (2006; 2014), while 
continually comparing and questioning the findings, asking “sensitising questions” (Strauss and Corbin 
1990, 92) to the “data” such as what, where and how. As source materials, the extant texts are all 
documenting past programs in different ways, addressing “form as well as content, audiences as well 
as authors, and production of the texts as well as presentation of it” (Charmaz 2014, 45). By asking 
sensitizing questions both about the texts and to the texts (Charmaz 2006), the attention was directed 
both to what characterises these texts as texts and to the texts as representations. More complex 
queries follow these simple questions. The table below (see Table 5), illustrates the difference between 
asking questions about the textual source materials and to the textual source materials referring to two 
levels of textual inquiry.  
 

 
Table 5. An example of asking sensitising questions at two levels of textual inquiry. 

 

A Historical case study of archival source materials (study 2) 

The archival source materials have been collected from two case libraries: Bibliotekshuset, a small 
branch library of the capital library system in the Copenhagen area and Herning Centralbibliotek, the 
main library in the municipality of Herning, located in central Jutland. The two case libraries vary 
according to geographical location, roles in the library system and size referring both to the size of the 

Sensitising 
questions 

…about the texts (the empirical 
objects of study) 

…to the texts (the analytical object of 
study) 
 

What? 
 

Textual data represented in a 
graphical layout on a social media 
platform 

Information about the type of program and the 
content of the program  
Sometimes information about the function of 
the program 

Where?  
 

Facebook.com Information about the format of the program 
in terms of location (place) 

When? 
 

Between 2011-2017 Information about the format of the program 
in terms of duration (time) 

Who? Librarians or library personnel in 
charge of PR or program announcing  

Information about the format of the program 
in terms of the organiser(s) and the intended 
participants 

How? 
 

Through text and images/layout Information about access and availability such 
as entrance fees, registration or preparation 
needed 

Why? 
 

To promote and announce coming 
events (PR-activity) and to ensure 
visibility  

Information about the role and function of the 
program (relies on the interpretation of the 
program in context to the information about 
format and content)  
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libraries and the number of employees and departments working with programs, implying different 
working procedures. Importantly, the case libraries are not considered representative cases. They are 
selected for being in possession of relevant source materials documenting their programming activity 
and for being interested in sharing these materials and their stories. The two libraries have different 
types of source materials, which have provided me with different kinds of information and insights into 
their past programs and programming activity. At Bibliotekshuset, I found monthly reports dating back 
to 1958, flyers from 1994 and newspaper cuttings from 1994-2001. At Herning Centralbibliotek, 
(tri)annual reports reporting on programs from 1965 was found, along with extensive scrapbooks with 
newspaper cutting documenting the libraries’ services and activities from 1970 and nicely preserved 
flyers and brochures, documenting programs from 1983. In addition to the source materials collected, 
I created source materials by conducting four lengthy and semi-structured interviews with a total of 
five programming librarians (three individual and one group interview). The librarians all have many 
years of experience working with programs. Focussing on their experiences, I asked questions about 
how they worked with programs today and in the past, what makes a successful program, why they 
think programs should be offered as well as their thoughts about programs as part of the public library 
services. The interviews were guided by a set of keywords and question; however, they were allowed to 
take different directions. The result was four very different conversations, varying in length from 28:44 
minutes to 1 hour and 19:22 minutes (the group interview being the longest). In the conduction and 
analysis of these interviews, I have collected useful, and insightful information about the librarians’ 
lived experiences from working with programming activity. Thus, I got an insight into their knowledge 
as “a constitutive element of a practice” (Reckwitz 2002, 254). 

Since I wanted to describe the development of programs in relation to the two case libraries from 
a historical perspective, study 2 was designed as a diachronic study. To perform such a diachronic 
reading of the source materials historical case study (HCS) as explained by American library researcher 
Michael Widdersheim (2017; 2018) was used as a research strategy. According to Widdersheim, 
“Historical case study is a particular genre of case study research, and as such, it shares some of the 
defining characteristics of case study design. Like case study (…) historical case study is used to 
research complex, real-world phenomena in context using a variety of evidentiary sources” (Widdersheim 
2017, 45 emphasis added). HCS research follows three stages of research referring to 1) source 
collection and analysis; 2) data collection and analysis and, 3) data interpretation. These stages are not 
considered reciprocal as in GT, but build on and inform each other. According to Widdersheim, HCS 
research must fulfil three criteria: It “must 1) study phenomena from the distant past into the present, 
2) incorporate existing data sources as well as create new ones as the case unfolds, and 3) construct both 
idiographic and nomothetic types of knowledge” (Widdersheim 2018, 144 emphasis added). Ideographic 
refers to knowledge pertaining to the study of individual cases or events as opposed to nomothetic 
knowledge, which refers to knowledge pertaining to or involving the formulation of “general or 
universal laws” (‘Nomothetic’ 2020).  

For the purpose of this study, I had to make some modifications and adjustments to HCS. In 
relation to Widdersheim’s three criteria for HCS, for example, I focused not on the “distant past” but 
on the more recent past of programming activities at two Danish public libraries between 1960 and 
2020. The temporality of the period studied is partly influenced by the fact that the 1960s mark a 
transformational decade in the history of public library programming activity in Denmark (cf. Article 
3), and partly because of the lack of sufficient source materials (cf. Table 4). In study 2, however, I found 
great use in the strategies proposed by Widdersheim for looking at and engaging with what is still a 
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relatively broad temporality for a qualitative study of textual source materials. To “cover” this broad 
temporality, I used both existing source materials (monthly and annual reports, newspaper articles, 
flyers and brochures, and Facebook event descriptions) and source materials, which I have created 
(interviews and memos) in correspondence to the second criteria for HCS. In the combination of these 
“eclectic source materials” (Widdersheim 2018, 144), I found HCS to be an extremely useful research 
strategy, providing methods for conducting a descriptive diachronic analysis and for interpreting the 
descriptive findings.  

My use of HCS differs from HCS as explained by Widdersheim in that I did not follow the three 
stages rigorously but instead moved back-and-forth between them, more like the GT(M) approach. The 
processes of collecting and analysing source materials have been messy and can best be described as 
trial-and-error experimentation were the case-libraries were visited, source materials were found and 
collected (recorded, scanned, photographed, transcribed or typed in). During these processes, memos 
were written to reflect on the findings and the source materials. Writing memos has been a help in 
making connections and networks across of the period studied, notifying changes and continuities in 
relation to the programs offered. In this way, the analysis began already in the collection and organizing 
of source materials (cf. the processes of GTM and HCS). (For more details into the research design and 
analysis, see Article 3). Moreover, in relation to the third criteria of HCS, my knowledge-interests and 
motivations for using HCS differed from those described by Widdersheim; thus, I did not follow the 
dictum of developing ideographic and nomothetic knowledge. Instead, I propose the less potent terms 
case-specific and generalizable insights. To what degree it is possible to talk about generalizable 
knowledge and insights based on case study research is an important discussion, which I will return to 
later in this chapter. 
 
There are several similarities and differences between GT(M) and HCS. One of the most explicit 
similarities is the use of the term theoretical sampling, which is a key notion in both research strategies. 
In HCS, theoretical sampling is part of source collection and analysis in Stage 1 “as a “first round” of 
theory development (…) used to complete the tasks of define the case, periodize, and collect sources” 
(Widdersheim 2017, 58). In this way, theoretical sampling is similar to source collection in GTM, where 
new things should always be allowed to emerge (see Charmaz 2006). Widdersheim addresses the 
association to grounded theory but also makes the differences very clear: “The term theoretical 
sampling and its conception are associated with grounded theory (…) Unlike some flavors of grounded 
theory, however, historical case study proceeds with a predefined research question and framework in 
mind. Theoretical sampling should be treated as a distinctive part of the research process because a 
preliminary theory of the case is formed (…)” (Widdersheim 2017, 58). In HCS, theoretical sampling “is 
important because it defines parameters to ensure that all relevant sources are collected (recall) and to 
ensure that non-relevant sources are excluded (precision)” (Widdersheim 2017, 58). In this way, in both 
GT(M) and HCS, theoretical sampling can be seen as a way to collect and operationalize source 
materials (or data) in correspondence to analysing and theorizing about the phenomena studied. In 
especially one aspect, theoretical sampling in HCS differs from theoretical sampling in GTM, and this 
is in being considered only a part of the processes of source collection and analysis of Stage 1, whereas, 
in GTM, theoretical sampling (or source collection) is a continuous part of the research process. Thus, 
HCS is more rigorous in the sense that the three stages should be followed in a strict order and that any 
overlaps between stages and knowledge produced accordingly are not explicitly recognized.  
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A reflexive use of texts 

In this thesis, I approach not only public library programs but also programming activity through and 
with texts. Therefore, it has been necessary for me to reflect on, describe and conceptualize my use of 
texts in this study. The use of existing literature has traditionally been a disputed and challenging issue 
in GTM research (see Bryant 2002; Charmaz 2006; Zhuang and Song 2019). According to Zhuang and 
Song, this is “partially due to internal conflicts and inconsistency in the use of literature in GTM by its 
originators” and especially “between substantive and formal GTM” (Zhuang and Song 2019, 120). In the 
processes of reading methodological literature, I have come to realize, that however sceptical towards 
preconceived (theoretical) understandings or assumptions GTM research might seem, the use of 
existing literature is acknowledged as a necessary part of GTM research across of its different schools 
(see Zhuang and Song 2019, 120). While Glaser and Strauss (1967) recommended researchers to wait 
until late in the research process before visiting existing writings, Strauss and Corbin encouraged the 
use of “[p]hilosophical writings and existing theories” as “ways of approaching and interpreting the 
data collected” and “stimulate theoretical sensitivity” through theorizing by providing concepts and 
relationships that are then related to the actual data (Strauss and Corbin 1990, 50-51). In constructivist 
GTM, Charmaz has even argued in favour of using texts “as objects for analytic scrutiny themselves” 
(Charmaz 2006, 39). In the following, I will reflect on the different understandings of texts, which have 
informed this project.  
 Charmaz’s distinction between elicited and extant texts (Charmaz 2006, 35) has been useful for 
my early conceptualization of texts in this study (cf. Article 1). Elicited or generated texts are texts that 
involve the researcher as means of gathering data such as memos, field notes and interview transcripts. 
Extant or existing texts, on the other hand, “consist of varied documents that the researcher had no 
hand in shaping” (Charmaz 2006, 35). Extant texts can be many different types of texts such as “public 
records, government reports, organizational documents, mass media, literature, autobiographies, 
personal correspondence, Internet discussions, and earlier qualitative materials from data banks” 
(Charmaz 2006, 37). To provide a more nuanced understanding of extant texts, I find useful the terms 
of technical literature and nontechnical literature (Strauss and Corbin 1990). In many ways, these terms 
are comparable to what Charmaz terms extant texts; however, they signal a distinction between 
different kinds of extant texts. According to Strauss and Corbin, technical literature refers research 
reports and theoretical and philosophical papers, which can be used as background materials “against 
which one compares findings from actual data gathered in grounded theory studies” (Strauss and 
Corbin 1990, 48). Nontechnical literature is everything else: “biographies, diaries, documents, 
manuscripts, records, reports, catalogues, and other materials that can be used as primary data or to 
supplement interviews and field observations in grounded theory studies” (Strauss and Corbin 1990, 
48). The distinction between “technical” and “nontechnical” might seem a little instrumental 
considering the qualitative nature of this study; however, I have found great use in these operational 
terms. With reference to three more generic types of literature; field literature, theoretical literature, 
and methodological literature, these understanding of texts become even more operational. The table 
below (Table 3), provide an overview of the different categories of texts to which I refer in this thesis.   
 
 

Extant texts Elicited texts 
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Field literature Theoretical  literature Methodological literature  

Writings about the research 
area (e.g. public records, 
government reports, 
organizational documents, 
literature and Internet 
discussions) 

Theoretical or 
philosophical writings, 
both directly and 
indirectly contributing to 
theorizing and/or about 
the research area 

Writings about the 
research practice 

Memos and field 
notes written by the 
researcher along with 
the research 
processes 
 
 
 

Nontechnical literature Technical literature  

Writings about the research 
area that can be used as 
primary data or to 
supplement interviews and 
field observations (e.g. 
documents, manuscripts, 
records and reports) 

Research reports and 
theoretical and 
philosophical papers 

 

 
Table 3. Overview of the different categories of texts. 

 
Most of the empirical source materials are part of the practice of programming activity. For instance, 
the flyers and brochures, as well as the Facebook event descriptions, are public announcements and 
part of the external communicative practice of the public libraries. Because of their PR function to 
promote and announce coming programs, these texts are central parts of the practice and part of 
making it visible and accessible for the community. From a practice theory perspective, the source 
materials can be seen as sayings reporting on doings. Sayings here refer to the announcements and 
descriptions of programs to come found in the flyers and brochures. In contrast, doings refer to the 
descriptions of past programs and programming activity, presented in the monthly or annual reports. 
By approaching public library programs and programming activity as a practice and a practice as “nexus 
of doings and sayings” (cf. Schatzki 1996), the analytical objects of analysis is linked to the empirical 
objects of analysis. As most of the source materials are written by librarians to announce and promote 
coming programs, there is a certain level of bias to the source materials, which should be considered. I 
will return to this bias when addressing the limitations of this study (cf. Chapter 6).  

Returning to Swidler (2001, 856), the flyers, brochures and Facebook event descriptions can be 
compared to the architect’s plan of a house. As ‘plans’ these announcements are rich on information 
but low in energy. They are presenting a ‘plan’ or an idea, for something to happen, however, they are 
dependent on both material factors (e.g. staff, money, space and equipment) as well as the energy of 
people (e.g. organizers and participants) in order to become actualized or enacted. In order to happen 
to or to be actualized, programs need energy and resources. They need to be enacted. For instance, the 
flyers and brochures represent ideas about what should be taken place and how it should be taken place. 
Thus, these texts can be seen as “plans” directing and shaping action that occurs. I will return to this 
in the synthesis (cf. Chapter 5).  
 
According to Charmaz (2006, 165), “the constant comparative method in grounded theory” does not 
end with the completion of the analysis: “The use of the literature review and theoretical framework 
can serve as valuable sources of comparison and analysis”. This conception of the role of the literature 
review and the theoretical framework has been inspiring my active use of extant texts in this thesis. 
According to Charmaz, the literature review and the theoretical framework are not only important 
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scholarly elements; they are also important elements in GT research and writing. Therefore, the 
literature review should be drafted in relation to the processes of theorizing and analysing and used 
actively in the study. An active use of the literature review means considering it an opportunity to 
“clarify ideas” and “make intriguing comparisons” or, even, inviting the reader “to begin a theoretical 
discussion” (Charmaz 2006, 167). These have all been aspirations for me when writing and re-writing 
the literature review, in close correspondence with the analysis and discussion presented in this thesis 
(see Chapter 5). The literature review plays a crucial role in conceptualising public library programs as 
an area of study in relation to the practice of programming activity and the traditions of researching or 
writing about this practice. The writing of this chapter has influenced my understanding of the problem 
area, and writing it has helped me focus my research problem(s). Moreover, by providing historical 
background and international perspectives, the literature review informs the contextualization of the 
findings from the three research articles. It serves as a backdrop and perspectives for the analysis and 
discussion presented in the synthesis in PART II. 

One of the early findings from reviewing the field literature was the close relation to the 
professional field; that is, many of the writers behind these texts were either librarians or close to the 
practice field. According to Bryant, attention must be paid to the accounts of those involved, referring 
to this group as “the constituting constituents” (Bryant 2002, 36). Adding to the studies of texts 
reporting on or promoting programs in Study 2, I included interviews with programming librarians, 
thus including also the accounts of the librarians as “the constituting constituents” (cf. Bryant 2002).  
In this thesis, the extensive review of field literature represents these accounts in a broader historical 
and international perspective. With the use of practice theory, I approach the ideas described in these 
texts through the intentionality (Reckwitz 2002) found in the description so of the writers, who are all 
close to the practice field. In the review of existing literature, I have asked questions to the texts as a 
way to explore their purposes and objectives and to make the intent of which they speak more visible 
by identifying underlying motivations, concerns, catalysts, and impediments to programs and 
programming activity (cf. Birge 1981). Moreover, the theoretical literature has provided a way to 
analyse on the empirical findings in close correspondence to the findings from the field literature. For 
instance, when theorizing about programming activity as a practice, I have returned to the field 
literature as a way to characterize and define the elements of this practice. The theoretical literature 
helps me reflect on the nature of my source materials.  

Another example of how the review of field literature has influenced my research process is how 
I early on found the use of different terminologies and the lack of a general conceptualization to be 
central problems, also addressed directly in the field literature. This finding urged me to use alternative 
search words and to explore literature across seemingly incomparable terms or off-topic themes such 
as the huge amount of writings on “adult education activities”, which at first seemed irrelevant to me. 
Through familiarizing myself with programming activity through existing traditions for researching, 
assessing or describing it, I came to rely on these different terminologies and the broad 
conceptualizations as a way to better understand the empirical source materials and, not least, as an 
essential historical and international context for my study. In this way, the use of field literature and 
theoretical literature in this thesis has stimulated questions and inspired theorizing about the 
phenomena studied.  

The reflexive use of both field literature, theoretical literature and methodological literature has 
been a part of the process of writing this thesis and has contributed to my understanding of public 
library programs and programming activity. The figure below illustrates how the reflexive use of texts 
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has had a practical implementation of the process of working on and writing this thesis (see Figure 4). 
Here, the processes of collecting, analysising and theorizing stand in a reciprocal relationship with 
reviewing extant texts in terms of field literature, theoretical literature and methodological literature, 
thus, reflecting the methodological underpinnings of GTM (cf. Figure 3), which have influenced the 
overall structure of this thesis. In this way of working – or more specifically, writing – I have used both 
the literature review and the theoretical framework as active components in conceptualizing and 
theorizing about the area of study. Writing memos and drawing diagrams has been a useful and 
constructive way of identifying thought processes and going back and re-visit them. As reflexive tools, 
they have been useful both during the research processes and the writing of this thesis. Ultimately, the 
processes of writing up this thesis have been both parts of and the result of my research practice.  

 
 

 
Figure 4. Illustration of the reflexive use of texts manifested in the writing of this thesis. 
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Methodological reflections 

 

“Thinking about methods and reflexivity is a difficult task. Even a few minutes (interview) 

conversation appears far too complex for modest interpretative (and reflexive) procedures to 

be fully apprehended. Having this in mind, the old scientific dream to represent and interpret 

‘what has been’ or ‘what has been truly important’ is doomed to failure or deficiency. To be 

aware of this and to try time and again to ‘fix’ a small, yet hopefully important, facet is for us 

as researchers, for our research participants/co-researchers, and for our readers, both an 

aspiration and a deception at the same time” (Mey and Mruck 2007, 15). 

 
Reflexivity has been an important part of my research and in working with this thesis. Reflecting on 
research, especially in the case of a PhD project that has run several years and has developed along with 
the researcher, any representation of “what has been” is doomed to failure (cf. Mey and Mruck 2007). 
It is, however, important to reflect on the choices made and to try to fix or at least address, problems. 
Bryant proposes the term “methodological sensitivity”, referring to “the skill or aptitude required by 
researchers in selecting, combining, and employing methods, techniques, and tools in specific research 
contexts; something that is particularly important as research projects develop and may demand re-
positioning and re-orientation” (Abbott-Halpin and Bryant 2018 citing Bryant 2017, 36). This term 
stresses the importance of acknowledging the choices and the changes in the research process and be 
explicit about their consequences. In the following, I will address some of the problems or difficulties, 
which I have encountered as this research has developed and my “methodological sensitivity” has 
grown.  

Central to GTM across the different schools is an emphasis on the researcher as an actor in the 
research process. Charmaz explains the constructivist element in GTM as a way of reflecting on the 
research practice and as a way to acknowledge subjectivity and the active role of the researcher in the 
construction and interpretation of “data” (see Charmaz 2014, 14). “Just as the methods we choose 
influence what we see, what we bring to the study also influences what we can see” (Charmaz 2006, 15, 
emphasis in original). With a background in art history, before beginning this research project, my pre-
conceived knowledge about public libraries and their services were from a user perspective. However, 
even though GTM research begins without a pre-defined theoretical framework in mind, “there is a 
difference between an open mind and an empty head” (Dey 1999, 251). To paraphrase the famous art 
historian Ernst H. Gombrich; “There is no reality without interpretation; just as there is no innocent 
eye, there is no innocent ear” (Gombrich 1977, 307). The eye is never innocent and nor is the mind. As 
a researcher, I build on my professional and personal experiences and strive to be reflective about what 
I bring to the table and how my use of methods and methodologies influence what I see and what I can 
see. Although my educational background might have influenced this research project in ways, I do not 
even notice myself, I am convinced that my self-understanding as a newcomer and a novice to the field 
of LIS research has had a much bigger influence. I have continuously doubted my own abilities and 
knowledge, and I have occasionally been neglecting or simplifying elements, which later turned to be 
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of critical importance. The use of both GTM and HCS has provided me with useful procedures for 
acknowledging and using the challenges and deficiencies I have encountered during the research 
process and the conduction of the two studies.  

The awareness of my own position as a researcher, my pre-existing knowledge (or lack of such) 
and the knowledge I generate along the way is a part of gaining “theoretical sensitivity” (Strauss and 
Corbin, 1990; Charmaz, 2006), which refers to a gradually developing understanding of what is 
important and what is not. This kind of reflexivity is demonstrated in the writing of memos, the drawing 
of diagrams and models and the constant questioning of the process, the data and the results, which 
have been an ongoing part of the research process until the writing of this thesis (cf. Figure 4). This way 
of working is described as “an iterative decision process” that requires “continual reflection” (Mey and 
Mruck, 2007, 15). As such, the writing of this thesis represents the cumulative knowledge and 
“methodological sensitivity” developed throughout the research process. To describe this process, I 
find that the concept of abductive reasoning useful. According to methodology researchers Amanda 
Coffey and Paul Atkinson, the notion abductive reasoning, coined by Charles Sanders Peirce, is useful 
as an alternative to the dichotomized notions inductive and deductive reasoning and “seems to capture 
how many of us think about ideas” (Coffey and Atkinson 1996, 155). “Abductive reasoning”, they argue, 
“lies at the heart of “grounded theorizing” although (…) it is not necessary to endorse grounded theory 
(…) in order to appreciate its relevance” (Coffey and Atkinson 1996, 155). As they explain; “Abductive 
reasoning or inference implies that we start from the particular. We identify a particular phenomenon–
a surprising or anomalous finding, perhaps. We then try to account for that phenomenon by relating it 
to broader concepts. We do so by inspecting our own experience, our stock of knowledge of similar, 
comparable phenomena, and the equivalent stock of ideas that can be included from within our 
disciplines (including theories and frameworks) and neighbouring fields. In other words, abductive 
inferences seek to go beyond the data themselves, to locate them in explanatory or interpretative 
frameworks” (Coffey and Atkinson 1996, 156). I find the notion of abductive reasoning useful for 
reflecting on the use of methodologies during the course of this PhD project and for capturing what has 
taken place in the writing of this thesis. 

The choice of methodology does come with a certain level of responsibility. Bryant raises the 
importance of boundary setting and judgement of relevance: “Research issues exist in the sense that 
some group of people agree on identifying and validating a particular topic – and thus identifying a 
boundary. Once these issues come to researchers’ attention, it becomes critical that some efforts is 
expended in clarifying the nature of the topic, its boundaries and its priorities. Consideration of such 
issues will necessitate attention being paid to the ontological bases of the topic” (Bryant 2002, 36). As 
addressed in Chapter 1, the identification of a research tradition and an area of study has been part of 
this project and the writing of this thesis. Thus, I have continuously been considering the “boundaries” 
of this research area. And I have expanded them along the way: from a focus on public library programs 
to a focus on programs I relation to programming activity. I have done this since I find that these 
phenomena are interrelated and thus should be understood in relation to each other and ideas about 
the public library. However, I did not recognize this when I began the project.  

Relevance has been a subject for reflection as well. By expanding the focus of the thesis to 
including programming activity and by introducing practice theory, the relevance of this project has 
increased because of the level of theoretical generalization and the practical use of the results. In terms 
of the ontological status of the phenomena studied, programs and programming activity are abstract 
phenomena. Programs understood as specific events are no longer. They exist only in archival source 
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materials documenting them or in the stories told about them. In this sense, these phenomena can only 
be studied by looking through and with texts. From reviewing the field literature, I find that as a 
research area, both public library programs and programming activity do exist as research topics and 
that traditions can be found. In making these traditions more visible and comparable across historical 
and national differences is in itself a contribution to the validation of these phenomena as an area of 
research. 

Reflecting on methods and methodologies used, my growing “methodological sensitivity” has 
resulted in a growing understanding of the challenges and issues imposed or associated with the 
research strategies or methodologies used, especially in relation to my use of GTM. As stated by Bryant, 
GTM can be a highly useful research approach as long as one takes into account the methodological 
issues, which have caused confusions in the past and are implicit parts of its history. This imposes on 
the researcher a certain level of responsibility and reflexivity, meaning an awareness of one’s 
limitations and challenges (see Bryant 2002, 26). Bearing in mind the methodological issues of 
grounded theory in relation to the different and sometimes even opposing attitudes towards research, 
data and knowledge development (cf. Bryant 2002), it is critically important for researchers using this 
strategy to reflect on these. In the following, I reflect on my understanding of theory, data and 
knowledge in light of the empirical studies and the cumulative process of writing an anthology thesis. 
Here, practice theory and the notion of abductive reasoning become useful.   
 

Theory, data and knowledge 

One of the debates, which have dominated methodological disputes about GTM for decades, is the 
questions of what counts as theory. In GTM, theory refers both to the resulting theory developed and to 
existing theories. The four schools of GTM hold different assumptions about what theory is and how it 
is made/developed or found/discovered. In the end, what divides the different schools of thought is the 
conception of whether a theory is something that is discovered or found, or whether it is something 
that is developed or made. Thus, referring to the quite significant difference between “traditional or 
positivist” grounded theory, represented by the Glaserian and Strausserian schools, and “postmodern 
or constructivist” grounded theorizing, represented by the Charmazian and Clarkeian schools (see 
Clarke 2005, 28). In this thesis, I stress the understanding of theory development in GTM as a process 
of theorizing, which is not resulting in a theory of public library programs and programming activity 
but in new ways of understanding and talking about these phenomena. I will elaborate on the kind of 
theorizing referred to in the section on theorizing and generalizing.  

In relation to the debates of what counts as theory, some of the recurrent points of critique of 
GT concern the naïve attitude to “data” and to theory development as “grounded in the data” (see 
Bryant 2002; Wasserman, Clair, and Wilson 2009). These points of critique are mainly related to early 
schools of GT, which have been characterised as “positivistic” (see Bryant 2002; Clarke 2005). In Article 
1 and Article 2, I have referred to “data” in a rather unreflective and straightforward manner, which 
seems problematic in light of later insights. So is the fact that I have not addressed the “positivist 
underpinnings” of the “mantra” that theory should be “grounded in the data” (see Bryant 2002, 30). As 
argued by Bryant, “[p]eople cannot engage directly in anything to do with data. Scanning a book into a 
computer is a data process; someone trying to read it – and make sense of it – involves information; 
because it inevitably involves meaning” (Bryant 2002, 37 emphasis added). In the presentation of Article 



63 
 

1 and 2, I use the term data about the Facebook event descriptions; however, I want to stress that I refer 
here to the information found in these “data” and the process of data analysis should thus be 
understood as a process of meaning-making.  

By applying a practice theoretical approach to the cumulative study presented in this thesis, it 
becomes possible also to analyse and theorize about the processes of doing research and the 
methodological issues inherent in the processes of constructing meaning and exchanging ideas (Bryant 
2002). This both adds a layer to my understanding of the source materials as “data” and to the contexts 
of these texts. As stated by Charmaz, it is tempting to treat “documents, records, and census data as 
facts; however, individuals constructed them. Whatever stands as data flows from some purpose to 
realize a particular objective. In turn, purposes and objectives arise under particular historical, social 
and situational conditions” (Charmaz 2006, 16). By introducing practice theory in this thesis, I have 
been able to focus on these documents as “accounts”, which “tell something of intent and have intended 
– and perhaps unintended – audiences” (Charmaz 2006, 35 emphasis added). In the synthesis presented 
in this thesis, this understanding is unfolded and related to the theoretical concepts presented in 
Chapter 2.  

Despite all the points of critique and confusion, according to Bryant (2002), GTM can be a valuable 
research approach as long as one takes into account what it entails, including the different and 
sometimes even opposing attitudes towards research, data and knowledge development, which are part 
of the history of GTM.11 “Meaning construction is a key activity in all human processes (…) stripped of 
its scientistic veneer GTM (…) is oriented precisely towards this aspect of existence” (Bryant 2002, 37 
emphasis added).12 According to Feldman and Orlikowski (2011), the enacted view of knowledge as 
something that is created, which is found in practice theory is evident also in research on knowledge 
production. Here, scholars are referring to “the idea that knowledge is not a static entity or stable 
disposition, but rather an ongoing and dynamic production that is recurrently enacted as actors engage 
the world in practice” (Feldman and Orlikowski 2011, 1243). This view of knowledge is descriptive for 
the understanding of knowledge presented in this thesis; as something that is constructed during 
processes of meaning-making. Importantly, this understanding stresses that knowledge is something 
that can be constructed but never completed. In the following, I will reflect on theorizing and 
generalizing as parts of the process of meaning-making and knowledge construction and addressing 
the questions what type of insights and knowledge is created in this study? And if these are 
generalizable?  
 

Theorizing and generalizing 

In this thesis, the notions theorizing and generalizing refer to the practice of making ideas and using 
them. As processes of knowledge construction, these are essential notions emphasising that “making 
ideas and using ideas (…) are part of the intellectual craft of research and scholarship” (Coffey and 

                                                           
11 Charmaz (2000) (…) makes similar points, and concludes that ‘we can adopt grounded theory strategies without embracing the 
positivist learnings of earlier proponent of grounded theory’” (Bryant 2002, 35). 
12 “Scientistic” is a term used by Bryant to emphasize GT’s tradition for being too focused on so-called “scientific rigor”, which 
Bryant (and others) argues are misunderstood, impossible or incorrect. As explained by Bryant “[s]cientism can be defined as 
‘science’s belief in itself,’ or as Putnam states, people believing ‘too realistic about physics and too subjectivist about ethics’” 
(Bryant 2002, 26 emphasis added).  
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Atkinson 1996, 157). As agued by Coffey and Atkinson (1996, 158): “Research methods [and 
methodologies] alone do not provide the wealth of ideas and the empirical traditions that are a major 
source for ideas and interpretations. We can engage with the ideas of others, however, in an active 
sense. Our task as qualitative researchers is to use ideas in order to develop interpretations that go 
beyond the limits of our own data and that go beyond how previous scholars have used those ideas. It 
is in that synthesis that new interpretations and new ideas emerge” (Coffey and Atkinson 1996, 158). 
In this thesis, theorizing and generalizing refer to the interpretation of previous ideas and new ideas, 
my own and those of others, coming together in a synthesis where new ideas and understandings are 
created. 
 
In relation to the question of generalizability, I need to reflect on to what extent, and in what sense, 
qualitative research can support generalizations about the area of study. Is generalization based on 
qualitative examples or case studies possible or even desirable? If so, what kind of generalization do I 
claim to provide? Halkier argues that any generalization on the basis of qualitative inquiry must 
“necessarily be much more specific and context bound than understandings of generalization as 
universalizing” (Halkier 2011, 787–88) and they must be followed by reflexivity. However, 
generalisations based on qualitative research of limited empirical cases can be made. One of the ways 
to do this is to establish “analytical generalizations” by using “theoretical concepts to make the 
patterns of the specific case or sample more general” (Halkier 2011, 788). Analytical generalization can 
be compared to what Feldman and Orlikowski (2011) term “theoretical generalizations”, which “are 
different from statistical generalizations in that they explain situated dynamics, not universal variation. 
Although each context of study is different, the dynamics and relations that have been identified and 
theorized can be useful in understanding other contexts. In this way, theoretical generalizations are 
powerful because they travel” (Feldman and Orlikowski 2011, 1249 emphasis added). This is an important 
argument for the kind of generalization made in this thesis. According to Feldman and Orlikowski 
(2010), providing the basis for theoretical generalizations is part of what makes practice theory useful.  

The other reason why practice theory is useful, they add, is that it is practical; “practice theory 
has the capacity to offer important practical implications for practitioners” (Feldman and Orlikowski 
2011, 1249-1250). In relation to theoretical generalizations, these “articulate particular relationships 
or enactments (…) that offer insights for understanding other situations while being historically and 
contextually grounded” (Feldman and Orlikowski 2011, 1249). Although the examples referred to in the 
synthesis derive from very different historical and geographical contexts, the use of theoretical 
concepts makes the findings more generalizable; especially in relation to the insights articulating 
something particular about the enactments and relationships of these phenomena. 

In that sense, the insights provided in this thesis are comparable to what Halkier calls analytical 
generalizations, which are “producing context-bound typicalities”, referring to “specific social 
relationships, categories, and processes (…) both uniquely and recognizably performed at the same time” 
(Halkier 2011, 788 emphasis added). Halkier refers to this duality as “the doubleness of the situation” 
(Halkier 2011, 788), with reference to public health researcher Charlotte Delmar (2010) and her 
reflections on the problem of generalizability of qualitative research. This “situated dynamic” (cf. 
Feldman and Orlikowski 2010) entails that “a situation is characterised by its quality of doubleness: it 
is unique and typical at the same time” (Delmar 2010, 115 emphasis added). From this study, Delmar 
(2010, 115) argues that “‘generalizability’ in qualitative research builds on is recognisability”, which is 
possible because of the doubleness of the situation. “People with each their unique story and life world 
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constitute the uniqueness of the situation. And a situation is typical in the sense that fundamental 
experiences can be found in every situation. The typical is what we as people have in common. There 
will be typical traits and recognizable patterns in every situation” (Delmar 2010, 115). This is another 
important insight for the synthesis provided in this thesis, which I will be returning to in the analysis 
of what characterises public library programs (see Chapter 5). Moreover, it provides a basis for arguing 
that the generalizability of this study relies on the situations, or rather phenomena, studied being 
recognizable. This recognisability is increased, I argue, by being explicit about what I mean when I refer 
to different types of programs in the terminological overview (cf. Table 2). Moreover, using concepts 
from practice theory in the analysis and interpretation of the findings increase the recognisability and 
thus generalizability.  
 

Summing up 

Understanding research and knowledge construction as being essentially about making and using ideas 
in a continuous process of meaning-making, in the writing of the three research articles and the 
cumulative writing of this thesis, I have been on a quest to develop an understanding of public library 
programs and programming activity and the meaning of these phenomena in relation to the public 
library. Reflexivity has been a central element in this work, and this way of working is reflected in the 
writing of this thesis and has come to influence the way in which the different elements of PART I are 
tied together. The three chapters introduced in PART I have been important for establishing a 
background of ideas found in field literature, theoretical literature and methodological literature for 
the analysis and interpretation presented in PART II. 
 
 
 
 
 



In PART II I will be drawing on the concepts and ideas 
from the study of field literature, theoretical literature and 
methodological literature in PART I. As an introduction to 
the three research articles, in Chapter 4, I briefly introduce 
the backgrounds of the two empirical studies and their 
overlapping nature. Then follows a summary of the three 
research articles, focussing on the purposes, approaches 
and findings. The findings from the three research articles 
are framed for the purpose of the analysis and interpreta-
tion provided as a synthesis in Chapter 5. Here, findings 
from PART I and findings from PART III come together to 
form and inform new understandings of public library 
programs and programming activity to answer the three 
research questions. In Chapter 6, conclusions are made by 
drawing a line between the research questions and the 
findings presented in the synthesis. Finally, I elaborate on 
the relevance and use of these findings and adress the 
limitations and challenges leading to directions for
further research.

PART II

THE SYNTHESIS 
Brief presentation of studies and 

articles, synthesis and conclusion
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Chapter 4 

A presentation of the 
three research 
articles  
 
An intriguing part of this project is the way it has developed as a dialectic process where the two studies 
build on and inform each other both in terms of research designs and findings. In the following, I will 
provide a brief introduction to the two empirical studies before providing a summary of the three 
research articles.  

The first study, Study 1, was developed from the identification of a need for qualitative insights 
into programs as complex phenomena. Wanting to develop a vocabulary and a way to conceptualise 
public library programs as complex phenomena, exceeding restrictive definitions of culture, education, 
information and recreation, the need for an exploratory research approach was clear from the 
beginning. But how to provide insights into a wide variety of programs qualitatively? Which kind of 
source materials exist that would provide this kind of descriptive information? Attempting to answer 
these questions, I searched the Internet and existing literature for studies on public library programs. 
Researching the library website and alike – blogs, library websites, Facebook pages, YouTube profiles 
–, I realised that most of the Danish public libraries have Facebook profiles, which they use for 
communicating with, or predominantly to, their users and for announcing upcoming activities and 
events. Under “past events” I found archives of old event descriptions announcing programs. These 
Facebook event descriptions became the source materials for what became study 1, resulting in two 
research articles (Article 1 and Article 2).13  

Public library programs are considered central parts of public libraries today. Study 2 addresses 
the question of what is the future role and function of public libraries. It does so in a kind of backwards 
manner; by contributing with empirical insights into the background for this discussion. Eager to find 

                                                           
13 Both research articles have been written together with my main supervisor Henrik Jochumsen. 
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archival materials, which would provide (sufficient) information on past programs to map and describe 
the development of programs offered at Danish public libraries, I reached out to librarians and library 
professionals asking what kind of documentation they had on past programs at their libraries. Several 
responded that such information had not been saved, especially not before 2009.14 Some got back to me 
and said they had old flyers and brochures dating back to respectively the 1980s and the 1990s. After 
being in contact with different libraries, two were selected as case libraries. I chose these two libraries 
because they had useful source materials documenting past programming activity. Together with 
interviews with programming librarians from the two case libraries, these documents became the 
source materials for study 2: a diachronic analysis of the development of public library programs in 
Denmark from 1960 until the present (2020). Study 2 resulted in a third research article (Article 3). 
Although I refer to the two studies as “Study 1” and “Study 2”, there are many overlaps between these 
two studies; in fact, I began collecting source materials for Study 2 before initiating Study 1. As such, 
the two studies have simultaneously influenced each other and fostered fruitful insights for me as a 
researcher.  
 In the following, I will introduce the three research articles by presenting the purpose of the 
articles, their research approaches and some of the central findings, which are of relevance to this 
thesis.  

                                                           
14 In my initial request, I specifically asked for information dating back to before 2009, since this is the year of the first 
Biblioteksbarometer including programming activity. However, I emphasized that I was interested in materials dating back as long 
as possible.   
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Article 1: Researching Public Library Programs 

Mathiasson, Mia H. and Henrik Jochumsen. 2019. “Researching public library programs through 

Facebook events: a new research approach”. Journal of Documentation, 75, no. 4: 857-875. DOI 

10.1108/JD-08-2018-0137 © 2019 by the Emerald Publishing Limited 0022-0418. All rights reserved.  

 

 

Purpose: As a methodological paper, the purpose for Article 1 was to develop an approach for 

researching public library programs through the Facebook event descriptions, while at the same time 

creating categories and tools for analysing these descriptive texts. Article 1 reports on the collection 

and pre-analysis of 2793 Facebook events announcing public library programs. Presenting, testing and 

reflecting on a new research approach, which combines grounded theory (GT) as a research strategy, 

Facebook events as the primary sources of data and web archiving as a method for data collection. How 

to characterise the Facebook events as source materials? Moreover, how to study the vast amount of 

information found in these source materials qualitatively? These were some of the main 
methodological questions behind this article.  
 
Approach: Combining grounded theory (GT) as a research strategy, Facebook events as the primary 

sources of data and web archiving as a method for data collection, the research approach developed, 

tested and reflected upon in Article 1 is in itself experimental. Such as the use of Facebook data for 

analysing past programs. The Facebook events were collected from Facebook pages of 12 public library 

systems, representing 47 public libraries from all over Denmark, varying according to six 

(sampling/selection) criteria: size, library budget pr. citizen, geographical location, municipality type, 

Facebook used since (at least 2015), and the number of event descriptions found. A mixed-methods 

approach was applied data sampling, to select a wide variety of public library Facebook pages for the 

study. In the data collection, we used two different methods of web archiving to capture, collect and 

preserve both the textual content and visual representation of the Facebook event descriptions. Using 

a Graph API tool was a useful method for collecting the vast amount of textual data and metadata on 

past programs covering several years. To complete the textual representation of the Facebook event 

descriptions, we applied a screen capture method, entailing taking screenshots of each of the Facebook 

event descriptions, as a way to “capture” also the visual representations of these data. The data 
collection processes resulted in a total of 2793 Facebook event descriptions. The textual content of the 

Facebook event descriptions was inserted into individual Excel sheets and then cleaned according to 

the title, event description, location, time and date. Finally, all the 12 sheets were merged into one for 

a complete database of the event descriptions and their metadata, including information about time, 

place, location and organiser (s). (For further details on the processes of sampling and selecting cases 

and the processes of collecting the Facebook Event descriptions through web archiving, see Article 1).  

When it comes to format and content, the Facebook event descriptions are in many ways are 

similar to the flyers and brochures (cf. Table 4). Analysing the Facebook event descriptions was 

conducted by combining elements of GT coding procedures. A combination of coding procedures, as 

explained by Charmaz (2006; 2014) and Strauss and Corbin (1990; 2008), provided a useful set of tools 

for data analysis in two steps. Initial and open coding procedures were performed on small samples and 

focused, and selective coding procedures were performed on the full body of data. During the coding 

processes, memos were written, and diagrams were drawn as a way to reflect on findings, ideas and 
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problems along the way. As part of the data analysis, experiments with textual queries and data 
visualisations were conducted before the coding procedures as a way to familiarise ourselves with the 
data.15 In the processes of experimenting with data visualisation, we found that comparing the titles of 
the Facebook events alone provided no real insights into the content of the public library programs 
announced. Thus, we discovered that detailed qualitative analyses of the content of the Facebook event 
descriptions were needed. However, because of the extensive number of individual descriptions (2793), 
we needed to break up the large sample into smaller samples for detailed study. Therefore, in the initial 
and open coding processes, we experimented with close coding of small samples of data using word-
by-word and line-by-line coding (Charmaz 2006; 2014), to detect concepts and categories for further 
analysis. In these processes, we asked sensitising questions about the data and to the data, referring to 
the two levels of textual inquiry mentioned above (cf. Table 5). In the subsequent procedures of focused 
and selective coding, we used the memos written during the initial and open coding procedures to 
explore what we considered preliminary core categories. These categories were tested or tried out 
against the extensive body of data through systematic word searches.  
 
Findings: The findings from Article 1 can be said to belong to one of two levels of textual inquiry. Thus, 
findings concerning the new research approach, including the use of Facebook events as data, and 
findings relating to public library programs announced in these texts. Concerning the first level 
findings found from asking questions about the data, Facebook event descriptions turned out to provide 
what Charmaz calls “rich data”, meaning data that is useful “for developing core categories” as well as 
suitable and sufficient for “depicting empirical events” (Charmaz 2006, 18). The use of GT as a research 
strategy turned out to be a value for this study and for reflecting on the processes of collecting, 
analysing and theorising. Reflecting on the research processes, another finding from Article 1 is how 
the use of web archiving as methods for data collection turned out to be more than a tool for collecting 
and preserving data. Referring to Charmaz, even though “methods are merely tools, they do have 
consequences” (cf. Charmaz, 2006, 15). The consequences of using web archiving methods were that 
these methods proved valuable also as a way to reflect on the data while collecting it; both in terms of 
its ephemeral character, its structural “building blocks” and its textual content. This reflexivity 
corresponds well with the reciprocal relationship between collecting, analysing and theorising in GT 
research (cf. Chapter 3). Using memo writing as a way to capture and reflect on the research procedures 
and findings was another method that had consequences for the outcome of the study, in the sense that 
writing these memos improved reflexivity, early analytical concepts and theoretical sensitivity. The 
memos from the data collection processes thus inspired the analysis and theorising processes, which 
continues in Article 2. In conclusion to the first level of findings, we argue that the combination of 
Facebook events as data, GT as a research strategy and web archiving as methods for data collection is 
a useful approach for a qualitative study of public library programs in the digital age.  

In relation to the second level of findings, Article 1 provides some interesting insights into 
public library programs as complex phenomena. In the article, we develop and present preliminary core 
categories, which we found to be characteristic of these phenomena. These categories are access, the 
role of the library professional, partnerships and collaboration and location. These all turned out to 
become essential categories for understanding public library programs and they are re-developed in 
Article 2. In Article 1, these categories were not throughout analysed, since the focus was on presenting 

                                                           
15 For the textual queries we used Nvivo 2010. For the data visualizations, we used the data visualisation software Tableau.  
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and elaborating on the research approach. However, we did experiment with the analysis of these 
categories. As an example, the category access was analysed in terms of its properties and dimensional 
location (see Corbin and Strauss 2008, 159). As a part of this analysis, we developed an access continuum 
as a way to illustrate the span and complexity inherent in this category (see Figure 5).  
 

 
Figure 5. “The Access Continuum” (in Mathiasson and Jochumsen 2019, 869). 

 
Reflecting on the findings from Article 1 provides fascinating insights into the development of this 
project and my growing knowledge about public library programs. As the first research article written 
as part of this PhD project, Article 1 has been important for my initial understanding of public library 
programs and my further studies. I have made use of the findings and the experiments from Article 1 
throughout the project. For example, Article 1 reports on one of my first encounters with the 
insufficiency of “the listing strategy” (cf. Chapter 1). That is, the listing of types of programs found in 
the Facebook event descriptions was simply not sufficient for grasping the complexity of these 
programs. In order to encompass this complexity, insights into the format, content and function of the 
programmes are needed. This insight became influential for the analysis reported in Article 2 and has 
been a focus also in study 2. Moreover, by using web archiving as a means to capture and preserve “a 
certain portion of the web at a certain point in time” (Brügger 2011, 28), Study 1 contributes to the 
history of Danish public libraries by developing an archive of past Facebook events announcing public 
library programs.  
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Article 2: Between Collections and Connections 

Mathiasson, Mia H. and Henrik Jochumsen. 2020. “Between Collections and Connections: analysing 
public library programs in terms of format, content, and role and function”. Library Quarterly: 
Information, Community, Policy 90, no. 3: 364–379. DOI 10.1086/708963 © 2020 by the University of 
Chicago Press 0024-2519/2020/9003-0008$10.00. All rights reserved.  
 
 
Purpose: The second research article presents the results of an analysis of the Facebook event 
descriptions collected for study 1 and described in Article 1. The context of Article 2 is the identified 
need for a general conception of public library programs as phenomena and analytical tools for 
researching, assessing and debating them in the future. The aim of Article 2 was to qualify the 
conception of public library programs and developing a model for analysing public library programs in 
terms of their format, content, and role and function. To do this, in Article 2, we pose three research 
questions: What characterises the format of the public library programs announced? What is the content of 
these programs? How can we understand their role and function? In Article 2, the last level of abstraction 
has expanded from “function” in Article 1 to “role and function”. With the inclusion of the word role, 
we wanted to emphasise a duality of purpose (cf. Introduction), addressing both the ideological and 
practical purposes and outcomes of the programs. 
 
Approach: Building on the data collected for study 1, Article 2 presents the results of a GT study of the 
2793 Facebook event descriptions, focusing on the data as “extant texts” (Charmaz 2006, 35). 
Differentiating between the two levels of textual inquiry is useful for addressing both the texts as texts 
and as representations of past programs (cf. Article 1). In Article 2, however, we were interested in the 
texts as representations of past programs. Therefore, in the analysis, we focused on this level of textual 
inquiry. The processes of analysis entail a combination of GT coding procedures (as mentioned in 
Article 1), constant questioning and memo writing. We were using a combination of GT coding 
procedures as described by Strauss and Corbin (1990; 2008) and Charmaz (2006), resulting in a new take 
on GT analysis. For the analysis, we followed grounded theory coding procedures while continually 
comparing and questioning the findings. With this, I mean that we asked: “sensitising questions” 
(Strauss and Corbin 1990, 92) such as what, where and how. By asking questions both about the texts 
and to the texts (Charmaz 2006), the attention was directed both to what characterises these texts as 
texts and to the texts as representations (cf. Table 5). More complex queries follow these simple 
questions.  

In Article 2, we elaborated on the categories mentioned in Article 1 and their properties and 
dimensional locations (see Corbin and Strauss 2008, 159). By developing continua for each of the 
categories (such as the Access Continuum developed in Article 1), we gained insights into the 
complexity of these phenomena. Analysing the format level, we addressed the essential elements or 
“building blocks” behind public library programs as events. We narrowed these down to the categories 
duration and location (time and place), organiser (s) and participant(s) and access and availability 
(referring to details about the practical aspects of the programs). We define content as consisting of a 
complex of topics, media, and materials, which become the main categories related to content. As 
mentioned, the last level of abstraction is expanded to include also the role ascribed to the programs, 
expressing the duality of purpose. Addressing the role and function level, however, still relied on an 
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interpretation of implicit or explicit mentioning of purpose. In this way of engaging with the reasoning 
behind offering programs, Article 2 is a first step for the analysis and discussion presented in this thesis 
(see Chapter 5).  
 
Findings: Article 2 provides an empirically based analysis of public library programs in terms of format, 
content, and role and function. Presenting parts of this analysis are equal to presenting its findings. 
Analysing format, we began with the organiser(s) of the programs. Here, the role of the librarian is an 
important category, explored in a continuum between the librarian acting as the main organiser of and 
the primary actor in programs to the librarian being involved only in the announcement of programs. 
A variety of other professions is mentioned explicitly in the data, stressing the importance of the 
category partnerships and collaborations. Analysing the intended participant(s) for whom the programs 
are offered, an interesting finding is the wide variety of age groups mentioned in the data: from a few 
months up to 99 years. Moreover, the target groups are not only defined by age but increasingly by 
interest. This finding, we argue, “complicates any categorisation based on age and target groups alone 
and add to the complexity of defining public library programs” (Mathiasson and Jochumsen 2020, 372). 
The specific duration or location is not defining. What is defining is the relation to a public library. The 
library provides access to the programs and makes them available, among other things by announcing 
them. This finding is most explicit in the categories the organiser(s) and access and availability. A 
significant result from the analysis of the format level is the re-development of the access continuum, 
which turns out to be quite useful for addressing the unique link between a program and the library. 
Thus, what is defining a public library program is its relation to a public library, acting as the promoter 
or provider of the program. As an answer for the first research question about the format of public 
library programs, we argue that public library programs can be characterised as physically based and 
time-wise events depending on the presence of different actors taking part in the program and on the 
relation to a public library providing access to the program and making it available.  

The content level consists of the topics, media and materials used, presented or debated in the 
specific program. On the one hand, we find that content mentioned is closely linked to the library 
collections. Thus, we argue that content is still to a high degree depending on and relating to the library 
collections and that programs can be considered as a means to disseminate the collections and 
stimulate use. Concerning dissemination and stimulation, we find that topics, media and materials are 
used to augment or expand the experience of other topics, media or materials. On the other hand, we 
find that the social aspect of using, presenting or debating content is prevalent in the descriptions. We 
see this in descriptions stressing the act of doing, creating or making something together. For instance, 
in creative programs, we see materials (e.g. yarn for knitting or paper for decoupage) being used as a 
means to social interaction rather than as an end in itself. Thus, we argue that content, as a means to 
an end, is closely related to the creation of new connections. The same, we argue, can be said about 
topics and media (e.g. debate cafés or reading clubs). Thus, we argue that content can be understood as 
a continuum between being considered as a means to an end or as an end in itself. We argue that the 
emphasis provided in the description of the specific program is decisive of whether the social act of 
gathering around content is central or the content is central. Thus, as an answer to the second research 
question, we conclude that the content of public library programs consists of a complex of topics, 
media, and materials. These categories are not mutually exclusive, but categorising programs 
accordingly, an understanding of what makes up the content of public library programs becomes more 
accessible.  
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Arguing that content exists between format and role and function, any analysis of content 
depends on these two levels. In Article 2, this part is admittedly a little vague. A reason for this is 
arguably the difficulty of pinpointing the emphasis of either content or role and function and the 
interpretative bias related to this task. We address this limitation in the article by stating that the 
concepts and categories are not exhaustive. In hindsight, I will argue that this problem is part of the 
findings and that the difficulty of specifying the central purpose behind public library programs points 
to the critical understanding of the duality of purpose. I will extend this reflection in the synthesis (see 
Chapter 5). Concerning the last level of abstraction, a central finding is that the identification of one 
role or function does not exclude other roles or functions. Just like the identification of a specific topic 
does not exclude out other topics. Thus, with reference to Stevenson, a single program can serve 
multiple purposes and have several different outcomes (cf. Stevenson, 1963). Adding to this finding, 
many of the programs described in our data provide the opportunity for social meetings and networking 
and implicitly or explicitly aim at building or strengthening relations. Answering the third research 
question, we argue that the roles and functions of public library programs can be understood as a 
continuum between programs serving as a means to an end (e.g., the dissemination of the collections) 
and programs serving as ends in themselves (e.g., as social experiences).  
 

 
Figure 6. Model for analysing public library programs (in Mathiasson and Jochumsen 2020, page 375). 

 
An outcome of Article 2 is the development of an analytical model (see Figure 6) based on the findings 
from the analysis of the Facebook event descriptions. The model illustrates our conceptualisation of 
public library programs, referring to the three levels of abstraction. In the model, ‘type of program’ 
constitutes a link between the format level and the content level. In the source materials, we find that 
many of the programs described can be classified as belonging to more than one type of program. 
Therefore, we argue that any thorough categorisation based on type alone is problematic. Without 
taking into account the content of the program in question, the different types of programs appear as 
“labels on empty shells” (cf. Article 2). This statement is an essential argument in this thesis since it 
provides a way to reflect on what I term “the listing strategy” (cf. Chapter 1). In the synthesis, I will 
elaborate and expand this finding (see Chapter 5). Trying to keep the three levels of abstraction 
separate serves an analytical purpose; however, we stress that these three levels should not be 
considered as opposites. Instead, they build on and add to each other in intriguing ways. Pointing out 
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the interrelatedness of these levels and the complicated relationship between them, the model offers a 
vocabulary and a tool for future research on, and assessments of, public library programs.  

Based on the findings from Article 2, we conclude that the analysis paint a well-known picture 
of a social orientation within public libraries often referred to as a development “from collections to 
connections” (cf. Introduction). However, we also find an explicit and continuous focus on the 
dissemination and use of library collections. Thus, in light of the analysis, we argue for an 
understanding of public library programs as existing between the library collections and the 
connections they foster. As a link between collections and connections, public library programs make 
for an intriguing area of research to address questions about the past and present of public libraries.  
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Article 3: From means to an end to ends in themselves 

Mathiasson, Mia H. n.d. “From means to an end to ends in themselves: An empirical study of the 
development of public library programs in Denmark between 1960 and 2020”. Accepted for publication 
in Nordic Journal of Library and Information Studies, November 2020. 
 
 
Purpose: In Article 3, I present the findings from an empirical study of the development of programs 
offered within or in relation to two case libraries between 1960 and 2020. The research focuses on 
providing qualitative empirical insights into programs, which have been offered and the reasoning 
behind providing programs in the first place. As such, Article 3 begins to address the link between 
programs and programming activity, which I find to be fundamental for the understanding of both 
phenomena. A paradox frames the article that one the one hand, public library programs are considered 
central parts of what “creates a library” today (Schaltz 2020), while, on the other hand, not much is 
known about the history and development of these phenomena in relation to Danish public libraries. 
Only a few Danish studies have analysed programs empirically, and these have all been synchronic 
studies (cf. Chapter 1). In this light, Article 3 is a response to an identified need for a diachronic reading 
of the development of public library program, contrary to the existing synchronic studies providing 
snap-shots of this phenomenon at a specific time. A diachronic reading of the development of public 
library programs provides a background and a perspective for debating and developing this part of 
public libraries in the future. Such a reading touches on the development of programming activity, 
which has been a relatively unexplored part of Danish library history. I pose two research questions for 
this diachronic study: 1) which types of programmes have been offered at the two libraries between 1960 
and 2020, and how have they developed in terms of format and content? 2) What are the roles and functions 
ascribed to the programmes during this period, and how has the reasoning behind offering programmes 
developed? 
 
Approach: To answer these questions, I study an extensive collection of archival source materials in 
the form of monthly- and annual reports, newspaper articles, flyers and brochures as well as Facebook 
event descriptions documenting past programs. The source materials were collected from the two case 
libraries; Bibliotekshuset at Amager and Herning Centralbibliotek, and supplemented by interviews 
with programming librarians from both libraries. (For a more detailed introduction to the source 
materials, see Table 4). The research design behind this study is inspired by Historical Case Study (HCS), 
as explained by library researcher Michael Widdersheim (2017; 2018). As mentioned earlier (cf. Chapter 
3), HCS provided me with useful tools for somewhat systematic handling of the multifaceted source 
materials collected for this study and as a way to structure the presentation of the findings. As a part 
of the analysis, I draw directly on results from Article 2 by implemented the analytical model and the 
three levels of abstraction as a theoretical framework for analysing the source materials. Development 
is described by identifying continuities and changes concerning the three levels of abstraction.  
 
Findings: In the processes of source collection, these documents were recorded or retrieved by 
scanning them, taking photographs or screenshots, typing in information in Excel sheets of by taking 
notes. Lots of notes. As argued in Chapter 3, I address source collection and analysis as processes of 
meaning-making (cf. Bryant 2002), structuring and making sense of a messy collection of empirical 



80 
 

source materials. As a research strategy, HCS provided some useful methods for doing this, for instance, 
by structuring the source materials in “temporal units” for the analysis (see Table 6). A result of the 
research is thus the division of the period studied into six “temporal units of analysis” (cf. Widdersheim, 
2018, 148). The titles of these units refer to the prominent roles and functions identified in the analysis 
of each of the six periods and provide a frame for understanding each period’s characteristics. There 
are overlaps between these units and, just as we found in Article 2, other roles and functions could have 
been highlighted as well. 
 

Unit X Period covered Descriptive title 

Unit 1 1960–1968 Programmes as a means to disseminate literature and increase book loans 

Unit 2 1969–1976 Programmes as a means to promote the library as something more than books 

Unit 3 1977–1982 Programmes as an inclusive means to community building 

Unit 4 1983–1994 Programmes as shaping the library profile as a meeting place 

Unit 5 1995–2008 Programmes as community building  

Unit 6 2009–2020 Programmes as ends in themselves 

 
Table 6. Overview of the “temporal units of analysis” identified in Article 3. 

 
The temporal units make up the structure for the analysis presented in Article 3, which takes up more 
than a third of the article and thus provides rather detailed descriptions and rich empirical insights into 
programs offered during these sixty years. As an answer to the first research question, I conclude that 
the types of programs offered throughout the period are relatively consistent but that the format and 
content of these programs are expanded parallel to the expansion of the public library, its collections 
and services. For instance, I find that target groups have developed from programs being mainly for 
adults (with only story hours offered for children) to programs being offered for all age groups. 
Moreover, similar to the finding from Article 2, I find that target groups based on communities of 
interests have been an increasing tendency. As an answer to the second research question, the 
development of the reasoning behind having programs – their ascribed roles and functions – is 
described as a movement from considering programs (exclusively) as a means to an end to considering 
programs (also) as ends in themselves. Importantly, as with the roles and functions identified as 
markers of the temporal units of analysis, these viewpoints are not mutually exclusive. That is, as 
programs can be considered as ends in themselves, they can and are still considered as a means to 
something. An example is the dissemination of books and literature, which has been and still is a central 
function of public library programs.  

The development of the ascribed roles and functions of public library programs described in the 
six units of analysis should be understood in a supplementary or cumulative way, in the sense that they 
are adding to rather than replacing each other. This development has resulted in public library 
programs as increasingly complex phenomena with many overlapping roles and functions. I do not find 
these to be conflicting. On the contrary, it seems as if public library programs can contain multiple 
roles and functions without any significant change of appearance. I will elaborate and unfold this 
statement in the synthesis and in relation to examples from the field literature (see Chapter 5). Based 
on the findings from the empirical analysis, I argue that Article 3 provides case-specific insights about 
the programs offered at two Danish libraries in the period from 1960 until 2020. These case-specific 
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insights tell a story of how programs were not at first a substantial part of the case libraries but 
gradually become one. By offering case-specific and generalisable insights into the development of the 
programs provided within or in relation to Danish public libraries during these sixty years, Article 3 
provides an empirical foundation for better understanding and discussing these phenomena as central 
parts of public libraries today and possibly in the future. By drawing some general lines of development 
and relating these to public library development during the period, the article provides insights into 
programming activity as part of the public library practice.  
 

Summing up 

As mentioned in the introduction to this chapter, the two empirical studies have been influencing each 
other in different ways. In the analysis of the source materials collected for Study 2, I explicitly draw 
on the results from Study 1. In reverse, Study 2 can be seen as providing a background for discussing 
the results from Study 1. The core categories explored in Article 1 have continued to develop 
throughout the research project, and I will be returning to some of them in the synthesis. Something 
that has also developed during the project and has been a part of each of the research articles is the 
three levels of abstraction. In Article 1, these are format, content and function. In Article 2, the third 
level of abstraction “function” is expanded to include also “role”, referring to the “duality of purpose” 
(cf. Introduction). In Article 3, the analytical model and the three levels of abstraction play a central 
role as they function as a theoretical framework in the diachronic analysis. In the following chapter, 
findings from PART I and PART III of this thesis come together in a synthesis, presenting an analysis 
and interpretation of the findings from the three research articles in relation to examples from the 
review of international and historical field literature, inspired by abductive reasoning and a practice 
theoretical approach.  
 
 
 

 
 
 
 



83 
 

 
 
 
Chapter 5 

Synthesis 
 
The chapter aims to form an understanding of the relationship between public library programs and 
programming activity and to answer the research questions behind this thesis:  
 

RQ1: What are public library programs? And why have they been offered as part of public 
library services? 
 
RQ2: How can we understand the development of programing activity as a public library 
practice? And what characterises the role of the librarian(s) in relation to this development? 
 
RQ3: How has the development of programming activity as a practice been reflected in the 
changing ideas of what a public library is or what it should be?  

 
The structure of this chapter follows the sequential order of the three research questions. Thus, I start 
by addressing RQ1, focusing on the characteristics of public library programs. The concept of cultural 
schemas (cf. Sewell 1992; Swidler 2001) provides a way to analyse public library programs as both 
unique events and typical types at the same time (cf. Delmar 2010; Halkier 2011). Analysing public 
library programs as unique events and typical types, I use elements from the analytical model presented 
in Article 2. Reflecting on why programs have been offered as part of public library services, I return to 
the terminological overview and different motivations and catalyst reasoning behind offering programs 
mentioned in the field literature. To answer RQ2, I first elaborate on what characterises programming 
activity as a public library practice by drawing on the different elements of practice (cf. Reckwitz 2002). 
Discussing these concepts in relation to the field literature and findings from the empirical studies, I 
describe the development of programming activity as a practice. Since the librarians can be considered 
as the carriers of this practice (cf. Reckwitz 2002), analysing the role of the librarian(s) in relation to 
the development of this practice is central. Especially useful for this analysis is the distinction between 
agent and individual. Synthesising the findings from RQ1 and RQ2, the thesis comes together in trying 
to answer RQ3. Combining an understanding of public library programs as schemas and programming 
activity as a practice, I elaborate on the cyclical relationship between these phenomena. Focussing on 
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intentionality (cf. Reckwitz 2002) as mentioned in both field literature and the empirical source 
materials, I discuss the idea of strategy as practice and as dynamic outcomes (cf. Feldman and 
Orlikowski 2010) and how intentionality reflects changing ideas about what a public library is or should 
be. Finally, I sum up on the main findings from the synthesis and reflect on the future perspectives of 
programming activity as an enduring part of the public library.  
 
 

What are programs, and why have they been offered? 

 

“The kind of program one can have in a library is only limited by one’s imagination – plus such 

mundane matters as money, staff, space, and equipment. The important thing to remember is 

that one should not be limited by what has been done. Librarians need to think freely about 

programming and to explore the needs and possibilities, both in form and in content” 

(Robotham and LaFleur 1981, 1). 

 
Asking what public library programs are, I return to the fundamental understanding of what 
characterises these phenomena. In Study 1, we encountered the problem of categorisation of public 
library programs based on type alone, which has to do with the fact that many programs cannot be 
classified according to just one type. For example, a poetry café with an invited speaker and a 
subsequent dinner could be categorised as either a literature program, a writer’s meeting, a café or a 
community dinner, while it would be all of these things. This is why in Article 2, we argue that there is 
a need for qualitative assessments of public library programs and why we develop an analytical model 
for analysing public library programs in terms of their format, content and role and function. In light 
of the information provided in the first part of this thesis, I return to the question of what are public 
library programs to elaborate on and contribute to a conceptualisation of these phenomena. What is 
needed is a way to conceptualise public library programs that makes it possible to understand the 
complexity of these phenomena and their relation to programming activity and the public library. 
Useful for such a conceptualization, I argue, is the understanding of “the doubleness of the situation” 
(Halkier 2011), since addressing these phenomena I am referring both to unique social events, which 
can only take place one time, and typical types of social events, which – as cultural schemas – “can be 
actualised in a potentially broad and unpredetermined range of situations’” (Sewell 1992, 8). This 
duality is the focus for the characterisation presented below.  
 

Programs as unique events and typical types 

Public library programs can be understood as both unique events and typical types at the same time. 
As unique events, public library programs can be characterised as consisting of several different 
elements. Referring to the analytical model developed in article 2 and the three levels of abstraction; 
format, content, and role and function (cf. Article 2), what is defining for public library programs as 
unique events is the people participating in them and enacting them. In Article 2 we found that the 
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roles of organiser(s) and participant(s) tend to overlap and that public library “programs are not sender-
receiver-based per se; instead, they are depending on different actors being together at the same time 
in the same place” (Mathiasson and Jochumsen 2020, 373). Thus, ideas of programs are actualised when 
they are enacted by participants (both organisers and audiences). Time and place are formalities, which 
are of course defining for programs as unique and context-bound events. In regard to the statement 
that “programs are depending on different actors being together at the same time in the same place” 
(Mathiasson and Jochumsen 2020, 373), I like to point to the finding that during the Covid-19 pandemic 
and the subsequent lockdown of public institutions, online-programs were offered at many public 
libraries, including one of my case libraries (cf. Article 3). Online-programs, of course, complicates any 
conceptualisations were location is considered a constituting element. As live events, online-programs 
still underline the importance of time. In line with the arguments above, this finding corresponds with 
the findings from Article 2, where we found that the specific “location is not defining. What is defining 
is the relation to a public library” (Mathiasson and Jochumsen 2020, 373 emphasis added). The relation 
to a public library is thus not understood in a physical sense, but in an abstract sense understood as 
access and availability.  

Access and availability are central concepts for conceptualising public library programs. In 
Article 2, we found that for a program to become a public library program, the relation to the public 
library is necessary. “The library provides access to the programs and makes them available, among 
other things by announcing them” (Mathiasson and Jochumsen 2020, 373). Thus, as a category, access 
and availability are closely linked to the role of the librarian(s) because they often play a central role in 
providing this access and making programs available. Access and availability are, however, not 
dependent on whether or not a program takes place within library premises or is conducted or planned 
by a librarian. According to the working definition proposed in this thesis, the abstract relation to a 
public library through access and availability is defining for public library programs as “publicly 
announced and publicly available activities and events” (cf. Introduction). Being publicly available, 
however, does not mean that public library programs cannot be targeted or offered for a specific group. 
It refers to the fact that they should be announced and made available for the public in order to be 
defined as a public library program. This argument is an expansion of a finding from Article 3, where I 
argue that programs such as library orientations offered to a school class or study circles are not public 
library programs since they have not been publicly available (cf. Article 3).  

An aspect of understanding access and availability is possible restrictions. As illustrated in the 
“Access continuum” from Article 1 (cf. Figure 5), access can be understood as a continuum from 
programs being free and open for all, with no skills or preparation needed to programs with a fee, access 
limited to a certain target group or a restricted number of participants and specific skills or preparation 
needed, e.g. the need to book tickets in advance (cf. Article 1). As mentioned in Article 1 and 2, we 
found that fees are charged for some programs. Based on the findings from study 1, it is not uncommon 
for Danish public libraries to charge fees for programs.16 What is interesting about fees is that they seem 

                                                           
16 In Article 1 and Article 2, fees were coded as part of the analysis, but they were not scrutinized as an area of study in themselves. 
Confronted with the opinion that fees for program participation is a controversial find and that charging fees for public library 
programs in the US was highly unusual motivated a more thorough investigation of a sample of the data collected for study 1. 
This resulted in a comparative study of user fees in relation to programs in Denmark and the US (see Lenstra and Mathiasson 
2020). Focusing only on the data from 2017 (884 programs), I found that 224 or approximately one out of four programs had fees 
associated with them. These fees vary between 1.5 and 42 USD; with 39 percent classified as “modest” fees (1.5-6 USD), 53 percent 
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to conflict with ideas about access and availability as key categories behind public library services. In 
Denmark, public libraries have been allowed to charge entrance fees for programs since the revision of 
the Library Act in 1983 (Christoffersen et al. 1987, 20). The charging of fees relies on the distinction 
between core services and special or peripheral services since legally, cores services such as the use of 
the library, loans of materials and the use of the Internet should always be free of charge and be at the 
disposal of everyone for use at the library (cf. Bertelsen and Biblioteksstyrelsen 2001, 8–10). Seen in 
this light, charging fees for public library programs can be seen as an indication of whether programs 
are considered core or peripheral services. 

Furthermore, fees can serve as a way to compare the understandings of core and peripheral 
services. For instance, while paying a fee for attending a public library program is normal in Denmark, 
“it is more of a fringe idea in North America” (Lenstra and Mathiasson 2020, 103). The possibility for 
libraries to charge fees for special or peripheral services such as “instruction, courses and other learning 
activities (…)” (Thorhauge and Biblioteksstyrelsen 2002, 6) and the fact that many public libraries 
charge fees for programs (cf. Article 1 and Article 2) makes it clear, that formally (i.e. in terms of 
legislation), core services do not comprise public library programs. Thus, I argue that public library 
programs in Denmark are formally considered as special or peripheral services. However, in Article 3, I 
find that public library programs have developed from being considered primarily as a means to an end 
to being considered increasingly as ends in themselves and are described as parts of what “creates a 
library” (cf. Schaltz 2020). Thus, a discrepancy between a formal and an informal point of view, 
indicating a discrepancy between an inside and an outside of the practice field. From within the practice 
field it seems as if public library programs have moved closer to the core of public library services and 
are, perhaps, already considered core services? 
 
Understanding the duality of programs as both unique events and typical types, the concept of cultural 
schemas (cf. Sewell 1992; Swidler 2001) is useful. According to Sewell (1992), schemas are virtual, which 
means that “they cannot be reduced to their existence in any particular practice or any particular 
location in space and time” but “can be actualised in a potentially broad and unpredetermined range 
of situations’” (Sewell 1992, 8). Understood in this way, different types of programs are not specific for 
public libraries; writers’ meetings, theatre performances, discussions and playgroups are not specific 
to public libraries and can take place in many other places or institutions (cf. Introduction). 
Understanding public library programs as cultural schemas also means that they are not restricted to 
specific sites or situations per se but can be actualised or enacted in many different contexts and under 
many different conditions. This also means that programs understood as typical types or virtual 
schemas are generalizable procedures in the sense that they can travel as ideas. What does this tell us 
about public library programs? Referring to the quote by the NILPPA research project that “programs 
are a lot like art” (cf. Introduction), it is tempting to take up this statement when reflecting on what 
characterises public library programs as typical types and unique events. For the sake of analysis, 
comparing programs with art reveals something about the nature of these phenomena. As opposed to 
a work of art, when looking at public library programs as typical types, it does not make sense to talk 
about original and copy. A program is thus not defined by its creator as in the case with artworks or 
performance art, which are still (at least in idea) bound to a creator. As virtual schemas or typical types, 

                                                           
classified as “considerable” fees (7-15 USD) and 8 percent classified as “costly” fees (16-42 USD) (Lenstra and Mathiasson 2020, 
108).    
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public library programs are not accredited to a creator but exist as ideas to be enacted, resulting every 
time in unique events.  

Understanding public library programs as schemas (cf. Sewell 1992; Swidler 2001) provides the 
key to explain their status as unique and typical at the same time (cf. Halkier 2011). Although it seems 
banal, in a conceptualisation of public library programs, I find it important to recognise the duality of 
programs as both typical types and unique events. For my analysis, this way of conceptualising public 
library programs brings together the findings from the empirical studies and the insights from the first 
part of this thesis. From reviewing the field literature, I found that programming activity has been 
closely associated with the listing of different types of programs (cf. Chapter 1). Yet at the same time, 
programs are not defined by their type (cf. Article 2). Conceptualising public library programs as 
schemas are useful for understanding these complex phenomena as both unique events related to a 
specific time and place and as typical in the sense of types of programs, which can come to existence 
in a variety of different context and locations. What characterises these phenomena, I argue, is that 
they can travel as ideas. Just think of the guidebooks providing inspiration and ideas for different types 
of programs and how such ideas should not be restricted to what has been but what could be (cf. LaFleur 
and Robotham 1981). From this perspective, the flyers and brochures can be seen as “plans” directing 
the action of the different types of programs (cf. Chapter 3). As virtual schemas, programs travel as 
ideas and cannot be reduced to their existence in any practice or any particular location. As an example, 
the “Take Away Library” initiative in Herning (cf. Article 3) provides a new layer to this development. 
Moreover, it epitomises the understanding of programs as travelling schemas in a quite literal sense by 
offering programs “to go” (‘Take Away Biblioteket’ 2020). So, what seems to have been the reasoning 
behind offering programs? 
 

Why offer programs? 

The distinction between core and periphery of public library services has been a part of defining or 
placing programs in relation to public libraries for almost a century (cf. Baker 1922). In itself, this 
distinction is an indication of whether or not programs have been considered as more than a means to 
something. However, what I find from reviewing the field literature is that many different and 
sometimes conflicting ideas about core and peripheral services have coexisted, while programs have 
still been offered. Thus, for answering the question of why programs have been offered in relation to 
public libraries, I look at the catalysts and motivations mentioned in field literature.  

From the review of field literature, the mentioning of catalysts – understood here as external 
reasons for having programs – reflects what has been formally recognised reasons. An example of a 
catalyst is Library Acts or other directive pushing the development or nurturing it by providing new 
possibilities and scopes of action. In both the British and the Danish field literature, the revision of the 
Library Act in 1964 is mentioned as a catalyst for the development of programming activity. “Long 
before the enactment of the new act on public libraries (…) the public library as a cultural centre or a 
“social force” in society has been debated” (Koefoed 1967, 37).17 Koefoed reflects on the library Act as 
a sole catalyst mentioning the inspiration from both the USA and the UK. After the second world war, 
the idea about the public library as a centre for the intellectual life of the whole community (and not 

                                                           
17 With a reference to chief librarian H.O. Lange’s lecture on the library meeting in Aarhus in 1909, what in Denmark has been 
referred to as “the classical lecture of the library movement” (Koeofoed, 1967, 37).  



88 
 

only the literary life) grew more robust, not least due to the development of libraries in other countries 
– especially the Anglo-Saxon (Koefoed 1967, 37). However, the changes in political administration 
(from the Ministry of Education to the Ministry of Culture), which is seen in the reports and 
recommendations published in the 1960s and 1970s and in the debates about the public library as a 
cultural centre has influenced the agenda of these institutions. This is similar to the British 
development (cf. the mentioning of the Bourdillion report), where the 1964 Public Libraries and 
Museums Act has been mentioned as a catalyst, in that it allowed public libraries to spend money on 
cultural activities, which resulted in debates about cultural centres and new ways of thinking about and 
constructing public libraries (Jolliffe 1968, 3).18 Another, more implied, catalyst is the personal 
engagement and drive of librarians, emphasised in the early years as one of the central catalysts behind 
programming activity.  
 
From the early writings, I find that the motivations mentioned for offering programs are closely 
associated with a motivation to increase book loans and visitor numbers. Having programs in relation 
to a public library has been considered as a means to increase visitor numbers and book circulation, 
which would stimulate further use (cf. Baker 1922; McColvin 1927; Johnson 1938). Having these kinds 
of events close to the (book) collections would allow interests to be pursued or maintained through the 
use of these collections (cf. McColvin 1927; Johnson 1938; Wirla 1958). Besides the general extension 
of the library as a means of advertising and expanding its user base, one of the most central and 
recurrent motivations found in the field literature and the source materials, is to stimulate reading. 
From the very beginning of public libraries, it has been a firm belief that reading books would lead to 
better lives and programs have served as a means to foster and enhance the interest for reading (cf. 
Johnson 1938; Stone 1953). In that sense, programs have, as argued by Van Fleet and Raber, functioned 
as a way “to enrich the lives of the people – individually and collectively” (Van Fleet and Raber 1990). 
The idea that reading leads to better lives has been somewhat consistent throughout the existence of 
public libraries and are still part of the legitimacy of public libraries today. I argue that this is also a 
motivation for having and offering programs today. However, programs are no longer solely considered 
as a means to this end (cf. Article 3). When interviewing the librarians, the increased use of the library, 
its collections and services in general, is still considered a possible outcome of programming activity 
although it is not stressed as the most important reason for having programs. The interviewees all 
emphasised the experience of the participants as the success criteria, not the number of participants. 
Yet, when programs are attracting a large number of people to the library, this is also considered a good 
thing.   

Similar to the motivation to increase the use of the library and its collections, is the intention to 
provide informal education and informational services, which are found interchangeably to the 
intentions of stimulating or encouraging cultural and recreational interests (cf. Wirla 1958; 
Department of Education and Science 1975; Maidment 1986). As Wirla argues, the public library “in the 
first and last instance is an educational institution, the aim of which is to establish an interest in culture 
and to maintain and develop it (cf. Wirla 1958). So the library is not only justified but also obliged to 
practice those forms of work which are dedicated to encourage its task” (Wirla, 1958, 7). In relation to 
stimulation, which has been a central part of the public library service paradigm (see Heim 1982), 

                                                           
18 This development is similar to what happened in Denmark, where library buildings from the 1950s and onwards reflect the 
changing needs and the role as a meeting place in a more inviting an open architecture (see Dahlkild 2011). 
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programs have been offering the opportunity for hands-on experiences for many years. Already in 1938, 
Johnson reflected on classes in amateur photography and emphasised the importance of hands-on 
experiences: “Amateur photography appears to bear the same relation to the seeing of films and 
exhibitions as books reviewing and “creative writing” bear to the reading of books. It fortifies the 
absorption of ideas by active effort and expression” (Johnson 1938, 52). This kind of thinking has been 
critical reasoning behind the offering of programs. 

Moreover, from the very beginning, programming activity has been closely associated with ideas 
about fostering social relations through creating new friends of the library, reaching out to new user 
groups and collaboration with local institutions and organisations (McColvin 1927; Johnson 1938; 
Baguley 1959). Having programs has been considered part of the new idea of public libraries – for many 
years – and have served both as a way to “advertise” the library and its (new) services (cf. McColvin 
1927) and to “brand” the new library profile (cf. Kjær and Ørom 1992a; 1992b). However, as both 
McColvin (in 1927) and Kjær and Ørom (in 1992) argue; it is more than “just advertising”. Thus, I argue 
that offering programs have always come with more than increased use of the library and its collections. 
 
In order to conclude on this first section, I return to one of the main findings from Article 3; that the 
roles and functions identified are supplementing or adding to each other rather than taking over from 
each other from resulting in increasingly complex phenomena. This finding stresses the difficulty of 
pin-pointing the central role and function behind these services. This difficulty has been addressed 
before. In the 1960s, Stevenson mentioned this multi-functional aspect of public library programs by 
describing how a single program can serve multiple purposes and have several different outcomes (cf. 
Stevenson, 1963). Mentioning both education, contact work, extension and public relation as possible 
purposes or outcomes of such activities, Stevenson (1963, 643) touches of one of the essential 
characteristic behind public library programs: the duality of purpose. A program can serve multiple 
functions and have multiple roles at the same time; this is part of what makes any definition of public 
library programs challenging. Van Fleet and Raber (1990) refers to this as the “definitional ambiguity”, 
and they argue that perhaps this “definitional ambiguity has been a necessary device that allows 
librarians to fulfil a role that ‘fluctuates with a variety of social policies and with the economic needs 
of society’” (Van Fleet and Raber 1990, 457-458, citing Gordon Stevenson). Van Fleet and Raber 
emphasise the definitional ambiguity not only as a necessity but also as a strength; “Perhaps the 
greatest strength of the library has been its ability to offer services without narrowly prescribing the 
intended purpose of these services. Individuals are then free to decide upon the use and value of 
services from personal perspectives” (Van Fleet and Raber 1990, 457-458). I will return to this argument 
later. For now, I will move on to the question of how we can understand the development of 
programming activity as a practice.  
 

Doing programs: programming activity as a practice 

In order to understand the development of programming activity as a practice, it is necessary to address 
what makes something a practice. That is a certain kind of routine behaviour with certain knowledge 
and know-how, professional circles, and specific kinds of performativity in the bodily and mentally 
routines and the handling of things. Based on findings from the literature review, programming activity 
has not always been considered a routine part of public library work. What characterises the practice of 
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doing programs? In order for programs to be enacted, resources and the energy of people are needed; 
not only the energy of librarians but also the participating community members. Programing activity 
has always been closely related to and depending on the community. Both in the sense that 
programming activity has sought to fulfil community needs and in the sense that community members 
have served as resources for programming activity (e.g. through the use of volunteers). As mentioned 
in the field literature, partnerships and collaborations are essential elements of programming activity 
and have been since the beginning. An example is found in the US tradition, where Johnson (1938) 
describes the community as a resource for programming activity, also for the conduction of programs: 
“[n]o library has the resources to offer an extensive program of paid lectures”, however “(…) every city 
important enough to maintain a well-equipped library contains in its population numbers of men and 
women–college and high school teachers, doctors and lawyers and preachers, editors and writers–who 
are quite capable of presenting interesting lectures and are sufficiently public spirited to perform this 
service without a charge” (Johnson 1938, 50). This is quite an interesting phrase which point to a certain 
kind of spirit amongst the community members. Today, such a spirit would be identified as 
voluntariness. Limited resources have been a reason for such thinking, but this phrase also points at 
the community as a resource and not just as audiences or users.  

From the analysis conducted as part of study 1, we found that programs are not sender-receiver 
based per se (cf. Article 2). This finding, of course, relates to the recent history of public library programs 
(2011-2017), however, still seems to address a rather general tendency for collaboration and 
partnerships in relation to programming activity. Collaborations and partnerships with the local 
community are also mentioned in the interviews conducted as part of study 2. Asked about how they 
worked with programming activity in 2017 and how this way of working differs from the old way of 
working, one of the librarians responded: “My experience is that instead of being handed a bag of 
money that you can use to make programs, today you have to go out and find some volunteers and then 
apply for money to make programs. In this way, we make something with the users instead of for the 
users” (IN2).  The descriptions of making programs with the users instead of for the users seems 
symptomatic for the role and function of programs in recent years, stressing the focus on collaboration 
and community building (cf. Edwards, Robinson and Unger 2013). However, this development is due to 
centralised and often limited budgets and does not seem to build on a specific strategy. When asked 
about this development, the librarian answered: “I think it is good. For me it is an inspiring [way of 
working]. But I am also used to work like this, so for me it is not a new thing” (IN2). This quote is 
another example of how collaboration with community members has been a part of the practice of 
doing programs. At the small library at Amager, such a collaboration has been a natural part of 
programming activity for many years.  

Another thing we learn from comparing public library programs to art is that a characteristic of 
these events is the handling of things as “constitutive elements of forms of behaviour” (Reckwitz 2002, 
253, emphasis added (cf. Reckwitz 2002). The active (physical) handling and use of the collections is 
something that characterises public library programs and programming activity. The importance of 
hands-on experience has been stressed in the early literature on public library programs (cf. Johnson 
1938) as a way to stimulate new interest but also as part of what makes public library programs unique 
learning experiences. In study 2, one of the interviewed librarians pointed out mixing as “a way to get 
around a media, as a way of experimenting with a subject in-depth and breadth” (IN1). Thus, mixing 
refers to a way of doing programs. Moreover, it is characteristic for the way content is orchestrated in 
relation to programs as a way to experiment with topics, media and material and combine them in new 
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ways. As the same librarian elaborates: “It is actually some of what the libraries, as opposed to the 
[other cultural scenes], can do in order to have another profile than the others: mixing things (…) 
mixing literature and music, music and dance, literature and something else – so you end up with a 
completely different experience” (IN1). Mixing is an interesting concept when thinking about the 
content of programming in relation to cultural dissemination and stimulation (see Heim 1982). 
Moreover, mixing is part of what characterises public library programs across types and part of what 
defines public library programs as opposed to programs in other cultural institutions. Today, courses 
are offered in mixing as one of the interviewees told me about participating in a “mixing seminar” 
(IN2). Thus, mixing can be seen as characteristic for the way of working with, doing or enacting 
programs.  
 
Resources are necessary for programs to be enacted. From my empirical studies and from reviewing the 
field literature, it seems as if lack of (such mundane matters as) space, staff and money has been an 
obstacle – in fact, a condition – for the development of programming activity at Danish public libraries 
and in the US and UK as well. Already in Koefoed’s survey from 1967, librarians working with programs 
complain about “such mundane matters” as the lack of space, time and money. However, programs 
have been offered in defiance of limited resources, in terms of space, time and money. From study 2, I 
found how programs were considered a part of creating a new library identity for the opening of the 
new library in 1970 (cf. Article 3). Programs offered by the librarians were a relatively new thing at the 
library in Herning and for the opening of the new library, this part of library service was put to the 
forefront as a way to actualize the new library building, which had been designed with more active use 
in mind. In the new library, both space, time and money were allocated to programming activity. The 
new building was designed for many and varied programs, including a concert hall, exhibition spaces, 
meeting rooms, musical practice rooms and children’s library with a fully equipped workshop. Time 
was allocated this work, for instance, a dedicated music librarian was hired to promote the new music 
section – through programs and more – and in the children’s library, a part-time leisure-time teacher 
was hired to do creative activities with the children (Herning Centralbibliotek 1973). Experiments with 
hiring leisure-time teachers to work with programming activity for children can be found elsewhere in 
Denmark and were mentioned in the report from the summer school in 1972 (Snodgrass 1972). In 
Herning, the trial only lasted a couple of years, since none of the leisure-time teachers stayed for longer 
than six months (Herning Centralbibliotek 1973, 16–17). However, it tells us something about the 
potential ascribed to programming activity in these years and the scale of the resources allocated for 
making these potentials come true.  

In Herning, this marked the beginning of a period with increased programming activity and the 
offering of many and highly different programs for both children and adults. However, this 
development did not last. As a result of the economic crisis in the 1980s, which lead to budget cuts and 
a reprioritization of resources, programming activity for adults was stalled in Herning for a period of 
about ten years (cf. Article 3). Such breaks in programming activity are found to be a natural part of the 
development of programming activity, especially in the early years. According to Jolliffe (1968), it was 
not uncommon to see great variety in the offering of such activities “from town to town, county to 
county, and even within a single authority”. Moreover, Jolliffe points out that there “is also some 
variety in time so that a library at one stage of its history may embark on an extension programme and 
after a period abandon that programme almost entirely, perhaps resuming it once more in whole or in 
part a few years later” (Jolliffe 1968, 3). In relation to the library in Herning, around 1995 programming 
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activity for adults returned and now comprised also programs for children, young people, and families 
(cf. Article 3).  

 What Schatzki calls “the mundane performativity of practice” refers to the fact that activities 
of any kind have to be “carried out” and “carried through” (cf. Schatzki 2002). Looking at programming 
activity as a practice, I ask: what characterises the role of the librarians carrying out this practice?   
 

From individuals to agents: the role of the librarian(s) 

 

“In general, it might be said that extension work is the projection of the librarian and his 

service out into the community he serves. If, by contact with these activities, the citizen is 

persuaded that the library is a major cultural force in the community, then time and money 

spent are thoroughly justified” (Baguley 1959, 84).  

 
With this quote, I want to highlight the point of view presented by Baguley towards the role of the 
librarian and the conception of extension work or programming activity. Also, Jolliffe (1968) ascribed a 
lot of power to the librarians, and it is made clear that sometimes it even comes down to the personal 
interests of the librarian: “Much obviously depends on the librarian concerned, whether he be chief or 
departmental head, on his attitude to librarianship and, sometimes, on his own personal interests” 
(Jolliffe 1968, 3). This emphasis on the personality of the librarian is also found in the publication 
Library Services for Children in the UK 1960-1974 by Ellis (1974). Mentioning an inspiration from the US 
explicitly, Ellis provides a good example of where the personality and enthusiasm of an individual 
librarian shine through: “In the United States it was usual, in such places as Brooklyn, to hold story 
hours in the parks under a large umbrella, and Janet Hill, the dynamic children’s librarian at Lambeth, 
adopted this practice and organised sessions in local parks during the summer months, an activity 
which deserved a degree of emulation which it did not receive” (Ellis 1974, 20). The determining force 
lies not just in the hands of the librarians. However, the chief librarian had the final saying: “Librarians 
who endeavoured to establish themselves in their communities through festivals and book weeks were 
worthy of great praise and were setting a pattern which should surely have been standard practice (…) 
in all cases pattern of their work was determined by a chief librarian who had it in his power to 
encourage or frustrate their plans” (Ellis 1974, 20-21). Referring to the Bourdillon Report (1962), which 
commented on the wide range of activities undertaken by public libraries in the UK a link was particular 
stressed between public libraries where lots of activities were offered and “where qualified staff had 
been appointed” (Ellis 1974, 19). A similar anecdote is found in one of my case libraries mentioned 
above, where the hiring of a talented music librarian in 1969 resulted in a rise of programmes offered 
in relation to the new music section at the new library (cf. Article 3).  
 
As mentioned above, the personal engagement and drive of certain librarians can be read as a catalyst 
for the development of programming activity. A notion that springs to mind when reviewing the field 
literature and especially such descriptions of the role of the librarians is the Danish word ildsjæl. 
Directly translated, it means “fiery soul” and is used descriptively about a very enthusiastic and 
energetic person. In Denmark, this term has often been used for describing professionals who consider 
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their work a vocation or a calling and is driven by this internal motivation and passion for their job. 
Professionals such as school teachers and librarians, who are truly dedicated to their mission. This way 
of characterising the librarian is well-known from the field literature; a related term used explicitly 
about the work of librarians is library spirit (see Dyrbye 2009). Both terms imply that true commitment 
and internal motivation is the main driver behind the carrying out of the practice. In a historical 
perspective, these terms are important to understand the development of public libraries, and library 
services in general, and central for understanding the development of programming activity a practice. 
Here, the personality and qualities of the librarian have often explicitly emphasised as a key element 
whether or not the library has offered programs and whether or not these programs have been 
successful.  

With reference to Reckwitz (2002) and his distinction between individual and agent, the 
descriptions of how programming activity has relied on the personal qualities of the librarian(s) 
conflicts with the argument that personality is not defining for a practice (cf. Reckwitz 2002). This way 
of conceptualizing a practice does not seem to correspond with the historical writings, where the 
personality of the librarian is emphasised as key to the development of programs and programming 
activity (cf. Baker 1922; Jolliffe 1968; Ellis 1974). Based on this finding, I argue that the focus on specific 
individuals as the catalyst for offering programs can be seen as an indication of programming activity 
before it became a routinized part of public library practice. From the review of field literature, I find 
that programming activity has historically been closely related to or associated with the work and 
spirits of specific individuals. This indicates that before becoming a practice, programming activity was 
the work of dedicated individuals who saw it as their mission to provide programs as part of the public 
library. As programming activity developed to become a routinized way of working, a practice, the focus 
on the individual was slowly replaced by a focus on the (programing) librarians(s) as agents and carriers 
of programming activity as a practice.   
 
As part of the great survey conducted by the ALA and Smith in the early 1950s, Smith developed “six 
general categories of service”, referring to how librarians practised services: supplying; planning; 
advising; training; informing; and doing (Smith 1954, 2). In relation to programming activity, doing is 
a particularly interesting category, which can be said to comprise the other categories. Smith described 
doing as organising, administering and maintaining “the library’s own programs or activities” (Smith 
1954, 2). Smith’s general categories of service are, just that; general. They encompass the actions 
behind library services in general, but not programming activity in particular. Sixty years later, 
Edwards, Robinson and Unger, (2013) describe the role of the programming librarian very particularly 
in their “how-to manual”. Here, the role of the programming librarian is narrowed down to four 
categories; the planner, the promoter, the implementer, and the (library) representative (Edwards, 
Robinson and Unger, 2013). These categories are not considered mutually exclusive since the same 
person can wear all of these “hats” and often does. As the planner, the programming librarian is in 
charge of researching, organising and scheduling events. As the promoter, the programming librarian 
is in charge of marketing and of promoting the event. As the implementer, the programming librarian 
is in charge of planning the content of the program “and then present that content to an audience” 
(Edwards, Robinson and Unger 2013, 74). The role of the library representative is not as much a direct 
action as it is a sort of side effect of the work and the presence of the programming librarian in general; 
“When librarians host events, patrons get to know them and begin to associate them with the library” 
(Edwards, Robinson and Unger 2013, 74 emphasis added). This description of the role of the 



94 
 

programming librarian touch on something essential: the personality of the programming librarian is 
an important part of doing programs. The four roles refer to the practice of doing programs; both 
before, during and after the events. The planning and promoting of programs before they take place, 
the actual conduction of the program and the importance of the librarian’s presence both during and 
after the program, as a way to build relations with the participants. The four different roles refer back 
to the category of access and availability mentioned above as the librarian is in charge of providing 
access to the program and making it available both through explicit promotion and implicit networking.  

Part of study 1 focused on how the role of the librarian(s) was mentioned in the Facebook event 
descriptions. The analysis of this category resulted in the creation of a continuum of the role of the 
programming librarian (see Figure 7). Having become a focus for research, programming activity today 
is even more specialised. One of the early findings from the NILPPA research project is the development 
of a list of “9 core library programming competencies”; organizational skills, event planning, outreach 
& marketing, knowledge of the community, creativity, financial skills, interpersonal skills, content 
knowledge, and evaluation (Sheppard et al. 2019, 12). From my conversations with programming 
librarians in the interviews, these core competencies seem to capture the complexity of programming 
activity as a practice today; still focussing on creativity and interpersonal skills as important parts of 
doing programs.  
 

 
 

Figure 7. Continuum of the role of the librarian (in Mathiasson and Jochumsen 2020, 371). 
 

How have the librarians themselves thought about their work with programming activity and why 
programs should be offered? An interesting insight into this question is found in the interviews. When 
asking the librarians why they were offering programs, one of the interviewees answered with an 
anecdote of a staff meeting in the 1980s, where one of the chief librarians in charge of programming 
activity had raised the question; Why are we doing this? From the discussion that followed, there were 
as many different answers to this question as there were people at the meeting (IN4). As the interviewee 
later stated, if I should have been a proponent of programs being a means to draw people to the library, 
this is not my opinion today. This anecdote is an example of a change or crises within the practice, 
revealing different and somewhat conflicting viewpoints as to why such activities were, in fact, offered. 
This discussion points towards increased reflexivity fostered by the development of programming 
activity to become a practice, which can be found in the early volumes of the professional journal 
Kontaktbibliotekaren (‘The Contact Librarian’),19 a journal dedicated to the inter-library communication 

                                                           
19 Kontaktbibliotekaren (1980-1988) is the name of a professional library journal published by a group of programming librarians. 
The journal was later published under the name Kontakt (1989-1990) and Profil (1991-1994). A journal dedicated children’s 
librarians called BØFA Nyt was established in 1979 (until 2006). Both journals functioning as platforms for for inter-library 



95 
 

about programs and programming activity established and driven by the special interest group 
(Faggruppe) for contact librarians, which had been established years earlier. A subject which was heavily 
discussed in the first issues of Kontaktbibliotekaren was programming activity as part of the Library Act, 
more specifically the legislative proposals and recommendations from 1971 and 1979, both addressing 
programming activity as an area of interest for a revision. In the very first issue, librarian and editorial 
member Hellen Niegaard commented on these suggestions; “From recommendation to 
recommendation. Almost a decade has passed since the previous legislative proposal Betænkning nr. 
601, 1971, was published. In relation to cultural activities, there has not been any great leap forward 
(…) In the 1971 and 1979 proposals, the provision of cultural activities is a can-do, not a must-do” 
(Niegaard 1980, 1–2 emphasis in original). As programming librarians became a more established part 
of the library profession, they began to ask questions to this practice and debate it, re-developing and 
specialising it. This led to what can be called a “professionalization” of programing activity as a 
practice. In Denmark, this professionalization is epitomised in the late 1970s and early 1980s, and the 
establishment of Kontaktbibliotekaren can be seen as a spearhead of this development.  

Another change appears, when this practice becomes “institutionalised”. The 
institutionalisation of programing activity is most explicit in the US, where the ALA and the PPO have 
supported, promoted, assessed and researched these phenomena since the 1950s (cf. Chapter 1). Part 
of this institutionalisation can be found in the annual, national surveys and assessment reports 
conducted by the Institute of Museums and Library Services (cf. Introduction). Another example of how 
public library programming activity has become institutionalised in the US can be found in an excerpt 
from George M. Eberhart’s Whole Library Handbook 4 from 2006, where the offering of services and 
programs are included as part of defining a library (cf. Eberhart 2006). The ALA has explicitly supported 
and promoted programming as an essential part of the public library services and as a link to other 
library functions and has done so for many years (cf. Introduction). The explicit focus on programs and 
programming activity in public libraries in the US seems to have fostered an increased awareness of 
and focus on the development of programs. The NILLPPA research project is an example of how public 
library programs and programming have even become an area of study for a large scale national 
research project.  

Based on the findings presented in this thesis, I argue that in Denmark, programming activity 
has become an institutionalised part of the public libraries today. Many of the tendencies which 
characterise this development in the US are found in Denmark as well. Since 2009, programming 
activity has come to play an increasingly bigger role in the annual national assessment reports 
Biblioteksbarometer (cf. Introduction) and strategically, programs and programming activity are placed 
more central in libraries today. An institutionalisation of programming activity is also found in the 
Nordic countries, specifically visible in the revision of the Norwegian Library Act from 2014 (cf. 
Audunson et al. 2020). In Denmark, there is no such legislation about offering programs, although it 
has been discussed several times (cf. Niegaard 1980). As programming activity has moved out of the 
professional education and into courses offered by the Danish Library Association and other interest 
groups is an example of how public library programs and programming activity have moved from being 
a practice within the individual libraries – driven largely by enthusiastic individuals – to become a 
professionalised and institutionalised practice at a national level. Thus, programming activity can be 

                                                           
communication and sharing of ideas about programs and programming activity. Today, such platforms for librarians working 
with programming activity have moved online. 
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described as both an institutionalized practice and a professionalized practice. And these two practices 
are not necessarily identical. Although programming activity has become institutionalised, programs 
are still enacted by librarians and other agents in close collaboration with the local community. What 
characterises the role of the librarian(s) in relation to the development of programming activity as a 
professionalised and institutional part of public library practice?  

What first appeared as a paradox between a focus on the individual (librarian) and an increasingly 
professionalised focus on the librarians as agents of the practice, can be seen as a “break” or as a sign 
of development within the practice (cf. Reckwitz 2002). Based on the findings presented above, I argue 
that the role of the programming librarian(s) has developed from being considered an individual to 
become an agent and a carrier of programming activity. Hover, the continuous emphasis of the 
importance of the personality, motivation, energy and interests of the librarians working specifically 
with programming activity has been a key catalyst behind early programming activity and some of these 
early qualities are is still found in the core competencies mentions by NILPPA (cf. Sheppard et al. 2019). 
From a practice theory perspective, breaks or changes do not necessarily depend on political or 
economic changes outside of the practice but can be found in everyday crisis within a practice (cf. 
Reckwitz 2002). In relation to this development, the reasoning behind programming activity has 
changed from programs being offered because of personal motivation to programs being offered 
because of professional or institutional motivation. Thus, I argue that public library programming 
activity has become a professionalised and institutionalised practice and the librarian(s) have played a 
central role in this development, shaping the practice in a process of mutual constitution (cf. Feldman 
and Orlikowski 2011).  
 

An interdependent relationship 

Understanding public library programs as cultural schemas consisting of virtual schemas and actual 
resources, public library programs can be understood as the effects of programming activity just as 
programming activity can be understood as the effect of public library programs (Swidler 2001 with 
reference to Sewell 1992:13). As carriers of the practice (cf. Reckwitz 2002), the librarians are carrying 
out the activities associated with this practice – public library programs, through the mundane 
performativity of the practice (cf. Schatzki 2002). When breaks occur, these shape the practices, but 
sudden breaks are hard to find as these changes happen regularly in the everyday practice. Referring to 
Sewell, the role of the agents are central in relation to structure, as agents are “empowered by 
structures, both by the knowledge of cultural schemas that enables them to mobilize resources and by 
the access to resources that enables them to enact schemas” (Sewell 1992, 27). This is what Feldman 
and Orlikowski (2011) refer to as mutual constitution; explaining the interdependency between agents 
and practice. “Mutual constitution” is a central term here since it “implies that social orders” such as 
structures, practices and institutions, “cannot be conceived without understanding the role of agency 
in producing them, and similarly, agency cannot be understood “simply” as human action, but rather 
must be understood as always already configured by structural conditions” (Feldman and Orlikowski 
2011, 1242). Referring to Sewell (1992, 16-19); “this revised conception of how structures are formed 
from schemas and resources allows for a substantive account of human agency”, thus, for a practical 
way of explaining (or understanding) human action in enacting practices.  
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According to Sewell (1985), structures are dual; they are both the medium and the outcome of 
the practices. A structure is an enacted cultural schema. And they depend on the mutual reproduction 
of schemas and resources. “Practices are structures in just this sense, simultaneously material and 
enacted, but also patterned and meaningful, both because they enact schemas and because they may 
be read for the transposable schemas they contain” (Swidler 2001, 88). When analysing and interpreting 
programming activity as a practice, the notion of structures and schemas have proven useful; both 
because it allows for an interpretation of programming activity as the enactment of schemas (programs 
as unique events) and because it can also explain how programming activity can be read “for the 
transposable schemas” it contains (programs as typical types). This way of understanding programming 
activity as a practice also provides an explanation for what I have termed the listing strategy (cf. 
Chapter 1); the listing of different types of programs as a way to describe programming activity.  
 

 
Figure 8. The interdependent relationship between programs and programming activity. 

 
 
Structures can be understood as a practice, as cultural practices and as enacted cultural schemas and 
vice versa. As structures, practices enact schemas, and at the same time, they may be read for the 
transposable schemas they contain. This cyclical relationship is important to understand the 
development of programming activity as a practice. The interdependence of programs and 
programming activity is illustrated in the figure above (see Figure 8). Understanding programming 
activity as a practice depends on a dual understanding of ideology as a structure and structures as both 
the medium and the outcome of practice(s). Programs are ideas waiting to be enacted, and 
programming activity as a practice is the enactment of these ideas. This understanding points towards 
an intriguing link between the offering of programs and the understanding of programming activity as 
part of the public libraries. How does the development of programing activity as a practice reflect the 
changing ideas about the public library? 

 
 

Ideas and intentionality 

Addressing the question of why programs have been part of public libraries, in the sections above, I 
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have been explicitly focusing on motivations since these provide insights into the intentionality behind 
programming activity. As “constituting constituents” (cf. Bryant 2002, 36), the librarians are the 
elements that create or constitutes programming activity as a practice. According to Reckwitz (2002), 
knowledge is considered as a “constitutive element of a practice” related to certain ways of wanting 
and feeling –certain intentionality– that does not belong to the individuals but to the practice; “every 
practice contains a certain practice-specific emotionality (…) Wants and emotions thus do not belong 
to individuals but–in the form of knowledge–to practices” (Reckwitz 2002, 254 emphasis added). 
Thinking about programming activity as a practice that “implies a particular routinised mode of 
intentionality” referring to specific ways of “wanting or desiring certain things and avoiding others” is 
a useful way of addressing these practice-specific intentionalities that have shaped and made up the 
practice. Ultimately, this understanding foreground the ideas behind the offering of programs as 
enacting and shaping programming activity as a practice. 

The emphasis ascribed to programs as a means to an end or as an end in themselves, indicate the 
changing ideas behind this service, reflecting on different ideas about what a public library is or what 
it should be. However, as McColvin argued in 1927, extension work is “more than just “advertising” 
(…)” (McColvin 1927, 17); it relates to a general extension of the public library in correspondence with 
the modern library idea or the public library idea, a development McColvin himself was invested in 
through his work for UNESCO (Laugesen 2014).20 Referring to Heim’s argument about how an 
understanding of adult services requires an understanding of the public library development “since the 
two are inextricably linked” (Heim 1991, 386), the development of these phenomena should be related 
to the development of the public library. According to Van Fleet and Raber (1990), such a development 
should be seen in the light of industrial and technological revolutions and subsequent social and 
societal changes since the late 19th century. Here, they are referring to changes such as increased 
diversity and multiculturalism, urbanization, industrialization and immigration changing workforces 
and, thus, changing education needs. Such social forces “shaped the public library’s most basic 
philosophical perspectives, often leading to controversy and contradiction manifested in debates over 
operational decisions about specific activities” (Van Fleet and Raber 1990, 468). As stated by Enmark 
in the introduction; “[t]he enormous breadth of the activities allows for a number of interpretations 
about the actual core of the library and for greatly divergent opinions” and “different parts of library 
activities tend to compete” (Enmark 1990, 88–89). For examples, “[v]isions of “information centres”, 
can be pitted against dreams of “cultural centres” (Enmark 1990, 88). According to Van Fleet and Raber, 
culture is ultimately what public libraries are all about; however, what the libraries do, for whom they 
do it and how they do it depends on the definition of culture (cf. Introduction). “Inherent in these 
arguments is the controversy over the nature of services the public library should offer (educational, 
informational, recreational, or cultural) and whether any service may be defined exclusively in any one 
of these terms” (Van Fleet and Raber 1990, 457-458). According to Van Fleet and Raber, services such 
as outreach programs were born out of “a mixture of idealism and pragmatism” (Van Fleet and Raber 
1990, 470). According to Monroe (Margaret E. Monroe 1981, 2), who studied the “institutionalization” 
of the cultural role of the public library in the 1970s and 1980s America, the library’s dual role in 
cultural matters of this time can be characterised as “schizophrenic”; “On the one hand”, Monroe 
argues “the cultural role of the time was based on an elitist philosophy of instilling in people an 
appreciation for high culture, while at the same time subscribing to a basically democratic philosophy 

                                                           
20 For an excellent analysis of UNESCO and the globalization of the public library idea, see Laugesen (2014). 
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of providing opportunity for improvement and cultural growth for everyone” (Van Fleet and Raber 
1990, 470 referring to Monroe 1981). Van Fleet and Raber refer to these ideas as a battlefield between 
“high culture vs recreational reading”, or more catchy, “fact versus fancy” (Van Fleet and Raber 1990). 
This “schizophrenic” understanding of culture can be found in the Danish field literature as well, in 
ideas about cultural democracy and democratisation of culture, representing a dual understanding of 
culture as both a means and as an end in itself. In the Danish studies on programs and programming 
activity, these phenomena are closely related to the public library’s role as a cultural centre (Koefoed 
1967; Andersson and Skot-Hansen 1994). I argue that such readings have potentially limited the 
understanding of the complexity of programming activity, and thus, there is a need for addressing 
culture in the broadest sense. The duality of culture can be found in relation to other ideas about 
educational, recreational, social or informational centres and is arguable one of the reasons behind the 
many confusing and conflicting terminologies found in the field literature.  

According to Van Fleet and Raber, keeping library services open for “definitional ambiguity” can 
be seen as “a necessary device that allows librarians to fulfil a role that ‘fluctuates with a variety of 
social policies and with the economic needs of society’” (Van Fleet and Raber 1990, 457-458 citing 
Gordon Stevenson). Thus, we can understand such distinctions as basically representing different ideas 
about what a public library is or what it should be.  
 
Programs have been around for a long time. They have, as it appears from the different terminologies 
above, been related to ideas about the public library as an educational, informational, recreational, 
cultural and social institution in the broadest sense. Looking into the impediments and concerns about 
offering programs as part of the public libraries tells us another side of this story. In 1938, Johnson 
mentioned what he considered to be the main impediments to the offering of programs in relation to 
public libraries; the idea of “the pure librarian”, the opinion that time and money could be better spent 
elsewhere and the concern that such activities would lead to increased “censorship” since the librarians 
should decide what to offer and how (cf. Johnson 1938). An example of “the pure librarian” is found in 
Snodgrass’ report from the conference at Hindsgavl Castle, Denmark. Regarding children’s libraries in 
Denmark, Snodgrass expressed concern about the development of children’s librarian as becoming 
“director of a team of teachers and leaders in various arts”, and concluded that “the cobbler should 
stick to his last” (cf. Snodgrass 1972, 280). The opinion that time and money could be better spent 
elsewhere is also found in the British tradition, where Baguley (1959) expressed one of the general 
concerns of the time, that is the concern that this time-consuming work will derive time and resources 
from other, by implication more important, library services: “Whilst librarians take on this work and 
usually do it ably and bring credit to their libraries, it is regrettable if it means giving up time which 
could better be spent in raising the standards in the library itself” (Baguley, 1959: 84). Although 
sceptical or even critical towards this time-consuming work, Baguley seems to acknowledge the 
potential of having programs in relation to public libraries. However, he stresses that the realisation of 
this potential lies in the hands of the librarian: “In general, it might be said that extension work is the 
projection of the librarian and his service out into the community he serves. If by contact with these 
activities, the citizen is persuaded that the library is a major cultural force in the community, then time 
and money spent are thoroughly justified” (Baguley 1959, 84). Another concern was, inevitably, the 
lack of public interest in participating in such activities. In an article on library extension in the UK, 
Dave Muddiman refers to an analysis of extension work from 1964 where Jolliffe noted: “somewhat 
pessimistically ‘the tendency for people to spend more of their leisure time in their own homes, 
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impelled by radio, television and libraries themselves towards the fireside’ (…)” (Muddiman 2002, 122). 
In the late 1970s, debates about the increased leisure time and how to accommodate – or fight – this 
development was a topic of heated debate (see Usherwood 1979). What should be the librarians' role in 
leisure? The discussion of the public library’s role as a leisure service influenced the development of 
programming activity in Denmark in the 1980s and 1990s, amongst other things this was visible in ideas 
about “the market” and “the living room” trends (see Kjær and Ørom 1992a;1992b; Andersson and 
Skot-Hansen 1994).  

The lack of resources has consistently been mentioned as impediment or obstacle for not 
developing this practice further or not offering more programs. Koefoed (1967) found that the lack of 
money, space and staff time (“the usual things”) were mentioned as the main obstacles of Danish 
libraries for further development of programming activity. These are in fact “the usual things”, as I find 
the lack of resources to be recurrent impediments and concerns. Either, that time and money should or 
could be better spent elsewhere or that there are no such resources. The impediments and concerns 
represent obstacles which have been overcome or ignored since programs have been offered in defiance 
of these obstacles. Scarce resources are, in fact, part of what characterises programming activity as a 
practice, at least in the past. From reviewing the field literature and from my conversations with 
programming librarians, programming activity has generally not been an area with has been allocated 
large budgets. Having to work with low budgets, programing librarians have always been practising the 
art of doing much with little. In most cases, doing programs has been about creative solutions and the 
use of local resources. Most importantly, however, has been the drive, encouragement, will and 
enthusiasm of librarians. Today, some bigger libraries in the larger cities, actually operate with quite 
extensive programming budgets. The main library in Herning is such an example. This is due to culture 
being a top priority in the municipality budgets, but also due to programming being prioritized as a 
central service; as part of what “creates a library” (Schaltz 2020). Moreover, it is because programming 
activity has become a professionalized and institutionalized part of Danish public libraries. However, 
the size of the programming budgets still depends on the size of the library, the municipality and the 
library chief or cultural boards. At the small library in Amager, for instance, they are used to run with 
relatively limited budgets and applying for funds together with groups of local volunteers. This has 
resulted in a practice where programming activity is done with the users instead of for the users. On a 
critical note, one would pose the question as to whether this development has brought the library closer 
to its users. 

 

Keeping the ideas alive 

 

“Compared to transforming public libraries into a mere economic instrumentality, a 

democratic, public librarianship is a deeper, more sustainable vision for our institutions, 

keeping ideas and the spirit of possibility alive” (Buschman 2012, 11).  

 
Why have programs and programming activity been an enduring part of public libraries? What are the 
intentions behind these services? And which ideas are reflected in the development of programming 
activity as a practice? As mentioned by Buschman in the quote above, public librarianship has the 
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potential to envision a better future – as long as ideas and the spirit of possibility are kept alive. Ideas 
such as the democratisation of education and culture, and later on leisure and public information have 
shaped the services and programs offered. In the US in the 1950s, programming activity and community 
outreach are closely connected and central parts of ideas about the public library as a social institution 
(cf. Stone 1953). Likewise, ideas about democratic participation and community engagement can be 
seen as drivers of or the motivation for offering programs in relation to public libraries and for 
increasingly involving the community in these processes. Community engagement and development 
can be seen in relation to an understanding of the public library as a social/cultural institution (see 
Davies 1974 and Van Fleet and Raber 1990). Such early intentions are in many ways similar to 
intentions about promoting participation, democracy and enlightenment, which are found alongside 
the development of this practice. Johnson’s report from 1938 on the public library as “the peoples' 
university” is a good example, since it presents a certain kind of thinking about this kind of public 
library practice, which is found in the more recent writings as well (cf. McCook, 2013). However, 
strategies and legitimisation procedures have also motivated and influenced what has been offered and 
how it has been offered. 

On the one hand, there seem to have been a continuous discussion about the raison d’être of 
programming in relation to public libraries and a lack of resources allocated for this service. On the 
other hand, public libraries have continuously offered program. This paradox is in fact, defining for the 
discrepancy between saying and doings, concerning Feldman and Orlikowski (2011) and the notion of 
mutual constitution as a “philosophical focus on the constitutive role of practices in producing 
organisational reality” (Feldman and Orlikowski 2011, 1240). In this way, the agents – the carriers of 
the practice – are creating the practice (in this case by enacting programs), while at the same time 
performing the practice according to structural conditions or rules. In this way, the practice shapes the 
practice. Returning to Feldman and Orlikowski and their reference to MacIntyre’s example of the 
practice of portrait painting, this statement begins to make more sense. According to MacIntyre, “the 
action of engaging in this practice (…) is consequential for the development of the activity” (Feldman 
and Orlikowski 2011, 1241-1242), which means what is done influences what can be done. The view 
that practice is consequential or productive is often “associated with a strong humanist orientation and 
a foregrounding of human agency” (Feldman and Orlikowski 2011, 1242). Continuing this argument, 
the understanding of “strategy as practice” provides another layer to the analysis of the development 
of programming activity as a practice. As a practice, strategy “is oriented towards what actors do as 
opposed to something that organisations have. This is an understanding of “strategy in the making” as 
a dynamic accomplishment rather than a static outcome” (Feldman and Orlikowski 2011, 1243). This 
way of understanding practice further implies that “social regularities are always “in the making” (…)” 
(Feldman and Orlikowski, 2011, 1242). Citing Swidler; “a practice anchors other forms of practice and 
discourse because it enacts a constitutive rule that defines a social entity (…)” (Swidler 2001, 99). This 
understanding of strategy as practice complements my empirical findings indicating that the strategy 
of having programs have been based on strategies as practices. And these practises have been shaped 
by ideas.  
 
In this study, I have identified a development from public library programs being considered 
predominantly as peripheral services and as a means to an end to public library programs being 
considered increasingly as core services and as ends in themselves (cf. Article 3). However, in light of 
the findings from this thesis, the distinction between core services and peripheral or special services 
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seems inadequate. Although public library programs are still formally recognised as special services in 
Denmark, informally they are practised as core services. This seeming paradox illustrates the 
discrepancy between an inside and an outside of the practice. Which is why a more adequate 
explanation of this development is as one of ideas and practices, where public library programs can be 
understood as answers to ideas about what a public library is or should be at different times. As argued 
by Baker in 1922, the “special services” represent “various activities that go outside, often far outside, 
the province marked out by the Public Library Acts, yet are natural if not inevitable corollaries of the 
educational and social doctrines that formulated those Acts” (Baker 1922, 96). At the same time, 
programming activity seems natural to public libraries, because it has developed from ideas that 
created them and have also always been accused of being outside sometimes even far outside their 
province. This is an important statement to bear in mind when reflecting on the future perspectives for 
programming activity as a public library practice.   
 

Programming activity: an enduring part of public libraries? 

Moreover, from this study, we have learned that programs and programming activity have not been 
intertwined from the beginning, but that programming activity developed from programs as single and 
fragmented events and activities. Becoming more consisting and substantial parts made reflections 
necessary and from the routine behaviours grew a practice based on know-how, scarce resources and 
driven by enthusiastic libraries. If we can speak now of programs and programming activity, it is 
because programs have become a substantial part of the public libraries and their services and 
programming activity has become an established part of public library practice. Historically, 
programming activity has been considered an expansion of the library services, as an add-on and as 
something extra. As mentioned by Van Fleet and Raber, the question of purpose is central in the 
programming controversy (cf. Introduction). The question raised over and over again has been: do 
public libraries really need to do and offer all these ‘things’. Based on the reading of programming 
activity through the lens of practice theory, I argue that such questions reflect an identity crisis and 
can be read as breaks or changes in the practice. Not as full stops but as identifiable changes in 
intentionality constituting the practice. Thus, although the purposes of programming activity, the 
intentionality or reasoning behind offering programs have been changing, programs have remained an 
enduring part of the public library, reflecting changing understandings of what a public library is or 
what it should be. 

A central finding from this study has been how the practice of public library programming has 
expanded in relation to a general extension of the idea of the public library and an ongoing expansion 
of its collections and services. However, as both the roles and functions of public libraries are expanded, 
concerns arise, since, “an expansion of services without a corresponding expansion of resources 
(budget, personnel, authority, training) is a recipe for disaster” (Lankes 2016, 148). According to 
American library researcher David Lankes, there are two main concerns voiced in and about public 
libraries in the US today. The first is the question of what “happens when public libraries are the last 
civic service agencies standings?” (Lankes 2016, 148). The other is a concern about the expansion of 
the public libraries and their services: “As public libraries expand their services to include everything 
from tax help to makerspaces, how are public librarians to know it all?” (Lankes 2016, 148). As Lankes 
points out, these two concerns are related, because one development is forcing the other. In Denmark, 
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as well as in the US, one of the main arguments against public library expansion is that the public library 
takes on responsibilities and offer services, which should not be offered by public libraries (see 
Jochumsen 2017). This could be the services and programs already offered elsewhere. Opponents often 
proclaim unfair or distorted competition or the quality of the services provided, meaning the libraries’ 
and the librarians’ ability to provide services as good as other, perhaps more, professional providers. 
On a more general level, it is a question of what should be the role and function of public libraries in 
the future. Importantly, as argued by Lankes, the “doomsday vision for tomorrow’s public libraries is 
not obsolescence, but overexpansion: doing far too many things far too poorly” resulting in libraries 
expanding “[l]ike a balloon (…) creating an ever-thinning membrane and an empty core” (Lankes 2016, 
148–49). According to Lankes, this is the real danger. “The question then becomes not why do we have 
public libraries, but why are our tax dollars supporting their substandard services?” (Lankes 2016, 148). 
In relation to programming activity, the image of an expanding balloon resonates well. Historically, 
programming activity has been considered an expansion of the library services, as an add-on and as 
something extra. The question raised over and over again has been: do we really need public libraries 
to do all these things? 
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Chapter 6 

Conclusions 
 
This thesis presents the results from a study of public library programs and programming activity as 
intriguing parts of the public library. The project has been conducted over a period of almost four years, 
and consist of two empirical studies and three research articles, which explore different aspects of 
public library programs empirically and from a Danish context. As an anthology, the aim of this thesis 
has been to build on the empirical and country-specific insights by providing a theoretical and 
methodological frame for analysing and theorizing the findings in relation to an extensive review of 
international and historical field literature. Thus, providing a background for analysing and discussing 
these phenomena in a bigger perspective and in relation to programming activity and ideas about the 
public library as a social/cultural institution, encompassing both the educational, cultural, 
informational and social roles and functions of the public library. The knowledge interests behind this 
PhD project have from the beginning been to develop new understandings of public library programs 
and their history and development. Through the processes of conducting the two studies, I became 
aware that studying public library programs offers important insight into the changing roles and 
functions of the public libraries. Later, I became interested in understanding the underlying motifs 
behind having programs in relation to public libraries in the first place, which led to posing the 
questions: Why have programs been offered? And which roles and functions have they been ascribed 
to fulfil? (cf. Article 3). Thus inevitably touching on the phenomenon programming activity, which I 
had at first considered somewhat equal to and indifferent from my understanding of public library 
programs. In writing this thesis, putting the pieces together, I approach the relation between these 
phenomena and the changing ideas about the public library. By presenting a broad range of field 
literature approaching these phenomena from different terminologies and viewpoints, such as 
“extension work”, “adult education activities” and “cultural activities”, I have been providing a basis 
for comparisons and discussions, and for testing (not verifying!) findings from the two empirical 
studies. In the following, I will elaborate on the overall findings and contributions of this thesis, asking: 
what do we learn about public library programs from addressing this phenomenon historically; which 
kinds of insights are created and how can these new insights be put to use? In light of the insights and 
reservations I have now, looking back at the process, I address the limitations and challenges of the 
study and point at directions for further research. 
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The first part of this thesis provides a historical and international background through an extensive 
review of field literature, a theoretical framework providing concepts for the analysis as well as 
methodological reflections about how to study these phenomena through different levels and 
understandings of texts. Only a few research-based studies apply a somewhat similar approach. In this 
thesis, the American research project National Impact of Library Public Programs Assessment is 
mentioned as the perhaps most extensive research project on public library programs in a synoptic 
perspective. A synoptic way of looking at programming activity as an area of research across different 
terminologies and (research) traditions (cf. Chapter 1) is in itself unique, and it provides a unique 
perspective to this part of public library practice. As an area of writing within the field literature, a focus 
on programs and programming activity has, however, become more established within the field 
literature, since these terms have become more widely used within the American tradition. In Denmark, 
the term “cultural activities” (kulturelle arrangementer) are closely related to the public library's role as 
a cultural centre. However, such understandings might have connotations which limit an 
understanding of the complexity of these phenomena.  

A finding from the review of field literature is that a general way of describing programming 
activity has been to list examples of different types of programs – what I term “the listing strategy” (cf. 
Chapter 1). Looking into these lists, I found that different terminologies have been used about the same 
types of programs, indicating a general agreement of what has been considered public library programs 
but an inconsistency in conceptualizing and defining these services as part of programming activity. 
By providing historical and international perspectives, the literature review informs the 
contextualization of the findings from the three research articles and serves as a backdrop for the 
analysis and discussion presented as a synthesis. By looking at programming activity in a synoptic 
perspective, I have included writings on programming activity across different terminologies. In this 
way, the literature review plays a key role in conceptualizing public library programs and programming 
activity as an area of study in relation to the traditions of researching or writing about these 
phenomena, which have been a central part of the practice. Approaching these texts as archives of 
ideas, I focus on the underlying motivations, concerns, catalysts, and impediments to programs and 
programming activity (cf. Birge 1981) in order to make the intent of which they speak visible and 
identifiable for theorizing and analysing these complex phenomena.  

With reference to “the problem of the subjectiveness of meaning” (cf. Swidler 2001), studying 
cultural phenomena such as programs and programming activity through ideas and values pose a 
fundamental challenge to researchers: How to find ideas on in the mind of someone else? And how to 
show the influence of such ideas toward action? Understanding practice theory and an understanding 
of culture as a practice help to solve these problems. In this thesis, I focus on practices as both the 
routines of individual librarians and something trans-personal, imbedded in the routines of the public 
library as an organization. By moving the focus from inherent ideas to external practices and discourses 
and understanding culture as practice (cf. Swidler 2001), the focus is relocated from ideas and values as 
inherent in the minds of these actors and writers to the routine actions of the practices and the inter-
personal values and ideas embedded in the practice (discourse). In the analysis and interpretation 
provided as a synthesis in PART II, I address these phenomena from a practice theoretical approach. 
Analysing and theorizing about public library programs as unique events and typical types, I draw on 
the concepts of cultural schemas and structures (cf. Sewell 1992; Swidler 2001). Addressing the 
question as to what characterises the development of programming activity as a practice and the 
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librarian(s) role in this development, I draw on Reckwitz’s description of the different elements of 
practice and his idea of agents as “carriers of a practice” (cf. Reckwitz 2002) and as “the constituent 
constitutions” (cf. Bryant 2002) and the concept of “mutual constitution” as discussed by Feldman and 
Orlikowski (2011). Addressing the third research question of how the development of programming 
activity as a practice has been reflected in the changing ideas of what a public library is or what it should 
be, I turn to the notion of intentionality (cf. Reckwitz 2002) and the understanding of strategy as practice 
(cf. Feldman and Orlikowski 2011).  
 
An intriguing part of this project is the way it has developed according to the exploratory research 
approach as a dialectic process, where the two studies build on and inform each other. Inspired by 
grounded theory and historical case study, the experimental research design behind this thesis and the 
two empirical studies has not been limited to the collection and analysis of empirical source materials 
in order to verify a pre-existent hypothesis. Instead, the aim has been to create new understandings 
and insights into the complex phenomena of public library programs and programming activity, using 
empirical source materials as a starting point in order to construct an understanding of these 
phenomena and their interdependent relation. Any throughout or complete explanation of these 
phenomena or their historical development is not provided. Neither has it been the aim to provide such 
insights since this would have entailed another type of study. Moreover, it would have required a 
vantage point and a certain level of knowledge, which I did not have at the beginning of this project.  
 Using a grounded theory approach to the study of the Facebook event descriptions, in study 1 I 
have developed insights and understandings about public library programs aiming for a 
conceptualization and an analytical model for analysing these complex phenomena (cf. Article 1 and 
Article 2). The model can be considered as ideal type theorizing (cf. Chapter 4); using generic terms to 
describe something abstract. The history and development of public library programs is not a well-
documented part of Danish library history. Therefore, in study 2, I build on historical case study as a 
way to conduct a diachronic study of the development of programs offered in relation to two case 
libraries between 1960 and 2020 (cf. Article 3). In combination with procedures from GTM and HCS, 
what I claim to have provided in the research articles are empirically based understandings and 
descriptions of public library programs and their development, more than a throughout explanation of 
this development. The insights provided by the research articles are case-specific, in the sense that 
they build on studies of empirical source materials collected from Danish public libraries, and time-
specific, in the sense that the source materials cover the period from 1960 till 2020. The empirical 
source materials consist of flyers and brochures, monthly and annual reports, newspaper articles and 
Facebook event descriptions, reporting in, announcing or otherwise documenting past programs. 
Besides the textual source materials, four interviews with five programming librarians have been 
conducted.  
 Both of the empirical studies provide descriptive insights into the past and the present of these 
phenomena. But with a focus on public library programs. The explanation approached in this thesis lies 
in combining the focus on public library programs behind the two empirical studies with a focus on 
programming activity in a synthesis resulting in new understandings of both phenomena and their 
reciprocal relationship. The empirical foundation provided by the two studies has enabled further 
research into programs in public libraries and provides a foundation for analysing and theorizing about 
public library programs and programming activity as part of the public library. In this thesis, I build on 
and extend these findings in the process of theorizing and generalizing, referring to the creative use of 
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old ideas and creating new ones. In the compilation with PART I of this thesis, my intention has been 
to enlarge these descriptive insights by analysing and discussing them against literature on programs 
and programming activity. The results are unique insights and a new way of analysing and theorizing 
about this complex phenomenon that is grounded in the area of study. This process is described as 
abductive reasoning (cf. Coffey and Atkinson 1996). From this endeavour, we learn about: public library 
programs as public library services; programming activity as a practice and the role of the programming 
librarians. Moreover, we learn about the development of these phenomena in relation to changing ideas 
about what a public library is or what it should be.  
 

Findings  

The broad definition of public library programs as “publicly announced and publicly available activities 
and events taking place within or in relation to a public library” (cf. Article 2) allows for an inclusive 
approach to this rather unexplored and insufficiently conceptualized area of research. In Article 2, we 
found that public library programs cannot be categories yet alone understood according to types alone. 
Therefore, we developed an analytical model for addressing public library programs from the three 
levels of abstraction. In the model, the type of program constitutes a link between the format level and 
the content level. Arguing that public library programs constitute an important link between the 
library’s collections and the interpersonal connections they (might) foster (cf. Article 2) and that one 
of the characteristics of is as a link between these two. Moreover, I stress the importance of 
acknowledging their dual purpose, serving both as a means to an end and as ends in themselves (cf. 
Article 3). Conceptualizing public library programs as schemas (cf. Sewell 1992) is useful for 
understanding these complex phenomena as both unique events related to a specific time and place 
and as typical in the sense of types of programs, which can come to existence in a variety of different 
context and locations—referring to “the doubleness of the situation” (cf. Delmar 2010; Halkier 2011). 
Conceptualizing public library programs as cultural schemas, we begin to understand the nature of this 
service. It is not the programs per se that are special, but the ideas behind them and the practices that 
make them happen.  

In this thesis, I argue that understanding programming activity as a practice depends on a dual 
understanding of ideology as a structure and structures as both the medium and the outcome of 
practice(s). As a practice, programming activity is both enacting public library programs, and at the 
same time, programming activity is defined by (or read for) public library programs. Understanding and 
analysing programming activity as a practice is fruitful since practices enact schemas (public library 
programs as unique events) and because they may be read for the transposable schemas they contain 
(public library programs as typical types). This is an important argument in this thesis since it provides 
a way of solving the problem of categorising programs by type alone (cf. Article 2). Moreover, it provides 
a background for understanding “the listing strategy”, which I found to be dominating in the field 
literature. Analysing programming activity as a practice that can be “read for the transposable 
schemas” (cf. Swidler 2001), the listing of different types of programs is a way to describe the practice 
with the practice so to speak. This understanding points towards an intriguing link between the offering 
of programs and the understanding of programming activity as part of the public libraries. For programs 
to become actualized, resources are needed as is the energy of people enacting or performing them. 
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When enacted, public library programs are being put into practice and become actualized. In this 
process, programs make the resources (space, time and money etc.) meaningful as resources. 
Understanding this duality is key to understand the relationship between intended public library 
programs and programming activity as a public library practice. I argue that the development of these 
phenomena reflect changing ideas about what a public library is or what it should be. How to 
understand the development of programming activity as a public library practice? Conceptualizing 
public library programs as both typical types and unique events, we begin to understand the dual nature 
of these services. It is not the programs per se that are special, but the ideas behind them and the 
practice that make them happen. As structures, practices enact schemas, and at the same time, they 
may be read for the transposable schemas they contain. I argue that programs belong to nowhere, and 
no one and can travel. In order to come to existence, to be actualised, ideas need to be enacted or carried 
out. In this sense, programs can be understood as enacted ideas and programming activity can be 
understood as the enactment of these ideas. Structures depend on the mutual reproduction of schemas 
and resources. In the context of this thesis, the case-specific insights are expanded and related to more 
generalizable insights about programming activity and its relation to public library programs by use of 
the international field literature, a practice theoretical framework and an exploratory and reflexive 
research design, that makes it possible to draw lines between these complex phenomena. From 
studying the field literature, I find that understandings, definitions and descriptions of public library 
programs are closely connected to, and depending on, ideas about the public library. For example, 
public library programs are closely related to the idea of an expanded or augmented public library, 
which is found in the field literature, treating these phenomena as a part of an expansion of the library 
(cf. Chapter 1). In this thesis, it is argued that the development of these services and practices has run 
parallel to an expansion of the public library and is highly influenced by ideas about what a public 
library is and what it should be. Today, public library programs illustrate, perhaps more than any other 
library services, the role of the library as an important physical meeting place. This makes the study of 
programs and programming activity a useful lens for studying how these ideas about the public library 
as a meeting place have been put into practice.  
 

Relevance and use 

Throughout this thesis, I have sought to create new insights into public library programs and 
programming activity. Specifically, I have sought to inform understandings of these complex 
phenomena and how they relate to each other. Moreover, by asking why programs have been offered, I 
have approached the intentionality behind this practice and how this can be said to reflect ideas about 
the public library—tapping into the social/cultural understanding of public libraries as meeting places, 
thereby contributing to empirical insights into this normative idea(l) (cf. Audunson et al. 2020). It has 
been part of the intentions behind this PhD project to provide findings, which would be of practical 
use. The use of practice theory has, according to Feldman and Orlikowski (2011, 1249-1250), the 
capacity to offer practical implications for practitioners. Moreover, using theoretical concepts in the 
analysis of these complex phenomena through empirical findings and contexts bound descriptions to 
provide theoretical generalizations, which can be are useful in the way they can explain the unique and 
typical characteristic of a phenomenon across of contexts and across history. Thus, the findings 
presented in this thesis do not limit themselves to a Danish context, although the empirical studies are 
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bound to this context. In compilation, the thesis and the three research articles provide important the 
intriguing phenomena referred to as public library programs and programming activity. These insights 
are relevant to at least three interest groups: a research community, a professional community and the 
general public.  

Firstly, the findings provided in this thesis can be of interest to LIS research, both nationally and 
internationally. As a part of the ALMPUB research project, this PhD project contributes specifically to 
this interdisciplinary research environment and more broadly, to an international research community 
on (public) libraries in general and on public library programs and programming activity in particular. 
At a practical level, this thesis and the three empirical research articles contribute with a research 
approach to study public library programs through texts combining physical source materials and 
digitally-born archival materials in the form of Facebook event descriptions through the inclusion of 
“elicited texts” (cf. Charmaz 2006) in the form of memos and diagrams. Moreover, I argue for the need 
for a synoptic way of framing programming activity as a research area by identifying and connecting 
existing research traditions across of terminologies and geographical and historical context (cf. Chapter 
1). A product of the study is a model for analysing public library programs in relation to their format, 
content, and role and function (cf. Article 2). Due to its generalizable content, the model can potentially 
be used outside of Denmark as well. By developing theoretical and analytical tools for researching 
public library programs, by developing a conceptualization of this phenomenon and by providing 
empirical insights into the history and development of this phenomenon and how it relates to the 
development of the public library, its collections and services, I hope to contribute to future research 
and development on these intriguing phenomena.  

The extensive review of field literature provided in this thesis has been a way to build a 
vocabulary for writing about these phenomena. In itself, it is a contribution to the research field in that 
it is one of the most extensive literature review n these phenomena from a synoptic and international 
perspective. This study provides unique insights into the conceptualization of an area of study and new 
theoretical insights into programs as services and programming activity as a practice. In addition, an 
important contribution is the establishment of an empirical foundation and insights for further 
research and reflection. The historical insights into these phenomena contribute to an under-explored 
and unwritten part of Danish library history.  

Secondly, the insights provided by this research project can be of practical use to a professional 
community consisting of librarians and library professionals, library directors, the Danish Library 
Agency as well as the Ministry of Cultural and The Agency for Culture and Palaces who conduct the 
annual national assessments of public libraries. In this thesis, I have approached a supplement to what 
I term the listing strategy, and the problem of categorizations based solely on types of programs, which 
I claim is inadequate and inconvenient for understanding and properly addressing these complex 
phenomena. As a possible answer to this problem, the analytical model is a significant contribution. 
Although this model is not and does not claim to be exhaustive, it provides a vocabulary and a 
framework for addressing public library programs qualitatively in terms of their format, content, and 
role and function. As an example of ideal type theorizing (cf. Chapter 4), the model has potential 
relevance of use for practitioners as a tool for future qualitative evaluations and assessments (i.e. of 
the public library’s programming activity in general or of specific programs in particular), making it a 
useful for informing and qualifying future development, assessment and debate of programming 
activity as a practice. 
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 Thirdly, by offering new insights and ways into a relatively unwritten part of Danish library 
history as reflective of the changing ideologies about the roles and functions of public libraries and 
their services, public library programs are an important part of the history of Danish public libraries as 
social/cultural institutions with societal responsibilities that will continue to change and expand in the 
future. The results of this thesis provide new insights into both of these complex phenomena arriving 
at some of the defining factors behind public library programs and programming activity in relation to 
the public library, which can be applied or put to use also outside of Denmark. Moreover, these findings 
provide some new insights and perspectives for understanding the role and function of the public 
library as a meeting place in a digital age.  
 

Limitations and critical reflections 

As this research project has come to its end, I have become increasingly aware of what I have not done, 
what I would have liked to do (differently) and of all the gaps appearing when trying to approach and 
comprehend something as complex and incomprehensible as public library programs and programming 
activity.  

One of the obvious limitations of this study is the lack of empirical insights into what is actually 
taking place during these unique events and performative practices. Programs are social phenomena. 
As ideas, they are actualized as enacted practices (cf. Chapter 5) depending on the presence and actions 
of different actors. The use of practice theory helps solve the problem of the social aspect of the study 
since it entails a view on culture as a performative practice. Practice theory is thus useful for 
understanding programming activity as a social practice, without looking into “the action pertaining 
to phenomenon” (Strauss and Corbin 1990); in this case, the (inter)action taking place within an actual 
program. However, I do find it important to recognize that any throughout understanding of programs 
and programming activity cannot be complete without supplementing distanced studies like this with 
studies providing insights into what is actually taken place and how. I will return to this point in the 
direction for further research. 

An apparent challenge for this study has been writing in another language than that of my source 
materials. Researching and writing about Danish source materials in English imposes is the inherent 
risk that certain country-specific nuances will get lost in translation. Related to this risk is the wide use 
of historical and international field literature, especially American and British writings. These have 
been included partly because of the lack of Danish literature on this topic, but mostly because these 
countries represent a long tradition for having programs and for writing about programming activity, 
which I have not found in the Danish tradition. On the one hand, the use of historical and international 
field literature broadens the horizon and enables a more complex background for discussing public 
library programs and programming activity in a Danish context. On the other hand, it complicates and 
conflicts nuances and poses a challenge in relation to comparability and generalizability. The 
development of a terminological overview (cf. Chapter 1) is one of the ways in which this thesis 
contribute to understandings and comparisons across geographical and historical contexts.  

The reflexive and reciprocal way of working and writing (cf. Chapter 3) has meant that I have 
continued visiting the field literature, analysing and theorizing until the very end. This has been both 
a strength and a weakness. It has been a strength in the sense that it has made it possible for me to 
expanding and developing the study along with new insights and ideas, which has resulted in the 
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inclusion of programming activity as a central aspect of understanding public library programs and, at 
a late stage, including practice theory as a theoretical framework. Thus, this way of working and writing 
has made it possible for me to draw lines in this thesis, which I would not have imagined nor been able 
to draw before reaching the end of actually writing it. In practice, however, it has been challenging 
working like this.  

As mentioned in the methodological reflections (cf. Chapter 3), a limitation from mainly using 
source materials telling the story from the librarians’ point of view is the one-sidedness of the story 
told. Thus, this project has a potential bias, which is an inevitable risk associated with the types of 
source materials and field literature used in this thesis. I have been taking this risk since the librarians’ 
perspectives is one of the only ways in when wanting to understand these phenomena and their 
development from the inside. Other ways into this phenomenon could be envisioned, for example 
through library Acts and cultural-political reports, however, as source materials, these texts alone do 
not provide enough information and details about the phenomenon in order to reach the descriptive 
insights and abstract understandings sought in this thesis and the two empirical studies.  

In relation to the insights and understandings sought, another challenge is the comprehensive 
scope of this project. Dividing the project into two smaller studies has been one way of narrowing down 
the scope of each study, making it more manageable to handle the source materials collected for each 
study as well as individual research strategies appropriate for each study. In addition, I have limited 
the use of empirical source materials in Study 2, by focusing the source collection to two case libraries. 
It is important to stress that this thesis presents just one way of conceptualizing and researching public 
library programs and programming activity. Due to the lack of a general conception and identifiable 
research strategies, in this thesis, I have chosen to take the first step in what is undeniable a much 
longer research endeavour. In the following, I will like to address what I consider to be the most 
pertinent areas in need of further research.   
 

Directions for further research 

In this thesis, I have been focusing on describing and to some extent explaining what programs and 
programming activity are and why these phenomena have been part of the public libraries. I have 
touched on doing programs as part of the practice performed by the librarians and how programs as 
cultural schemas are enacted in the conducting and construction of programs through programming 
activity as a practice. However, I have not approached what is actually taken place in relation to these 
unique events. Therefore, an obvious question for further inquiry is what public library programs and 
programming activity do? What types of interaction occurs when public library programs are enacted? 
And how do librarians, participants and other involved experience the programs? Observations of 
programs and program dynamics would highly add to our understanding of these phenomena as unique 
events and experiences.  

From the user perspective, there is the eternal question of who participates? Who commits? How 
are they participating? And why do they do it? In relation to these question, research into the lived 
experiences of people participating in public library programs as well as their individual motivations 
for doing so is needed. Here, focus group interviews with both actors and participants would provide 
insights into the motivations and levels of engagement. In relation to such research, it would be 
interesting to study to what degree public library programs are in fact participatory? An interesting 
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perspective here would be the study of action and participation in relation to online-programs, such as 
the ones offered during the Covid-19 lockdown (cf. Chapter 5). In a bigger perspective, questions 
concerning participation in public library programs also concern questions about how participation is 
integrated into public library practices, for instance, in relation to the use of volunteers. This leads me 
to the next perspective for further inquiry that is research addressing the complex relationship between 
different kinds of actors; both the civil participants and the volunteer actors with a higher level of 
responsibility in relation to programming activity. A vantage point for such research could be 
addressing programming activity as a part of sustainable librarianship. This leads me to another 
direction for future research endeavour; the potentiality of public library programs and programming 
activity.  

As public institutions and meeting places, public libraries have social and societal 
responsibilities that are yet to be explored. In this thesis, I have focused on the ascribed roles and 
functions of public library programs as well as the (changing) intentions and potentials ascribed to 
programming activity. Even though programs are considered an important link between the library 
collections and the connections they (might) foster, I do not provide any empirical insight into the 
consequence or potential of such activities. But what are the actual consequences of these phenomena? 
How do they contribute to the local community? Many examples of research on specific types of 
programs do address the question of potentiality and value in relation to social and societal challenges 
such as integration (Johnston 2016; 2018), health and wellbeing (Luo 2018; Lenstra 2018) or increased 
access to nature and outdoor living (Lenstra and Carlos 2019; Lenstra and Campana 2020). However, 
how are these phenomena contributing to or adding value to the community? In relation to the need 
for qualitative assessments of programming activity addressed in this thesis, future research is 
necessary in order to examine the potentials and consequences of public library programming and how 
we can answer these questions.  

Finally, this thesis only provides some disconnected insights into the history and development 
of programs and programming activity in relation to public libraries. In this study, I do not provide a 
historical investigation of the origin of these phenomena in relation to Danish public libraries, but I do 
stress the indication that such activities have been part of the public libraries earlier than this, although 
they have not been offered by the library or more precisely by librarians. In study 2, I find that in one 
of my case libraries, programs were initially offered by other members of the community; folk high 
schools and study circles societies (cf. Article 3). That such institutions “brought” programs to the 
public libraries seems like a legitimate explanation as it were the case in the US and the UK (cf. Johnson 
1938; Jolliffe 1968; Davies 1974). A historical study of the political, cultural, economic and social 
contexts and conditions behind these phenomena would be of great value to the understanding of and 
further research into this part of the public library. Addressing also the educational aspects of the 
professionalization of programming activity and the courses in programming offered by interest groups 
and other organisations. As mentioned above, library acts and cultural-political reports provide some 
critical insights for future research. These could be supplemented by professional library journals such 
as Kontaktbibliotekaren, which would provide rich source materials for a study of the practice discourse 
in relation to the history of why programming activity has developed and grown in relation to Danish 
public libraries.   
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Outro 

As we have seen in this thesis, programs and programming activity have a long history as part of the 
public libraries. But why? As mentioned by Van Fleet and Raber, the question of purpose is central in 
the programming controversy (cf. Introduction). Historically, programming activity has been 
considered an expansion of the library services, as an add-on and as something extra. The question 
raised over and over again has been: do public libraries need to do and offer all these things? Based on 
the reading of programming activity through the lens of practice theory, I argue that such questions 
reflect an identity crisis and can be read as a break or shift in the practice. Not as a full stop but as 
identifiable changes in the intentionality of knowledge constituting the practice. Thus, although the 
purposes of programming activity might change, the intentionality or reasoning behind offering 
programs have been changing. What has remained a constant is that programs have been offered. 
Working with these phenomena and reflecting on my growing understanding of them, I argue that an 
understanding of one of these phenomena depends on or at least relates to an understanding of the 
other. Thus, it is a story about how ideas have been put into practice and how practice has fostered 
ideas.  
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Researching public library programs through Facebook events: a new 
research approach 

Abstract
Purpose – This paper reports on a new approach for researching public library programs through 
Facebook events. The term public library programs refers to publicly announced activities and events 
taking place within or in relation to a public library. In Denmark, programs are an important part of 
the practices of public libraries and have been growing in both number and variety within recent 
years. 
Design/methodology/approach – The data for the study presented in this paper consists of Facebook 
events announcing public library programs. In the study of this data, grounded theory is used as a 
research strategy and methods of web archiving are used for collecting both the textual and the visual 
content of the Facebook events.
Findings – The combination of Facebook events as data, grounded theory as a research strategy and 
web archiving as methods for data collection proves to be useful for researching the format and 
content of public library programs, which have already taken place.
Research limitations/implications – Only a limited number of Facebook events are examined and 
the context is restricted to one country.
Originality/value – This paper presents a promising approach for researching public library 
programs through social media content and provides new insights into both methods and data as well 
as the phenomenon investigated. Thereby, this paper contributes to a conception of an under-
developed researched area as well as a new approach for studying it.

Keywords Public libraries, Public library programs, Social media content, Facebook events, 
Grounded theory, Web archiving, Research methods
Paper type Research paper

Introduction
Since their early years, public libraries have been engaged in arranging and hosting programs as part 
of their practices. In the US, the tradition of public library programming dates back to the late 1880s 
(Lenstra, 2018) and today, the number and variety of public library programs offered is immense. As 
an example, the New York Public Library offers more than 93,000 programs annually, serving 
“everyone from toddlers to teens to seniors” (New York Public Library, 2018). In Denmark as well 
as in the US, programs have been a part of the practices of public libraries for many years and 
increasingly since the middle of the 1960s (Thorsen, 1992). According to the annual national 
assessment reports on public libraries, within recent years, the programs offered by Danish public 
libraries have grown in both quantity and variety. From 2010 until 2015, the number of categories 
used to survey and assess public library programs more than doubled: from 15 categories in 2010 to 
34 categories in 2015 (Danish Agency for Culture and Palaces, 2010; 2015). However, regardless of 
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adjustments and additions, the existing categories used to survey and assess public library programs 
appear to be too narrow and fail to grasp the complex variety of programs offered. This problem 
seems symptomatic for the fact that little is known about public library programs and that research 
on this phenomenon as a unified area of study is limited. What is in fact a public library program? A 
recent example of an attempt to define public library programs, can be found in the research project 
National Impact of Library Public Programs Assessment (NILPPA). According to the NILPPA 
research project, the problem of defining public library programs relates to the need of a general 
conception of this phenomenon. Considering the lack of a general conception of public library 
programs and looking back at the Danish situation, where the seemingly diverse and complex 
variation of programs proliferate the existing categories used to survey and assess them, it becomes 
clear, that more research is needed in order to define, assess and discuss public library programs in 
the future. However, before developing any definitions, and engaging in assessments and discussions, 
what is needed is an approach for researching public library programs. How to research public library 
programs as a unified area of study? The aim of this paper is to present an answer to the question of 
how to research public library programs by reporting on a new research approach for doing so. 

By the term public library programs, this paper refers to publicly announced activities and events, 
taking place within or in relation to a public library. Furthermore, public library programs are social 
interactions in which library professionals and members of the community are involved. This 
definition stresses the importance of the public announcements. Many libraries announce their 
programs on their website and, additionally, on social media sites such as Facebook. In Denmark, 
more than 90% of public libraries use Facebook as a platform for communicating with their users 
(Danish Agency for Culture and Palaces, 2015) and the announcement of programs is a central feature 
here. This is one of the reasons why the data for this study consists of Facebook events announcing 
public library programs, found and collected from public library Facebook pages. The strategies for 
data collection, data analysis and theory development presented are based on these writings on 
grounded theory. Combining writings on grounded theory as formulated by sociologists Anselm 
Strauss and Juliet Corbin (1990; 2008) and sociologist Kathy Charmaz (2006; 2014) the content of 
the Facebook events are analyzed and coded. Furthermore, methods of web archiving are applied for 
collecting and preserving the Facebook events. 

The questions raised in this paper are: What characterize Facebook events as data? How can grounded 
theory be applied to the study of Facebook events? And how are methods of web archiving 
contributing to this study? As these questions are answered, new questions will be raised from 
reflecting on the approach. Ultimately, the research question is whether the combination of Facebook 
events as data, grounded theory as research strategy and web archiving as methods for data collection 
make up a valuable research approach, for studying public library programs in a digital age?

Literature review
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In the following, existing writings on public library programs are introduced. Then follows an 
introduction to studies of public libraries and their use of social media, especially Facebook. Finally, 
different methods for studying Facebook content are presented in relation to libraries and beyond.  

Literature on public library programs
As a topic, public library programs is an under-developed research area. However, historical writings 
have addressed this topic. Looking at especially American and British literature, writings on public 
library programs can be found dating back to the 1920s, though at that time, they were not termed 
“programs”. Going through some of the early writings on “extension work” (McColvin, 1927; 
Leyland, 1938) and “extension activities” (Baguley, 1959; Jolliffe, 1962), public library programs are 
framed as something extending or augmenting the library and its services and broadening up its user 
base. Thus, public library programs have historically been used as part of library publicity. Around 
the same time, programs were closely associated with “educational activities” (Sydney et al., 1950; 
Smith, 1954; Stevenson, 1963) promoting literacy through the access to books. The American library 
researcher David W. Davies draws the distinction between “book activities” and “non-book 
activities” (Davies, 1974, p. 1), emphasizing a divide between what has to do with the traditional idea 
of library collections and what has not. However open this division might seem, the “non-book 
activities” were still justified “on the grounds that they stimulated reading” (Davies, 1974, p. 61). The 
justification to stimulate reading – or more broadly – to stimulate the use of and commitment to 
culture is found in the term “cultural activities”, which has been widely used in Europe, especially in 
the UK, since the 1960s (Department of Education and Science, 1975). The more neutral term “library 
programs” origins in the 1970s (LaFleur and Robotham, 1976; 1981). By the phrase “library 
program”, staff members at the New York Public Library, Lydia LaFleur and John S. Robotham, refer 
to “any activity, in or out of the library, in which a librarian and two or more members of the public 
are involved” (LaFleur and Robotham, 1981, p. ix). Importantly, library programs were considered 
as public services, which should be equally available and accessible for all. 

What these early writings have in common, is the fact that they are written by librarians with 
experience in planning and conducting public library programs. In recent research-based literature on 
public library programs, instead of focusing on the broad conception of the phenomenon the 
researchers often focus on specific types of public programs and their roles and functions. Examples 
include research on literacy promoting programs (Hedemark, 2017; Goulding et al., 2018; Hedemark 
and Lindberg, 2018), creative programs (Noh, 2017), conversation-based programs (Johnston, 2018; 
Johnston and Audunson, 2019) and health promoting programs (Rubenstein, 2016; Lenstra, 2017, 
2018; Luo, 2018). Another tendency is the focus on specific groups of library users such as families 
(Lopez et al., 2017), young people (Rockefeller, 2008) and immigrants (Audunson, 2005; Vårheim, 
2014; Johnston and Audunson, 2017). Thus, recent research rarely addresses public library programs 
as a whole, but tends to focus on specific types of programs, specific outcomes or specific groups of 
user. Acknowledging the existing research as well as the early experienced-based writings, this 
research paper wishes to qualify the broad conception of what a public library program is by 
presenting an approach for researching public library programs as a unified area of study.
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Social media and Facebook in relation to public libraries
Concurrent with the rising interest into the “Library 2.0”, from 2007 onwards, a growing body of 
research on the use of social media in public libraries has emerged (Carlsson, 2015). LIS research on 
social media and public libraries has investigated aspects such as content, the perceptions of 
stakeholders and strategies for social media use (Joo et al., 2018). Several researchers have explored 
the best practices for effective deployment and use of social media in public libraries (Cahill, 2011; 
Tomlin, 2014), including the way in which libraries advertise their services through Facebook (Chen 
et al., 2012; Aharony, 2012; Madge and Coserea, 2014). Today, Facebook is one of the most heavily 
used social media platform in the library community (Joo et al., 2018). In the US, libraries have been 
using Facebook to communicate with their patrons and, particularly, for promoting their activities, 
programs and services. In 2012, more than 80% of the larger public libraries in the US had a Facebook 
page, and 93% of the biggest libraries had one (Hofschire and Wanucha, 2014). In Denmark as well, 
besides the library websites, Facebook is the most used online platform for promoting library 
programs.

Methods for studying Facebook content
In a study from 2012, library researcher Noa Aharony compares the use of Facebook in American 
public and academic libraries concentrating on the content of Facebook wall posts (Aharony, 2012). 
Aharony aims to describe and classify the Facebook use. The analysis consist of both statistical 
descriptive analysis and content analysis. Aharony finds, that both kinds of libraries use Facebook 
and Facebook wall posts “simply as a way to deliver information to users, rather than as a venue for 
discussion” (Aharony, 2012, p. 366). This is an important finding that supports the reason to study 
the content of the information delivered by the libraries and the library professionals, rather than the 
(limited) discussions or conversations between the libraries and their users. In a recent study, library 
researcher Soohyoung Joo and colleagues explore the different kinds of social media content created 
public libraries (Joo et al., 2018). Their primary focus is on what types of content public libraries post 
on Facebook. However, the type of content discussed consists of Facebook wall posts and not 
Facebook events. Interestingly, this study uses a mixed-method approach that includes grounded 
theory coding inspired by Strauss and Corbin (1990). The study affirms that the most common type 
of content posted by public libraries on Facebook concerns library programs, including both coming 
library programs (upcoming event announcements) and past library programs (completed events). 
This type of content makes up almost half of the observed posts (Joo et al., 2018). Both studies 
conclude that Facebook is mainly used by libraries as a way to deliver information to their users and 
this information most often concerns their programs and events. Thus, public library Facebook event 
pages can be seen as archives of information about not only programs to come but also programs of 
the past.

Outside of the LIS field, qualitative studies have been done on different types of Facebook content, 
including Facebook wall posts and Facebook events. In a study conducted by researchers Nadar 
Afzalan and Jennifer Evans-Cowley, Facebook wall posts are explored as part of an investigation of 
social media sites as platforms for urban planning at a neighbourhood scale. The study looked at three 
Facebook neighbourhood groups to explore the usefulness of such online forums. Part of their study 
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builds on content analysis methods for studying the member’s posts. These were classified according 
to four main categories: 1) asking for help, 2) informing other members about activities, 3) expressing 
personal experiences and 4) selling, buying or renting (Afzalan and Evans-Cowley, 2015). In another 
study from 2010, business and finance scholars Zuhair Khan and Sirkka Jarvenpaa examine 294 
Facebook events to understand how social groups use the event pages to organize events and resolve 
problems (Khan and Jarvenpaa, 2010). Both of these examples show, that existing studies on the 
content of Facebook wall posts and Facebook events tend to focus on different types of 
communicative interactions and often take form as content- or discourse analyses. With this in mind, 
the research approach presented in this paper differs from social media research focusing on Facebook 
as a social network site for personal- or interpersonal communication. What is central in this paper is 
the one-to-many-communication information provided by library professionals in the form of 
Facebook events announcing public library programs. Thus, it adds to the existing LIS research about 
Facebook use in public libraries by analyzing the Facebook content as data representing intended 
public library programs. As sources of data for a grounded theory study, Facebook events and 
Facebook event descriptions are relatively unexplored. Therefore, an introduction to what 
characterizes this data is needed.

Introducing the data
Why use Facebook events as data for researching public library programs? There are several reasons 
for looking at Facebook content, when studying public libraries and their programs. One of them is 
the fact that “social media has transformed the ways organizations reach out to the public” (Carpenter 
and Lertpratchya, 2016: 449). This also concerns public libraries and their communication practices. 
Social media sites such as Facebook enable libraries to efficiently promote their services, programs 
and events online to their communities (Joo et al., 2018). As public announcements, the Facebook 
events are products made to serve a specific purpose, i.e. as part of the PR-activities. The writers of 
these texts are librarians or library professionals. When describing intended public library programs, 
the writers provide rich data about both format and content of these programs. Facebook events share 
several characteristics relating to format and content. These characteristics are, to a certain degree, 
structured by the design and interface of the platform. Figure 1 illustrates the specific part of the 
Facebook event pages of interest to this study as well as the elements, which make up a Facebook 
event. The Facebook events all include a title and often an image, information about location, time 
and date as well as the organizer(s) of the event. All of this information relate to the format of public 
library programs. By the term Facebook event descriptions, this paper refers to the texts found within 
the fields called “Details”. Here, descriptive texts of varying length provide information about the 
content of the programs announced as well as the practical circumstances behind them. 
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Figure 1. Illustration of the elements, which make up a Facebook event.

Research design and -processes
Drawing on writings by Strauss and Corbin (1990; 2008) and Charmaz (2006; 2014), the research 
approach presented in this paper is based on the methodological and theoretical underpinnings of 
grounded theory, which subsequently influence the overall research design and processes. The use of 
texts in a grounded theory study can serve multiple purposes and stimulate “theoretical sensitivity” 
(Strauss and Corbin, 1990: 50) by providing concepts and relationships that are then related to the 
data. But texts can also be used “as objects for analytic scrutiny themselves” (Charmaz, 2006: 39). 
Particularly useful for this paper, is the distinction between extant and elicited texts described by 
Charmaz, which makes it possible to use texts as the primary sources of data for a grounded theory 
study. Extant texts “consist of varied documents that the researcher had no hand in shaping” 
(Charmaz, 2006: 35). Among other things, extant texts are public records, government reports, 
organizational documents, mass media, personal correspondence and Internet discussions. Elicited 
texts are texts, which involves the researcher as means of gathering data e.g. memos or field notes. In 
this paper, the Facebook event descriptions are considered as extant texts. In relation to the main 
function of announcing public library programs, these texts can be said to mutually constitute and 
define “the observed world” (Charmaz, 2006: 38). By looking at the archive of “Past events”, it 
becomes possible to research public library programs, which have already taken place. Thus, using 
the pages and profiles that constitute social media as texts for analysis (Robards and Lincoln, 2017), 
this paper presents a qualitative analysis of Facebook event descriptions as extant texts. 

Characteristic of grounded theory is a reciprocal relationship between data collection, data analysis 
and theory development (Strauss and Corbin, 1990). This means that research carried out using 
grounded theory does not limit itself to collecting and analyzing data in order to verify a preexistent 
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hypothesis, but instead it “aims at using the initial data as a starting point in order to construct in a 
creative way an explanation of the phenomena investigated” (Faggiolani 2011, 2, emphasis added). 
A core process in the construction of the phenomenon investigated is coding. In grounded theory, the 
term coding is used synonymous with analysis, meaning that the processes of coding are essentially 
analytical. 

“Coding is the pivotal link between collecting data and developing an emergent theory to 
explain these data. Through coding, you define what is happening in the data and begin to 
grapple with what it means” (Charmaz, 2006: 46, original emphasis).

Charmaz operates with at least two stages of the coding process: initial coding and focused coding 
(2006; 2014). These stages share several similarities with what Strauss and Corbin term open coding 
and selective coding (1990). By combining the four coding procedures, this paper reports on how they 
complement and supplement each other. During the data collection and coding processes, elicited 
texts in the form of memos are written and diagrams are made as important “records of analysis” 
(Corbin and Strauss, 2008: 117). The research design and –processes are illustrated as three steps 
referring to data collection, data analysis and theory development (Figure 2). During all research 
processes, memos are written and diagrams are made to reflect on findings and ideas generated. After 
each step, the memos are compiled and numbered in order to inform the further analysis and theory 
development.

St
ep

 1 Data collection
- Data selection
- Data sampling
- Web archiving
- Memos and 
diagrams (MD1)

St
ep

 2 Data analysis
- Textual queries
- Data visualizations
- Initial- and open 
coding
- Memos and 
diagrams (MD1+MD2)

St
ep

 3 Theory 
development
- Focused- and 
selective coding
- Memos and 
diagrams 
(MD1+MD2+MD3)

Figure 2. Diagram of the research design illustrated as a three-step-process referring to data collection, data analysis 
and theory development.

The three-step-process has inspired the structure of the following parts of this paper. Thus, the first 
section reports on the process of data collection by use of web archiving, including the criteria behind 
data selection and the procedures behind data sampling. The second section reports on data analysis 
through textual queries and data visualizations as well as the procedures of initial- and open coding, 
in which categories and subcategories are discovered. Building on these categories and subcategories, 
in the third section, focused- and selective coding procedures are used to inform the development of 
a grounded theory of public library programs by exploring what might be the core categories. 
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Explaining each of the research processes step-by-step serves a pedagogical purpose, however, it does 
not correspond to the reciprocal way this study has in fact been conducted.

Data collection
In the following, the criteria behind data selection and the methods for data sampling and data 
collection are introduced. 

Criteria behind data selection
In a grounded theory study, the primary sources of data should be chosen to ensure quality. According 
to Charmaz, this means that the data must be “rich”, hence “detailed, focused, and full” (Charmaz, 
2006: 14). Other important criteria behind the data selection for a grounded theory study are 
usefulness, suitability and sufficiency. The data should be useful for developing core categories and 
suitable as well as sufficient for depicting empirical events (Charmaz, 2006). Thus, a criteria behind 
choosing Facebook events as the primary sources of data is the fact that these texts are descriptive 
and detailed, hence, they provide what Charmaz calls rich data. Furthermore, as extant texts and rich 
data, the Facebook event descriptions are useful for developing core categories. The fact that more 
than 90% of Danish public libraries use Facebook as one of their main platforms for promoting and 
announcing programs makes the data sufficient. In the archives of “Past events”, event descriptions 
dating as far back as 2011 are found. This is not the case when consulting event calendars on public 
library websites. Also, when using Facebook as a platform for announcing programs, the 
announcements become more alike, hence more comparable and suitable for research. 

Data sampling procedures
Inspired by a mixed method approach for data sampling, this study aims for a diverse sample of public 
library Facebook pages by using both probability sampling to increase external validity and purposive 
sampling to increase transferability (Teddlie and Yu, 2007: 78). In order to choose the Facebook 
pages from which to collect data, this paper looks at the Danish municipalities as an overall sample. 
In Denmark, there are 98 municipalities belonging to five different regions. The municipalities are 
considered local authorities in charge of administering numerous public institutions, including public 
libraries. Wanting both quantity – to secure sufficiency – and quality – to secure usefulness and 
suitability – the procedures for data sampling both focus on generating representative samples and 
information rich cases. Since most municipalities make use of one collective Facebook page for their 
entire library system, the municipalities function as a representative sample of the library systems. 
To narrow down the overall sample of 98 municipalities/library systems, a stratified purposive 
sampling procedure is applied. “The stratified nature of this sampling procedure is characteristic of 
probability sampling, whereas the small number of cases typically generated through it is 
characteristic of purposive sampling” (Teddlie and Yu, 2007: 90). Following this technique, the 
overall sample is divided into different strata and then a small number of cases within each strata are 
selected for closer inspection. First, the 98 municipalities/library systems are divided into strata by 
classifying them according to the four municipality types urban, medium, rural and peripheral, 
referring to the number of inhabitants and the concentration of cities versus rural areas within the 
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municipalities. The different types of municipalities are considered one strata. Then, using national 
statistics made by the Ministry of Economic Affairs and the Interior[1], searches are made for each of 
the four municipality types focusing on one criteria: public library expenses per citizen. The search 
results are used to classify the municipalities/library systems according to three subcategories of 
library budgets; above average, average and below average. These three subcategories are considered 
another strata. Finally, from each of the four municipality types, the three municipalities with the 
lowest expenses, the highest expenses and the expenses closest to average are selected. In this 
selection, the overall sample of 98 is narrowed down to a sample of 36 municipalities/library systems 
varying according to municipality type and budget. Then follows a purposive sampling of a small 
number of cases within each strata to provide a diverse body of data. In addition to municipality type 
and budget, geographical location and the size of the library system are added as criteria behind the 
purposive sampling. Furthermore, a main criterion for this study is of course the use of Facebook to 
announce programs. The libraries’ use of Facebook as a site for announcing programs should date 
back to at least 2015, preferable longer. Finally, wanting the sample to reflect a broad variety of 
usages, the number of event descriptions found under “Past Events” are listed as the sixth criterion. 
The six sampling criteria are:

1. Size (referring to the number of public libraries within the library system)
2. Library budget pr. citizen
3. Geographical location
4. Municipality type
5. Facebook used since (at least 2015)
6. Number of event descriptions (at the time of data collection) 

From the sample of 36 municipalities, 12 Facebook pages are selected representing 12 
municipalities/library systems and no less than 48 public libraries (Table 1). The selected cases all 
vary in relation to the six sampling criteria and, thus, they reflect both depth and breadth. The cases 
vary according to budget, geographical location and municipality type. There is a great variety in the 
use of Facebook. Some cases have been using Facebook for announcing and promoting programs 
since 2011, other cases start using Facebook for announcing and promoting programs in 2015. Some 
have been using Facebook frequently, others have been inactive for rather long periods. This means 
that the number of Facebook events per case vary from eight to 586. 

[Table 1]
Table 1. Overview of the selected cases.

Data collection through web archiving
In order to collect and preserve the Facebook events for research, this study uses methods of web 
archiving. Web archiving entails methods for collecting, fixating and documenting online data for 
qualitative research (Lomborg, 2012). The type of web archiving conducted in this study can be 
characterized as “micro archiving” (Brügger, 2005), which is adjusted to fit the research design. Basic 
reasons for archiving web material are the need for a stable research object, the need for 
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documentation and the need for illustration (Sandvik, et al., 2013). Internet content such as Facebook 
events are characterized as “ephemera” (Charmaz, 2006: 50) and as a research object, it needs to be 
stabilized. Further, in order to secure transparency and reliability, there is a need for documenting 
and illustrating the object of study. These are the reasons why, in this study, methods of web archiving 
are used to collect, fixate and document both the visual representations of the Facebook events as 
well as the textual data and metadata connected to them. In order to collect and preserve the visual 
representation of the Facebook events, a “screen capture” (Brügger, 2011) or “still image” (Sandvik, 
et al., 2013) method is used, which basically entails taking a screenshot of a selected part of the screen 
for preservation. Thus, this type of web archiving both stabilizes the research object and contributes 
to documentation and illustration. For now, this method is termed the screen capture method. “A 
screen capture looks exactly like what you see when you look at the website (without interacting with 
it), i.e. with all the textual and static elements and layout preserved” (Nielsen, 2016: 43). The reason 
for using the screen capture method is to collect and preserve a still image of a selected part of the 
screen – the part of the Facebook event pages illustrated in Figure 1. To collect this data, the screen 
capture software Snagit2018[2] is used, since it enables the researcher to capture only a selected part 
of the screen. The Facebook events are found by clicking the “Events” link on the library Facebook 
home page. On the “Event page”, both “Upcoming Events” and “Past Events” are found. For the 
purpose of this study, the “Past Events” are seen as rich archives representing library programs, which 
have already taken place. Using the “scroll back method” as a way to “look back in time” on Facebook 
(Robards and Lincoln, 2017), the process of screen capturing is conducted one event at a time. The 
screenshots are collected chronologically by case and preserved. As snapshots of social media 
content, the screen capture method implies a time-specific insight into “a certain portion of the web 
at a certain point in time” (Brügger, 2011: 28). The screenshots preserve and document the visual 
content of the Facebook events such as text and images as well as the structural and graphical layout. 
During the process of screen capturing, memos are written, which reflect both thoughts and ideas 
about the content of the data and the utility of this method. One of the limitations of the screen capture 
method is that it does not preserve any dynamic content, sound or moving images (Nielsen, 2016). 
However, since sound and moving images are rarely found among the Facebook events (this study 
reports on one out of 2785), this limitation is not considered a problem.

For collecting, fixating and documenting the textual data and metadata connected to the 2785 
Facebook events, a method called “harvesting via API” (Sandvik, et al., 2013) is used. The advantages 
of the harvesting via API method are the possibility for capturing the entire textual content of a page. 
Furthermore, a great advantage of this method is the fact that the data collected is machine-readable, 
which means that it is “searchable, clickable and sortable” (Sandvik, et al., 2013: 16) for further 
analysis. The disadvantages of the harvesting via API method include the lack of possibility for 
capturing the original visual representations (Sandvik, et al., 2013), which is why in this study, the 
screen capture method is used complementary. As a tool for harvesting textual data via API, a low-
level HTTP-based API called “Graph API” is used. “Graph API” is offered by Facebook on the 
website “facebook for developers” and is a tool for getting data into and out of Facebook. This tool 
can be used to programmatically query data from the platform.[3] The Graph API is composed of 
nodes (individual objects such as a user, a page, or a comment), edges (connections between a 
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collection of objects and a single object, such as photos on a page or comments on a photo), and 
fields (data about an object, such as a user's birthday, or a page's name).[4] 

In this study, fields are used to specify the information wanted by typing the names of the library 
Facebook pages and choosing to collect all “Past events” available up until December 31, 2017. 
Requesting the name of the event, start- and end time, location as well as the event descriptions from 
the “Details” field, the textual data is collected from one library Facebook page at a time. The 
collected data is saved as JSON files and exported to Excel, where it is organized according to title, 
event description, location, time and date. Further, each individual case is identified by an index 
number, resulting in a database consisting of textual data and metadata of 2785 Facebook events 
dating back to January 2011. In Figure 3, the yearly distribution of the collected data is illustrated. 
Many Danish libraries start using Facebook later than 2011 and the use gradually increases. 
Especially the period from 2015 to 2017 is well represented in the data. It is important to bear in mind 
that this data does not correspond to the actual number of programs, which have been taking place 
but only to the number of programs, which have been announced on Facebook and were available at 
the time of data collection.5 

Figure 3. Overview of the yearly distribution of the Facebook events collected.

Data analysis
The analysis of data is an extensive task in any grounded theory study and it cannot be separated from 
the processes of data collection and theory development. Therefore, the analysis will be drawing on 
memos from the data collection process as well as pointing at preliminary findings related to the 
development of a grounded theory of public library programs. Since the aim of this paper is to present 
the research approach, the findings reported in this paper are mainly included as examples to illustrate 
the different coding processes.

Data queries and visualizations
The Excel sheets with textual data from Facebook are combined and imported into the qualitative 
data handling software NVivo for the analysis. As a first step to explore the data, a Word Frequency 
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Query (WFQ) is conducted. This step is an important part of the analysis in at least two ways; it helps 
gaining an overview of the 2785 individual Facebook events; and it informs the writing of new memos 
and the generation of ideas for the coding processes. Once the words are summarized in a WFQ and 
sorted by occurrence, the data is cleaned to identify and remove all stop words by adding them to a 
stop words list. Stop words are common words that does not contribute to the content of the 
information being conveyed (Silver and Matthews, 2017). Examples of such stop words include 
“that”, “I”, “it”, “why”, “therefore” and “or”. An interesting finding from the WFQ is that the three 
words most often used are free, ticket and registration. These words are all referring to access, which 
seems to be a key category behind public library programs. Important to notice is also that the most 
used words are in fact not used that frequently. Looking beyond the "top 3", the words appears around 
700-500 times and beyond the "top 10" around 250 times or less. This finding indicates that public 
library programs are described in very different ways and that the same types of programs might be 
found behind a variety of different titles and descriptions. 

Experimenting with data visualization at an early stage of the analysis, is an important part of getting 
to know the data. In this study, the data visualization software Tableau[6] is used. One of the result 
from the early experiments, is a color scheme (Figure 4) illustrating all 2785 Facebook event titles as 
circles in varying sizes and colors. Darker and bigger circles indicate matching titles. Not many 
Facebook events share the same title; the biggest and darkest circle refer to only 35 events. The 
visualization of the data as a pool of individual circles supports the finding from the WFQ – 
comparing the titles of Facebook events provide no real insights into the content of the public library 
programs announced. Hence, a throughout exploration of the Facebook event descriptions is needed 
in order to detect key concepts and categories. This is essentially what the processes of grounded 
theory coding is all about. In the following, a combination of initial coding as explained by Charmaz 
(2006; 2014) and open coding as explained by Strauss and Corbin (1990; 2008) is used to explore 
concepts and categories found in the Facebook event descriptions.

Figure 4. Data visualization as a color scheme illustrating the titles of all 2785 Facebook events as circles.
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Initial- and open coding
Initial coding signifies the study of “fragments of data – words, lines, segments, and incidents – 
closely for their analytical import” (Charmaz 2006: 42). In order to conduct a throughout initial 
coding, a smaller sample of 278 randomly selected Facebook events corresponding statistically to the 
yearly distribution of the data was made. This sample was then divided into two samples of 139 
Facebook events each, for experimenting with two types of initial coding techniques explained by 
Charmaz: word-by-word and line-by-line coding. The word-by-word coding technique is particularly 
helpful when working with certain types of “ephemera” (Charmaz 2006: 50), such as Internet data. 
During the word-by-word coding, researchers “may attend to the structure and flow of words, and 
how both affect the sense you make of them, as well as their specific content” (Charmaz 2006: 50). 
A result from the word-by-word coding, is that a broad variety of themes and topics are covered by 
many different types of programs. An overall reflection concerning the variety of themes and topics 
found, is that no topic appears to be too big or too small. Other important outcomes of the word-by-
word coding include code nodes such as access, partners and collaboration, actors and agents, the 
role of the library professionals, the role of the participants and location. 

The line-by-line coding technique is used to code the remaining 139 event descriptions from the 
sample. As the name of this technique implies, it involves the coding of every line, even though “this 
may seem like an arbitrary exercise because not every line contains a complete sentence and not every 
sentence may appear to be important (…)” (Charmaz, 2006: 50). In grounded theory research, asking 
questions is a central part of all coding procedures. Asking questions help creating an overview of 
the types of programs as well as the different elements related to them. All of these elements are 
important for the development of a theory grounded in the area of study. Basic questions are what, 
where, when, who, how and why. There are also more complex questions and these questions comes 
from the data (Charmaz, 2006). Line-by-line coding can be an enormously useful tool for generating 
ideas and posing questions about the data and of the data (Strauss and Corbin, 1990). In the coding 
of every line of the Facebook event descriptions, the basic questions posed are what, where, when, 
who, how and why. Questions about the data address the texts and the structure of the Facebook events 
and event descriptions, whereas questions of the data address the format, content and function of the 
programs described. Thus, depending on the object of the question, the basic questions provide 
different answers. In Table 2, the difference between asking questions about the data and of the data 
is illustrated and the answers provided by the line-by-line coding are reported. Summing up, line-by-
line coding appears to be useful for understanding the structural aspects of the Facebook events and 
for answering basic questions about and of the data.  

[Table 2]
Table 2. Illustration of the difference between asking questions about the data and of the data.

Open coding
According to Strauss and Corbin (1990), open coding is defined as the process of breaking down, 
examining, comparing, conceptualizing and categorizing data. In this process, researchers are 
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qualifying concepts and categories, hence, ascribing them with meaning (Corbin and Strauss, 2008). 
A characteristic aspect of open coding, is the fracturing of data in order to identify categories, 
properties, and dimensional locations (Strauss and Corbin, 1990). Categories are “higher-level 
concepts under which analysts group lower-level concepts according to shared properties” (Corbin 
and Strauss, 2008: 159). Attributes or elements characteristics to a category are called properties. 
Dimensions are defined as “variations within properties that give specificity and range to concepts” 
(Corbin and Strauss, 2008). Hence, dimensional locations refer to the idea of locating the properties 
of a category on a continuum of variations. Thinking about the relationship between categories, 
properties and dimensional locations is useful for finding similarities and patterns in the data. In the 
process of open coding, findings from the WFQ and the initial coding are analyzed by identifying 
categories, properties and dimensional locations in the smaller sample of data. Analyzing the 
categories in relation to their properties and dimensional locations, some categories suggests 
themselves while others are more challenging. A category that suggests itself is access. The three 
words appearing most frequently in the data – free, ticket and registration – can all be said to define 
or describe elements referring to access as a category. These words can be identified as the properties 
of access. Additional properties of access are price, skills or preparation needed. As illustrated in 
Figure 5, the properties of access can be located on a continuum of variations oscillating between two 
extremes: from programs with free entrance that are “open for all” to programs with entrance fees 
and limited access. In between these poles are multiple other combinations, which should be explored 
further.  

Figure 5. Access continuum.

Theory development
In the focused- and selective coding, what seem to be the most useful findings from the initial and 
open coding of the smaller samples are tested and validated against the extensive data to develop 
what will become a grounded theory of public library programs. 

Focused coding
The large amount of Facebook events collected in this study provides a quantitative aspect and allows 
for testing and validating the findings against a bigger body of data. In focused coding, researchers 
select what seems to be the most useful, significant or frequent earlier codes and test them against 
extensive data to “synthesize, analyze, and conceptualize larger segments of data” (Charmaz, 2014: 
138). Thus, focused coding “requires decisions about which initial codes make the most analytic sense 
to categorize your data” (Charmaz, 2014: 138). Some of the most interesting initial codes includes 
access, the role of the library professional, partners and collaboration, location, themes and topics 
and types of programs. The many different types of programs listed during the word-by-word coding 
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can be used as an example to explain the process of focused coding. The references related to the 
code node “type of program” are tested against the extensive body of data by conducting Word 
Searches and drawing connections between different categories and subcategories. Types of programs 
such as debates, concerts, film screenings, lectures and talks, literature events and group activities are 
listed as categories. Not surprisingly, many of these categories relate to the existing categories used 
in the annual national assessment reports. Looking at their subcategories, however, a broad range of 
programs are discovered, which extend the categories to which they belong and qualify the 
understanding of these. Adding to the complexity are subcategories, which seem to belong to more 
than one category. Examples of categories and subcategories are listed in Table 3 and relations to 
additional categories are indicated in brackets. 

[Table 3]
Table 3. Examples of categories, subcategories and additional categories.

When it comes to types of programs, the listing of categories and subcategories are not sufficient to 
grasp the content and function of these. An example is the fact that several types of programs are 
belonging to more categories at the same time. These overlapping categories should be examined 
closer. Furthermore, the relationship between themes and topics and types of programs should be 
explored.  

Selective coding
Selective coding is explained as the “process of selecting the core category, systematically relating it 
to other categories, validating those relationships, and filling in categories that need further 
refinement and development” (Strauss and Corbin, 1990: 116). The core category is the central 
phenomenon around which all other categories are combined (Strauss and Corbin, 1990). During the 
process of selective coding, a temporary list of categories, which seems key to public library 
programs, is created. This list is informed by the compiled memos and diagrams as well as the 
categories, properties and dimensional locations identified in the process of open coding. The key 
categories explored in the selective coding are: access, the role of the library professional, 
partnerships and collaboration and location. 

As already mentioned, access seems to be an important category in relation to public library 
programs, since it refers not only to the practical aspects of public library programs (such as entrance 
fees and registrations) but also to the deeply ideological aspects behind public library programs as 
public services, which should be equally available and accessible for all (LaFleur and Robotham, 
1981). Another important category is the role of the library professionals. In this category, properties 
refer to how the role of the library professionals is expressed in the event descriptions and signals if 
a partnership or a collaboration is taking place. The dimensional locations are placed on a continuum 
from the library professionals acting as hosts in charge of the program to programs organized and 
conducted entirely by others (e.g. volunteers). The aspect of partnerships and collaboration present 
in this category is explored as a category of its own, in which properties refer to different types of 
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partnerships and collaborations with external institutions and organizations as well as individuals and 
volunteers from the community. The dimensional locations concerns the degree of collaboration 
placed on a continuum from no collaboration with external agents to programs driven by volunteers. 
A subcategory to partnerships and collaboration is location, which is characterized by properties such 
as inside, outside or elsewhere. The dimensional locations are easy to place on a continuum from 
taking place within the public library to taking place within other institutions or organizations, 
outdoors or even far from the library, as is the case with arranged visits or trips. As a result of the 
selective coding, a list of different locations is created. Even though more than 30 different arenas 
appear in the data – including schools, churches, outdoor areas, museums, cafés and cultural houses 
– the majority of public library programs are held within public libraries. 

What does it mean whether a program takes place within the library, outside of the library or within 
another institutions and organizations? And what characterizes the different types of “authorship” 
ascribed to the programs? These are complex questions, which come from the data. Since the aim of 
this paper is to report on a new approach for researching public library programs, these questions will 
not be answered for now. Instead, the final part of this paper will reflect on the utility of the research 
approach presented and discuss its challenges and possibilities. 

Summative discussion 
The research approach presented in this paper consists of three key elements: grounded theory as a 
research strategy, Facebook events as the primary sources of data and web archiving as a method for 
data collection. The relationships between these three elements, as well as their individual challenges 
and possibilities, are discussed in the following. 

By experimenting with grounded theory in the study of Facebook events as extant texts, this paper 
presents a novel approach to the study of social media content using grounded theory. The distinction 
between extant texts and elicited texts proves to be useful in the categorization of textual social media 
content and memos and diagrams appear to be highly valuable analytical tools throughout the research 
processes. As a research strategy for acquiring qualitative insights into the concepts and categories 
used to describe public library programs announced on Facebook, the use of grounded theory is found 
valuable. The experimental take on grounded theory in combining coding procedures described by 
Strauss and Corbin (1990; 2008) and Charmaz (2006; 2014) is another contribution of this paper. The 
combination of initial- and open coding proves to be valuable for asking questions about the data and 
of the data and for discovering categories and subcategories relating to the different types of programs 
described. Thus, this approach has been useful for qualifying the understanding of the elements 
characterizing both the Facebook events and the public library programs announced in these events. 
In the combination of focused- and selective coding, the categories and subcategories found during 
the initial- and open coding of small samples of data are tested against the bigger body of data. In 
these processes, what seem to be key categories are explored by systematically relating them to the 
extensive data. The key categories explored are: access, the role of the library professional, 
partnerships and collaboration and location. All of these categories refer to general conditions, which 
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characterizes the format of public library programs. More challenging to code are categories such as 
types of programs not to mention themes and topics. Both of these categories are characterized by a 
high level of complexity, since they refer to the content and possibly the function of public library 
programs. 

This paper argues that Facebook events are useful, sufficient and suitable sources of data for a 
grounded theory study. Especially the Facebook event descriptions provide rich and detailed data, 
which is useful for developing core categories. The widespread use of Facebook amongst Danish 
public libraries as a platform for announcing programs and the large number of descriptive texts 
available online indicate the sufficiency of this type of data. Finally, the use of Facebook as a platform 
for announcing public library programs makes the descriptions of these programs more alike and 
increases the level of comparability, which make the texts more suitable to research. 

The interrelatedness between data collection, data analysis and theory development characteristic of 
grounded theory becomes visible in the process of web archiving the Facebook content, considering 
what to collect and what to preserve.

“Data collection methods (…) necessarily delimit a very small portion of reality from which 
inferences and interpretations can be made. Importantly, collection and ‘sampling’ refer both to 
data that can be ‘found’ (e.g., online observations of internet communities) and data that can be 
‘made’ (e.g., interviews with their administrators and other key members)” (Jensen, 2012: 442, 
original emphasis). 

In the study of social media content such as Facebook events, the distinction between data as either 
found or made becomes insufficient (Jensen, 2012). Facebook events are found data in that respect 
they are found online and that the researchers have had no hand in shaping it. However, when 
collected by means of web archiving this data begin to reflect what the researchers have decided to 
collect, fixate and preserve. Further, in grounded theory research, memos, diagrams and code nodes 
are made by defining what is found in the data and believed to be important. This complicates the 
understanding of what is the original data. During the processes of web archiving, the memos written 
to reflect on the nature of the data collected and the value of the methods used are considered as 
findings as well. Therefore, as a method for collecting and preserving Facebook events and as a way 
to reflect on the data and its contexts, web archiving plays a crucial role in the research approach 
presented in this paper. 

Summing up, the combination of grounded theory as a research strategy, Facebook events as data and 
web archiving as methods for data collection proves to be a promising new approach for researching 
the format, content and function of public library programs, thus, contributing to a more qualified 
understanding and conception of this phenomenon. 

Conclusion 
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This paper reports on a promising new research approach for studying public library programs 
through Facebook events, using grounded theory as a research strategy and web archiving as methods 
for data collection. The result is a research approach that can be used not only for researching public 
library programs, but for qualitative analyses of institutional and organizational Facebook content in 
general and Facebook events and Facebook event descriptions in particular. However, further 
research is needed to make use of the full potential of this approach. Hopefully, the insights from this 
paper will serve as a foundation for future research on public library programs, since a qualified 
understanding and conception of this highly complex phenomenon is needed.
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Size Budget Geographical location Municipality type Facebook used since Number of event 
descriptions

2 above Capital Region Urban municipality January 2013 586

3 average Capital Region Urban municipality June 2011 195

4 below Central Jutland Urban municipality August 2011 106

2 above Capital Region Medium municipality January 2014 99

5 average Zealand Region Medium municipality October 2014 138

4 below Central Jutland Medium municipality January 2011 319

7 above Zealand Region Rural municipality January 2011 548

5 average Northern Jutland Rural municipality August 2015 168

3 below Southern Denmark Rural municipality September 2014 8

5 above Southern Denmark Peripheral municipalities September 2012 337

5 average Southern Denmark Peripheral municipalities February 2012 119

3 average Northern Jutland Peripheral municipalities March 2013 83

Table 1. Overview of the selected cases.

Basic questions … about the data (as texts) …of the data (as descriptions of public library 
programs)

What?
 

Textual data in a graphical layout Information about the content 

 

Where? 
 

Public library Facebook pages The location of the programs announced

When?
 

Published between January 2011 and 

December 2017

The duration of the programs announced

Who? Written by librarians or library professional Information about the organizers and the intended 

participants

How?
 

Announcements consisting of fixed fields and 

free fields  

Information about practical circumstances such as 

entrance fees, registration or preparation 

Why?
 

To promote and announce coming events and 

reach a broad audience

The function of the programs can, to some extent, be 

interpreted from the descriptions (e.g. in the “sales 

pitch”) 

Table 2. Illustration of the difference between asking questions about the data and of the data.
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Category Subcategory
Debates Conversation salons

 Discussion groups (Group activities)
 Debate cafés

 Election debates

Concerts Family concerts 

 Story time concerts (Literature events)
 Musical lecture (Lectures and talks)
 Sleeping concert

Film screenings Documentary film screenings

 Film screening accompanied by live music (Concerts)
 Hangover movie event 

Lectures and 
talks

Livestreaming of lectures

 Live drawing and talk

 Lecture or book talk by a writer (Literature events)
 Book talks by librarian (Literature events)
 Book talks by others (Literature events)
Literature events Reading sessions

 Story time / Story telling

 Writer meetings (Lectures and talks)
 Reading by a writer 

 Reading circles (Group activities)
Group activities Discussion groups (Debates)
 Reading circles (Literature event)
 Knitting groups

 Listening groups 
Table 3. Examples of categories, subcategories and additional categories.
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ABSTRACT 

In recent years, the programs offered by Danish public libraries have increased in 

both number and variety, leading to difficulties defining and assessing such 

programs in a way that encompasses their complexity. To enrich future research 

and assessments of public library programs, this article presents an empirically 

based and textually grounded analytical model. Building on prior work collecting 

more than 2500 Facebook events announcing public library programs, this article 

presents the analysis of this textual data. Inspired by grounded theory coding, the 

content of the Facebook events is categorized in terms of format, content, role and 

function. As a result, an analytical model is developed. In light of the analysis, it is 

argued that public library programs exist between the library collections and the 

connections they foster. As such, they are an intriguing part of understanding the 

role and function of public libraries today. 
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Within the library field, debates on the role and function of public libraries tend 

to look at new or renewed library services as a natural way to ensure the relevance 

of physical libraries in an age dominated by digitalization and new technologies. 

From this point of view, new programs and services and an increased involvement 

of the users are often explained as part of an overall development “from collections 

to connections” emphasizing the digital changes (O’Beirne 2004) and their impact 

on libraries and the library profession (Audunson and Aabø 2013). The 

development “from collections to connections” can be seen as “(…) a turn in how 

library issues are framed: from a societal perspective to a social perspective, from 

the building of society to the building of relations” (Söderholm and Nolin 2015, 

244, emphasis added). The increased focus on building relations is found in recent 

research on public libraries as inclusive spaces (Audunson, Essmat and Aabø 2011) 

facilitating community engagement (Lankes, Silverstein and Nicholson 2007; 

Goulding 2009; Hui-Yun and Hepworth 2013) and handling social challenges such 

as integration (Johnston and Audunson 2017; Johnston 2018) and health issues 

(Lenstra 2018). Thus, the concept of the library as just a place for books is long 

gone. In Whole Library Handbook 4, a library is defined as “a collection of 

resources in a variety of formats (…) organized by information professionals or 

other experts” providing “convenient physical, digital, bibliographic or intellectual 

access” (Eberhart 2006, 2). Furthermore, libraries are offering “targeted services 

and programs (…) with the mission of educating, informing or entertaining a 

variety of audiences (…) and the goal of stimulating individual learning and 

advancing society as a whole” (Eberhart 2006, 2, emphasis added). As public 

organizations aiming at facilitating both “individual and community 
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transformation” (Gorham and Bertot 2018, 205), the provision of services and 

programs to the public is a central part of public libraries of today. Looking at public 

library programs, this transformative potential is particularly dominant.  

In this article, the term public library programs refers to publicly announced 

and publicly available activities and events, taking place within or in relation to a 

public library. Even though they are not formally a part of the current Act on public 

libraries, programs known as “cultural activities” (kulturelle arrangementer) or 

simply “activities” (arrangementer) have been part of Danish public libraries since 

the 1850s (Dahlkild 2011, 15), increasing in number and variety since the 1960s 

(Thorsen 1992). Nevertheless, this type of library service has only been part of 

Biblioteksbarometer, the Danish annual national survey on public libraries, since 

2009. According to the assessment reports presenting the survey findings, in recent 

years, the programs offered by Danish public libraries have grown both in number 

and in variety. As a symptom of this growth, the categories used for surveying and 

assessing them have expanded. From 2010 until 2015, the number of categories 

more than doubled: from 15 categories in 2010 to 34 categories in 2015 (Danish 

Agency for Culture and Palaces 2010, 2015). Most remarkable, however, is the 

growth in the number of programs exceeding the categories: In 2010, 4971 so-called 

“other activities” were reported; by 2016, in spite of all the new categories, this 

number was 8541 (Danish Agency for Culture and Palaces 2016). Thus, regardless 

of adjustments and additions, the categories used to survey and assess public library 

programs in Denmark appear to be too narrow and fail to grasp the complexity of 

the programs offered.  
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The problem of surveying and assessing public library programs arguably has 

to do with the fact that it is highly difficult to define what a public library program 

is. This is one of the main motivations behind a research project currently conducted 

by the American Library Association called the National Impact of Library Public 

Programs Assessment (NILPPA). The NILPPA research project aims to develop a 

general conception of programs in public libraries for better understanding and 

assessing them as services “in themselves” and not just as introductions to other 

library services (National Impact of Library Public Programs Assessment 2018). 

Based on the development of public library programs in Denmark, we agree that 

there is a need for a general conception of what a public library program is in order 

to qualify future research, assessment and debate of this complex phenomenon.  

Therefore, in this article, we aim to qualify the general conception of public 

library programs and to provide more nuanced categories for analyzing them in 

terms of format, content, role and function. We find that Facebook events 

announcing public library programs make up rich data for studying how the 

programs are conducted – their format; what makes up the programs – their content; 

as well as the ideological and practical purposes of the programs – their role and 

function. Through a grounded theory analysis of Facebook event descriptions as 

“extant texts” (Charmaz 2006) and representations of intended public library 

programs, we ask the following research questions of the data: 

RQ1: What characterizes the format of the public library programs announced? 

RQ2: What is the content of these programs? 

RQ3: How can we understand their role and function?  
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The research questions address public library programs from three different 

levels of abstraction. It is important to stress that these levels of abstraction are not 

opposites; rather, they build on and add to each other. Referring to format as “the 

way in which something is arranged or set out” (Lexico.com), the format level 

addresses the basic elements or building blocks behind public library programs as 

events, such as duration and location as well as details about how the programs are 

conducted. Defining content as “a complex of parts” (Merriam-Webster 

Dictionary), three different categories are identified to capture the complexity of 

the content of public library programs: topics, media and materials. As an example, 

a program such as reading aloud is characterized by the media as well as by the 

topic of the particular book. Role is defined as “the function assumed or part played 

by a person or a thing in a particular situation” (Oxford Dictionaries), thus, relating 

to the assumed purpose of a public library program on an ideological level. The 

word function, on the other hand, is defined as “the natural purpose (of something)” 

(Cambridge Dictionary), referring to the purpose or outcome on a more practical 

level. IT-introductory courses, for instance, have a practical function providing new 

skills to the participants, while on an ideological level fostering digital literacy.  

 

Literature Review  

In both recent and historical literature on public libraries and their programs, 

the American tradition is dominating. The dominance of American literature on this 

topic applies to both research-based and experience-based writings. In this literature 

review, we focus on recent and historical research-based writings on public library 

programs. For examples of experience-based literature on public library programs 

https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/natural
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/purpose
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see LaFleur and Robotham (1981), Robertson (2005) or Edwards, Robinson and 

Unger (2013).  

The recent research-based writings on public library programs can be divided 

in two strands: quantitative reports on programs as part of public libraries and their 

services and qualitative papers focusing more narrowly on specific types of 

programs or on specific groups of users. First, let us take a closer look at the 

quantitative reports. In Public Libraries in the United States, a US equivalent to the 

Danish Biblioteksbarometer, the Public Libraries Survey (PLS) provides annual 

insights into the American public libraries and their services. These surveys have 

included questions on programs since the fiscal year 1992 (National Center for 

Education Statistics 1994). In the beginning, the surveys only included quantitative 

information on children’s programs attendance (1992-2003), however, from the 

fiscal year 2004, the surveys have included quantitative information on the total 

number of library programs as well (Chute et al. 2006). Moreover, from the fiscal 

year 2009, quantitative information on programs for young adults have been 

included (Miller et al. 2011). In the latest version of the survey covering the fiscal 

year 2017, the survey questionnaire includes questions on the “Total Number of 

Library Programs” as well as the “Total Attendance at Library Programs” (divided 

into programs for children and young adult programs) (Pelczar et al. 2019). 

Compared to Denmark, the quantitative data on public library programs in the US 

is impressive. Specific quantitative insights into programs aimed at an adult 

audience is, however, not a part of the American PLS.  

Looking at the second strand and including research from outside of the US, 

we find that such papers are generally reporting on studies on specific types of 



9 
 

 
 

programs such as conversation programs (Brown 2015; Johnston 2018), reading 

programs (Hedemark 2017; Goulding, Shuker and Dickie 2018) or health programs 

(Lenstra 2018; Luo 2018). Another tendency is research on specific groups of users, 

including programs aimed at children (Hedemark 2017; Goulding, Shuker and 

Dickie 2018), young people (Rockefeller 2008) or families (Lopez, Caspe and 

Simpson 2017). As in the case of the quantitative reports, qualitative research on 

public library programs for adults is limited (American Library Association 2017). 

This is not the case, however, when looking at older research-based writings on 

public libraries and their programs. In an extensive survey from 1954 on adult 

education activities in American public libraries, the American library researcher 

Helen Lyman Smith surveyed “the libraries own programs and activities” (Smith 

1954, 2). This study is one of the first and most extensive investigations of the 

different types of programs offered by public libraries in the US. By categorizing 

the programs described in the survey responses according to their subject 

(comparable to content) and purpose (comparable to role and function), Smith’s 

study provides an important historical precedent to the analysis conducted in this 

article. In our analysis, however, we add to Smith’s objectives by addressing also 

the format level of the programs. Smith’s study has served as inspiration for the 

later studies conducted by the American library researcher Kathleen M. Heim on 

adult services in American public libraries in the 1980s (Heim 1986, 1990, 1991). 

Key to this article is Heim’s idea about “a service continuum” (Heim 1990, 2), 

which makes it possible to describe different and highly diverse kinds of adult 

services as part of a broad and complex phenomenon.  
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In a Danish context, two older studies on public library programs exist (Kjær 

and Ørom 1992; Andersson and Skot-Hansen 1994). These studies are, in 

comparison to the study by Smith, providing both quantitative and qualitative 

insights into the number and variety of programs offered within or in relation to 

Danish public libraries in a specific year: 1989 and 1993. However, since these 

studies have not been followed by later research, a quite significant gap in 

qualitative research on public library programs in Denmark is identified. Moreover, 

in an international research context, both quantitative and qualitative research on 

public library programs as a broad and complex phenomenon is needed.  

The NILPPA research project mentioned in the introduction is a rare example 

of such research. Another example is found in the work of the Swedish library 

researcher Katarina Michnik. Michnik studies how public library activities (what 

we term programs) can foster public library legitimacy and concludes that, when 

discussing issues of the public library’s legitimacy, it is essential “not just to discuss 

the activities themselves but to reflect on the external image of the public library 

that these activities may give rise to” (Michnik 2018b, 2). In her Doctoral Thesis, 

one of Michnik’s central findings is that the roles and services of public libraries 

are augmented rather than renewed (Michnik 2018a). This is, Michnik argues, 

prevalent in relation to programs based around a media such as the book. This 

means that book-based programs of today to a high degree are comparable to book-

based programs of the past. The difference being that book are used in new ways 

and new media might contribute to or augment the experience of the material 

(Michnik 2018a). Michnik’s research offers many important insights for our study. 

However, in her analysis of the activities, she seems to be caught in the dichotomies 
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“traditional” versus “non-traditional”, as well as “reading- or literature-based 

activities” versus “non-reading- or literature-based activities” (Michnik 2018a). 

These dichotomies result in a rather simplistic analysis. Furthermore, Michnik uses 

categories developed by the Royal Library in Sweden (Michnik, 2018a, 83-84), 

thus, her categorization is, to some extent, pre-fixed. In this study, we try to avoid 

a simplistic and pre-fixed categorization by not applying any existing categories 

such as those used in Biblioteksbarometer, but instead developing concepts and 

categories from the descriptive textual data found in the Facebook events.  

 

The Study 

The data used in this article was collected as part of a larger study (see 

Mathiasson and Jochumsen 2019) and consist of textual data from 2793 Facebook 

events announcing programs in relation to Danish public libraries. The Facebook 

events all include fixed fields for providing a title and an image, information about 

location, time and date as well as information about the organizer(s) of the event. 

Additionally, a part of Facebook events consists of a free field for adding 

descriptive texts about the event. We term the texts found in these free fields 

Facebook event descriptions. In this study, we analyze Facebook event descriptions 

covering a period from January 2011 until December 2017.   

 

Criteria for Data Selection and Data Sampling 

There are several reasons for looking at Facebook content when studying 

public libraries and their programs. Firstly, Facebook is one of the most heavily 

used social media platform in the library community (Joo, Choi and Baek 2018). In 
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2012, more than 80% of the larger public libraries in the US had a Facebook page, 

and 93% of the biggest libraries had one (Hofschire and Wanucha 2014). In 

Denmark as well, besides individual and collective library websites, Facebook is 

the most used online platform (Danish Agency for Culture and Palaces 2015). 

Secondly, existing research on Facebook use in libraries concludes that Facebook 

is mainly used in one-to-many communication for promoting library activities, 

programs and services (Aharony 2012; Joo, Choi and Baek 2018). Thirdly, when 

writing “upcoming event announcements” (Joo, Choi and Baek 2018), the librarians 

or library professionals provide rich data about the format and content of these 

programs as well as their intended role and function. Fourthly, because of the 

amount of data found under “past events”, public library Facebook pages can be 

seen as archives of information about not only programs to come but also programs 

of the past. These are the main reasons for selecting Facebook event description as 

sources of data for this study.  

With regards to data sampling, we aimed for a diverse sample of public library 

Facebook pages by using both “probability sampling” to increase external validity 

and “purposive sampling” to increase transferability (Teddlie and Yu 2007). In 

Denmark, the municipalities are in charge of a range of public institutions and 

organizations, including the public libraries. Therefore, the 98 Danish 

municipalities functioned as a first sample. The municipalities were classified 

according to four municipality types: city, suburb, town and rural. These categories 

made up smaller strata, which were then classified according to library budget per 

citizen. In this process, the overall sample of 98 was narrowed down to a final 

sample of 12 municipalities, representing 12 public library systems and a total of 
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47 public libraries from all across the country. The final sample varies according to 

six criteria: size, library budget per citizen, geographical location, municipality 

type, years of Facebook use and number of event descriptions. For more details on 

data selection and data sampling, see Mathiasson and Jochumsen (2019, 863-864).  

 

Grounded Theory Analysis  

The logic of grounded theory analysis “differs from quantitative logic that 

applies preconceived categories or codes to the data (…)” (Charmaz 2006, 46). 

Thus, the main reason for choosing grounded theory as the analytical approach for 

this study is that we wish to develop concepts and categories, which are inductively 

derived from the study of the phenomenon they represents (Strauss and Corbin 

1990). To answer the research questions, in the analysis, we build on, and combine 

grounded theory coding procedures. More specifically, we use “open”- and 

“selective coding” as explained by Anselm Strauss and Juliet Corbin (1990, 2008) 

and “initial”- and “focused coding” as explained by Kathy Charmaz (2006). An 

important part of grounded theory coding is to ask questions “about” the data and 

“of” the data (Corbin and Strauss 2008). In this case, asking questions about the 

data refers to the information found in the text fields on the library Facebook event 

pages, whereas asking questions of the data refers to the Facebook events and –

descriptions as representations of intended public library programs (see Mathiasson 

and Jochumsen 2019, 868). In the processes of asking questions of the data, we 

fracture the data in order to identify categories, properties and dimensional 

locations (Corbin and Strauss 2008, 159). Categories are “higher-level concepts 

under which analysts group lower-level concepts according to shared properties” 
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(Corbin and Strauss 2008, 159), properties are the “characteristics that define and 

describe concepts” (Corbin and Strauss 2008, 159) and dimensional locations refer 

to the “variations within properties that give specificity and range to concepts” 

(Corbin and Strauss 2008, 159). The dimensional locations are placed on a 

continuum, which serves as a way of working with and analyzing the format, 

content, role and function of the programs described in our data. This can be 

compared to Heim’s idea of the “service continuum” (cf. Heim 1990, 2). Combining 

procedures of open- and initial coding, we closely code a small sample of 278 

randomly selected Facebook events, corresponding statistically to 10% of the total 

data, representing the yearly distribution and each of the 12 different library 

systems. The sample is divided into two smaller samples of 139 Facebook events 

for experimenting with two types of initial coding techniques explained by Charmaz 

(2006): “word-by-word” and “line-by-line” coding. We analyze the smaller 

samples “word-by-word” and “line-by-line” (Charmaz 2006) looking for “words, 

phrases and sentences” (Strauss and Corbin 1990) about the format, content, role 

and function of the programs described. Then, combining procedures of focused- 

and selective coding, the concepts and categories found during the coding of the 

smaller samples are tested and compared against the extensive body of data to 

develop an analytical model. 

 

Results  

Format 

To establish an understanding of what characterizes the format of the programs 

announced and described in our data, we ask so-called “sensitizing questions” 
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(Corbin and Strauss 2008, 72) of the data such as who, where, when and how. “Who 

are organizing the programs?”, “for whom are they intended?”, “where are the 

programs taking place?”, “when are they taking place?” and “how are they 

conducted?” Answering these questions, we arrive at some key concepts relating to 

the format of public library programs. To give specificity and range to these 

concepts, we group them as categories and analyze them in relation to their 

properties and dimensional locations.  

The question “who?” can be divided into two sub-questions: “by who?” and 

“for whom?” referring to the sender-receiver relationship inherent in the programs. 

The question “by who?” relates to the person(s) or group(s) in charge of planning, 

organizing, conducting or facilitating the program. We term this category the 

organizer(s). Here, properties refer to how the role of the librarian(s) or the library 

professional(s) is expressed in the event descriptions and signal if a partnership or 

a collaboration is taking place. The dimensional locations are placed on a 

continuum from the librarian(s) or library professional(s) acting as host in charge 

of the program to programs planned, organized and conducted entirely by others 

(e.g. volunteers). Noting that the organizers of the programs are not necessarily 

librarians or library professionals and that there might be several different 

organizers involved, this category is key to explore the role of the librarian(s) or the 

library professional(s). We find that the broad spectrum of the role of the librarian(s) 

or the library professional(s) described in the data can be envisioned as 

differentiating between two poles in a continuum (Figure 1). In one end of the 

spectrum, the librarian is the primary actor, planning, organizing and conducting 

the program with no help from others. In the other end, we find the librarian as the 
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promotor who announces the program (e.g. on the library Facebook page). In 

between these poles, the librarian can have many other roles, such as the host saying 

welcome, as the facilitator of partnerships and collaborations or as the practical 

support during the event.  

 

Figure 1. Diagram illustrating the role of the librarian as a continuum. 

 

Aside from librarians and library professionals, a variety of other professions 

is mentioned explicitly in the data as either organizers, actors or partners in the 

programs. As a subcategory, the different types of partnerships and collaborations 

are explored. In this subcategory, properties refer to different types of partnerships 

or collaborations with external associations, organizations and institutions on both 

a local and a national level. The dimensional locations concerns the degree of 

collaboration placed on a continuum from no collaboration with external partners 

to programs driven almost entirely by volunteers. The question “for whom?” relates 

to the object or receiver of the program. Here, we discuss what to term the receiver. 

The word “user” seems wrong in this context, since it implies the use of something 

(e.g. printing facilities). The word participant, on the other hand, seems more 

appropriate, since it implies that the persons are taking part in something (e.g. a 

program). Since in most of the event descriptions it is explicitly mentioned for 

whom the program is intended, we term this category the intended participant(s). 

The programs cover a broad range of different target- and age groups: from babies 
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and toddlers, children, tweens and teens to adults and seniors, explicitly mentioning 

age groups from a few months up to 99 years. It is not, however, always a pre-

defined target- or age group that defines the intended participant(s). In fact, it 

appears to be a tendency that the intended participant(s) is defined by a shared 

community of interests, which refer to the content level of the programs. This 

finding complicates any categorization based on age- and target groups alone and 

add to the complexity of defining public library programs. 

Answering the question of where the programs take place, we create the 

category location(s). Even though more than 30 different indoor locations are found 

in our data – including schools, churches, museums, cafés and cultural houses – the 

majority of programs (more than 70%) take place within a public library. In 

addition, a number of programs take place outside, either on the town square, in 

local neighborhoods, in communal parks or in the nature. Furthermore, some 

programs take place far from the local public library and its hometown. This is the 

case with arranged excursions and trips. Thus, as a category, location(s) is 

characterized by the properties inside, outside and elsewhere, which are placed on 

a continuum from taking place within the local public library, within other local 

organizations or institutions, to programs taking place outside in the city or in the 

nature, or in another town or municipality. These findings indicate that the exact 

location of a program is not defining for whether or not it is a public library 

program. Hence, in our definition of public library programs, we stress that they are 

taking place “within or in relation to a public library”. 

Asking when a program takes place, we approach the category duration. The 

average duration of a program is between one and two hours, but we do find 
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programs, which are both shorter and longer. Some of the shortest programs found 

in our data are a series of fifteen-minute IT-introductory courses. The longest 

programs found in our data are arranged excursions, such as a nine-hour excursion 

to a national Book Fair. Furthermore, as a type of programs, exhibitions are unique 

in the fact that they are often open for several weeks (during library opening hours). 

This brings us to an important distinction between active and passive programs. 

Active programs can be defined as programs depending on the participation of 

certain actors such as organizers and participants. Passive programs can be defined 

as programs, which exist independently of any participants, such as exhibitions. In 

our data, we find predominantly active programs, taking place within a specific time 

and depending on the participation of some actors. What this tells us is that the 

duration of a program is closely related to the type of program in question. 

Furthermore, the time span shows us that it is not the exact duration but the fact that 

(active) public library programs are time wise phenomena depending on different 

actors being together in the same place at the same time that is defining. 

The question “how are the programs conducted?” refers to the practical 

circumstances behind a program. We group this information in a category termed 

access and availability. Properties of access and availability are price, ticket, 

registration, limitations, skills and preparation needed. These properties are located 

on a continuum of variations oscillating between two extremes: from programs with 

free entrance that are “open for all” where no skills or preparations are required to 

programs, which have an entrance fee, limited access and requires specific skills or 

preparation. In between these two poles are multiple other combinations, which are 

closely depending on and relating to the type of program in question. In an article 
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preceding this paper, a model of the “access continuum” is provided, visualizing 

the access and availability of the programs described in the data (see Mathiasson 

and Jochumsen 2019, 869).  

The questions who, where, when and how turn out to provide some rather 

complex insights into the basic elements characterizing the format of public library 

programs. Public library programs are made by some organizers for some 

participants but these roles vary and crossover. Thus, we find that programs are not 

sender-receiver-based per se; instead, they are depending on different actors being 

together at the same time in the same place. The specific duration or location is not 

defining. What is defining is the relation to a public library. This relation is 

especially present in the subcategory the organizer(s) as well as in the category 

access and availability. The library provides access to the programs and makes them 

available, among other things by announcing them. In addition, we find that the 

format of a specific program is depending on the type of program in question.  

Answering RQ1, in relation to format, the programs announced in our data can 

be characterized as physically based and time wise events depending on the 

presence of different actors taking part in the program and on the relation to a public 

library, providing access to the program and making it available. Format is 

depending on the type of program in questions, which constitutes a link between 

the format level and the content level. 

 

Content 

As mentioned, the link between the format and content levels manifests itself 

in the category type of program. In the data, many different types of programs are 
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described, however, since many of the programs described in our data belong to 

more than one type of program, any throughout categorization based on type alone 

seems problematic. Without taking content into account, the different types of 

programs appear as labels on empty shells. In the following, we take a closer look 

at what is taking place within these shells, which are not, as we shall see, empty at 

all. Based on our coding of the empirical data, we argue that the content of public 

library programs is made up by of “a complex of parts” (Merriam-Webster 

Dictionary), consisting of topics, media and materials. When addressing the 

complex of parts making up the content of public library programs, we continuously 

make connections to how they are conducted (their format) and for what reasons 

(their role and function). This finding shows that the three levels of abstractions are 

building on and adding to each other in interesting ways.  

When it comes to topics, the most significant finding is that no topic seems too 

big or too small to be the topic of a program in a public library. Thus, the properties 

of topics cover everything from highly personal topics such as weight, relationships 

and illness over community-based topics such as local elections and sharing of 

resources, to broader societal topics such as climate change, integration and public 

health. Placed in a continuum, the topics are oscillating between the personal and 

the societal, the individual and the collective. Coding the different media mentioned 

in the programs, we find that the content of the programs is still, to a high degree, 

depending on and relating to the library collections in terms of books, music, 

movies, videogames, the Internet and online streaming services offered by the 

public libraries. When placed on a continuum, the media mentioned in the data 

oscillates between the analogue media found in the physical libraries and the digital 
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media such as e-books and other streaming services, which are accessible online. 

In the description of the programs, we find the mentioning of a broad variety of 

materials such as yarn, paper, wood and clay. Such materials are used to make 

something. In relation to this part of content, the process of making is of course 

important. However, we find that the social aspect of making something together 

seems even more important. In many of the cases, materials are being used as a 

means to an end such as social interaction, rather than as an end in itself. The same 

is true, we argue, for topics and media. We find that content, as an end in itself, is 

still, to a high degree, depending on and relating to the library collections. 

Moreover, we find that content, as a means to an end, is closely related to the 

creation of new connections. 

Answering RQ2, we find that the content of public library programs consists 

of a complex of topics, media and materials. These categories are not mutually 

exclusive, but categorizing the programs accordingly, an understanding of what 

makes up the content of public library programs becomes more accessible. Arguing 

that content exist between the format level and the role and function level, any 

analysis of content depends on the emphasis on topics, media and materials as an 

end in itself or as a means to an end.  

 

Role and Function 

In order to examine how to understand the role and function of public library 

programs, we pose the questions “why is the program offered?”, “what seems to be 

the ideological purpose behind the program?”, and “which practical outcomes does 

it fulfil?” Answering these questions, we build on our findings from the two 
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previous levels of abstraction. In the analysis of content, we found that the emphasis 

on the ideological purposes and practical outcomes of the programs described in 

the data are closely related to how content is framed. Thus, the emphasis on the role 

and function of the programs described are defining for how content is being used 

in the programs: as an end in itself or as a means to an end. Furthermore, when 

coding for role and function, we find that the identification of a role or function 

does not rule out the identification of more roles or functions. Just as the 

identification of a specific topic does not rule out the identification of another topic, 

not to mention the identification of several different media or materials. Thus, a 

single program can serve multiple purposes and have several different outcomes. 

For example, some of the programs described in our data offer interesting takes on 

dissemination and meta-dissemination of the library, its services and its collections. 

A good example of this tendency is film screenings of movies, which can be found 

free of charge on Filmstriben, an online streaming service provided by the Danish 

public libraries. Taking place within the physical library, these film screenings 

serves as a way to disseminate not only the movie in question but also the online 

streaming service. Such new takes finding corresponds well with Michnik’s finding 

that the roles and services of public libraries are augmented rather than renewed 

and that in the activities, media and materials might be used in new ways 

augmenting the experience of the content (Michnik 2018a). Adding to this finding, 

many of the programs described in our data provide the opportunity for social 

meetings and networking and implicitly or explicitly aim at building or 

strengthening relations.  
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Answering RQ3, the roles and functions of public library programs can be 

understood as a continuum between programs serving as a means to an end (e.g. the 

dissemination of the collections) and programs serving as an end in itself (e.g. as 

social interactions).  

 

An Analytical Model 

Building on the findings from the research questions, we develop an 

empirically based and textually grounded model for analyzing public library 

programs in terms of format, content, role and function (Figure 2). Trying to keep 

the three levels of abstraction separate serves an analytical purpose in this study; 

however, these levels are building on and adding to each other in interesting ways. 

The format and content levels are defining the contour of the type of program in 

question, while the emphasis on the content is depending on the intended role and 

function. Pointing out the interrelatedness of these levels and the complex 

relationship between them, the model offers a vocabulary and a framework for 

future research on and assessments of public library programs.  

 

Figure 2. Model for analyzing public library programs in terms of format, content, 

role and function. 
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Limitations and Future Work 

It is important to stress, that this study is not a throughout or exhaustive 

categorization of public library programs. On the contrary, all the concepts and 

categories presented in this article are open for interpretation and criticism. 

Moreover, this study has several limitations, which should be addressed. Firstly, the 

data collected for this study only represents a fragment of the programs taking place 

within or in relation to Danish public libraries in the period from 2011 until 2017. 

Secondly, the data contains a limitation in relation to the general level of 

comparison. Focusing on the one-to-many communication performed by librarians 

or library professionals when announcing coming programs, the data is highly 

individualistic. Librarian A could describe a program in one way, while librarian B 

could describe the same program in a completely different way. However, since the 

aim of this study is to develop categories from empirical data, the broad variety of 

individual descriptions serves the purpose of this study well. Thirdly, critical 

reflections addressing the paradox in public libraries using a global social media 

site as a platform for announcing programs to a local audience are needed. 

However, such reflections fall out of the scope of this article. Fourthly, public 

libraries have social responsibilities and serves their communities in ways that are 

yet to be explored. In this study, we do not learn about which programs are actually 

taking place, how they are carried out or what consequences they might have for 

the users and the communities. Using a term from grounded theory, we do not 

approach the “action pertaining to phenomena” (Strauss and Corbin 1990). 

Therefore, we emphasize the need for more qualitative research into the practices 
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behind and impact of public library programs as well as the lived experiences of 

both organizers and participants.  

 

Conclusion 

The aim of this article has been to develop an empirically based and textually 

grounded model for analyzing public library programs according to three levels of 

abstraction: format, content, role and function. This article contributes to the 

general conception of public library programs and provides a tool for future 

research and assessment of this complex phenomenon. Based on coding and 

categorization of textual data in the form of Facebook events and -descriptions 

announcing public library programs, we find that the format, content, role and 

function of the public library programs described paint a well-known picture of a 

development within public libraries as strongly engaged in the creation of new 

connections. However, we also find a clear focus on the dissemination and use of 

the library collections. In light of these findings, we argue that public library 

programs exist between the library collections and the connections they foster. As 

such, they constitute an intriguing analytical object for answering future questions 

about the role and function of public libraries. 
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From means to an end to ends in themselves 
An empirical study of the development of public l ibrary programmes in Denmark between 
1960 and 2020 

 

Abstract 
Offering a variety of activities and events is considered a central part of many public libraries today. 
Under the term public library programmes, this article presents the findings from an empirical study 
of the development of publicly available and publicly announced activities and events offered within 
or in relation to Danish public libraries over a sixty-year period. The aim of the study was to enrich 
our understanding of these library services from a historical perspective focussing on describing 
development. Inspired by Historical Case Study (HCS), the study was designed as a diachronic 
analysis of a broad variety of empirical source materials collected from two case libraries, 
documenting programmes offered between 1960 and 2020, including interviews with programming 
librarians. From analysing the source materials, a development is described which shows that while 
the different types of programmes offered throughout the period have been somewhat consistent, their 
format and content have expanded in parallel with the expansion of the public library, its collections 
and services. At the same time, the reasoning behind offering programmes can be described as a 
development from programmes considered as a means to an end (e.g. education, publicity or 
community building) to programmes also considered as ends in themselves. By supporting and 
enriching the knowledge on programmes as services, this study provides an empirical foundation for 
discussions and debates about the role and function of public library programmes as part of the public 
library in the future as well as rich empirical examples for further research. 
 
Keywords Public libraries, Public library programmes, Historical case study, Document study, 
Empirical study, Diachronic study, Library history  
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Introduction 
 

“(…) it is those activities and the general education, which takes place every day in our 
library space that creates a library” (Schaltz, 2020). 
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Programmes such as story hours, exhibitions, lectures, workshops, cafés, play groups and writers’ 
meetings are considered central elements of modern public libraries. As the head of Herning 
Bibliotekerne, Pernille Schaltz, recently stated in an interview on Danish national radio, such 
activities are part of what creates a library (Schaltz, 2020) and are thus likely to play an even bigger 
role in public libraries of the future. If this is the case today, intriguing questions about the past and 
present of such activities arise. In order to understand why programmes are considered such a central 
part of modern public libraries and to discuss their future relevance and potential, qualitative insights 
into the history and development of these services are needed. This article presents findings from an 
empirical study of public library programmes in Denmark from the 1960s to the present as a 
foundation for understanding and reflecting on this central feature of the modern public library. 

In Denmark, programmes are generally referred to as ‘cultural activities’ or ‘events’ (kulturelle 
arrangementer). In this study, a broad definition of public library programmes as “publicly 
announced and publicly available activities and events, taking place within or in relation to a public 
library” (Mathiasson & Jochumsen, 2020, p. 365) allows for an investigation of many and markedly 
different examples of programmes as a whole, encompassing the social, educational, cultural and 
informational aspects of these services. The study focuses on two case libraries, differing in terms of 
their geographical location, size and role in the library system. The first library is Bibliotekshuset, a 
small branch library in the Copenhagen library system. The second is Herning Centralbibliotek, the 
main library of the municipality of Herning located in central Jutland. Both libraries have been 
offering programmes since the 1960s and are in possession of source materials documenting this 
practice. Approaching the collection of empirical source materials from the case libraries, this study 
poses two research questions:  

 
RQ1: Which types of programmes have been offered at the two libraries between 1960 and 
2020 and how have they developed in terms of format and content?  
 
RQ2: What are the roles and functions ascribed to the programmes during this period and how 
has the reasoning behind offering programmes developed? 
 

This study derives from the claim that public library programmes are complex phenomena, which 
cannot be understood by addressing different types of programmes alone (Mathiasson & Jochumsen, 
2020, p. 373). In a recent study, Danish library researcher Mia Mathiasson and Henrik Jochumsen 
provide an analytical model for analysing public library programs in relation to “three levels of 
abstraction” (2020, p. 375): format, content, and role and function. In this model, format refers to the 
basic elements underlying public library programmes as events in terms of duration and location, 
information about the organiser(s) and participant(s) and details about access and availability of the 
programmes. Content refers to a complex of topics, media and materials. Role is related to the 
assumed purpose of a public library programme on an ideological level, whereas function refers to 
the purpose or outcome on a more practical level (see Mathiasson & Jochumsen, 2020, p. 366). This 
model has been a useful tool for the analysis presented in this article and provided the categories used 
in the research questions. Focussing on describing development in terms of continuity and change, 
answering RQ1 provides descriptive insights into the types of programmes offered as well as the 
format and content of these programmes. Building on these descriptive insights, RQ2 is answered 
through an interpretative reading of the data in order to provide insights into the changing reasoning 
underling having programmes, focussing on their ascribed roles and functions (implicitly or explicitly 
mentioned in the source materials). To provide perspectives for the findings presented in this article 
they are related to existing studies, which are presented below.  
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Existing studies 
Although public libraries have been offering programmes for many years and for many different 
incentives in many different countries, research on the history and development of public library 
programmes is scarce. Programmes in public libraries has been an area of study before, however 
under terms such as “adult education activities” (Johnson, 1938; Smith, 1954), “extension work” 
(McColvin, 1927; Jolliffe 1968) and “cultural activities” (Wirla, 1958). Across these different terms, 
programmes have been related to general education, public relation and outreach as well as to the 
general stimulation of an interest in books and literature as well as cultural activity more broadly. The 
more neutral terms “programs” and “programming” have been used in North America since at least 
the 1950s (Smith, 1954) and have become more widely used in recent years. Most empirical studies 
have been survey studies applying a somewhat restricted perspective on programmes and only a few 
studies that treat programmes and programming activity as a unified whole exist. One example is the 
recent American research project, the National Impact of Library Public Programs Assessment 
(NILPPA), conducted in collaboration with the American Library Association (ALA) and the Public 
Programs Office (PPO) between 2015 and 2020. One of the aims of the NILPPA research project is 
to develop a conceptualisation of what they call “library public programs” in order to provide 
“sufficient data on whether, and how, these efforts are working” (NILPPA, 2020). No empirical 
studies with a historical perspective and broad conception of public library programmes have been 
identified. 

In Denmark, studies on public library programmes are extremely limited. Besides a few 
research-based studies, programmes and programming activity have been the subject of quantitative 
survey studies conducted nationally. One example is a survey on “cultural activities” conducted by 
the State Inspection of Public Libraries in 1972/73. Similar surveys have been conducted annually 
since 2009 by the Danish Agency for Culture and Palaces under the title Library Barometer 
(Biblioteksbarometer). In the following, three historical studies are introduced, which all provide 
useful insights into programmes and programming activity from a Danish perspective. None of these 
studies focus on programmes or programming activity as a unified whole, but rather on programmes 
and programming activity as a part of larger studies on the role and function of the public library. The 
first of these studies was conducted by the Danish librarian Ingerlise Koefoed in 1965. As part of her 
larger study termed Cultural Centres (Koefoed, 1967), Koefoed also reports on what might be the 
very first investigation of programming activity at Danish public libraries. This investigation took 
form as an informal inquiry that was sent to 35 libraries, primarily main libraries, out of which 32 
responded (Koefoed, 1967, p. 38). The second identified study was conducted in 1989 by the Danish 
library researchers Bruno Kjær and Anders Ørom (1992a, 1992b) under the title Transformation 
images and library-cultural identities. Part of this study comprised a survey study focussing on 
library-cultural identity in relation to 1) library buildings and interiors; 2) public relations (PR) and 
external dissemination activities; and 3) exhibitions and programmes (differentiating between the 
two). The survey was sent to 227 public libraries of which 119 responded, reporting on a total of 
2,353 exhibitions and 5,467 programmes (of which 4,503 were for children). The third identified 
study is an extensive research project conducted by sociologist Marianne Andersson, cultural 
sociologist and library researcher Dorte Skot-Hansen and a team of assistants between 1992 and 1993. 
Building on case studies, surveys and extensive interviews, the study aimed at providing a snapshot 
of local public libraries, including the extent of programmes offered (Andersson & Skot-Hansen, 
1994, p. 222–236).  

In all of these studies, the development of programmes is explicitly linked to the revision of the 
Library Act in 1964 and the ensuing debates about the role and function of public libraries as cultural 
centres (Koefoed, 1967; Kjær & Ørom, 1992a, 1992b; Andersson & Skot-Hansen, 1994), thus 
emphasising the cultural role and function of the public library. This role is supported by a link 
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between public library programmes and the democratisation of culture in the 1960s and cultural 
democracy in the 1970s (cf. Kjær and Ørom, 1992a, 1992b). This is also characteristic of the way 
programming activity has been described and defined in Danish library history (see Thorsen, 1992). 
In the 1964 Library Act, public libraries are described as places “promoting information, education 
and cultural activity through the free accessibility of books and other relevant materials” (Danish 
Library Bureau, 1965, section 1[1] of the Act, emphasis added).i With the inclusion of the phrase 
“cultural activity”, public libraries received “yet another aim” (Thorhauge & the Library Agency, 
2002, p. 5). This new aim and the cultural political debates about cultural centres following the 1964 
revision are often emphasised as having had a significant influence on the development of 
programming activity (arrangementsvirksomhed) as a more substantial part of public libraries (see 
Thorsen, 1992, p. 140 and Andersson & Skot-Hansen, 1994, p. 222). According to the State 
Inspection of Public Libraries, the very term kulturelle arrangementer was coined during the 1960s 
cultural political debates (1976, p. 18). The link to the 1964 revision and the following debates is 
most explicit in Koefoed’s (1967) study on cultural centres. Andersson and Skot-Hansen’s study of 
the public library is more nuanced, contributing to a theoretical understanding of the role and function 
of public libraries as knowledge centres, informational centres, social centres and cultural centres in 
the community (1994, p. 18). Programmes and programming activity is, however, only directly linked 
to the library’s role as a cultural centre (Andersson & Skot-Hansen, 1994, p. 222–236). By including 
both programmes for adults and for children, using the phrase “activities” instead of “cultural 
activities”, Kjær and Ørom (1992a, 1992b) were first movers in the Danish research context. 

Focussing on a single year period, these studies are all synchronic snapshots of the extent of 
programmes offered within the year surveyed (respectively, 1965, 1989 and 1992/93). However, what 
makes them different from the national surveys is that they also provide qualitative insights into the 
content of the programmes as well as the attitudes towards offering programmes. In her study, 
Koefoed concluded that the librarians’ attitudes towards programming activity were generally 
positive. However, lack of space, staff and money (what Koefoed terms “the usual things”) was 
mentioned as an obstacle to further development (Koefoed, 1967, p. 39). In the first part of their study 
of library-cultural identities, Kjær and Ørom reflect on what they call the “indirect dissemination 
practices”, which includes programming activity. Elaborating on the “image problem” as one of the 
symptoms of the transformations of the library-cultural identity, marked by ideas about “the market” 
and “the living room”, which break with the image of the library as a shrine for knowledge and 
culture, Kjær and Ørom reflect on the search for alternative library-cultural identities as “a response 
to the obliterate image of the “traditional library” (Kjær & Ørom, 1992a, 33-34). This is an interesting 
finding, since it explicitly breaks with the narrow focus on culture when looking at programmes and 
programming activity. Moreover, it ascribes to these phenomena a key role in transforming “the 
library image”. The Andersson and Skot-Hansen study provides rich insights into the understanding 
of and reasoning underlying programming activity in the early 1990s. Of central importance is their 
finding that programmes are clearly considered as having “a value in themselves” and that 
programming activity is considered as “something in itself” and not just as PR for the library or as 
extensions of the collections (Andersson & Skot-Hansen, 1994, p. 236). As such, these three studies 
all provide useful perspectives and background for the results presented in this article.  
 

Research design and methods 
Aiming for an understanding of how this phenomenon has developed over time, a diachronic 
approach was well suited to this study. As opposed to the existing synchronic studies presented above, 
a diachronic study draws the long line of development and provides empirical descriptions for an 
understanding of the background of these services. Thus, a research strategy was needed that allowed 
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for a diachronic reading of the varied source materials and provided methods for how to conduct the 
study in a systematic manner. Such a strategy was found in Historical Case Study (HCS) as described 
by library researcher Michael Widdersheim (2017, 2018). HCS is a hybrid research strategy 
combining features from history and case study using “a mixture of new and existing sources” 
(Widdersheim, 2018, p. 147) to track changes over a longer period of time into the present. This 
makes HCS a useful research strategy for “addressing research questions related to change, 
continuity, development, and process” (Widdersheim, 2018, p. 151). According to Widdersheim, 
HCS research must fulfil three criteria: it “must 1) study phenomena from the distant past into the 
present, 2) incorporate existing data sources as well as create new ones as the case unfolds, and 3) 
construct both idiographic and nomothetic types of knowledge” (2018, p. 144). Moreover, HCS 
research follows three stages: the collection and analysis of source materials (stage 1), data collection 
and analysis (stage 2) and data interpretation (stage 3). HCS provides a strategy for researching this 
complex phenomenon in a diachronic and somewhat systematic manner across of a broad temporality 
and an extensive collection of varied source materials. Adaptions have been made to the systematic 
approach described by Widdersheim in order to make it more applicable to the kind of investigation 
undertaken in this study. In the following, the three stages of HCS are introduced with a focus on how 
they have informed and directed the study presented in this article as well as when and how this study 
deviates from the HCS procedures.  

In stage 1, source collection and analysis, “theoretical sampling” is used to define the case or 
the phenomenon studied, identify temporal units of analysis and gather relevant source materials in a 
dialectic manner. Theoretical sampling is described as “a trial-and-error process”, since researchers 
“cannot know in advance what sources will be relevant or accessible” (Widdersheim, 2017, p. 58). 
This means that as source materials are collected and contours of the phenomenon are sharpened more 
relevant sources will possibly appear. In line with the trial-and-error process of theoretical sampling, 
a sample of source materials functioned as a way into the phenomenon investigated. In the spring of 
2017, 15 public libraries from across the country were contacted by phone or email and asked whether 
they were in possession of archival source materials documenting their past programmes. A few 
libraries responded that they were in possession of potential source materials. Visits were arranged 
and during the summer and autumn of 2017 three libraries were visited, source materials were 
inspected (first round) and interviews were conducted. In the end, two libraries were selected as case 
libraries. In line with HCS research, the list of sources was informed by the nature of the case or 
phenomenon studied (Widdersheim, 2017, p. 57). This has also been the case in this study, where 
additional sources were uncovered during the visits to the case libraries. This resulted in 
supplementary source collections taking place from the spring of 2018 until January 2019 (physical 
collection at the libraries) and again during the spring of 2020 (online collection). The source 
materials consist of a broad variety of archival documents made available by the two libraries. In this 
study, document is defined as “any symbolic representation that can be recorded or retrieved for 
analysis” (Altheide, 1996, p. 2, emphasis added). In the processes of source collection and analysis, 
the documents are recorded or retrieved by scanning them, taking photographs or screen shots, 
entering information into Excel sheets or simply taking notes. As part of the initial analysis in stage 
1, the source materials are divided into “temporal units of analysis” (Widdersheim, 2018, p. 148) in 
order to gain an overview and focus attention. According to Widdersheim, the temporal units of 
analysis “can be identified and distinguished in a number of ways”, however they “must be well-
justified and non-arbitrary” (Widdersheim, 2018, p. 148). In this study, the identification of the 
temporal units builds on findings from the initial analysis, however the units have been revisited and 
adjusted along with the conducting of the analysis and interpretation and, thus deviates from the HCS 
procedure.  
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Stage 2 builds on stage 1 and consists of data collection and analysis. In this process, the 
temporal units of analysis identified in stage 1 are described and analysed “in a uniform way and 
according to the same criteria in order to facilitate comparisons” (Widdersheim, 2018, p. 148). In the 
data analysis, a “research framework is used to describe the case over time using the source materials 
as an evidentiary basis” (Widdersheim, 2018, p. 148). In this study, the research framework for the 
diachronic analysis is inspired by Mathiasson and Jochumsen’s (2020) analytical model. Thus, when 
analysing the source materials, change and continuity in relation to the format and content of the 
programmes offered as well as their ascribed roles and functions are observed over time, resulting in 
a description of the development of programmes offered within or in relation to the two case libraries. 
In stage 3, the descriptions produced in stage 2 provide a basis for answering the research questions 
by comparing “patterns in the similarities and differences of the temporal units” (Widdersheim, 2018, 
p. 148–149). This is done by comparing the different units of analysis and elaborating on the findings 
presented in the analysis, focussing on two aspects of the analysis: 1) the format and content of the 
programmes and 2) their ascribed roles and functions.  

In the following, the results of this study are presented with reference to the three research 
stages of HCS. Firstly, referring to the source collection and analysis, the cases and source materials 
are introduced in more detail and the temporal units of analysis are identified. Secondly, referring to 
the data collection and analysis, the results from the diachronic analysis are presented in the analysis, 
which forms the greater part of this article. Thirdly, referring to data interpretation in HCS, an 
interpretation of the findings is presented, providing elaborative answers to the research questions. 
Finally, a summative discussion reflects on the findings in relation to the existing studies and suggests 
areas for further research.  
 

Source collection and analysis 
The two libraries were not selected for being representative cases but for being suitable providers of 
a broad variety of source materials and for being willing to share their history of programming 
activity. The “source material coverage” (Widdersheim, 2018, p. 148) refers to the period covered by 
the many and very different source materials. In this study, the source materials cover the period from 
1960 until 2020. At Bibliotekshuset, programmes have been offered since the late 1950s and past 
programmes are documented since 1960 in monthly reports, flyers and newspaper cuttings. At 
Herning Centralbibliotek, programmes initiated by the library have been offered since the late 1960s. 
The library has, however, offered programmes initiated by others earlier than this. Tri-annual reports, 
flyers and extensive scrapbooks with newspaper cuttings document their programming activity since 
1965. Importantly, between 1983 and 2011 the flyers from Herning Centralbibliotek only announce 
programmes for children and are thus supplemented by newspaper cuttings and articles reporting on 
programmes for adults. Finally, Facebook events reporting on programmes serve as source materials 
covering the period from 2018 until the spring of 2020. As part of the source collection, four 
interviews were conducted with librarians from both of the two libraries: a group interview with two 
librarians from Bibliotekshuset and three individual interviews with librarians from Herning 
Centralbibliotek. At the time of the interviews (2017), the librarians had between 12 and 35 years of 
experience in planning, facilitating and conducting programmes in public libraries. The interview 
method provides insight into the librarians’ experiences of working with programming activity in the 
past and present, as well as their personal opinions about programmes as part of library services. The 
table below (Table 1) provides an overview of the source materials collected for this study.   
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Source materials 
(reference) 

Source material coverage (library) Description  

Monthly Reports 
(MR) 

1958–1991 (Bibliotekshuset)  The monthly reports consist of forms 
intended for reporting the library 
services, including the types of 
programmes offered. Often, descriptions 
and anecdotes about programmes were 
written on the back of the reports. Thus, 
they provide both quantitative and 
qualitative information.  

Annual Reports  
(full in-text references) 

1956–1988 (Herning Centralbibliotek) The (tri)annual reports on library services 
and activities, including programmes. 
The information is primarily descriptive 
and anecdotal, sometimes quantifiable.  

Scrap Books 
(short in-text references  
HB: Herning Bladet 
HD: Herning Dagblad 
HF: Herning Folkeblad 
JP: Jyllands Posten) 

1970–2005 (Herning Centralbibliotek) 
1994–2001 (Bibliotekshuset) 

The scrapbooks consist of a collection of 
newspaper cuttings and articles from 
local and national newspapers about the 
libraries, their services and programmes; 
some announce upcoming programmes 
and some report on past programmes.  

Flyers  
(FL-B and FL-H) 

1984–2018 (Herning Centralbibliotek) 
1994–2018 (Bibliotekshuset) 

The flyers or brochures announce and 
promote upcoming programmes and 
provide descriptive and detailed 
information about the programmes.  

Facebook Events 
(FE-B and FE-H) 

2018–2020 (Bibliotekshuset) 
2018–2020 (Herning Centralbibliotek) 

The Facebook events announce and 
promote upcoming programmes and 
provide descriptive and detailed 
information about the programmes.  

Interviews  
(IN1, IN2 … IN5) 

2017 (Bibliotekshuset)  
2017 (Herning Centralbibliotek) 

Four lengthy, semi-structured interviews 
reporting on the lived experiences of 
librarians working with programmes.  

 
Table 1: Overview of the source materials. 

 
As HCS research operates with a broad temporality, dividing the period into temporal units of analysis 
serves as a way to gain an overview and focus attention, and is a pivotal part of the analysis. In this 
study, six temporal units of analysis have been identified and distinguished by referring to change 
and continuity in relation to the ascribed roles and functions of the programmes mentioned in the 
source materials. Referring to ideological purposes as roles and practical purposes as functions 
(Mathiasson & Jochumsen, 2020, p. 366), the descriptive titles represent the most distinctively 
different roles and functions ascribed to programmes at the time, however they do not omit other roles 
and functions. As mentioned above, some deviations from HCS have been made and the rigour of the 
temporal units is one of them. As the source materials vary and provide different levels of insights 
from different perspectives, and have been written with different purposes, it is not possible to arrive 
at “non-arbitrary” units as called for by Widdersheim (2018, p. 148). It is possible, however, to be 
transparent about the manner in which the units are identified.  

The units have been identified by creating lists and maps of the different types of programmes 
found in the source materials and taking notes in relation to their format and content. Special attention 
was given to the implicit or explicit mentioning of the reasoning underlying offering programmes in 
terms of their roles and functions. When revisiting these notes, the source materials were structured 
and lists and schemas were created, noting when and how changes or continuity where found in 
relation to the three different levels of abstraction. This has not been a linear process as in HCS, but 
a dialectic process going back-and-forth between the different stages of the research process. During 
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this study, justification for the choices has been a recurrent consideration. In the end, however, it has 
been a question of interpretation, and in that sense it would be misleading to proclaim that the 
temporal units are non-arbitrary. There are overlaps and other units could have been imagined. 
However, for the sake of the descriptive analysis, these units have worked well and provided a frame 
for each period’s characteristics. The temporal units of analysis are illustrated in the table below 
(Table 2).  
 
 

Unit X Period covered Descriptive title 

Unit 1 1960–1968 Programmes as a means to disseminate literature and increase book loans 

Unit 2 1969–1976 Programmes as a means to promote the library as something more than books 

Unit 3 1977–1982 Programmes as an inclusive means to community building 

Unit 4 1983–1994 Programmes as shaping the library profile as a meeting place 

Unit 5 1995–2008 Programmes as community building  

Unit 6 2009–2020 Programmes as ends in themselves 

 
Table 2. Overview of the temporal units of analysis. 

 

Analysis 
In the following, the results of the data analysis are presented, using the temporal units of analysis as 
a structuring tool to describe the development of public library programmes between 1960 and 2020. 
Due to the amount of source materials and the broad temporality examined, any thorough 
investigation of everything that happened within the two libraries is beyond the scope of this study. 
The purpose has not been to list all the different types of programmes mentioned in the source 
materials but to highlight continuity and change in relation to the three levels of abstraction. 
Therefore, the analysis is based on examples rather than a definite outline. To secure uniformity and 
consistency, and thereby facilitate comparison (cf. Widdersheim, 2018, p. 148), each of the units 
report on the different types of programmes offered, their format and content as well as the reasoning 
underlying offering them in terms of roles and functions. The first paragraph of each unit reports on 
the format and content of the programmes offered, while the last paragraph reports on the reasoning 
underlying offering programmes in terms of their ascribed roles and functions.  
 
1960–1968: Programmes as a means to disseminate literature and increase book loans 
The format and content of the programmes offered in the first unit can be characterised by a limited 
variety of programmes offered, limited target groups and a limited focus on literature “and other 
closely related topics” (Herning Centralbibliotek, 1969, p. 7). Most of the programmes mentioned in 
the early years were intended for adults and were predominantly exhibitions. At Bibliotekshuset, 
exhibitions are offered every month during the programming season (from September to May) and 
sometimes several exhibitions are offered per month. Many of these are book exhibitions, which are 
often supplemented by a book list on the topic in question. Programmes offered for children were 
predominantly story hours, offered at Bibliotekshuset since 1960. Library orientations are also 
mentioned as programmes in the monthly reports and have been offered regularly since the early 
1960s. However, since these orientations have not been publicly available but offered exclusively to 
specific groups such as school classes or study circles, they are not included in this study. In 1961, 
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the popular travelling exhibition Ungdommens Bogmarked (‘Bookmarked of the Youth’), visited 
Bibliotekshuset. This exhibition was complemented by a film screening and book talk, which was 
limited to the presentation of books related to the subject of the film (MR, October 1961). Neither the 
film screening nor the book talk became a recurrent event, but the programme represented a new 
target group: young people. It would, however, take many years before programmes other than 
exhibitions were regularly offered for young people. Before the mid-1960s, the programmes 
mentioned at Herning Centralbibliotek were provided by other organisations such as high schools, 
evening schools and study circles. In October 1966, the children’s library offered a series of 
programmes in relation to Børnebogsugen (‘The Children’s Book Week’). These programmes were 
a huge success and resulted in a significant increase in the number of user registrations (Herning 
Central Bibliotek, 1967, p. 8–9). From the autumn of 1967, Herning Centralbibliotek started offering 
programmes for adults as well, providing writers’ evenings and facilitating lectures and study circles 
on “literature – and other closely related topics” (Herning Centralbibliotek, 1969, p. 7). In 1968, 
record concerts (concerts where a record is played for an audience) and a few instances of live 
concerts followed. For children, film screenings, children’s theatre and story hours were offered from 
1968.  

In terms of role and function, the period between 1960 and 1968 is characterised by programmes 
exhibiting, motivating or reading books. As mentioned in relation to the festivals ‘The Children’s 
Book Week’ and ‘Bookmarked of the Youth’, increased book loans and increased the number of user 
registrations seem to be the success criteria underlying and reasoning for offering programmes in 
these years. In relation to ‘Bookmarked of the Youth’, the book exhibition was mentioned as having 
a direct influence on the increased demand for books “which led a hidden existence before” (MR, 
October 1961). Thus, provision of books and literature and increased book loans and user numbers 
seem to be the main function of programmes (practical outcome), while the ideological purpose or 
role is the dissemination of books and literature. 
 
1969–1976: Programmes as a means to promote the library as something more than books 
From 1969, the number and variety of programmes offered at both libraries increased dramatically 
and in terms of both format and content the programmes were expanded. This expansion is due to an 
expansion of the library collections to include new media and materials. At Bibliotekshuset, 
exhibitions used to be the most common type of programme, though the frequency seems to drop 
from 1971, from several exhibitions per month to just one. Other programmes offered for adults were 
writers’ evenings, film screenings, debate evenings and concerts. From 1973, Bibliotekshuset offered 
a film club for children. The aim was to offer regular film screenings (two per months), however, due 
to limited budgets and technical problems this was not always accomplished. In Herning, programmes 
offered for adults from 1969 were exhibitions, concerts and short film screenings. According to one 
of the librarians, the expansion of the collections characterises the development of programmes 
through the 1970s (IN1). The content of the programmes were expanded both in relation to topics 
covered and media and materials used, resulting in the mixing of topics, media and materials in new 
ways. An exhibition of underground magazines at Herning Centralbibliotek is a good example, since 
it incorporated music especially composed to fit the content of the exhibition as a key element in the 
dissemination (HF, 1971). Moreover, exhibitions of comic books are mentioned at both libraries as 
examples of programmes embracing and promoting new materials.  

In relation to the role and function in this period, at a practical level, programmes are explicitly 
mentioned as library PR activities. In a newspaper article from 1969, Herning Centralbibliotek is 
described as something “more than books” (HB, 1969). Here, programmes such as film screenings, 
children’s theatre and musical play groups are mentioned as new offerings and as part of the re-
branding of the library. An example is how a live jazz concert is explicitly described as “setting the 
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stage for the music section at the new library” (HB, 1969). Moreover, there is a focus on the social 
potential of programmes in this year, which can be found in an article in the professional library 
journal Bibliotek 70. Here, librarian Jane Pedersen reports on her experiments with what she terms 
“open programs”; that is, programmes “providing nothing but a frame for people to fill out 
themselves” (Pedersen, 1971, p. 328–329). Pedersen found that “a special form of being together” 
arose between the participants with which the content itself had nothing to do” and that this form of 
being together had the potential to bridge the generation gap as well as other barriers (Pedersen, 1971, 
p. 329–330). At Bibliotekshuset, the librarians discussed the idea of open programmes at a staff 
meeting, expressing a wish to experiment with such “anti-programs” themselves (MR, August, 1971). 
Programmes are also explicitly mentioned as PR in the monthly reports from Bibliotekshuset, where 
“PR at the library (about beat- and theatre evenings and movies)” is an independent item on the 
agenda at a staff meeting (MR, April 1970). Programmes can be seen as part of the extension of the 
library identity, which is found in newspaper articles reporting on hygge (JP, 1972) and social 
relations (JP, 1973) at the library in Herning and as a means to promote the library as something more 
than books.   
 
1977–1982: Programmes as an inclusive means to community building 
In the years between 1977 and 1982, the format and content of the programmes offered continued to 
expand. Programmes offered for children were story hours, children’s theatre and film screenings, 
the latter being the far more popular type of programme, indicated by separate boxes for film 
screenings in the monthly reports (MR, March 1977). Film screenings were expanded in several ways, 
including film- and gaming clubs for children, which were offered at Herning Centralbibliotek from 
1978, and documentary film screenings for adults, followed by debates. Exhibitions are still a 
recurrent type of programme and this format was also expanded. Examples include participatory 
exhibitions such as debate exhibitions and even participatory art exhibitions, where users were invited 
to exhibit. In Herning, this is found in relation to the “spring exhibitions”. As opposed to the first 
spring exhibition in 1977, which was subjected to censorship, for the 1979 spring exhibition, local 
artists and amateurs were invited to an uncensored exhibition “where everyone is guaranteed 
representation” (HD, 1979a). The opportunity to exhibit was not limited to artists, but collectors were 
also invited. This inclusiveness is also found in relation to the content of the exhibition, as evident in 
the list of collectables mentioned in the invitation: matchboxes, medals, stamps, pipes, butterflies and 
more (HD, 1979c).  

The inclusiveness found in relation to the format and content of the programmes can also be 
seen as a key proponent in the role and function of the programmes in this period, which can be 
related to an extension of the role and function ascribed to the modern public library. In Herning, this 
is explicitly stated in a newspaper article reporting on the library as a workshop with cultural and 
social aims (HD, 1978). Programmes are considered a central part in reaching these aims. This can 
be found, for example, in the inclusiveness towards the community as a resource. An example is 
another “new exhibition format” (HD, 1979b) at Herning Centralbibliotek where local associations, 
interest groups and organisations (with a non-commercial purpose) were invited to exhibit at the 
library in order to share and disseminate their work (HB, 1979). The role and function of programmes 
in this period can be described as inclusive means to community building, mirroring the cultural and 
social aims ascribed to the public libraries at the time.  
 
1983–1994: Programmes as a means to shaping the library profile as a meeting place 
Between 1983 and 1994, the format of programmes underwent an expansion. This is particularly 
visible in an expansion of target groups and a divide between programmes for children and 
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programmes for adults, which can be seen as due to a change in announcement methods at Herning 
Centralbibliotek. From 1983, Herning Centralbibliotek no longer offered evening programmes and 
programmes for adults were limited to “a few exhibitions per year” (Herning Centralbibliotek, 1988, 
p. 44). As the number of programmes offered for adults decreased, the number of programmes offered 
for children increased. Programmes such as film screenings, film- and gaming clubs and children’s 
theatre are consistent, and new types of programmes appeared, such as talent shows (FL-H, February 
1984) and magic shows (FL, February 1986). These programmes are characterised by actively 
involving the participating children. From 1983, mobile libraries or book buses brought programmes 
such as children’s theatre and puppet shows to the surrounding areas of Herning Centralbibliotek 
(HB, 1983), thereby expanding the programmes in terms of location, while at the same time 
promoting the children’s library. At both libraries, programmes especially targeted at young people 
were offered regularly from 1985 (as opposed to isolated events such as the book festivals in the 
1960s). These programmes include exhibitions (MR, April, 1984), film screenings (HF, 1985) and 
workshops on how to make your own music video (FL-H, November 1986). At Bibliotekshuset, a 
youth section (U-afdelingen) was established in 1985, making this new target group “feel at home” 
(MR, September, 1985). From 1994, programmes were provided on Saturdays (FL-B, autumn, 1994), 
expanding the target groups to include families. In relation to content, this period is characterised by 
a focus on the library’s move into the digital age through computers and technological equipment. 
This focus directly influenced the extent of programmes offered at Herning Centralbibliotek, where 
budget cuts, a focus on offering business services and the purchase of technical equipment are 
mentioned as reasons for the decrease in programmes for adults (Herning Centralbibliotek, 1988). 
The purchase of technological equipment had a positive influence on the children’s library in Herning, 
where the gaming clubs offered electronic games from 1985 (FL-H, 1985/1986) and a data workshop 
was established in 1987 (FL-H, 1987). In relation to the data workshop, programmes such as gaming 
and instruction in Word processing were offered for children.  

In relation to role and function, towards the latter half of the 1980s a more explicit and strategic 
attitude towards programmes is found. In their strategy from 1988, Herning Centralbibliotek 
describes programming activity as an area that “complement[s] the classic library functions” (Herning 
Centralbibliotek, 1988, p. 64–65). The library further expresses a wish to become “a nice place to 
be”, whether you want to listen to music, read a magazine, play, read books, watch a video or “meet 
other people”, and programmes are explicitly mentioned as part of “shaping the profile of the library” 
as a centre for cultural and informational activities (Herning Centralbibliotek, 1988, p. 64–65). Thus, 
programmes were still considered a means to an end, however the end goal changed and programmes 
were then considered part of shaping the library’s profile as a meeting place, and where having 
programmes is considered a part of what makes the library “a nice place to be”.  
 
1995–2008: Programmes as community building  
In relation to content, the predominant focus during these years seems to be the provision of Internet 
and digital skills, and the use of computers for both business and pleasure is a dominating feature in 
programmes for both children and adults. A series of programmes providing assistance and 
instruction for Internet use appear in the source materials from 1995 and from 1996; “Internet” is an 
independent paragraph in the flyers from the children’s library at Herning Centralbibliotek (FL-H, 
1996-97). From 2000, there was a second wave of programmes teaching the skills needed for the 
digital age. This is seen in programmes such as “The first trip to the Internet” and “Learn how to write 
on a computer” (FL-B, spring, 2000). From October 2003, Bibliotekshuset offered regular IT courses 
every morning and from 2004, a series of programmes where “seniors are helping seniors with IT” 
(FL-B, autumn, 2004). At both libraries, writers’ meetings, lectures and concerts for adults made a 
reappearance from 1995, as well as new types of programmes in the form of plant exchange markets 
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and poetry cafés, which were offered by Bibliotekshuset in collaboration with volunteers and local 
organisations (IN2). The most common types of programmes offered for children and young people 
were still film screenings, children’s theatre and musical playgroups (IN4; IN5). Moreover, at both 
libraries the creative activities, which have been an increasing part of the children’s libraries since 
the 1970s, are now offered as creative programmes and workshops in relation to festive seasons such 
as Shrovetide, Easter and Christmas.  

In relation to role and function, a focus on relations through social programmes, collaboration 
and community building is found to be an important aspect of programming activity. Although the 
digital still dominates the content of the programmes offered, the use of computers in programmes is 
as much an act of individual learning as it is an act of building relations. This is the case in 
programmes such as PlayStation tournaments offered at the children’s library at Herning 
Centralbibliotek (FL-H, spring, 2004) and in the series of programmes where seniors helped seniors 
with IT at Bibliotekshuset. Moreover, the market- and café programmes are not defined by their 
specific content (e.g. plants or poetry). Instead, these programmes can be defined by a focus on the 
social act of gathering around a shared interest. As such, programmes no longer appear solely as a 
means to something else but as something in themselves. As ways to meet up, share experiences and 
take part in the local community, programmes are no longer solely considered as tools for community 
building, but as an active part of community building in themselves. 
 
2009–2020: Programmes as ends in themselves 
In relation to both format and content, in this period most of the different types of programmes 
mentioned earlier are still found, although many of them are expanded. Examples include clubs and 
groups, which are now offered for all age groups on a broad variety of topics, media and materials. 
Examples include listening clubs defined by interest offered at Herning Centralbibliotek (IN3). The 
café programmes from the 1990s have been expanded to baby cafés for parents on leave (Herning 
Centralbibliotek, since 2015) and language cafés (Herning Centralbibliotek, since 2017). Moreover, 
conversation salons offered at Herning Centralbibliotek since 2017 can be seen as expansions of the 
debate evenings of the past. New types of programmes are found as well. Particularly prevalent are 
health- and fitness programmes such as yoga and mindfulness classes offered since 2009 at 
Bibliotekshuset (FL-B, spring, 2009). These programmes were first offered for children and their 
parents, later followed by similar programmes for adults. Recently, a focus on health can be found at 
both libraries: both practically in physical exercise (such as yoga, city walks, music and movement, 
and dance classes) and theoretically in relation to lectures on mental and physical health. The fact 
that Herning Centralbibliotek has been the arena for a Health Fair (Sundhedsmesse) since 2018 and 
an annual mental health day (FL-H, October, 2018) is an indication that health is considered a central 
topic for programming activity. Other new programmes found in the source materials are community 
sing-alongs and community dinners. These are characterised by a focus on the social act of gathering. 
Community sing-alongs have been offered at Herning Centralbibliotek since 2013 and more regularly 
since 2017. Community dinners, such as Sunday brunches (FE-B, August 2017) or “Eat with EU” 
(FL-H, January, 2019) are found at both libraries though are not as recurrent as the sing-alongs. The 
focus on digital literacy continues and can be found in a variety of IT courses, introductions to 
Facebook use and online self-service (FL-H, March, 2015).  

In relation to role and function, the dissemination of books and literature is still considered a 
key purpose underlying programmes at both libraries and is mentioned explicitly by the librarians as 
a focus area of programme planning (IN2; IN5). Moreover, programmes are still considered as PR 
for the library, as well as for the city and community. In one of the interviews, a librarian described 
how the library promotes the city and other cultural institutions through programmes and other 
activities (IN3). As such, programmes are still considered as a means to disseminate the library’s 
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collections and offers and as a tool for community building (IN2). However, a change can be found 
in the way programmes are framed as ends in themselves. Programmes such as community sing-
alongs and community dinners are good examples, since the act of being together physically, 
exchanging something or sharing an experience is emphasised over the specific content (e.g. the songs 
sung or food consumed). A recent example of programmes as ends in themselves is “The Take Away 
Library” initiative, which has been part of Herning Centralbibliotek since 2017. Here, programmes 
are offered “to go” (Take Away Biblioteket, 2020). This is an example of outreach in 2020, but it is 
also an example of how programmes have become an integrated part of the modern public library as 
something you can “take out” and even bring to your own home.  
 
In the following, answers to the two research questions are provided by comparing the different units 
of analysis and interpreting the findings presented in the analysis. 

 
Interpretation 
When mapping the different types of programmes offered between 1960 and 2020, a high degree of 
continuity is found. Even though new types of programmes do seem to appear in the data, what is 
intriguing is the way existing types of programmes are expanded in terms of format and content. 
Focussing on the development of the format of the programmes offered, an interesting finding is the 
expansion of target groups, which have occurred throughout this period. In the 1960s and 1970s, 
programmes for either “adults” or “children” dominated the data. However, since the 1980s, these 
target groups have expanded to become somewhat all inclusive, focussing less on age groups and 
more on interest groups. In the table below (Table 3), the expansion of target groups is illustrated.  
 

Unit 1 (1960–1968) 
Programmes for adults 
Programmes for children Unit 2 (1969–1976) 

Unit 3 (1977–1982) 

Unit 4 (1983–1994) 
Programmes for adults 
Programmes for children 
Programmes for young people 

Unit 5 (1995–2008) 

Programmes for adults 
Programmes for children 
Programmes for young people 
Programmes for seniors 
Programmes for families 
Programmes for communities of interest 

Unit 6 (2009–2020) 

Programmes for adults 
Programmes for children 
Programmes for young people 
Programmes for seniors 
Programmes for families 
Programmes for communities of interest 
Programmes for babies and parents on 
leave 
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Table 3. An illustration of the expansion of target groups.  
 
Useful for interpreting the expanded content of the programmes are the three criteria underlying 
public libraries, their collections and services: quality, versatility and topicality. Despite several 
revisions since 1964, in the current Library Act these criteria have remained the same (The Secretariat 
for Legal Information, 2013) and are mentioned in the interviews as criteria underlying the provision 
of programmes (IN1; IN3). Quality was a notion heavily debated in the 1960s, also in relation to 
programmes. This debate had a huge influence on the materials offered at libraries and the 
programmes offered mirror this debate (IN1). An example is the exhibitions of comic books in 1969, 
which were in themselves a defence of the quality of this media as part of the library and their 
collections (HB, 1969; IN1). Versatility refers to offering something for everyone, which is most 
certainly the impression when examining the development of programmes offered – the expansion of 
target groups being an obvious sign of this development. Within recent years, versatility in relation 
to programmes seems to be an even more elaborated part of the library. In a feature on Herning 
Centralbibliotek in a local magazine, the library is described as “a very lively library” and 
programmes are proclaimed as part of making the library a community centre, offering “everything 
from shared reading to lectures, play group activities, writer’s evenings, knitting groups, it-
instructions to, well, everything” (Volf, 2018, p. 114). Topicality is found throughout the period in 
programmes on trending topics or subject areas. In relation of the rise of the Internet, for example, 
programmes have played a role in preparation for the digital age. Recently, topicality is shown in the 
focus on health and fitness, which has dominated throughout the 2010s, found in an increasing 
number of lectures on physical and mental health issues. A lecture on “how to survive the digital 
world” (FL-H, November, 2017) is an example of how the topics of the programmes change in 
relation to society. Another example is the tendency for programmes focussing on being together and 
sharing experiences, such as community sing-alongs and community dinners, stressing a need for a 
return to physical experiences. This focus has been challenged during the Covid-19 outbreak and the 
subsequent cancellations of programmes at both case libraries. Currently, the need for sharing 
experiences – “together – but apart”ii – seems stronger than ever and creative efforts were made to 
offer programmes online or in a safe format. At Herning Centralbibliotek, for instance, online lectures 
(FB-H, April, 2020) and literature cafés (FB-H, May, 2020) were offered. Live-streaming events is 
also a tendency found in the wake of the Corona pandemic. 
 
As an answer to RQ1, an understanding of the different types of programmes offered is found to be 
closely related to an understanding of their development in terms of format and content in relation to 
the general expansion of the public library, its collections and services since the 1960s.  
 
Just as the types of programmes seem to have expanded in terms of format and content, the roles and 
functions ascribed to these library services seem to have expanded as well. Based on the analysis 
provided in this article, it seems clear that programmes have always functioned as a means to 
something else: as a means for education, public information, entertainment, cultural- and recreational 
activity, publicity, outreach, community building and probably much more. As the collections were 
expanded, programmes were used to disseminate the library collections by mixing content in new 
ways (e.g. exhibitions accompanied by music). Moreover, programmes have functioned as outreach 
(e.g. puppet theatre in the book buses) and as PR for the library, playing a central role in branding the 
library as “more than books” (cf. HB, 1969), pointing both to the expanded collections and augmented 
role and function of the public library as a meeting place. A consistency is found in the dissemination 
of books and literature, which have been central aspects of programming activity throughout the 
period studied.  
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While programmes are still and have always been considered as a means to an end, programmes 
as a whole have undergone a rather dramatic development. Arguably, programmes have always been 
experiences in themselves. Exhibitions, story hours and lectures in the 1960s were not ‘just’ 
dissemination of content but certain ways to experience it. The dramatic change appears when 
programmes are not determined by their role and function as a means to something else but as ends 
in themselves. Importantly, this development does not signal a shift from being considered as either 
a means to an end or as an end in themselves, but as both. Although at times some roles and functions 
seem to be emphasised over others, they are not replacing the existing ones but adding to or expanding 
them, thereby increasing the complexity of the programmes. This development is best described as 
adding to or supplementing the existing roles and functions. In the figure below (Figure 1), the 
supplementary development is visualised as overlapping circles representing the roles and functions 
emphasised in the six units of analysis. The varying sizes refer to their seniority, without being too 
specific as to whether or not these have been considered the most important. 
 
As an answer to RQ2, in terms of the roles and functions ascribed directly or indirectly to public 
library programmes the reasoning behind offering programmes can be interpreted as having 
undergone a transformation: from programmes serving as a means to an end to programmes serving 
as ends in themselves.  
 

 
 

Figure 1. The supplementary development of the ascribed roles and functions emphasised in the 
different units of analysis. 

 

Summative discussion 
By providing both case specific and generalizable insights into the programmes offered during a 
sixty-year period, this study contributes with new insights into this development, which have not been 
presented in a narrative form before nor with this level of detail. The diachronic line of development 
complements and combines the existing synchronic studies. The findings provided in this article 
support the existing studies in arguing that the cultural political debates of the 1960s and 1970s had 
an influence on the development of public library programmes (cf. Kjær and Ørom, 1992a, 1992b; 
Andersson and Skot-Hansen, 1994). As mentioned by one of the librarians, the debate on quality, for 
instance, influenced the way programmes were thought of and used in the 1970s (IN1). The year 1969 
ushered in a new epoch in public libraries as something “more than books” (HB, 1969), and 
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Unit 2

Unit 3

Unit 4Unit 5
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programmes were considered a means to promote this new identity. Thus, with a reference to Kjær 
and Ørom (1992), already from the late 1960s, public library programmes can be seen as part of the 
extension of the “library cultural identity” expanding the image of the library. Moreover, this findings 
from this study support that around the mid-1990s, programmes were considered as “something in 
themselves” (Andersson and Skot-Hansen, 1994). Today, having programmes in relation to a public 
library is considered a given and programmes are even and even considered as ends in themselves as 
certain “forms of being together” (cf. Pedersen, 1971). In recent years, programmes such as 
community singing and community dinners epitomise this form of being together related to 
programmes today. The line of development described in this article is not straight, it has bumps and 
curves, and it is not complete. Further research into the political, institutional and professional 
interests underlying programmes and programming activity is needed, as well as ways to theorizing 
about these phenomena. 
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Notes 

i Despite several revisions, the mission statement in the current Library Act (revised in 2013) is similar to the 1964 version. 
However, “other relevant materials” have been expanded several times and are currently specified to also include “access 
to electronic information resources, such as the Internet” (The Secretariat for Legal Information, 2013). 
ii In Denmark, the phrase “sammen – hver for sig” (‘together – but apart’) became a slogan during the Covid-19 lockdown 
in the spring of 2020. 

                                                           


