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Summary

 Enabling Enterprise in Libraries reports on the first phase of a project 
commissioned by Arts Council England (ACE). The research was conducted by 
Locality, a network of development trusts, community enterprises and social action 
centres. The project explores how library services can widen their area of 
operations to generate significant income - without compromising the library 
service ethos. The income would be used to improve services. Key findings are:

• All local authority respondents were “comfortable” with the idea of 
undertaking enterprising activities to maintain acceptable levels of service 
but concerned “not to stray too far from core purpose and ethos of library 
while generating income”.

• The ‘library ethos’ associated with a free-at-point of use publicly funded 
services partly explains the “precious few efforts to enable significant 
income generation within a library context, until now, such that the available 
evidence base remains largely informal and, in places, speculative at this 
time.”

• The preferred approaches to income generation were non-library public 
sector contracts, such as public health contracts, and new-emergent ICT 
services, such as 3-D printing; both warrant policy clarification by 
Government, as well as investment to go forward. 

This briefing will be of interest to elected members and local authority officers with 
a remit in leisure and culture, as well as social enterprises and community 
organisations engaged in library services.

Briefing in full

This report follows from ACE’s response to Envisioning the Library of the Future, 
the report summarised in the  LGiU briefing  published in June 2013.  ACE’s 
response affirmed that libraries should be at the heart of digital innovation and 
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announced a shared programme of activities to help equip public library services 
for the future. This research project is part of that programme.

This report looks at the first phase of the project aiming to develop enterprising 
ways of generating income to invest in library services - without losing or 
compromising their ethos. Given the gap between participants’ perception of the 
income generation potential and the limited available evidence of significant 
income generation, the report highlights opportunities rather than achievements. It 
aims to explore whether and how significant, additional income can be generated 
to enable a service transformation which makes full use of libraries’ physical 
space. 

Methodology and next steps

The initial Research and Co-Design Phase of the project focuses on existing 
evidence of good practice in enterprising activities both in this country and in the 
US. Phase 1 includes a literature review of thirty-five recent sources; a very useful 
bibliography in Appendix A lists relevant policies, reports, articles, videos and 
documents from library authorities and service providers. CIPFA data from 2008 
-13 has been incorporated. The Co-Design component features an online 
questionnaire which elicited 28 responses, nearly all from public library leaders, 
complemented by 5 five semi-structured interviews, and a workshop involving ACE 
and 8 library service providers.

The next phase is a good practice guide for library service providers on potential 
sources of grant income and ways of facilitating social investment in libraries. It will 
also investigate whether a demonstrator programme can be set up with relevant 
agencies to explore in practice some of the issues raised in this report. 

Response to the financial challenge

The period between 2009 and 2013 saw a 10.5% reduction in direct revenue 
library funding, and an 11.4% decline in users.  In 2012-13, public libraries raised 
£71.9m in income, including successful grant bids. To increase their overall current 
core funding by 5% or £39.15 million, libraries would need to increase their 
generated income by nearly 60%. The figure of £39.15 million equates to an 
average £260,000 per library authority and assumes a stable number of users. 

All local authority and all community library leader respondents (bar one) were 
“comfortable with the idea of income generation or 'enterprising' activities” to 
maintain acceptable levels of service. Others expressed enthusiasm about the 
visible benefits flowing from additional income generation. At the same time, 
respondents were concerned “not to stray too far from core purpose and ethos of 
library while generating income”. They favoured diverse sources - rather than a 
single source of income generation. The findings relating to five possible 
approaches to income generation are outlined below.
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1. Non-Library Public Sector Contracts 

Non-library service public contracts with library service providers are contracts for 
those services - commissioned by public bodies - which are not part of the core 
library service offer provided for by Government, in accordance with the Public 
Libraries and Museums Act (1964) examined in Appendix C. Non-library public 
service contracts can cover preventative interventions, community-based 
healthcare and local access to policing. 

These contracts, as well as new/emergent ICT services, are respondents’ 
preferred approaches. 

For example, Warwickshire County Council houses front office police services in a 
number of its libraries since 2011. The rural Biblioservicebus in the Netherlands 
offers services ranging from Job Centre digital support, Tourist Information and 
Social Care for one-to-one consultations.

For Information on Prescription the Chartered Association of Library and 
Information Professionals collaborates with the NHS to provide online access on 
long-term health conditions to those in need of such information. A number of 
similar schemes operate in the country.  

Libraries could also help deliver Government’s Assisted Digital programme to 
provide support to the 18% adults in the UK who are offline. However, 
opportunities depend on the level of Government investment in e-democracy and 
in Assisted Digital, and the ability of library service providers to compete with other 
agencies or organisations. 

Yet, non-library service contracts alone could not provide the significant income 
needed. Such contracts will become harder to secure in a context of continued 
austerity. Some respondents reported that little income had been generated from 
DWP agencies despite the considerable numbers of unemployed or incapacitated 
adults who are currently making extensive use of library services.  An average of 
three contracts a year per library would still bring in less than half the £39.15 
million needed.

Social and community enterprise library services may be better equipped to secure 
non-library service public contracts than their public sector counterparts because 
of their strong business skills.

2. Private sector service contracts

Through contracts with the private sector, library services can earn additional 
outcome by using their space and resources for the purpose of advertisement, or 
as a delivery point. For example, West Sussex County Council has six libraries 
which have ‘Amazon lockers’ now equipped for delivering orders. Toronto Public 
Library and Sun City Library in San Diego both offer advertisement space. On 
behalf of private sector partners, the Biblioservicebus delivers services such as a 
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mobile cash machine, package pick-up/delivery, and the film tickets sale. There are 
also a variety of café models. 

There is very little evidence of significant income generation through such 
contracts at present. Library services do need to “think carefully” about protecting 
the ethos, purpose and functions of libraries.  With that caveat (a major one), the 
range of private sector opportunities is “potentially ‘endless’” and would enable 
outreach to non-traditional users and stakeholders. 

Library services could explore a role with:

• Higher Education Institutions in marketing, delivery and research, and 
Massive Open Online Courses

• major hardware retailers, for complementary product promotion since 
electronic retailers tend to operate almost exclusively online or out of town

• the Post Office at national level, for value-add or premium delivery service 

• Local Economic Partnerships and Chambers of Commerce to identify gaps 
in business support following the Museum, Libraries and Archives 
Knowledge Transfer Programme with London local authority libraries, 
pioneering a support service for businesses - in collaboration with the British 
Library Business and IP Centre and Business Link 

• the Government’s Enterprising Libraries’ programme, looking to replicate 
the British Library’s IP and Patent Library; however, the potential for 
significant income generation outside London is not yet known. 

The significance of private sector service contracts will “greatly depend on staffing 
levels…and competencies, coupled with a willingness to invest in this type of 
activity”.  “Irrespective, libraries will need to become more outward-looking and 
invest in relationship development and management where they seek to engage 
the public sector in earnest”. 

3. Direct trading of complementary products 

Direct trading involves selling goods which complement the ongoing core library 
service offer and/or where retail activity uses library space. Respondents identified 
it as the income generation option with the least potential. 

Brighton and Hove libraries have one successful Library shop and smaller retail 
outlets which enable them to cross-subsidise other activities and attract new users. 
Northamptonshire Libraries have introduced library shops and include retail 
management as part of the library manager’s job - with excellent results.  York 
Libraries also plan to establish library retail outlets. After Warwickshire County 
Council decided it could no longer afford to run the library in Hanbury village, local 
people set up a charitable trust to maintain the library services, thanks to an
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award-winning café, supplemented by an art exhibition space. The London 
Borough of Tower Hamlets Library operates five Idea Stores which provide courses 
ranging from languages to massage. 

Success rates of direct trading are highly variable but this type of trading works 
better in urban areas. Care must be taken not to divert trade from local shops, and 
to preserve libraries as one of the few non-commercial spaces available to the 
general public.

4. Charged-for-services

Charged-for-services are those that fall outside the scope of a library’s core 
activities and public/private sector service contracts. Room hire is probably the 
most widespread means of income generation; Nottinghamshire and 
Cambridgeshire County Councils have used it and increased footfall. 

Other charged-for-services are internet access, vanity press use for privately paid 
for publishing, research and bespoke consultancy as in Centerville Public Library, 
Pennsylvania; these charged-for-services subsidise core library services. Offered 
in US libraries, these initiatives point towards “the mindset which is needed to 
investigate innovative charged for services which complement the library’s core 
ethos/purpose”.

In addition, there are local music projects such as Magnatune in Detroit and Object 
& Tool Library Loans, like those provided by Ecomodo in the UK. 

5. New/emergent ICT services: developing protoypes

New/emergent ICT services are those services reliant on access to some form of 
ICT, and currently outside the scope of a library’s core activities. The most inspiring 
example of new/emerging ICT services is the Chattanooga Library in Tennessee. 
In partnership with the  Common Libraries UK project, the Chattanooga library is 
helping prototype ‘hacker and maker spaces’ in England.  [Hack spaces are places 
to learn, collaborate and work on digital edge projects whereas the ‘maker’ aspect 
is more like community workshops which help grow artisan businesses. Hacker 
and maker spaces can be co-located within, or in partnership with libraries, and 
are a way of initiating forms of production. They can be a key step in the digital 
service transformation trajectory.] 

The Chattanooga website shows the 4th floor community collaboration space filled 
with 3-D printers, laser cutters, sewing machines, advanced video- and audio-
production software which individuals might wish to use, without being able to 
afford to buy them. Local people can use facilities to work on projects, launch a 
business or hold a meeting. 

As can be seen from the Common Libraries project section, the Tennessee library 
is supporting research funded by an ACE grant to prototype an income-generating 
Library-Hack-Maker Space Network. It is intended as a network with international 

© Local Government Information Unit, www.lgiu.org.uk, Third Floor, 251 Pentonville Road, London N1 9NG. Reg. 
charity 1113495. This briefing is available free of charge to LGiU subscribing members. Members are welcome to 
circulate internally in full or in part; please credit LGiU as appropriate. You can find us on Twitter at @LGiU

http://www.citylab.com/design/2014/01/library-future-here/8193/
http://www.citylab.com/design/2014/01/library-future-here/8193/
http://commonlibraries.cc/about/
http://commonlibraries.cc/about/


POLICY BRIEFING
reach to better understand the potential for library hacker and maker spaces, and 
their affiliation with libraries. The Network project also involves Common Futures, 
which runs an innovative consultancy, and St Botolph’s library hacker and maker 
space in Essex.  Together, they support four prototypes with partners in 
Huddersfield, Devon, Devon and Lewisham which are a combination of social 
enterprises, a development trust and a co-operative.   

Other new/emerging IT service examples provided are the Library as Community 
Publishing Platform as developed in Provincetown and Williamson County Library 
“although the potential for significant income generation is unknown at this time”. 
The potential in the UK for income generation from possible initiatives similar to 
Gigabit Library Networks and Mozilla: Hive Learning Network, in New York City is 
also unknown at this stage.

The report identifies new/emergent ICT Services as “an opportunity to generate 
income over the years to come, notwithstanding the need for debate about how 
this might fit with the library ‘ethos’ and current expectations vis-à-vis the provision 
of free and/or low-cost services”. There may be a niche role on open data access 
and manipulation for library service providers or a relevant market for personal 
data awareness and management services. However, success of any of the above 
will hinge on the following conditions:

- Government needs to clarify the role of libraries in the ‘digital landscape’ and   
whether new ICT services are expected to be ‘free at point of use’

- Digital developments at both national and local level must underpin the library of 
the future, with clarification of the relationship to avoid duplication

- Investment in developing appropriate digital leadership and front-line skills needs 
to be provided

- Revenue costs for additional or new staff are necessary “unless libraries opt to 
partner through commercial space lettings or explore joint venturing arrangements”

- “Capital investment to facilitate development of New/Emergent ICT services 
within a library context is considered critical, and it will need to apply to the range 
of library service providers if a two-tier library service isn’t to emerge over the 
coming period”.

Co-Design Phase: barriers to income generation

The Co-Design phase identified some income generation agreements which are 
better negotiated at national level for example, with DoH for Information on 
Prescription, BIS for enterprise support to SMEs and “critically”, DWP for “Assisted 
Digital”; this approach would help ensure service consistency. Apart from these, 
respondents were more likely to consider local opportunities, although some were 
interested in developing consortia to access EU funds. 

The Co-Design Phase also identified some barriers to income generation, namely:
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• Ethical concerns about charging in a library context, concerns about the 

potential for unfair competition with local businesses; perceptions of local 
authority ‘subsidy’ of trading activity, and of charged-for services leading to 
unequal access, user expectations of libraries offering a free and non-
commercial service; concerns about the “appropriateness of use of trading to 
subsidise a statutory service”

• Charging and trading restrictions on libraries; disincentives e.g. inability of 
some library services to ring-fence and/or re-invest surpluses

• Legal uncertainty concerning core and non-core services, and what can be 
charged for under the Public Libraries and Museums Act 

• Perceived lack of enterprise skills, competencies and experience amongst staff 
and volunteers. 

Respondents expressed the need for access to good practice and feasibility 
studies to assess the transferability of solutions to reverse income decline, as well 
as systematic peer-to-peer workshops and sharing in a ‘Prototyping Environment’. 
They also need support in business development, finance, retail, marketing and 
commissioning/contracting.

“For the most part, only social and community enterprise library 
representatives talked about undertaking comprehensive business planning 
activities and proactively pursuing social and/or private investment to grow 
and develop their services on a business-like basis, although a small 
number of public sector providers talked about hiring staff to facilitate retail 
trading.” p4

(The number of social and community enterprise library representatives taking part 
in the research is not specified.)

How can the gap between participants’ perception of the income generation 
potential and the limited actual evidence of significant income generation be 
explained? It is partly due to the established ‘library ethos’ and public funding 
regime for library services free at the point of use: 

“Irrespective of its merits, this situation has resulted in precious few efforts 
to enable significant income generation within a library context, until now, 
such that the available evidence base remains largely informal and, in 
places, speculative at this time.” p4

Locality affirmed its confidence that there are significant income-generating 
avenues worth pursuing.

Comment
Respondents’ two preferred approaches to income generation were non-library 
service public contracts and new/emerging ICT services: both bring out major 
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uncertainties in Government policy. These uncertainties concern, first, the level of 
Government investment in e-democracy and Assisted Digital, second, the role of 
libraries in the digital landscape and third, whether new ICT services are expected to 
be free at point of access. 

On the income generation front, the potential to generate significant income is still 
unknown in the case of new/emerging ICT services – e.g. for two of the US 
community publishing platforms mentioned. The same unknown prevails with respect 
to the US Gigabit Library Networks and Mozilla Hive Learning Network, should a 
variation on the models be replicated in the UK. In addition, there remains 
uncertainty about private sector contracts’ income generation performance although 
they could yield “endless” opportunities except that “careful thought” is required 
“where ‘fit’ with the library ethos, purposes and functions is concerned”.

Section 19 of the Local Government (Miscellaneous Provisions) Act 1976 on 
statutory consultation for introducing charges for enhancing library services and the 
Public Libraries and Museums Act (1964) conferring on the Secretary of State the 
power to bring in regulations “as regards charges” point towards the real possibility 
of redefining the traditional library service settlement. Locality pointed out in the 
report that the potential for generating additional income should be to enhance 
services, not to subsidise core public sector reductions.  However, as Envisioning the 
Library of the Future stated, libraries are compelled to adapt to the “wider resetting of 
the ‘settlement’ between citizens, taxpayers, consumers and government”. 

The debate about the ethos of library services remains unresolved to date. The scale 
of service transformation required for libraries to adapt to the 21st century is daunting 
which is why respondents asked for peer-to-peer workshops and sharing in a 
‘Prototyping Environment’. Respondents have made it clear that without clear 
Government policy, and the requisite skills and resource support, a culture of 
entrepreneurship cannot grow. Phase 1 of the research raised multiple questions: to 
what extent will Phase 2 provide answers?

See also LGiU briefing on digital in the public sector published on 6 May providing an 
overview of the digital agenda as applied to local government. 

For more information about this, or any other LGiU member briefing, please 
contact Janet Sillett, Briefings Manager, on janet.sillett@lgiu.org.uk 
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