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Introduction

Independent libraries are an important, yet often over-
looked, aspect of both British and American heritage. With 
origins dating back to the 18th and 19th centuries, inde-
pendent libraries came into existence before the wide-
spread development of government-funded public library 
systems. Those founded on a subscription library model 
relied on the fees paid by their members, while institutions 
founded as privately endowed public libraries or the librar-
ies of Mechanics’ Institutes relied on support from wealthy 
benefactors on philanthropic grounds. Today, independent 

libraries continue to maintain their financial independence 
and are typically reliant on member subscriptions and 
additional funding from charitable bodies and other activi-
ties (Forster, 1995; Hopper, 2008). They continue to pro-
vide a unique cultural and social space for their 
communities, with collections that can provide fascinating 

Cultural sustainability: A perspective 
from independent libraries in the United 
Kingdom and the United States

Kirsten Loach
Manchester Metropolitan University, UK

Jennifer Rowley
Manchester Metropolitan University, UK

Abstract
As organisations that collect and maintain cultural artefacts, independent libraries make important contributions to cultural 
sustainability. Surfacing and elaborating on these contributions has the potential to establish their value to wider sustainable 
development agendas. However, sustainability policy and research across the gallery, library, archive and museum sectors tends to 
focus on environmental, social and economic concerns. The small number of studies that do consider cultural sustainability tend to 
focus on the role of galleries, libraries, archives and museums in heritage preservation, without consideration of their role in sustaining 
culture through the three other key areas of preserving and promoting cultural identity, cultural diversity and cultural vitality. In 
addition, previous studies do not consider the role of culture in enabling sustainability at an organisational level. Complementing 
previous research on the relationship between museums and cultural sustainability (conducted in Australia, Cyprus and Romania), this 
study seeks to expand understanding of the relationship between galleries, libraries, archives and museums and cultural sustainability 
in the context of the independent library sectors in the United Kingdom and the United States. Semi-structured interviews conducted 
with professionals from independent libraries in both countries employed a card-based game method to explore the key areas of 
cultural sustainability in which their organisations can contribute. Interviews also explored the challenges associated with achieving 
organisational sustainability, together with the organisational values that impact the sustainability of independent libraries. The research 
identifies a series of supportive and conflicting relationships between the contributions that independent libraries make to each of 
the four key areas of cultural sustainability, as well as the organisational values that can inhibit or assist organisational sustainability. 
Resulting in a framework to assist in the management of internal organisational sustainability and contributions to external cultural 
sustainability agendas in independent libraries, it provides a new perspective to support understanding of the relationship between 
galleries, libraries, archives and museums and cultural sustainability.

Keywords
Cultural sustainability, independent libraries, gallery, library, archive and museum sectors, organisational culture, subscription 
libraries, sustainable development

Corresponding author:
Jennifer Rowley, Manchester Metropolitan University, Rosamund St 
West, Manchester M15 6LL, UK. 
Email: j.rowley@mmu.ac.uk

992824 LIS0010.1177/0961000621992824Journal of Librarianship and Information ScienceLoach and Rowley
research-article2021

Article

https://uk.sagepub.com/en-gb/journals-permissions
https://journals.sagepub.com/home/lis
mailto:j.rowley@mmu.ac.uk
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1177%2F0961000621992824&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2021-03-02


Loach and Rowley	 81

insights into their users’ interests over the centuries and 
buildings that are often historic landmarks. Yet despite 
this, as with many organisations in the GLAM (gallery, 
library, archive and museum) sectors, financial instability 
and a lack of strategic planning means that many inde-
pendent libraries face an ongoing struggle for survival 
(Bishop and Rowley, 2012; Forster, 1995).

The development of sustainability models and indica-
tors for GLAMs offers the opportunity to address these 
issues. The employment of such measures can benefit 
GLAMs by providing a holistic method by which to view 
their operations and thereby overcome strategic planning 
issues. It can also provide justification for their continued 
financial support by demonstrating their contribution to 
the wider sustainable development goals of society 
(Jankowska and Marcum, 2010; Stylianou-Lambert et al., 
2014). However, the typical focus of these models on envi-
ronmental, economic and social sustainability can also 
lead to the neglect of their original mission. With pressure 
being placed on organisations to meet targets and demon-
strate value according to these three areas of sustainability, 
the ‘acquisition, preservation, and research’ of their collec-
tions can become ‘subordinate’ to these other ‘aims’ 
(Anderson, 2009: 6).

Increasing acknowledgement of culture as the ‘fourth 
pillar’ of sustainability (Hawkes, 2001) could enable better 
alignment between external sustainability goals and organ-
isational missions. The protection of cultural heritage 
assets, as a core means by which cultural values and mean-
ings are transferred between generations, is considered 
crucial for cultural sustainability to be possible (United 
Nations Educational Scientific and Cultural Organisation, 
2013). In addition, since culture pertains to the ‘beliefs and 
practices’ that shape the way that ‘things are done and our 
understanding of why this should be so’ (Canadian 
International Development Agency (CIDA), 2000: 1), it 
can also provide a lens by which to comprehend and imple-
ment the changes necessary to enable sustainability to be 
possible (Hawkes, 2001:25). Yet the focus of most sustain-
ability research in these sectors has remained on environ-
mental, economic and social concerns (Jankowska and 
Markum, 2010; Stylianou-Lambert et al., 2014). The few 
studies conducted into the relationship between cultural 
sustainability and GLAMs tend to focus either on develop-
ing ‘broader (external) cultural policies’ (Stylianou-
Lambert et al., 2014: 569) without consideration of internal 
practices or on developing indicators related to improving 
the preservation and conservation of the physical cultural 
artefacts in their collections (Pop et al., 2019). There is no 
previous research considering the dynamic nature of the 
role that organisations play in the cultural sustainability of 
their communities from the perspective of practitioners, 
nor of the role that culture plays in enabling organisations 
to take the steps to becoming more sustainable institutions 
(Hawkes, 2001; Loach et al., 2017). The research reported 

in this article seeks to expand understanding of the rela-
tionship between GLAMs and cultural sustainability 
within the context of independent libraries in the United 
Kingdom and United States. Three main objectives were 
set for this study:

•• To establish understanding of the contributions of 
independent libraries to external cultural sustaina-
bility agendas and the challenges in realising these 
contributions,

•• To consider the role of organisational culture in 
achieving sustainability in independent libraries,

•• To contextualise the notion of cultural sustainability 
in independent libraries with respect to the wider 
GLAM sector.

To meet these objectives, four research questions were 
posed:

Research Question 1. What strengths and weaknesses 
do independent library professionals perceive in their 
organisations’ contributions to cultural sustainability 
agendas?

Research Question 2. What are the main challenges to 
achieving sustainability in independent libraries?

Research Question 3. What changes are required to 
overcome these challenges and achieve sustainability in 
independent libraries?

Research Question 4. How does understanding of the 
cultural sustainability of independent libraries contrib-
ute to the wider understanding and development of cul-
tural sustainability in the GLAM sector?

There are a number of benefits to conducting this 
research in the context of independent libraries in the 
United Kingdom and United States. For independent 
libraries specifically, it will help to address the hitherto 
lack of sustainability research in the sector and ensure 
that it is brought in alignment with current research 
trends in the wider GLAM sectors. The inclusion of 
independent libraries located in both the United Kingdom 
and United States within the study will also be beneficial 
to the sector in drawing together insights on the sustain-
ability of these libraries from organisations that have 
previously existed in relative isolation from each other. 
Since previous empirical research on cultural sustaina-
bility in GLAMs has focused on museums in Cyprus 
(Stylianou-Lambert et  al., 2014), Romania (Pop and 
Borza, 2016; Pop et  al., 2019) and Australia (Adams, 
2010), it will also be the first study to conduct research 
on cultural sustainability in the organisational context of 
libraries and the geographic context of the United 
Kingdom and United States.
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Literature review

Sustainable development, or, ‘development that meets the 
needs of the present without compromising the ability of 
future generations to meet their own needs’ (World 
Commission on Environment, 1987: 43) has been an 
important factor in shaping policy and research since the 
1980s. Recognising that we must move away from ‘exclu-
sively economic’ ideas about development to a more holis-
tic approach that balances economic growth against a 
concern for the natural environment and the social well-
being of humanity (Hawkes, 2001: 9), it has resulted in 
organisations increasingly being expected to demonstrate 
their contributions to social, economic and environmental 
sustainable development goals (Savitz, 2006).

Although originally considered a component of social 
sustainability, it is now widely agreed that culture is of 
equal importance to economic, environmental and social 
concerns in enabling sustainable development (Hawkes, 
2001). Owing to the multiple possible definitions of what 
we mean by ‘culture’, perceptions of the role that culture 
plays in sustainable development and what exactly is 
meant by cultural sustainability can differ according to the 
discipline from which it is approached (Barthel-Bouchier, 
2013). Soini and Birkeland’s (2014: 213) analysis of the 
discourse on cultural sustainability identifies seven sto-
rylines, including ‘heritage, vitality, economic viability, 
diversity, locality, eco-cultural resilience, and eco-cultural 
civilization’, which each apply their own diverse meanings 
to the concept.

Culture can refer to ‘intellectual and creative products’, 
such as those which GLAMs work to conserve and pro-
duce (CIDA, 2000: 1). However, it can also refer to ‘the 
shared “patterns of thought and behaviour, values, and 
beliefs”’ (Barthel-Bouchier, 2013: 11) of a society, being 
part of its ‘fabric’ and shaping the way that ‘things are 
done and our understanding of why this should be so’ 
(CIDA, 2000: 1). From this perspective, culture is not only 
integral to the existence of a society or social group in the 
first place but can also be seen to provide us with the 
means of ‘comprehending’ and ‘implementing’ the changes 
in our ideas about living that are required to enable a more 
sustainable society to be possible (Hawkes, 2001: 25).

Although much work is still necessary to fully under-
stand and develop the notion of cultural sustainability, since 
the protection of cultural heritage and the strengthening of 
cultural vitality have emerged as two key ‘storylines’ within 
the scientific discourse surrounding the term (Soini and 
Birkeland, 2014), it is clear that finding ways to demonstrate 
the contributions of GLAMs to cultural sustainability can be 
a useful method for demonstrating the value of such organi-
sations to wider society. Yet despite this, a review of the pre-
vious research on sustainability and GLAMs found only 
four studies (of a total of 47) that made a specific reference 
to the concept of ‘cultural sustainability’, all of which were 

conducted in the museums sector. Indeed, despite the key 
role that libraries play in preserving and providing access to 
cultural assets, the focus of sustainability research con-
ducted in libraries continues to remain on ‘greening’ initia-
tives (Jankowska and Marcum, 2010: 162) or the economic 
and social aspects of sustainability (Beutelspacher and 
Meschede, 2020; Chowdhury, 2014; Hamilton, 2004; Pinto 
and Ochôa, 2017).

As one of the four studies to focus on cultural sustaina-
bility in museums, Stylianou-Lambert et  al. (2014: 566) 
develop a comprehensive list of the ‘parameters of cultural 
sustainability’ to which museums contribute, which include 
seven key areas: ‘Heritage preservation’, ‘Cultural skills 
and knowledge’, ‘Memory/Identity’, ‘New audiences/inclu-
sion’, ‘Cultural diversity/intercultural dialogue’, ‘Creativity 
and innovation’, and ‘Artistic vitality’ (Stylianou-Lambert 
et  al., 2014: 570). Conducting their research across the 
museums sector in Cyprus, the model was developed to aid 
cultural policy makers in identifying ‘weaknesses or gaps’ 
in particular areas of cultural sustainability within different 
museum environments (Stylianou-Lambert et  al., 2014: 
572) and marks a significant move away from the traditional 
focus on environmental, economic and social concerns 
within sustainable development models for museums. 
However, the focus of this research on developing ‘broader 
(external) cultural policies’ (Stylianou-Lambert et al., 2014: 
569) does not allow for any consideration of internal prac-
tices in museums and how these may need to be adapted to 
demonstrate and improve contributions to wider cultural 
sustainability agendas.

Adams (2010) draws on existing publications and gov-
ernmental guidelines within the sustainable development 
field to develop a set of indicators for use within museums 
that incorporates all four dimensions of sustainability, 
including cultural sustainability. In comparison to the pol-
icy-focused model of Stylianou-Lambert et al. (2014), the 
development of such specific goals and indicators can help 
towards making sustainability more relevant and manage-
able to practitioners at an organisational level. However, 
while Adams’ (2010) model includes cultural sustainabil-
ity as an equal concern alongside environmental, economic 
and social concerns, when compared to the discourse sur-
rounding cultural sustainability, its interpretation of the 
role of museums in cultural sustainability is limited to their 
work in preserving physical cultural artefacts. With the 
main cultural sustainability goal being ‘to hold the collec-
tion in perpetuity and maintain its quality’ (Adams, 2010: 
46), no measures are developed to suggest how museums 
can improve their contributions to areas of cultural sustain-
ability beyond heritage preservation, such as those identi-
fied by the seven separate parameters established by 
Stylianou-Lambert et al. (2014, see above).

In common with Adams (2010), Pop and Borza (2016) 
also argue for the importance of developing sustainability 
indicators for museums that include a consideration of the 
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factors that affect their own internal organisational sustain-
ability. Conducting interviews with experts from the 
Romanian museums sector, the study considers how fac-
tors such as ‘the type, size and management and marketing 
strategies applied by a certain museum can influence its 
sustainability’ (Pop and Borza, 2016: 6). The data col-
lected provides the basis for the development of a set of 33 
indicators and a model for the ‘objective .  .  . measurement 
of museum sustainability’ (Pop and Borza, 2016: 6). As 
well as providing museums with indicators to demonstrate 
their contributions to external sustainable development 
agendas, they include indicators to measure the internal 
sustainability of the museum as an organisation. However, 
as with Adams’ (2010) model, while the indicators devel-
oped to measure cultural sustainability do cover a concern 
for increasing collection ‘research’ alongside improving 
collection ‘storage’ and ‘conservation’ (Pop and Borza, 
2016: 6), these indicators again do not go beyond preserv-
ing and providing access to physical cultural artefacts.

A more recent study by Pop et  al. (2019), again con-
ducted across the Romanian museums sector, seeks to take 
the ‘less debated perspective’ by evaluating ‘the role of 
economic, social, and environmental sustainability in sup-
porting the cultural mission of museums’ (p. 14). In com-
parison to previous research, which focuses on how 
cultural heritage can be used ‘as a resource for achieving 
economic, social, and environmental goals’, the study 
demonstrates how particular ‘components of social and 
economic sustainability have the capacity to influence cul-
tural sustainability’ and enable museums to accomplish 
their ‘goals related to the preservation, conservation, and 
research of cultural heritage’ (Pop et  al., 2019: 14). By 
subverting the relationship between the four dimensions of 
sustainability in this way, this study marks a significant 
move towards a more in-depth exploration of the complex-
ities of the relationship between GLAMs and cultural sus-
tainability. However, as with the previous studies, the 
focus is solely on the role that organisations play in pre-
serving and providing access to physical cultural heritage 
objects, and their contributions to the other parameters of 
cultural sustainability as identified by Stylianou-Lambert 
et al. (2014) remain unexplored.

The tendency of GLAM sustainability literature to 
focus on how they can ‘contribute to .  .  . sustainable 
development’ according to their ‘function’ as institutions 
that ‘conserve and valorize the cultural resources of a com-
munity’ (Pop and Borza, 2016: 2–5) has also led to other 
notions of cultural sustainability to remain overlooked. In 
particular, despite the fact that the role of ‘patterns of 
thought and behaviour, values, and beliefs’ (Barthel-
Bouchier, 2013: 11) in enabling sustainability is recog-
nised as an important consideration in the broader discourse 
surrounding cultural sustainability, the role of organisa-
tional culture in enabling GLAMs to achieve their own 
internal sustainability is rarely considered.

The role of the ‘traditions, values, policies, beliefs, and 
attitudes’ (Mullins, 2007: 721) that constitute an organisa-
tion’s culture has long been an important area of organisa-
tional research. The Competing Values Framework (CVF), 
which seeks to capture the different perspectives and val-
ues that exist in an organisation, is a useful method by 
which to consider the management of organisational cul-
ture for effective organisational performance (Cameron, 
2013). As a variation on the CVF, the Museum Values 
Framework (MVF, Figure 1) proposed by Davies et  al. 
(2013) is of particular relevance to understanding organi-
sational culture in GLAMs.

According to its position in relation to the axes, each 
quadrant of the MVF is representative of a different museum 
environment that prioritises different core functions, differ-
ent audiences and stakeholders (the horizontal axis), and 
different beliefs about the conceptualisation of knowledge 
related to its collections (the vertical axis). These four dif-
ferent kinds of museum are categorised by Davies et  al. 
(2013: 351) as either a ‘Club’, ‘Temple’, ‘Visitor Attraction’ 
or ‘Forum’, which each have their own characteristics and 
possible positive and negative attributes (Appendix 1). By 
identifying which characteristics tend to be emphasised by a 
museum, it is possible to use the framework to ‘analyse 
behaviour’ within the organisation and consider any ‘ten-
sions’ that may exist (Davies et al., 2013: 354). However, as 
with other studies that focus on organisational culture in 
GLAMs (Chidambaranathan and Regha, 2016; 
Chidambaranathan and Swarooprani, 2017; Kaarst-Brown 
et al., 2004; Shepstone and Currie, 2008), the focus is on 
improving the general effectiveness of organisations rather 
than on enabling sustainability to be achieved.

One study from the GLAM sectors that does consider 
the role of organisational culture in enabling the sustaina-
bility of an organisation is Newman’s (2010) investigation 
into the sustainability of community archives. Developing 
a ‘methodological framework for assessing the likely sus-
tainability of Community Archives’, the study identifies a 
number of organisational factors that impact on the sus-
tainability of archives, including governance, funding, 
staff skills, collaboration, the dynamism of the organisa-
tion, its preservation and archival practices, and its levels 
of community engagement (Newman, 2010: 62). A series 
of characteristics related to each of these factors are identi-
fied as corresponding to the likely sustainability of the 
archives, and include cultural concerns such as whether or 
not the archive’s stakeholders have positive attitudes 
towards ‘change’ and ‘growth’ (Newman, 2010: 62). 
However, while the study does provide a holistic perspec-
tive on the environment necessary for the sustainability of 
collections at an organisational level, there is no consider-
ation of the wider discourse on sustainable development. 
As a result, it does not consider the relationship between 
internal organisational sustainability and external sustain-
able development agendas. Without providing recognition 



84	 Journal of Librarianship and Information Science 54(1)

of this relationship, the framework cannot identify any 
conflicts that may exist between these different agendas.

While important contributions towards ensuring cul-
tural sustainability is included as an equal concern along-
side economic, environmental and social concerns in 
GLAM sustainability models have been made, it is clear 
that cultural sustainability remains an under-explored topic 
in the literature on sustainability in GLAMs. The focus on 
demonstrating contributions to external cultural sustaina-
bility agendas and developing indicators related to pre-
serving and providing access to physical cultural artefacts 
has meant their contributions to other areas of cultural sus-
tainability, and the challenges faced by practitioners at an 
organisational level to realise these contributions, remain 
unexplored. In addition, despite the fact that culture itself 
plays an important role in enabling sustainability, the role 
of culture in enabling organisational sustainability remains 
unaddressed.

Methodology

Data collection methods

As the aim of the study was to gain an in-depth under-
standing of a previously under-researched area, the 
researchers decided to undertake semi-structured inter-
views, as they would provide the opportunity to generate 
qualitative data and gain deeper insights from the profes-
sional viewpoints of the participants (King and Horrocks, 
2010). Since the overarching aim of the research was to 
collect empirical data to develop understanding of the 

relationship between GLAMs and cultural sustainability, it 
was also important that the data collected built on the pre-
vious body of knowledge surrounding the topic. For this 
reason, the researchers returned to the previous literature 
on GLAMs and cultural sustainability to develop an over-
view of the key topics that would need covering during the 
interview process.

With regard to developing understanding of the contri-
butions of independent libraries to external cultural sustain-
ability agendas, the model proposed by Stylianou-Lambert 
et al. (2014) for developing cultural policies to improve the 
contributions of museums to cultural sustainability offered 
the most comprehensive account of the relationship 
between GLAM organisations and cultural sustainability. 
In addition, Soini and Birkeland’s (2014) review of the dis-
course surrounding cultural sustainability was identified as 
one of the most comprehensive accounts of cultural sus-
tainability more generally. By gradually combining similar 
topics identified in these two studies, it was possible to 
develop a simplified overview of the main facets of cultural 
sustainability that would be relevant to independent librar-
ies. This process resulted in the development of four key 
categories that would guide the interviews: ‘Heritage 
Preservation’, ‘Cultural Identity’, ‘Cultural Vitality’ and 
‘Cultural Diversity’ (Figure 2).

Similarly, to guide the collection of data regarding the 
challenges and changes necessary to achieve sustainability 
in independent libraries, the eight factors identified by 
Newman’s (2010) framework for investigating the sustain-
ability of archives was identified as a particularly useful 
method for achieving a holistic perspective on the 

Figure 1.  A simplified version of the Museum Values Framework adapted from Davies et al. (2013).
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sustainability of collections-based organisations. Using 
data gathered through an earlier stage of this research 
(Loach et al., 2020) together with insights generated from 
pilot interviews with professionals working in the inde-
pendent library sector, these factors were refined to pro-
duce six key factors that would be used to create a holistic 
perspective on the challenges and changes necessary for 
achieving sustainability in independent libraries. These 
were ‘Governance’, ‘Funding’, ‘Staffing’, ‘External 
Support’, ‘Collections’, and ‘Community and Users’.

To help focus the interviewees’ thoughts and ensure 
that all of the key categories were sufficiently covered, 
the researchers decided to utilise a card-based game 
method (Rowley et  al., 2012), developing two sets of 
cards to guide data collection. The first set provided the 
four key categories developed to guide the discussion on 
the contributions of independent libraries to cultural sus-
tainability agendas (Figure 1). The second set was made 
up of six cards with the key factors of ‘Governance’, 
‘Funding’, ‘Staffing’, ‘External Support’, Collections’, 
and ‘Community and Users’, which would guide the dis-
cussion on the challenges and changes necessary for 
achieving sustainability.

The questions asked in relation to each set of cards 
were determined through an iterative process that 
included pilot interviews. The researchers reviewed and 
revised the questions until they were confident that the 
interview schedule would support the interviewees in 
providing comprehensive and meaningful answers. For 

the first set of cards, the interviewer would ask partici-
pants to order the cards in terms of how important they 
felt each category was to the overall aims of their organi-
sation. Once completed, the interviewer would ask the 
participant to describe the contributions of their organi-
sation to each of the four categories. Having spent some 
time considering each category in more depth, partici-
pants had the opportunity to re-order the cards if they 
felt it to be necessary. For the second set of cards, the 
interviewer would ask each participant to order the cards 
according to how important each of the six factors were 
in enabling the sustainability of their organisation. Three 
key questions would be asked in relation to each of the 
six factors: ‘What are the main challenges that you face 
in this area?’ ‘What have you done to overcome these 
challenges?’ and ‘Is there anything else that you think 
could be done to improve things further?’ As with the 
first set of cards, participants had the opportunity to re-
order the six factors if necessary.

Throughout the interview process, the researchers 
endeavoured to ensure transparency. The participant infor-
mation sheet and consent form explicitly stated the pur-
pose of the research. As well as providing detailed 
information on the purpose of the study and what would be 
expected of the individual during the interview, these doc-
uments provided information on the efforts that would be 
made to ensure confidentiality and anonymity as well as 
the intended outcomes of the research and how the data 
collected would be put to use.

HERITAGE PRESERVATION:
Including the preservation of tangible cultural 
heritage in the form of physical artefacts, such 
as buildings, monuments, books, and works of 

art; and intangible heritage in the form of  
folklore, traditions, languages, practices, and 

skills and knowledge

CULTURAL IDENTITY: 
Preserving and promoting the culture of a 

particular cultural group (e.g. a town, region, 
or a country)

CULTURAL VITALITY:
Including promoting creativity and increasing 

engagement with culture and the arts. This 
can include engagement with various different 

groups e.g. the local community, cultural 
tourists, and researchers

CULTURAL DIVERSITY:
Promoting cultural diversity and interaction 

between different cultural groups

Figure 2.  Categories developed to guide the discussion on the contributions of independent libraries to cultural sustainability 
agendas.
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Sampling frame

Since there is no comprehensive list of independent librar-
ies, this study uses the membership lists of two important 
groups of independent libraries, the Independent Libraries 
Association (ILA) (United Kingdom) and the Membership 
Libraries Group (MLG) (United States). Founded in 1989, 
the ILA has 33 members, including The Portico Library 
(Manchester), the Newcastle Literary and Philosophical 
Society, and the Devon and Exeter Institution. Founded in 
1991, the MLG has 22 members, including The Athenaeum 
of Philadelphia, The New York Society Library and The 
Mercantile Library (Cincinnati).

In total, the researchers conducted 19 interviews in the 
ILA (United Kingdom) libraries and 7 interviews in the 
MLG (United States) libraries during a research trip to the 
United States. According to the assurances given to par-
ticipants regarding confidentiality and anonymity, the 
researchers removed individual names and specific details 
that could enable their identification and assigned each 
transcribed interview with an individual code to enable the 
data collected from each participant to remain distinguish-
able from each other. These were UK1 to UK19 for the 
ILA libraries and USA1 to USA7 for the MLG libraries.

Data analysis

Interview transcripts were transcribed verbatim and 
imported into NVivo for analysis. Having spent some time 
reading and re-reading the transcripts and adding annota-
tions regarding any emerging themes or interesting observa-
tions, a deductive and inductive thematic analysis was 
employed on each transcript to enable ‘data reduction’ 
(Hennink et al., 2011). An initial process of deductive cod-
ing was carried out, with codes being based on the themes 
used on the cards as well as according to whether ‘chal-
lenges’ or ‘changes’ were being discussed. Following this, 
the extracted data were further analysed to produce a set of 
inductive codes that sought to provide a more in-depth anal-
ysis of the data related to each of the deductive codes. For 
example, in relation to the deductive code of ‘Challenges’ 
under the parent code of ‘Governance’, further inductive 
codes included ‘outdated governance system’, ‘lack of con-
tinuity’ and ‘lack of involvement in the library’. In general, 
the majority of the inductive codes could be found to relate 
directly back to their respective deductive codes in this way. 
However, when necessary, new codes such as ‘Relationships 
between concepts’ were established to represent new ideas 
that emerged from the data.

After completing the coding of all the transcripts, the 
researchers rearranged the inductive codes into a series of 
broad categories and sub-categories. In some cases, in 
order to find ‘more selective and abstract ways of concep-
tualising the phenomena of interest’ (Bryman, 2012: 569), 
initial codes were dropped and combined into new codes. 
This process gradually led to a hierarchical presentation of 

the data in relation to the deductive codes and the two 
overall objectives of the research.

Findings

Strengths and weaknesses in the contributions 
of independent libraries to external cultural 
sustainability agendas

The first half of the interview invited participants to con-
sider the strengths and weaknesses in the contributions of 
independent libraries to cultural sustainability through the 
four areas of Heritage Preservation, Cultural Vitality, 
Cultural Identity and Cultural Diversity. Sixty-nine per-
cent of participants selected Heritage Preservation as the 
area in which they perceived their organisation to provide 
its strongest contributions. This was exemplified by 
responses from UK16 and UK1, with UK16 describing 
their organisation’s tangible heritage as ‘almost .  .  . a pre-
requisite’ to ‘all the other stuff that we do’ and UK1 noting 
that without physical objects such as the building and the 
collections, there ‘just wouldn’t be any point’ to their 
organisation’s existence.

While most interviewees agreed on the importance of 
Heritage Preservation, some participants also described a 
more complex relationship between the four categories. 
For example, interviewee UK6 noted a two-way relation-
ship between Heritage Preservation and Cultural Vitality 
in their organisation. Suggesting that the two areas ‘speak 
to each other’, their work to promote Cultural Vitality 
through ‘literary festivals and other events’ was considered 
to not only be ‘derivative’ of the collections that they pre-
serve but also what ‘funds’ the preservation of this heritage 
(UK6). Similarly, although none of the participants con-
sidered Cultural Diversity to be their organisation’s strong-
est contribution and there was general acknowledgement 
that the sector struggled to appeal to audiences beyond 
their traditional ‘white .  .  . upper, middle class’ user base 
(UK6), there was a consensus over the need to broaden the 
‘appeal’ to more ‘than one group in order to stay vital’ 
(USA6). However, as well as acknowledging these sup-
portive relationships between activities carried out in each 
area, participants noted that conflict could arise between 
them. For example, UK5 described how there was ‘a ten-
sion between the increase in use’ of collections and arte-
facts ‘needed to take part’ in promoting Cultural Vitality 
and Cultural Diversity while also ensuring‘ the conserva-
tion work necessary’ for Heritage Preservation continues 
to be sustained.

Other interviewees suggested that this conflict between 
the activities carried out in each area went beyond the ten-
sion between the use and preservation of tangible heritage 
to include a tension between the preservation of the intan-
gible aspects of their heritage, such as the organisation’s 
traditions as a subscription library, and the development 
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and diversification of their cultural offer. For example, 
UK7 described how their work in Cultural Vitality ‘is quite 
topical .  .  . right now’ and had caused a lot of debate 
between members of the governing committees ‘over what 
the institution is for’. While some were ‘very keen to 
expand and move onwards’, the interviewee described 
how there was also a ‘quite vocal group which doesn’t 
want anything to change’ and did not ‘seem bothered’ that 
this might mean that the institution ‘will die if they don’t 
find ways to encourage more people in’ (UK7). Meanwhile, 
although USA5 described how their membership was 
becoming more aware of the need to take their institution 
‘beyond this notion of the subscription library’ to ‘start to 
engage with the community and bring more people in’, 
they also felt that some members remained ‘horrified by 
the idea’ as they didn’t ‘want people to know about their 
secret club’.

The importance of preserving the intangible aspects of 
the libraries’ heritage was especially apparent in the way 
that a number of participants misinterpreted the notion of 
Cultural Identity. Despite the examples of ‘a town, region, 
or country’ being provided on the Cultural Identity card, 
many of the participants’ responses focused on their role in 
preserving and promoting their organisations’ identity rather 
than preserving and promoting the identity of the wider 
community. For example, UK9’s response focused on the 
importance of preserving and promoting their organisation’s 
identity ‘as the oldest library in [name of city]’ and main-
taining its ‘unique place in the landscape of the city’. USA6 
similarly described how they ‘strongly feel’ the importance 
of their organisation’s ‘cultural identity’ as ‘one of the oldest 
cultural organisations in the State’.

By considering Cultural Identity to relate to their organ-
isations’ identities as libraries rather than the identities of 
their local communities, these responses suggest that a 
common concern for these institutions is the need to sup-
port a cultural identity that goes beyond geographic 
boundaries to encompass the ideals that libraries seek to 
embody. This was epitomised by UK6’s response, who 
considered the Cultural Identity that their institution exists 
to support ‘less in geographic terms and more in terms of 
the libraries themselves as cultural spaces’. However, 
some of the interviewees also suggested that, owing to the 
origins of their institutions as subscription libraries, there 
was a need to differentiate between what was considered 
to be the negative and positive connotations associated 
with this identity and to identify which elements were 
worth keeping. UK15 considered their institution’s origins 
as a subscription library to have led to it developing an 
identity as ‘quite a closed’ organisation, and while not 
thinking it was necessary to entirely ‘dispel the idea of a 
subscription library’, it was felt that the focus should be 
more on promoting ‘its tradition of independence’ rather 
than any notions that it exists for a specific ‘group of peo-
ple’. Meanwhile, USA3 similarly described how it was 

necessary to try and move their organisation beyond its 
identity as a ‘conservative membership institution’ that 
seeks to ‘recreate something that earlier generations liked’, 
to being more about ‘invoking very deep, idealistic notions’ 
of ‘libraries as spaces of freedom’ and ‘self-discovery’, 
where ‘you can read anything you want’.

Challenges to achieving sustainability in 
independent libraries

Having completed the questions related to the first set of 
cards, the interviewer provided participants with the sec-
ond set of cards related to organisational sustainability. 
Similar to the previous cards, interviewees first ordered 
the cards according to the areas that they considered pre-
sented the main challenges to their organisation. The 
majority of participants chose either Governance, Staffing 
or Funding as the area representing their organisation’s 
greatest challenge, with 88% choosing one of these three 
areas. Of these participants, 30% chose Governance as 
their organisation’s greatest challenge, 27% chose Staffing 
and 31% chose Funding. The remaining 12% of partici-
pants considered Community and Users to be the area that 
represented their greatest challenge to achieving sustaina-
bility, while none of the participants chose External 
Support or Collections.

With regard to Governance, a common concern raised by 
many of the participants was that the size of their govern-
ance board was too unwieldly, making collaborative deci-
sion making difficult to achieve. Described by UK12 as the 
‘legacy of a structure that had come from the very begin-
nings . . . when the members were really running the library’ 
and would have been involved in ‘buying books and signing 
cheques and things like that’, it was now felt that such gov-
ernance structures were ‘really unworkable for a modern 
charity’. USA5 similarly described the ‘problematic legacy’ 
of their ‘governance structure’, and the difficulty in estab-
lishing ‘an engaged board of trustees that give generously 
with their time and their financial support’.

While discussing Staffing, many of the interviewees 
described how their organisations still maintained tradi-
tional staffing structures that did not match the changing 
needs of the organisation, making it difficult to sustain 
their expanding activities. UK13 noted how their ‘role as 
librarian’ had ‘evolved quite significantly’ from the ‘tradi-
tional librarian’s role of 20 years ago, when events weren’t 
considered as important’, while UK5 remarked that 
although their ‘governors’ ambition’ was to ‘have the place 
open more’, they ‘don’t have enough of us to do what we 
need to do’.

Meanwhile, while discussing funding, participants 
described how their organisations’ reliance on the traditional 
funding strategy of ‘one third membership, one third endow-
ment, and one third rental income’ (USA3) did not always 
prove to be reliable. The ‘reasonable’ (UK9) and ‘modest’ 
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(UK3) membership fees charged by institutions were not 
considered to be a particularly ‘lucrative revenue source’ 
(USA2) for their organisations, and although endowment 
funds and rental income were described as important sources 
of income for ensuring ‘long-term sustainability’ (UK15), 
they were also described as only procuring ‘enough to cover 
every day running costs’ (UK12). The precarious nature of 
these sources of income when, for example, ‘rents come up 
for renewal’ (UK9) or more widespread economic difficul-
ties occur such as ‘2008 and the financial crash’ (UK6) were 
also considered to cause institutions to become preoccupied 
with ensuring that they have ‘funds to protect’ themselves 
‘in case of emergencies’, thereby impeding any investment 
in development (UK12).

Echoing the challenges discussed related to Staffing, 
challenges related to External Support were again consid-
ered to mainly arise from the use of traditional staffing 
structures that were unable to provide the staff necessary 
to apply for financial support from external funding bodies 
or to foster lasting collaborative relationships with other 
organisations. As several participants described, a lot of 
‘energy’ is required for ‘writing grant applications’ (USA2) 
as it is a ‘very complicated and time consuming’ process 
(UK5) and Staff do not often ‘have the time to do it’ (UK7), 
hence a ‘dedicated person’ is needed for ‘serious funding 
bids’ (UK15). It was also felt that it was difficult ‘to facili-
tate’ the development of ‘really engaging relationships’ 
that ‘go beyond just one event’ (UK11) when collaborating 
with other organisations for the same reason.

With regard to the main challenges related to 
Collections, participants described how the continued use 
of traditional collection policies, which often include 
‘rules’ that the libraries should not ‘get rid of anything’ 
(UK9), made it difficult to find space for their ever-grow-
ing collections as they cannot ‘actually throw anything out 
.  .  . unless [they] change the rules’ (UK13). Furthermore, 
although participants felt that their institutions’ continued 
focus on collecting and ‘promot[ing] the printed, physical 
book’ (UK15) was important for differentiating independ-
ent libraries from academic and public libraries; many also 
felt that their libraries’ collections remained under-used. 
UK1 described how people would generally join their 
library ‘because they want to come to the events’, leaving 
the books to be considered as ‘a nice add on’ and like ‘a 
decoration in the rooms’, while UK14 described their 
members as being ‘supportive’ of the library collections 
but not ‘actually us[ing] them’.

One of the main challenges identified related to the 
organisational factor of Community and Users was the 
persisting perceptions of independent libraries as exclu-
sive organisations. A common concern among partici-
pants was the need to attract new members beyond an 
‘ageing membership’ (UK13). Indeed, the majority of 
participants agreed that having ‘a diversity of users’ was 
essential to having ‘a sustainable institution’ (USA4) 

and that it was crucial that they continue to work to cre-
ate a ‘solid, very wide, very diverse user base’ (UK6). 
Many of the interviewees described how over the course 
of the 20th century their libraries had ‘lost track’ of their 
‘origins and become elitist clubs’ (UK8), seeing ‘their 
role only as a kind of club for old boys who share a par-
ticular bibliographic interest’ (UK14). Compounding 
this air of exclusivity was what several of the interview-
ees described as the desire of some of their membership 
to be secretive about their library’s existence. As UK9 
described,

the classic thing that happens is that somebody will join, and 
they will say things like ‘Why did I never know you were 
here?’ and then as soon as they join they don’t want anyone 
else to join, because it’s their private place then.

Changes necessary for overcoming challenges 
and achieving sustainability in independent 
libraries

In relation to Governance, participants described how they 
had taken steps to modernise their libraries. Crucial 
changes described included downsizing the governance 
board to around half its original size and enabling continu-
ity to be achieved by allowing ‘the possibility of immedi-
ate re-election for a second term’ to get ‘a mix of new 
blood and people staying on’ (UK12). Establishing nomi-
nating committees that focus on ‘bring[ing] in the right 
mix of skills’ was also described by USA5 as an important 
development.

A number of interviewees described steps taken to 
update their staffing structures and better reflect the needs 
associated with the diversification in services that has 
occurred in recent years. Having roles dedicated to spe-
cific tasks such as fundraising and marketing, which in the 
past had been treated as additional activities to be divided 
between existing staff, was seen as a crucial step in the 
‘professionalisation of the library’ and the ability to ‘create 
more development opportunities’ by USA4. UK2 similarly 
described how ‘professionalising the service’ and getting a 
‘proper Marketing Department, Courses Department, and 
Events Department’ had been crucial to ‘bring[ing] the 
library along’ and turning it around from being a ‘quaint’ 
and ‘old’ institution that ‘no one knew about’ to one that’s 
‘reputation’ and ‘user figures’ have ‘consistently been 
going up and up and up’.

Steps had also been taken by a number of organisations 
to move away from a reliance on the three traditional 
sources of funding, with the aim being to build what USA1 
described as ‘more diverse revenue streams’. The develop-
ment of more commercial streams of funding, such as let-
ting the library space for private events and functions, was 
one of the most common methods highlighted for doing 
this. Establishing mechanisms to increase income from 
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individual giving, such as ‘benefit dinners’ (USA2) and 
‘annual appeals’ (USA5) was also considered useful. 
However, this tended to be more so the case with partici-
pants in the United States than the United Kingdom, where 
participants generally considered the funding that they 
received in this manner to be far more irregular, therefore 
making it impossible to ‘rely on .  .  . because you really 
just don’t know when they’re going to come in’ (UK13).

The changes necessary to overcome challenges in the 
area of External Support again related back to the issues 
raised in the area of Staffing. Participants described how 
they had recently employed staff whose roles would be 
‘dedicated’ to ‘build[ing] deeper connections’ (UK16) and 
working in a more ‘systematic’ and ‘organised way’ to 
develop more ‘formal reciprocal relationships’ (USA6) 
with other local organisations. Partnering with larger and 
more established institutions that often have greater 
‘expertise’ and ‘capacity’ when it comes to writing funding 
bids was also described by UK19 as a particularly fruitful 
method for helping their library access external funding.

The specialisation of collections according to their key 
strengths was a strategy identified by some institutions as a 
means by which to increase their readership. UK2 described 
how this had helped to improve the ‘reach’ of their collec-
tions by increasing their appeal beyond ‘the local commu-
nity’ to an ‘international’ research audience. USA4 similarly 
described how, having ‘lost’ a lot of their ‘traditional lending 
library readership’, narrowing the focus of their collections 
according to its key subject strengths had enabled them to 
‘become an internationally renowned research library’. 
Specialisation was also considered a useful way to overcome 
issues regarding the lack of space, as it could provide the 
opportunity to update ‘weeding and acquisition polic[ies]’ to 
‘reflect’ the ‘change in focus of their organisation’ and allow 
for more sustainable policies to be put into place (USA2).

As well as taking steps to build ‘formal marketing strat-
egies’ (UK2) and to develop ‘programming’ that would 
‘attract younger and more diverse audiences’ (USA3), sev-
eral participants identified more specific methods to 
address the perceptions of independent libraries as elitist 
institutions. For example, UK9 and USA5 described how 
increasing their ‘presence on the street’ through ‘window 
displays’ (UK9) and ‘sandwich boards’ (USA5) had been 
particularly successful in making their libraries ‘seem 
more inviting’ (USA5) and getting ‘more people coming 
in’ (UK9). Meanwhile, USA4 described how they had 
made changes to their marketing strategy which included 
starting to describe the fee charged for membership ‘as a 
donation’ rather than as something that would provide 
‘privileges’. This had been particularly effective at getting 
the majority of their members to consider their member-
ship ‘as a way that they can support the library’ and aid it 
in having a ‘positive impact on the community and the 
world around us’ rather than as something that would pro-
vide them with ‘benefits’ (USA4).

Discussion

The contributions of independent libraries to 
external cultural sustainability agendas and 
challenges in realising these contributions

Based upon the four parameters of cultural sustainability 
derived from Stylianou-Lambert et  al. (2014) and Soini 
and Birkeland (2014), the data collected during the first 
stage of the interviews initially sought to gain insights into 
how practitioners felt their organisations contributed to 
cultural sustainability according to these parameters, and 
which were their strongest and weakest contributions. 
However, the data collected suggested that the way practi-
tioners viewed their contributions to cultural sustainability 
was far more complex than that of an organisation contrib-
uting to broader sustainable development agendas.

The insights provided by the participants elaborate on 
the conceptualisation of Cultural Sustainability in GLAMs 
provided by Stylianou-Lambert et al. (2014) in these key 
ways:

•• Participants did not view the importance of their 
organisation’s contributions to each of the four 
areas equally and considered Heritage Preservation 
as fundamental to their organisations’ work in all 
other aspects of cultural sustainability (depicted 
through the enlargement of the Heritage Preservation 
dimension in Figure 3).

•• Participants had complex understandings of their 
organisations’ contributions to some of the individ-
ual parameters of cultural sustainability. In particu-
lar, participants considered their contributions to 
Heritage Preservation to include the preservation of 
both tangible and intangible forms of heritage, and 
their contributions to Cultural Identity to involve 
efforts to sustain and promote the culture of both the 
local community and the organisation itself 
(depicted through the addition of sub-categories to 
the dimensions of Heritage Preservation and 
Cultural Identity in Figure 3).

•• Participants considered the parameters of Heritage 
Preservation and Cultural Identity as things that 
independent libraries exist to sustain, while the 
parameters of Cultural Vitality and Cultural 
Diversity were considered as things that can make 
independent libraries more sustainable (depicted by 
the labels added beside the top and bottom dimen-
sions in Figure 3).

•• Participants highlighted the existence of relation-
ships between the parameters that they judged to be 
things that they exist to sustain (Heritage 
Preservation and Cultural Identity) and the param-
eters that they consider make independent libraries 
more sustainable (Cultural Vitality and Cultural 
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Diversity) that could be both supportive and the 
cause of conflict. The conflict that can arise between 
these parameters would, therefore, appear to be the 
main barrier to independent libraries achieving suc-
cessful contributions to all four areas of cultural 
sustainability (depicted by the arrows added 
between the different parameters and the addition of 
the line through the centre of Figure 3).

The role of organisational culture in achieving 
sustainability in independent libraries

The aim of the second stage of the interviews was to gain 
insight on the challenges to and changes necessary for 
achieving organisational sustainability in independent 
libraries. Table 1 provides a summary of the main chal-
lenges to achieving sustainability in independent libraries 
and the changes considered necessary to achieve sustaina-
bility in relation to each of the organisational factors.

According to these findings, it is possible to perceive 
unsustainable independent libraries as those that value tra-
dition, continuity and exclusivity, and sustainable inde-
pendent libraries as those that relinquish these values in 
favour of modernisation, innovation and inclusivity. 
However, since sustaining organisational heritage and 

identity is of fundamental importance within these librar-
ies, a complete overhaul in organisational culture could 
potentially jeopardise their cultural value. If independent 
libraries are to manage the organisational change neces-
sary to ensure their future survival successfully alongside 
their commitment to sustaining their organisational herit-
age and identity, it is essential that their sustainability strat-
egies include recognition of the tension between these 
somewhat conflicting priorities.

The MVF (Figure 1) proposed by Davies et al. (2013) is 
of particular relevance to understanding the conflicting 
priorities and values that exist in independent libraries. 
The internal focus of the ‘Club’ and ‘Temple’ modes on the 
museum community closely resemble the membership-
focused nature of independent libraries. The negative 
repercussions that this can have by causing institutions to 
become unwelcoming, ‘difficult to join’ and ‘elitist’ 
(Davies et  al., 2013: 352) is also reflected in concerns 
regarding exclusivity and insularity in independent librar-
ies. Furthermore, the difficulties that museums operating 
in these modes can face owing to their reliance on internal 
funding from ‘members’ ((Davies et  al., 2013: 352) and 
‘wealthy patrons’ ((Davies et al., 2013: 353) would appear 
to bear similarities to the issues related to the reliance of 
independent libraries on the three traditional forms of 

Figure 3.  How participants perceived the contributions of independent libraries to cultural sustainability agendas.
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funding, that are all internally managed by the libraries 
themselves.

The characteristics considered to make independent 
libraries unsustainable would therefore appear grounded 
in the priorities and values associated with the ‘Club’ 
and ‘Temple’ modes. The external focus of the ‘Forum’ 
and ‘Visitor Attraction’ modes meanwhile seem to 
embody many of the characteristics considered neces-
sary for independent libraries to become more sustaina-
ble. The emphasis of the ‘Visitor Attraction’ mode on 
allowing the needs of visitors and ‘market forces’ 
(Davies et  al., 2013: 353) to drive the organisation’s 
development can be seen to embody the need for inde-
pendent libraries to become more commercially minded 
and more aware of the needs of potential markets beyond 
their traditional user base. The emphasis of the ‘Forum’ 
mode on participation and fostering a sense of shared 
community ownership of the collections would seem to 
embody the inclusivity and accessibility felt necessary 
to ensure the relevance of independent libraries to a 
wider community.

To become sustainable, this suggests that independent 
libraries need to adopt characteristics that are more typi-
cally associated with the externally focused ‘Forum’ and 
‘Visitor Attraction’ modes. However, the underlying 
assumption of the MVF and indeed any version of the 
CVF is that the effective management of organisations 
does not require a radical shift from one mode of operating 
to another but rather the careful management of ‘the inter-
relationships, congruencies, and contradictions’ that exist 
between them (Cameron, 2013). Indeed, as the functions 
prioritised by each quadrant of the framework are of equal 
importance to the organisation’s overall success, a radical 
change from one mode of operating to another could prove 
damaging (Cameron, 2013). Since an emphasis on herit-
age preservation and upholding a traditional library envi-
ronment has so far been crucial to retaining the unique 
cultural value of independent libraries as ‘beautiful and 
inspirational’ spaces (Davies et al., 2013: 352), a radical 
shift could be particularly harmful.

Interpreting the data regarding the internal sustaina-
bility of independent libraries according to the MVF also 
offers the opportunity to draw more immediate links 
between the internal organisational culture of the librar-
ies and their potential contributions to cultural sustaina-
bility. For example, the tendency to operate according to 
the ‘Club’ and ‘Temple’ modes that prioritise heritage 
preservation and upholding organisational traditions can 
explain why Heritage Preservation and Cultural Identity 
were identified as the libraries’ strongest contributions 
to cultural sustainability, particularly since that heritage 
and identity is grounded in the libraries themselves 
rather than the wider local community. Adoption of the 
external focus of the ‘Forum’ and ‘Visitor Attraction’ 
modes and their respective priorities related to contribut-
ing to ‘civic society’ and ‘communicating’ with broader 
audiences (Davies et  al., 2013: 353) would meanwhile 
appear to offer the opportunity for independent libraries 
to improve their contributions to Cultural Diversity and 
Cultural Vitality.

It is upon this basis that the conceptual framework in 
Figure 4 is proposed. Aligning the parameters of cultural 
sustainability outlined in Figure 1 with the four quadrants 
of the MVF framework devised by Davies et al. (2013), it 
highlights how the priorities and values associated with 
the ‘Club’, ‘Temple’, ‘Forum’ and ‘Visitor Attraction’ 
modes are supportive of contributions to particular param-
eters of cultural sustainability. In addition, it demonstrates 
how the internal focus of the ‘Club’ and ‘Temple’ modes, 
which support the preservation of the heritage and identi-
ties of the libraries (‘What independent libraries exist to 
sustain’), can often conflict with the external focus of the 
‘Forum’ and ‘Visitor Attraction’ modes, which are sup-
portive of cultural diversity and cultural vitality (‘What 
makes independent libraries sustainable’). The framework 
thereby provides a tool by which to consider how to bal-
ance these conflicting priorities, not only to ensure the 
sustainability of the libraries themselves but also to ensure 
their successful contribution to all four parameters of cul-
tural sustainability.

Table 1.  The main challenges to achieving sustainability in independent libraries and the changes necessary to increase their 
sustainability.

Factors explored in relation to the internal 
sustainability of independent libraries

Main challenges to achieving sustainability 
in independent libraries

Changes required to achieve 
sustainability in independent libraries

Governance Traditional structures Modernisation of governance structures
Staffing Traditional structures Modernisation of staffing structures
Funding Reliance on traditional strategies Innovation in funding strategies
Collections Continuity of traditional collection policies Innovation in collection policies
External support Lack of collaboration and external financial 

support (stemming from limitations of 
traditional staffing structure)

Increased collaboration and external 
financial support (enabled by 
modernised staffing structure)

Community and users Perceptions of exclusivity leading to 
insularity

Reinterpretation as inclusive and 
accessible institutions
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Conclusion

This research has significantly developed understanding of 
the complexities of the relationship between GLAMs and 
cultural sustainability. In particular, by drawing on the lit-
erature on organisational culture to develop the Conceptual 
Framework for Achieving Cultural Sustainability in 
Independent Libraries, it has been possible to reveal the 
multi-layered and often conflicting sustainability require-
ments of GLAMs to preserve cultural heritage, ensure the 
effective management of the internal culture of their 
organisations and demonstrate commitment to external 
cultural sustainability goals.

Conducting the research in the context of independent 
libraries has considerably enhanced understanding of the 
sector’s cultural value and the issues that affect the future 
survival of these libraries and their cultural heritage. 
However, it also raises concerns about the generalisability of 
the findings to other GLAMs. For example, the conflict that 
exists between preserving organisational heritage and iden-
tity and increasing cultural vitality and cultural diversity in 
independent libraries may not have as much relevance to 
other GLAMs. In addition, while Davies et al. (2013) MVF 
has proven invaluable in considering the role of organisa-
tional culture in enabling sustainability in independent librar-
ies, it may not have as much relevance to other libraries 
where sustaining heritage is not a primary concern.

Further research to test the applicability of the frame-
work to other organisations within the GLAM sectors 
could therefore be beneficial, as would research to con-
sider how existing models from the library sector similar 
to Davies et  al. (2013) could be used to evaluate 

the management of the internal culture of libraries for the 
purpose of enabling cultural sustainability. For example, 
the four-space model developed by Jochumsen et  al. 
(2012), which considers public libraries to consist of four 
overlapping spaces that provide opportunities for inspira-
tion, learning, meeting and performance, could assist in 
the development of cultural sustainability indicators that 
focus on a broader range of functions for libraries beyond 
preserving and providing access to heritage.

As the first study to include independent libraries in the 
United Kingdom and United States, this research has been 
invaluable in drawing together insights on the sustainability 
of these libraries and enabling the sharing of best practices 
between them. Further research including similar private 
libraries from other countries could be beneficial in provid-
ing additional opportunities to share such insights. Finally, 
while the study does provide a holistic perspective of sus-
tainability at an organisational level, it could also be benefi-
cial to conduct further research into the role of national and 
international initiatives such as large-scale digitisation pro-
jects, which are increasingly vital to ensuring the sustainabil-
ity of heritage in individual organisational collections.

Declaration of conflicting interests

The author(s) declared no potential conflicts of interest with 
respect to the research, authorship and/or publication of this 
article.

Funding

The author(s) received no financial support for the research, 
authorship and/or publication of this article.

Figure 4.  Conceptual framework for managing internal organisational sustainability and contributions to external cultural 
sustainability agendas in independent libraries.



Loach and Rowley	 93

ORCID iD

Jennifer Rowley  https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3437-6914

References

Adams E (2010) Towards sustainability indicators for museums 
in Australia. BSc Dissertation, The University of Adelaide, 
Adelaide, SA.

Anderson ML (2009) Museum values. In: Holo S Alvarez M (eds) 
Beyond the Turnstile: Making the Case for Museums and 
Sustainable Values. Lanham, MD: Altamira Press, pp. 5–7.

Barthel-Bouchier D (2013) Cultural heritage and the challenge 
of sustainability. Walnut Creek, CA: Left Coast Press Inc.

Beutelspacher L and Meschede C (2020) Libraries as promot-
ers of environmental sustainability: Collections, tools and 
events. IFLA Journal. Epub ahead of print 10 April. DOI: 
10.1177/0340035220912513

Bishop T and Rowley J (2012) Digital marketing in independent 
libraries in the United Kingdom. Journal of Librarianship 
and Information Science 45(4): 323–332.

Bryman A (2012) Social Research Methods. 4th edn. Oxford: 
Oxford University Press.

Cameron K (2013) Competing values framework. In: Kessler E 
(ed.) Encyclopaedia of management theory. Los Angeles, 
CA: SAGE, pp. 121–125.

Canadian International Development Agency (CIDA) (2000) 
Culture. Available at: http://www.oecd.org/social/gender-
development/1896320.pdf (accessed 8 May 2019).

Chidambaranathan K and Regha VS (2016) Diagnosing the 
organizational culture of higher education libraries in the 
United Arab Emirates using the competing values frame-
work. Library and Information Science Research Electronic 
Journal 26(2): 99–112.

Chidambaranathan K and Swarooprani BS (2017) Analyzing 
the relationship between organizational culture and knowl-
edge management dimensions in higher education libraries. 
Journal of Librarianship and Information Science 49(3): 
57–68.

Chowdhury G (2014) Sustainability of digital libraries: A con-
ceptual model and a research framework. International 
Journal on Digital Libraries 14(3/4): 181–195.

Davies S, Paton R and O’Sullivan T (2013) The museum values 
framework: A framework for understanding organisational 
culture in museums. Museum Management and Curatorship 
28(4): 345–361.

Forster G (1995) The subscription library in the twentieth cen-
tury. Library Review 44(6): 5–18.

Hamilton V (2004) Sustainability for digital libraries. Library 
Review 53(8): 392–395.

Hawkes J (2001) The Fourth Pillar of Sustainability: Culture’s 
Essential Role in Public Planning. Australia: Common 
Ground Publishing Pty Ltd. 

Hennink MM, Bailey A and Hutter I (2011) Qualitative Research 
Methods. Los Angeles, CA: SAGE.

Hopper K (2008) Marketing challenges facing independent 
libraries. MA Dissertation, The University of Sheffield, 
Sheffield.

Jankowska MA and Marcum JW (2010) Sustainability challenge 
for academic libraries: Planning for the future. College & 
Research Libraries 71(2): 160–170.

Jochumsen H, Hvenegaard Rasmussen C and Skot-Hansen 
D (2012) The four spaces – A new model for the public 
library. New Library World 113(11/12): 586–597.

Kaarst-Brown ML, Nicholson S, Dran GM, et  al. (2004) 
Organizational cultures of libraries as a strategic resource. 
Library Trends 53(1): 33–53.

King N and Horrocks C (2010) Interviews in Qualitative 
Research. Los Angeles, CA: SAGE.

Loach K, Rowley J and Griffiths J (2017) Cultural sustain-
ability as a strategy for the survival of museums and 
libraries. International Journal of Cultural Policy 23(2): 
186–198.

Loach K, Rowley J and Griffiths J (2020) Hidden gems? The 
cultural contribution of independent libraries in the United 
Kingdom and the United States. Journal of Librarianship 
and Information Science 52(4): 1073–1085.

Mullins LJ (2007) Management and Organisational Behaviour. 
8th edn. Harlow: Pearson Education Limited.

Newman J (2010) Sustaining community archives. MA 
Dissertation, Victoria University of Wellington, 
Wellington.

Pinto LG and Ochôa P (2017) Public libraries’ contribution to 
Sustainable Development Goals: Gathering evidences and 
evaluating practices. Paper presented at IFLA WLIC 2017 – 
Wrocław, Poland – Libraries. Solidarity. Society. In Session 
190 – Public Libraries, Environment, Sustainability and 
Libraries SIG.

Pop IL and Borza A (2016) Factors influencing museum sustain-
ability and indicators for museum sustainability measure-
ment. Sustainability 8(1): 101.

Pop IL, Borza A, Buiga A, et al. (2019) Achieving cultural sus-
tainability in museums: A step toward sustainable develop-
ment. Sustainability 11(4): 970.

Rowley J, Jones R, Vassiliou M, et al. (2012) Using card-based 
games to enhance the value of semi-structured interviews. 
International Journal of Market Research 54(1): 93–110.

Savitz AW (2006) The Triple Bottom Line: How Today’s Best-
Run Companies Are Achieving Economic, Social, and 
Environmental Success – And How You Can Too. San 
Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.

Shepstone C and Currie E (2008) Transforming the academic 
library: Creating an organizationl culture that fosters staff 
success. The Journal of Academic Librarianship 34(4): 
358–368.

Soini K and Birkeland I (2014) Exploring the scientific discourse 
on cultural sustainability. Geoforum 51: 213–223.

Stylianou-Lambert T, Boukas N and Christodoulou-Yerali M 
(2014) Museums and cultural sustainability: Stakeholders, 
forces, and cultural policies. International Journal of 
Cultural Policy 20(5): 566–587.

United Nations Educational Scientific and Cultural Organisation 
(UNESCO) (2013) Introducing cultural heritage into the 
sustainable development agenda. Available at: http://
www.unesco.org/new/fileadmin/MULTIMEDIA/HQ/
CLT/images/HeritageENG.pdf (accessed 14 November 
2020).

World Commission on Environment and Development (WCED) 
(1987) Our common future. Available at: http://www.un-
documents.net/our-common-future.pdf (accessed 27 July 
2020)

https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3437-6914
http://www.oecd.org/social/gender-development/1896320.pdf
http://www.oecd.org/social/gender-development/1896320.pdf
http://www.unesco.org/new/fileadmin/MULTIMEDIA/HQ/CLT/images/HeritageENG.pdf
http://www.unesco.org/new/fileadmin/MULTIMEDIA/HQ/CLT/images/HeritageENG.pdf
http://www.unesco.org/new/fileadmin/MULTIMEDIA/HQ/CLT/images/HeritageENG.pdf
http://www.un-documents.net/our-common-future.pdf
http://www.un-documents.net/our-common-future.pdf


94	 Journal of Librarianship and Information Science 54(1)

Author biographies

Kirsten Loach has a background of working in public, independ-
ent and university libraries. She obtained an MA in Library and 
Information Management from Manchester Metropolitan 
University in 2013 and completed a PhD on independent libraries 
and cultural sustainability in 2019. She currently works in 
Research Services at The University of Manchester.

Jennifer Rowley is professor in information and marketing at 
Manchester Metropolitan University. She is an interdiscipli-
nary scholar and an experienced PhD supervisor and examiner. 
She has published extensively on the following topics: library 
management, e-learning, knowledge management, trust in 
health information, social media marketing, and place 
branding.

Appendix 1.  Overview of some of the characteristics of each of the four kinds of museum proposed by Davies et al. (2013: 
361U–364).

Club Temple

•	 ‘Primarily concerned with members of the club’
•	 ‘Priority is to secure and preserve’ collections
•	 Visitors ‘seen as potential converts to the cause’
•	 Can act as a ‘virtuous circle, with visitors’ and 

members’ needs being well provided for by like-
minded individuals’

•	 Can be ‘inward-looking’ and ‘self-serving’, becoming 
‘difficult to join’ and unwelcoming to the ‘uninitiated’

•	 Can ‘run into financial difficulties if the club members 
are unable to cover costs from their own resources’

•	 Shares ‘some of the inward-looking aspects of the club, but the 
peer group differs’, with approval being sought from ‘acknowledged 
experts’ such as ‘other museum professionals’ and academics

•	 Priority is placed on studying the collection
•	 Can ‘expand our collective knowledge and create beautiful and 

inspirational public spaces’
•	 May be ‘detached’ from the ‘bulk of society by focusing on a very 

narrow audience’ and may become ‘elitist’
•	 ‘Exclusivity’ can be beneficial in helping to ‘elicit financial support 

from . . . wealthy patrons’ but can ‘make it difficult for the museum 
to demonstrate public benefit and . . . justify public funding’

Visitor attraction Forum

•	 Visitors’ needs are prioritised
•	 Visitors are ‘seen as clients whose needs must be 

carefully researched and satisfied’
•	 ‘The museum is driven by market forces and values 

productivity and efficiency’
•	 Shares ‘many of the values of commercial businesses’ 

but uses ‘financial surplus’ to ‘support the museum’s 
other functions’

•	 Can result in ‘a thriving, customer-focused museum’
•	 However, it can ‘also be argued that aiming for mass 

popularity can result in criticisms of “dumbing down” 
or “Disneyfying” the museum’

•	 Like the visitor attraction, is also focused on external audiences, 
but ‘the ideological forces which inform’ its operations ‘are 
markedly different’

•	 Priority is ‘to benefit society and individual well-being’ by 
‘encouraging debate’, ‘helping visitors understand their place in the 
world’, and ‘increasing social cohesion’

•	 Visitors are ‘encouraged to get involved in creating meaning from 
the collections’

•	 The museum ‘can be a place for debate, contestation and even 
partisan agitation’

•	 Have been criticised ‘for turning the museum into a social 
experiment for political ends’


