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Public Libraries
Where impromptu exchanges 

build community and belonging
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Community vitality is one of the 
key measures on the Canadian Index 
of Wellbeing and a worthy pursuit for 
every municipality in the country. The 
index defines community vitality as “the 
strength, activity, and inclusiveness of 
relationships between residents, private 
sector, public sector, and civil society or-
ganizations that foster individual and col-
lective wellbeing.”1 It is measured by as-
sessing the community’s crime rate and 
public perception of safety, as well as the 
following subjective indicators (which 
rely on self reporting by residents):

 ► percentage reporting very or some-
what strong sense of belonging to 
community;

 ► percentage reporting participation in 
organized activities;

 ► percentage with six or more close 
friends;

 ► percentage who provide unpaid help 
to others on their own; and

 ► percentage who feel that most or 
many people can be trusted.
While many factors contribute to 

community vitality, including a wide 
range of community programs, services, 
and events, it requires endless opportuni-
ties for residents to interact, get to know 
one another, and experience a sense of 
community and belonging. Such inter-
actions and exchanges often happen 
in public spaces and gathering places 
throughout the community. While tradi-

tional gathering places were churches, 
general stores, and post offices, contem-
porary ones are more likely to be soccer 
fields, arenas, school parking lots, water-
front developments, markets, and coffee 
shops. One community service that is 
present in almost every community and 
is worthy of recognition as a vital gather-
ing place is the local public library.

In addition to their offerings of elec-
tronic and print collections, engaging 
programs, and access to the internet 
and technology, today’s public libraries 
also provide crucial community spaces 
where residents congregate and con-
nect with one another. Because of the 
breadth of their reach and the scope of 
programs and services, public libraries 
are well positioned to provide a variety 
of value-added community spaces.

Adding Value with 
Community Space

There are at least five distinct ways 
in which community spaces in librar-
ies add value above and beyond being 
vibrant public places that contribute to 
community vitality, discussed below. 

Learning and discovery hubs 
– From prenatal classes and do-it-

The grand opening of Pictou-Antigonish Regional Library’s People’s Place branch library drew an esti-
mated 6,000 residents, many of whom contributed to the planning process for the design of the library.
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yourself festivals to 3D printers, 
maker spaces, and idea labs – libraries 
offer the space, the tools, and access 
to experts and quasi-experts who can 
help residents learn whatever they 
want or need to learn. Public libraries 
have a long history of taking people’s 
information and learning needs seri-
ously and connecting them to the 
resources they need to be successful. 
It might look different than it used to: 
helping a senior figure out his new 
iPad; bringing together a bicycle re-
pair expert with residents who want 
to fix their own bicycles; introduc-
ing a young entrepreneur to software 
that will help her design a logo. In 
essence, public libraries remain com-
mitted to helping individuals and the 
community learn, discover, create, 
problem solve, and adapt in ways they 
identify as important.

Leisure destinations – In spite of 
predictions that computers and elec-
tronic resources would make visits 
to libraries increasingly unnecessary, 
citizens of all ages and walks of life 
continue to make their way to their 
local libraries. Sometimes, they visit 
to use a computer or borrow a book; 
but often, their visit is for the purpose 
of spending time in a place they en-
joy, without having to spend money. 
Whether to attend a library program 
that piques their interest, play a game 
of chess or Scrabble, or sit and read a 
newspaper, people choose the public 

library for its comfort, accessibility, 
and ambiance … as a place away from 
home where they feel welcome.

Incubators of local culture and 
identity – Public libraries across the 
country showcase local arts and cul-
ture in a variety of ways: collection 
displays and author readings that pro-
mote local writers, past and present; 
art exhibits that feature the works of 
local artists; programs that leverage 
local talent; workshops and collec-
tions aimed at helping fledgling writ-
ers and artists develop their craft; and 
contests and festivals that celebrate 
creative expression. Libraries also 
instill a culture of reading that helps 
foster feelings of connectedness and 
community among readers. In addi-
tion, libraries partner with other cul-
tural organizations, to champion and 
promote local culture, encouraging 
library users to participate in cultural 
events throughout the community and 
region.

Neutral, community-owned spaces 
– Because public libraries exist to 
serve every member of the community, 
they are widely perceived as neutral 
and belonging to the community itself. 
As such, they are valued for their neu-
trality and commitment to universal 
access to information and ideas. These 
sentiments make libraries natural ven-
ues for events where judgment and 
prejudice, real or perceived, inhibit 
participation.

The works of local and regional artists have been incorporated into the design of the People’s Place 
branch library and continue to be featured in exhibits and activities.

 All-candidates meetings held in 
libraries, for example, tend to be well 
attended. Some municipal leaders also 
choose to host budget town halls, com-
munity visioning, and “meet the new 
mayor” events in libraries; they recog-
nize that residents typically feel less 
intimidated going to the library than to 
city hall. Similarly, newcomers gravi-
tate to the local library for assistance in 
navigating the complexities of govern-
ment and the social services they need 
in order to become active and involved 
members of the community.

Mosaics of community character-
istics – Walk into any public library on 
a busy Saturday morning and you will, 
in all likelihood, see a diverse cross-
representation of the local community. 
Public libraries are mandated to serve 
every member of the community and are, 
therefore, uniquely positioned not only 
to welcome all ages, cultures, ethnicities, 
and economic backgrounds, but to bring 
them together into the same public space. 
In public libraries, you will see a senior 
emailing her grandchild alongside a new 
Canadian using the computer to look for 
work. In the children’s area, you will find 
children and families of every culture in 
the community; and, nearby, you will see 
a group of teenagers working together 
on a project. The meeting room might 
be occupied by an English-as-a-Second-
Language conversation circle or a book 
club for new moms. With a commitment 
to serve everyone, public libraries are 
inclusive portraits of community charac-
teristics. By creating impromptu oppor-
tunities for members of the community 
to discover and engage with each other 
across their differences, public librar-
ies help build the bridges that develop a 
sense of community and belonging.

Reflecting the Concept 
of Community

Perhaps more than anything else, 
it is these unplanned, impromptu op-
portunities for exchanges alongside 
formal, planned opportunities that make 
public libraries such crucial community 
gathering places. Public libraries are, 
in essence, community mirrors, offer-
ing residents a unique opportunity to 
see community reflected in their sur-
roundings. The concept of community 
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is made manifest and experiential by 
the combination of the inviting design 
and decor, bulletin boards and displays 
that promote local interests and events, 
welcoming and personable staff (many 
of whom know everyone by name), and 
any number of other residents who hap-
pen to be in the same place at the same 
time, engaged in a variety of pursuits.

Impromptu exchanges in the library 
lead to conversations that seed friend-
ships and build community. The conver-
sations might be about inconsequential 
everyday matters, but they often lead 
to discourse on important community 
issues and the sharing of community as-
pirations. They also lead to fewer strang-
ers, less social isolation, and feelings of 

belonging and camaraderie. Ultimately, 
these conversations lead to community 
spirit, which, in turn, inspires residents to 
get more involved in the community, to 
volunteer, to attend community town hall 
meetings, to help shape the community, 
and to help care for it. Citizens who feel 
engaged in the community are far more 
likely to vote, and a small number of 
them will even choose to run for political 
office. Not surprisingly, these are some 
of the same activities used to measure 
community vitality on the Canadian In-
dex of Wellbeing.

While it is true that most commu-
nities have a variety of public places 
where residents can congregate and 
interact, few are as inclusive, as eclec-

tic, or as flourishing as public libraries. 
Whether it’s the sight of small children 
in pyjamas making their way to the li-
brary on a summer evening, a teenager 
teaching computer skills to a couple of 
seniors, a library parking lot party that 
draws hundreds of residents of all ages, 
library volunteers tending the library’s 
reading garden, plant exchanges on 
the library’s lawn, or a citizenship cer-
emony for new Canadians, libraries are 
rich portraits of community life. Public 
libraries are dynamic, sociable commu-
nity spaces where residents can discover 
and learn about each other and engage 
in the interactions, exchanges, and ritu-
als that comprise local culture and grow 
social cohesion and vitality.  MW
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