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Abstract 

Recent research on the generation of social trust and social capital gives public 

institutions prominent roles as instruments for creating social capital. Less is known 

about the specific institutions and actual mechanisms creating social capital. In this 

paper, public library programs directed towards immigrants are explored as one 

possible mechanism for social capital generation. The data are unstructured interviews 

with U.S. library directors on strategies for immigrant programs and the creation of 

social trust. The interviews are analyzed and discussed as a contribution to the 

knowledge on social capital formation. The relevant programming activities in the 

libraries studied, English as a second language classes, computer classes, and civics 

classes, attract the target immigrant populations and according to library directors 

interviewed these classes are successful in generating trust and social capital. People 
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come back to the library. Program design and program implementation have been 

carefully planned. Public libraries are promising arenas for generating social trust and 

follow-up studies of attitudes of immigrants participating in the programs are essential 

for creating more knowledge on the mechanisms creating trust and social capital, that 

is, for theory development, and for library practice. 
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Introduction 

 Social capital is a strong predictor of individual health and human well-being; 

democracy and uncorrupt government are more prevalent in societies with high levels 

of social capital (Helliwell & Putnam, 2004; Putnam, 2000; Rothstein & Stolle, 

2008). In recent research on the generation of social capital, public institutions are 

granted salient roles as instruments for creating social capital (Delhey & Newton, 

2005; Vårheim, Steinmo, & Ide, 2008). Less is known about the specific institutions 

and actual mechanisms creating social capital.  

 

 

Problem statement 

 Most immigrant populations have low social capital (Putnam, 2007). If the 

level of social capital can be increased by public policies, policies directed towards 

immigrants, starting from a low level, would have the greatest potential for success. 

Many public libraries offer activities in the form of English as a second language 

classes, computer classes, and civics classes for immigrants are offered in many 

public libraries. This makes library programs for immigrants interesting as one 

possible instrument for generating social trust where the mechanisms at work can be 

studied. To what extent is it likely that library programming towards immigrants 

contributes to social capital creation? 

 If it indeed turns out that the library directors can point to mechanisms by 

which social capital is created by and in the public library, further research   

investigating these mechanisms researching user attitudes and user behavior as 

participants in library programs would be warranted. With time, these results can be 
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employed in library practice, in planning and running library activities, and in serving 

immigrant populations.  

 Social capital is defined as ”features of social organization, such as trust, 

norms, and networks, that can improve the efficiency of society by facilitating 

coordinated action” (Putnam, 1993, p. 167). As with Putnam, Coleman (1990) and 

Fukuyama (1995) see trust as one core component of social capital. Trusting attitudes 

towards most people, towards people in general, generalized trust, is a crucial 

property defining social capital (Uslaner, 2002), while particularized trust means trust 

in only those known by the individual, and can be specified to a specific domain 

(Hardin, 2006). Social networks are another important part of social capital, but 

networks can consist of within-group relations leading to particularized trust and 

societal fragmentation. Generalized trust is one aspect of bridging social capital, while 

particularized trust corresponds with bonding social capital (Putnam, 2000). Bridging 

social capital is characterized by wider networks and many weak ties. Bonding social 

capital, on the other hand, is associated with more closed networks and strong ties 

between members. In most contexts, bridging social capital, is described as having 

positive effects for collective as well as for individual development. However, there is 

an interesting connection between the two forms of social capital, which means that 

the safety of within-group bonding relationships can lead to the risk taking necessary 

for out-group bridging relationships. This is discussed below.  

 Social capital is associated with almost any positive societal development. It 

has health benefits, it is good for democracy and political institutions, economic 

growth, community development, and helps in fighting crime, drug abuse, and 

teenage pregnancies (Granovetter, 1985; Hutchinson & Vidal, 2004; Knack & Keefer, 

1997; Putnam, 1993, 2000, 2004; Wakefield & Poland, 2005). With such a record for 
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social capital, the roots of social capital and how it can be generated, become central 

questions for research. 

 Public libraries can be understood as places of discovery for the individual. 

These processes of discovery can either be directed inwards towards own background 

and culture, or the world outside. This means that library programming for 

immigrants can serve both processes of group identity formation (creating 

particularized trust and  bonding social capital) and processes of integration (creating 

generalized trust and bridging social capital). There are Spanish language collections 

and English as a second language classes (ESL classes) offered to the same patrons. 

For example, English language classes can produce a whole range of social capital 

effects ranging from trust in others and learning leading to self-efficacy generating 

possibilities for further education and finding a better paid job.  

 

Literature review  

 Two main theoretical perspectives exist regarding the genesis of social capital. 

One perspective, the societal perspective, locates the formation of social capital in 

civil society; in voluntary associations and in informal person to person interaction 

(Putnam, 2000). The second strand of research, the institutional perspective, finds that 

social capital is created by political institutions (Fukuyama, 1995; Levi, 1997, 1998), 

first and foremost by universal and impartial public service institutions that meet their 

clients on street level, social service institutions (Kumlin & Rothstein, 2005), the 

police and the judicial system (Rothstein & Stolle, 2008), and public libraries 

(Vårheim, 2007; Vårheim et al., 2008).  

 The findings are in many ways inconclusive. Both perspectives are ridden with 

the problem of specifying the direction of causality (Delhey & Newton, 2005). Is it 
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voluntary associations or institutions that create social capital, or is it even the other 

way around? Is it the case in societies with high social capital, flourishing voluntary 

associations, and/or where public institutions and public services are universalistic 

and impartial, that these phenomena themselves have been created and are maintained 

by preexisting social capital? In other words, that social capital is not generated by 

associations or institutions, but that it is the historically high level of social capital 

that makes these associations and institutions viable in the first place.  

 This crucial and yet unresolved question within social capital research has lead 

to studies investigating whether social capital and generalized trust in fact are created 

as a result of contact between societal groups and/or by meeting fair public 

institutions. Basically, bridging social capital or generalized trust means trust in 

others, in unknown people and diverse others. It could be argued that among 

marginalized groups, where trust in general is low, for example, within racial and 

ethnic minorities, the effect of contact with other ethnic groups/majority groups would 

be greater and more easily detected than among majority groups. The study of contact 

with others and contact intervention among ethnic minorities is therefore perhaps one 

fruitful way to find out more about what creates trust, and how trust is created. Most 

research on race and ethnicity in relation to social capital tells a depressing story of 

low and declining trust within these groups (Alesina & La Ferrara, 2000, 2002; Coffe 

& Geys, 2006; Costa & Kahn, 2003; Delhey & Newton, 2005). Also, interaction 

between different racial and ethnic groups does not seem to have significant effects on 

generalized trust. However, informal contact between white neighbors increases trust 

(Marschall & Stolle, 2004, 2006).  

 More optimistically, Uslaner (2006) found that what really matters regarding 

trust and ethnicity is the composition of neighborhoods. Segregated neighborhoods 
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mean increased distrust between groups, while mixed neighborhoods can enhance 

trust. Putnam (2007) describes how bonding within newly arrived immigrant groups 

to the United States historically gave them a platform for developing inter-group 

contact and bridging social capital over time. Nannestad, Svendsen & Svendsen 

(2008) find that among immigrants to Denmark levels of bonding social capital and 

bridging social capital is positively correlated. These findings can mean that intra-

group contact between immigrants should be encouraged, especially in the early 

stages of life in the new country. This runs contrary to earlier research in the Danish 

case that find no correlation between intra-group associational memberships and 

generalized trust among second generation immigrants (Togeby, 2004). Further 

evidence from Denmark suggests that public libraries are most successful in 

promoting integration when providing universal services rather than focusing upon 

the immigrants cultures of origin (Elbeshausen & Skov, 2004).  

 Hooghe (2007) discards the ideals of high trust societies and trust generation. 

Since diversity is negatively correlated to generalized trust, the only way out of this 

dilemma is to abandon the ideal of high trust unless a policy of ethnic homogeneity is 

pursued. Therefore, societies need to work without high trust levels because high trust 

societies depend on circumstances that are no longer politically feasible. This calls for 

political institutions capable of regulating peoples' daily lives in a manner acceptable 

to diverse societal groups also in low trust environments. However, Hooghe seems to 

forget that what he is proposing is a stable institutional environment that by its ability 

and legitimacy can be expected to produce conditions conducive of increasing levels 

of trust. This is what Kumlin & Rothstein suggest in the paper “Minorities and 

Mistrust: The Cushioning Impact of Social Contacts and Institutional Fairness” 

(2008). Fair, universalistic public institutions treating everyone equally make all 
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classes more trusting towards these institutions, and ultimately more trusting towards 

each other and towards the unknown other, the argument goes. They also argue that 

social contact with diverse others makes people more trusting towards people in 

general. In line with the theoretical reasoning at the outset of the paper, particularly 

ethnic minorities benefit from social contact and impartial institutions:  

 

“Informal social interaction and institutional fairness are not only 

beneficial for general trust levels. More than this, in the Swedish 

context they seem to be particularly beneficial for minorities. 

Therefore, at the highest levels of informal interaction and fairness, 

trust differences between minority and majority are not be found.” 

(Kumlin & Rothstein, 2008, p. 22). 

 

 This means that increased ethnic diversity does not necessarily lead to 

permanent low social trust, and low social capital societies. Universalistic public 

institutions that people trust, function in a fair and efficient manner, and it is the fact 

that they work that make people trust. Regarding informal social contact the picture is 

more complex. Contact happens in all kinds of contexts, between all kinds of people, 

lord and peasant, rich and poor, priest and parishioner, employer and employee, 

teacher and student, and actually very few contexts can be said to be particularly well 

suited for creating trust as long as contacts follow vertical power lines as opposed to 

horizontal contacts. Therefore, without specifying the conditions for social contacts 

producing social trust, it becomes doubtful that contact actually produces trust. A 

more elaborate model of the contact-generating-trust process needs to be developed.  
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 Within socio-psychological research the conditions for contact to create trust 

have been studied. For trust enhancing contact between diverse people to take place 

many conditions that are not easily satisfied, exist: “equal group status within the 

situation, common goals; inter-group cooperation; and the support of authorities, law, 

or custom” (Pettigrew, 1998, p. 65). Very few arenas can be expected to fulfill all 

these conditions, but some venues are closer than others, for example public parks, 

bus stops, shopping malls, public schools, and public libraries. Parks and bus stops, of 

course, are the most open arenas in that they mostly are outside. It is even so 

questionable whether they are considered safe places by most people, and what do 

people talk about when they meet in these arenas; probably the weather. Public 

schools are universalistic institutions, but every strata of society does not go there, 

and the range of age cohorts that are in school is very compressed. While considering 

the limitations on the openness of even open spaces, it is interesting to observe that 

public libraries come out as places fulfilling most of Pettigrew’s criteria for contact 

creating trust.  

 Universalistic public institutions create trust in that their clients are treated 

fairly, and that the clients get what they expect. Public libraries belong to this 

category of institutions, but they also provide an institutional setting for informal 

contact on an equal basis between clients in that everybody is free to use the library, 

all social classes, men and women, and all age groups. This makes libraries fairly 

unique arenas in that they combine the possibility of creating trust both as a fair 

institution and as an arena for informal contact where it is likely that people at least 

some of the time talk about document related topics rather than how terribly hot it is 

outside or how freezing cold it is inside. In investigating the contribution of public 

libraries as arenas for contact between people both the societal and institutionalist 
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perspectives on the generation of social capital are central to the analysis. This means 

that the generation of social capital both have societal and institutional elements in the 

context of public libraries. The two perspectives complement each other. 

Contrary to many other public institutions, public libraries very much function 

in the same universal manner, at least across western type societies. In selecting U.S. 

libraries as the empirical focus, the rainmaker effect of other universalistic institutions 

is minimized in that the United States has comparatively few universal service welfare 

state institutions, but still has advanced public libraries. This means that it could be 

easier to detect the effect of libraries on social trust in the United States than in for 

example western Europe. 

In line with the general focus on diverse groups within social capital research 

one specific set of library activities, activities directed at underrepresented user 

groups, is studied. These groups are mostly racial and ethnic minority groups. If 

public libraries are able to attract ethnically diverse groups to, for example, English as 

a second language classes, the library has made it possible for diverse groups to meet 

others in the same situation, further, to meet librarians, other library users, and the 

public library institution. Even if libraries are unable to recruit participants in classes 

as individual future library users, enrolling them in language courses in the first place 

creates contacts and bridges between diverse people, and possibly create some 

measure of trust, even if small. It can be the making of this minimal trust that breeds 

more trust in the lives of immigrants, documented or undocumented. In depicting the 

logic of these processes, one will know more about if or how public libraries create 

generalized trust.  

 

Library programming and social capital 
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 As universal service institutions public libraries in the literature have been 

described as producers of social capital through offering information services to 

everybody, and by being a meeting place where diverse people meet and are treated as 

equals and with respect (Vårheim, 2007). Similarly, Caidi (2006) points to the role of 

libraries as supporting institutions for community building and individual capacity 

and empowerment by investing “in people and communities (rather than in books and 

technologies)” (209). Overall (2009) stresses the need for developing the cultural 

competence of librarians as one key factor for meeting the needs of immigrants and 

under-served population groups. In this paper, focus is on one set of library activities, 

activities to bring library services to groups that under-use them. Except for the rich 

and men, these groups are mostly marginalized minority groups. The building of a 

branch library in an underprivileged neighborhood is in itself a prime example of  

community building with possible social capital effects (see, e. g., (Putnam, Feldstein, 

& Cohen, 2003)). From, for example, Boulder Public Library, Boulder, Colorado, one 

knows, that immigrant groups are recruited by librarians actively canvassing the 

neighborhoods to offer their services, for example, language classes (Vårheim et al., 

2008). In expanding the number of cases and in trying to learn more about the 

strategies by which public libraries recruit diverse patrons, and how the services 

offered are seen as creating social trust, this paper explores the possible social capital 

effects of public library programs towards minorities seen from the viewpoint of the 

library organization. 

The simple model is that participation in library programs creates contact with 

the library, and that this contact creates trust. A meta-analysis of experimental 

research shows that contact, and especially in the form of language, creates 

cooperation beyond the predictions of the theory of self-interested rational action 
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(Sally, 1995). All the libraries visited, had programs for immigrants. What are the 

strategies for attracting immigrant user groups? What are the initiatives and activities 

that have impact and make people participate? These questions can be answered in 

part by library strategy data. However, a fuller understanding will emerge when user 

data is studied. 

 

 

Procedures 

 It is known that it is very likely that libraries create trust on the macro-level 

(Vårheim et al., 2008); one also knows a little bit about how it is created on the micro-

level; (Cox, Swinbourne, Pip, & Laing, 2000; Vårheim, 2007; Vårheim et al., 2008), 

but more in-depth material documenting the actual mechanisms and processes 

generating generalized trust is needed.i  “Process tracing” is a well established case 

study methodology providing knowledge of causal mechanisms and making analytical 

generalization possible (George & McKeown, 1985; Hall, 2003; Steinmo, 2008). 

Process tracing is specifically designed for inferring causality by identifying causal 

mechanisms. Through the study of the process (-es) at hand, the causal mechanisms 

that link the independent variables with the dependent variable, a causal path, a causal 

chain, a causal story can be identified.  

 Considering that little is known about the mechanisms and processes whereby 

social trust is generated in general and even less in public libraries, in tracing these 

processes, as a first approximation, the impressions of a few U.S. library directors are 

analyzed. The directors have been selected because they have been thought of as the 

executives of library policies in their libraries, and because they are expected to have 

the most comprehensive overview of their library's policies and being able to express 
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the contents of policies and their rationale in a wider meaning. In research with a 

distinct explorative flavor, interview data from directors would be a starting point in 

tracing the processes whereby trust could be generated in the library programming. 

 The findings on the strategies and implementation of programs for immigrants 

and their perceived effects on social trust, are opening up the institutional mechanisms 

for trust creation, and provide valuable knowledge that can be a beginning for 

studying the trust creating process from a user perspective. That is, designing the 

questions needed for investigating how the library activities studied create trust and 

what the mechanisms are. In this exploratory research, finding relevant questions is as 

important as any other finding.  

 Among racial and ethnic minority groups in the United States underusing 

library services, the Hispanic population is by far the biggest. 21 million people in the 

United States speak little or no English. This is 50 percent more than a decade ago. A 

new study from the American Library Association on the demographics of public 

libraries serving non-English speakers in areas that have more than a certain 

proportion of “linguistically isolated” households as defined by the U.S. Census 2000 

(ALA, 2008)ii, finds that in 78 percent of these libraries Spanish is the most supported 

minority language regarding services and programs. Asian languages are prioritized 

as number two with 29 percent, while Indo-European languages fall far behind.  

 In line with the fact that Spanish is the biggest and most supported minority 

language, cases have been chosen to reflect this while at the same time including 

communities of varying sizes. However, some smaller communities with a Hispanic 

population below average have been included for increasing the variance on the 

dependent variable. Most of the library systems are located in the west, but also 

systems on the east coast have been studied. Table 1. provides an overview of the 
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cases regarding central population characteristics, race and ethnicity, percentage 

below a certain level of English proficiency, percentage of first generation immigrants 

and how many of them came from Latin America, and the percentage of immigrants 

that entered the United States 2000-2007. 

 

[Table 1. here] 

 

 Table 2. shows the percentages of linguistically isolated families, their first 

languages and the proportion of people speaking English less than very well in the 

library system areas studied.  

 

[Table 2. here] 

 
 Unstructured interviews were conducted with eleven library directors, and in 

two big city library systems, two directors of library services and one city branch 

head, in total fourteen people in twelve public library systems.iii  The interviews were 

carried out by the author in June, 2007, except for one that was done in July, 2008. 

   

  

Analysis – programming strategies 

 Key-components of the libraries’ strategies towards immigrants can be easily 

identified in their mission statements and in their policies. More difficult tasks are to 

sort out the rationale for the mission statements, the link between mission statements 

and library policies, and finally the connection from policies to policy instruments in 

the form of library programs and activities.  
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The library’s mission  

 A public library’s mission statement can be empty phrases or it can be a 

foundation for the library’s real work, for its goals, strategies, and policies, and their 

implementation. The mission statements of the libraries at hand vary in their level of 

abstraction, but most stress the importance of the universality of access to 

information, and that it is the mission of the library to provide information for 

entertainment and lifelong learning, to provide a place for social interaction, to be a 

community center and a gathering place, to strengthen and build community. The 

mission statement of one of the library systems encompasses most of the elements: “It 

is our mission to inform, empower, inspire, and entertain through service and 

resources that respect individuals and ideas, foster discovery, and build community.” 

(Library system E, 2009).  

 How are these big words put into practice? How are the strategies intended to 

work as instruments for building trust in the library, for creating trust among users, 

and eventually perhaps into generating trust in most people? Is there any variation in 

strategies among libraries in doing this? Do their policies differ in the objectives for 

programming towards immigrants, in the actual ways of reaching out to immigrants 

and to groups of non-patrons? 

 

Policy: From mission to policy instruments 

 Studying work for recruiting new library users among underrepresented 

groups is one way of operationalizing the public libraries’ mission of providing 

universal access to information, being for all, and for building community. When 

interviewing library directors about the rationale for reaching out to immigrants, 

nuances and differences in emphasis on the mission and goals of public libraries 
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appear.iv The cleavages  pertain to the arguments for bringing all segments of the 

population in.  

 On the one hand, some directors perceive public libraries as institutions 

building community and generating trust by being forums for engaging everyone in 

the community, and this is the library’s operating mission. Here are some examples of 

statements in the interviews indicating this: 

 

“ the library is the living room of the community”, “the library is a 

stable factor in the community”, the library connects with the 

community”, “ the library is an important part of the community 

infrastructure”, “the library is a healing force when community is in 

conflict”, “Mexicans are distrustful of government, and of government 

attempts at building trust. The library creates trust by being an open 

community forum, and when we deliver on our promises: trust is our 

currency; trust in the library and voluntary organizations produce trust 

in the community.” “The public library is a special place in the 

community where every part of the community intersect. It is the only 

place that isn't segregated. It brakes down barriers, build 

understanding, and awareness”. “The library finds ways for interaction 

with all groups”. 

 

 On the other hand, one group of library directors underscore that the 

main goal for the public library is providing access to information as building 

blocks of democracy based on citizens’ constitutional rights. Community 

building and the possible increase in individual well being that might follow 
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from this and especially for disadvantaged people are but secondary 

considerations. Meetings in the library between patrons, formally or 

informally, are not primarily seen as social events and community building 

exercises, but opportunities for exposing people to diverse ideas and creating 

civic discourse (Library director VIII). Emphasis is put on public libraries as 

foundational concepts, providing equal access to information in non-

judgmental places, encouraging ideas, diversity, and impartiality (Library 

director VIII; Library director IX), rather than community building.  

 The two different viewpoints among library directors might be labeled 

an activity perspective versus a constitutional perspective. This difference in 

policy emphasis regarding the role of the public library immediately comes up 

when discussing the question how libraries can contribute in creating social 

trust. 

 Both “activists” and “constitutionalists” find that patrons’ trust in the public 

library as an institution is the basis for the activities and basic functioning of libraries. 

Among constitutionalists “trust begins with the library seen as a neutral ground, there 

is no bias, it is trust about the institution, the library is a trustworthy institution” 

(Library director IX). It is seen as an impartial institution because “it is open to 

everyone regardless of socio-economic status. When [patrons] are able to follow 

general rules of protocol they are treated with respect. Their information needs are 

handled professionally without prejudice” (Library director IX). Reaching out to 

societal groups, the inclusion of more meeting space in new library buildings, and 

expanding the role of the library as a meeting place are institutional components 

added to fulfill the original idea of the library as an impartial provider of information 

for everyone. For example, immigrants need to learn how the library institution 
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works, an why it can be trusted. Therefore, for libraries to function as beacons of 

democracy gaps in literacy between social groups need to be filled. By being a space 

opening up for differences in literacy needs and promoting an informed citizenry, the 

public library can fulfill its vocation as an instrument for the freedom of ideas and 

democracy (Library director VIII). 

 Activists say they share the information paradigm of neutrality and 

universality. However, they stress the importance of interaction between groups in the 

library more. It is this interaction between patrons and the basic interaction with the 

library in the form of interaction with librarians, who are perceived as helpful and 

without prejudice, and that patrons are trusted with material for free, that make 

libraries tic as trust creating institutions: “Libraries are publicly funded, they are 

symbolic places for all, they symbolize trust, people leave their children here; non-

judgmental interaction occurs between groups, people see each other in non-

confrontational contexts; trust comes when people in the community see that you try” 

(Library director X). 

 The library is described as having a special position in the community. Here 

people from different groups intersect: “ It is the only place not segregated” (Library 

director X). It helps breaking down barriers as public schools do, but in the library 

people from different generations also meet. Related to this, the library has a unique 

role in creating civic discourse. People are exposed to different ideas, it is safe to 

express one's genuine opinions, also uncomfortable opinions. Libraries are good 

places for starting building bridges between different groups. Immigration, health 

care, and transportation issues can discussed in the library (Library director IX). 

 Activists and constitutionalists differ in their arguments for what is the main 

purpose of public libraries. Among activists social integration is more pronounced in 
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the interviews, while among constitutionalists citizens' rights and literacy is 

emphasized. Both find that trust in the library institution is basic for libraries fulfilling 

their mission. It is from this trust they think public libraries can promote integration 

and democracy. Further, the two groups agree that trust is built by library activities. 

However, one would expect that activities or policy tools would vary between 

integrative measures in activist libraries and literacy measures in constitutionalist 

libraries. Do they? Are the the two library “ideologies” reflected in what libraries do? 

 

 

Policy instruments 

 Regarding the policy instruments studied, the interviews do not reveal any 

significant differences between activist and constitutionalist libraries. English as a 

Second Language classes (ESL classes), computer skills classes, and civics classes are 

three main types of library activities or policy instruments directed at 

underrepresented immigrant groups. These activities are offered in most of the 

libraries studied, not necessarily all three activities in all libraries, but very few have 

only one of the programs ongoing. The reasoning behind policies differs, but policy 

instruments do not. The programs are perceived as instruments of both literacy and 

social integration. 

 But the question remains, how is it done, how do public libraries make their 

universalistic services truly universal, that is, make the services available for as many 

strata of the population as possible? For example, how do they recruit immigrants as 

participants in programs, and how are the programs organized, and how do they 

operate? 
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Recruiting immigrants 

 A variety of activities are used in the libraries studied for attracting 

immigrants as library users. Broadly speaking, the interviewees distinguish 

recruitment efforts according to whether it is new or ongoing programs that are to be 

promoted. Also new library branches are established with the objective of recruiting 

new user groups, and these big interventions of course need elaborate marketing 

efforts. It is claimed that recruitment efforts need to be more intensive with some 

immigrant groups than others, especially Hispanics are difficult to recruit as library 

users.  

 

 From experience, active recruitment drives are needed to get new library 

branches and programs going, library directors say. Multiple approaches have been 

used. In several of the library systems new library branches have been established in 

areas with high densities of Hispanic immigrants. In this case, the building of new 

branch libraries is recruitment by itself, and it is perhaps the most important 

recruitment activity of immigrants to new branches in the areas where they live 

((Putnam et al., 2003), Library director II). Recruitment, in the first instance, means 

making the library branch visible in the community. Some spectacular event as a 

motorcade through the neighborhoods is one example of this, “people came” (Library 

director I). Library participation and promotion at local festivals is another strategy. 

More everyday marketing in communities is distributing fliers to trailer homes, 

translation of advertising into Spanish, handing out in school information brochures  

for bringing home to parents. The process of disseminating information about the 

library involves close cooperation with voluntary organizations, for example, contacts 

made through cooperation with the Catholic Church has been important in one 



 21  

community (Library director II), and cooperation with social agencies in another: “We 

tap into their clients” (Library director I).  

 However, word of mouth is what the library directors think is the most 

important marketing instrument for recruiting immigrants that for the most part have 

little trust in the library and government institutions: “When the programs are well 

established, word of mouth is the way we do it” (Library director III). This means that 

library services themselves is the most important marketing tool.  

 

Organizing library programs for immigrants 

 In addition to ESL classes, computer classes, and civics courses, the libraries 

in question help with access to GED (“General Educational Diploma”) classes that 

give access to university level education, and they have extensive services for 

children: story-times (where also parents (mostly mothers) meet), early childhood 

libraries, teen space, family space, services for day care centers and schools, are some 

examples. Bookmobiles serve neighborhoods without branches. The libraries have 

bilingual personnel, and Spanish speaking outreach librarians. There is also a policy 

for hiring librarians with Hispanic ethnicity. There is some evidence that this 

increases usage from this ethnic group (Library director VI). 

 Among the libraries in the sample, two models of organizing ESL classes are 

in use, either the library run the classes themselves or they are, in two cases, 

organized through a partner organization in the local community that runs the actual 

course in another venue than the library. The classes are offered on different skill 

levels. Each class has a small number of students, and is often taught on a one-to-one 

basis. Teachers are hired by the library and are often volunteers. Many are retired 

teachers. Computer classes teach basic computer skills with a hands-on approach. 
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Civics classes teach the syllabus for the U.S. citizenship exam and are also taught in 

small groups. The library classes are free, people can come as they like, they are 

without any exams, the teacher student ratio is high, in many cases 1:1. The idea is 

lowering the threshold for attendance to make the courses attendable for the people 

most in need, with the lowest level of English literacy. Many of the students are 

people that have dropped out of other language learning programs, but who seem to 

cope with the approach offered by the public libraries. 

 

 

Discussion 

 

Surprisingly, the data do not show differences to speak of in library outreach activities 

between the libraries studied. The arguments for policy instruments vary, but policy 

implementation does not. This means that it should be possible to find other drivers 

behind this fact of uniform policies. One important observation is the similarities 

among potential new library clients or users. Big Spanish speaking minorities is a trait 

common to most of the library systems studied. Therefore, user demographics could 

be the driver of library activities and policies. When understanding libraries as 

universalistic institutions both in their general services and in their programs, 

providing basically the same services to everybody, the leeway for discretionary and 

organizational impact on policies is smaller.  

 The strong universalistic aspect of the public library institution regarding the 

way library services are provided, and across communities and nations, means that it 

could be these institutional values that are expressed in what libraries dov. That library 

services are planned, organized, and implemented according to the presence of area 
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demographic groups, can thus be an expression of the strong institutionalized 

universalistic values inherent in the library institution, that is, the same universal 

values are expressed most places, but applied to the context of library districts. In 

contrast, studies of what is often thought of as another universalist institution, public 

schools, report a negative effect regarding trust among Latino immigrant high school 

students. Attending ESL classes in high school stigmatize and erode trust rather than 

open up new avenues for these students (Ream & Stanton-Salazar, 2007, 69). In 

public libraries ESL classes are not an alternative to “ordinary classes”, they are  

“ordinary classes”. Participation in library ESL classes can help immigrant parents  

involve themselves more in the everyday school activity of the children. 

 Compared to the institutional values of the library, shifting activist and 

constitutionalist policies or even maybe shifting conservative and liberal local 

government political regimes become surface phenomena. One of the library directors 

interviewed described the public library as a “gracious space”, a welcoming and big 

enough place for everyone to come, and where they by extension take part in the 

creation of a more “informed citizenry” (Library director VIII). The concept of 

gracious space nicely refines the universalistic and institutional values that public 

libraries expound that transcend activist and constitutionalist policy positions. Public 

libraries seem to be parts of the communicative infrastructure that is beyond policy 

regimes and political bickering.  

 This means that the effects of library activities on social trust are derived from 

the application of universal library values to a specific social context. Outreach 

activities such as ESL classes and computer classes respond to the social context of 

American libraries today; this is their application of the institutionalized universal 
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values of the public library. Increased migration worldwide makes the American 

experience increasingly relevant outside the United States. 

 

 

Conclusion 

 The exploratory interviews and analysis made in this paper indicate 

mechanisms by which the public library can contribute in creating social trust, in 

particular for Hispanic immigrants to the United States. The strategies for outreach to 

immigrants seem to contain the same programs and activities independently of the 

prevailing library policy regime in the library district, that is, independently of 

whether the library director is activist or constitutionalist. Constitutionalist directors 

put more emphasis on universal access to information and literacy, while activist 

directors see libraries more as social places, places for social integration. However, in 

the implementation of these visions of the library into actual programs and activities 

both activists and constitutionalists seem to offer very similar programs for 

immigrants. In this way the universalistic aspect of the public library institution, 

public libraries are for everyone, seems to transcend political ideologies. The 

principle of universality implies that user groups underrepresented in the library are 

selected as targets for outreach activity. Demography and the need of the 

underrepresented, not political ideologies, drive the initiatives. Libraries are thought 

of as building trust through their institutionalized universalistic policies. Even if 

immigrants are very distrusting of government institutions, it is probable that public 

libraries are among the least distrusted and therefore has a comparative advantage in 

creating trust. At the same time libraries offer useful skills in the form of English 

literacy, computer skills, and civics skills, for free, and in a flexible manner. Also the 
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elaborate designs of the library programs studied indicate that the success rate could 

be high. 

 The fact that immigrants come to the classes in the first place is a sign of trust. 

The contact with the library institution and meeting others in the same circumstances 

probably will enhance this institutional trust in the public library as well as trust in 

fellow program participants. 

 This may spill over onto most library users, and may in the long run turn into 

generalized trust and bridging social capital. This paper finds that the public libraries 

studied had strategies for building trust and social capital, and with the strong focus 

on relevant programs  it is likely that the public libraries studied are contributors in 

the creation of social trust. There are clear indications that public library 

programming ran as described in the paper, are social trust creating library services. It 

is demonstrated that public libraries through their programming towards immigrants 

are employing policy tools that probably generate generalized trust and social capital 

among their newly recruited patrons. In a follow-up study, the attitudes of immigrant 

participants in ESL classes, computer classes, and civics education, is studied in detail 

for describing the trust creating mechanisms. This is another step towards resolving 

the present impasse of social capital research on how social trust and social capital are 

produced. Is it institutions or social interaction that create trust, or maybe the two 

factors interact so that they together generate trust? This is an important question for 

the well being of individuals and societies, and for library practice. 

 

 

Notes 
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i  An approach closely related to the study of public libraries' contribution to 
social capital is based on the theory of information grounds focusing on the outcomes 
 
ii  Linguistically isolated households are households in which no household member age 14 or 
older report speaking English at least “very well”. 
iii  This study is based upon official library documents (budgets and plans) and interviews with 
library directors. The next study conducted will be gathering and analyzing data on and from 
participants in library programs. 
 
iv  The library directors were asked open ended questions on the strategies and activities geared 
towards immigrants, about library patrons, the library programming, about library funding and 
organization, the political climate in the area, and about whether they thought that libraries can/and 
how libraries can  contribute in creating social trust. 
v  See Steinmo,Thelen, & Longstreth (1992) and Steinmo (2008) for 
elaborations on institutional theory and historical institutionalism. 
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Library 
system 

Populati
on 

White Hispanic Other Foreig
n born 

Latin 
America

n 

Entered 
2000-
2007 

A 576,842 50.5 34.2 
(27.3)a 

15.3 18.3 69.9 32.4 

B 235,328 69.0 27.5 
(22.8) 

3.5 9.8 NA 30.0 

C 85,841 81.4 11.3 (6.1) 7.3 3.1 NA 20.0 
D 5,982,452 35.1 27.4 (3.2) 37.5 32.3 54.1 21.3 
E 578,779 74.2 12.9 (8.3) 12.9 7.8 40.1 28.3 
F 14,872 90.6 6.5 (4.4) 2.9 10.9 39.6 5.0 
G 173,308 84.0 10.0 (7.4) 6.0 6.4 NA 37.4 
H 30,230 76.9 6.1 (2.1) 17.0 20.1 21.7 11.3 
I 152,216 56.6 38.8 

(22.1) 
4.6 3.4 NA 39.3 

J 2,263,858 31.0 26.2 (3.2) 42.8 48.3 49.1 20.0 
K 182,610 67.3 21.5 (16.3) 11.2 11.3 58.9 31.5 
L 65,163 48.1 46.4 (14.1) 5.5 12.7 NA 45.8 
USA 298,757,3

10 
66.3 14.7 (9.4) 19.0 12.5 14.7 53.4 

Table 1. Ethnic groups, foreign born, foreign born from Latin America, and U.S. entry 
in the selected library system areas and the United States. Percentages. 
a Percentage of total population from Mexico. 
Sources: U.S. Census Bureau, 2005-2007 American Community Survey 3-Year 
Estimates, Data Profiles, Selected Population Profiles, Detailed Tables.  
For library systems F and H: 
U.S. Census Bureau, Census 2000 Summary File 1 (SF 1) 100-Percent Data, DP 

1. Profile of General Demographic Characteristics. 
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Library 
system 

All 
household

s 

Spanish Other Indo-
European 

Asian Others Englis
h levela 

A 8.4 35.3 15.7 37.4 19.7 15.4 
B 5.0 28.4 10.0 26.0 0.0 8.6 
C 0.4 4.8 0.0 5.8 0.0 NA 
D 15.5 32.9 29.4 43.7 22.3 19.5 
E 2.4 21.2 7.1 12.1 8.8 4.4 
F 2.0 25.0 4.4 7.4 0.0 4.3 
G 2.4 21.4 4.1 23.9 28.0 3.7 
H 4.6 27.8 13.9 21.7 0.0 6.8 
I 2.1 10.9 1.2 14.9 NA 3.8 
J 19.7 35.0 28.7 43.7 20.5 28.9 
K 7.7 37.2 17.0 31.0 12.1 8.3 
L 7.4 21.3 1.7 24.0 9.0 13.2 
USA 4.8 27.6 16.5 27,8 16.3 8.6 
Table 2. Linguistically isolated, primary languages, and level of English. Percentages. 
a Percentage that speaks English less than “very well” 
Sources: U.S. Census Bureau, 2005-2007 American Community Survey 3-Year 
Estimates, Data Profiles, Selected Population Profiles, Detailed Tables; S1602. 
Linguistic Isolation. 
For library systems F and H: 
U.S. Census Bureau, Census 2000 Summary File 3 (SF 3) Sample Data, DP-2. Profile 

of Selected Social Characteristics; P20. Household Language by Linguistic 
Isolation [14] – Universe: Households. 


