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Summary 

 

The past few years have been a challenging time of transition and change for public libraries. They 

have faced reduced funding and have had to find ways to meet the demands of increasingly 

sophisticated customers for a ‘21
st

 Century’ service. 

The Society of Chief Librarians and partners including Arts Council England and independent 

charity The Reading Agency are committed to developing a new strategy to make the best use of 

existing resources and keep libraries relevant and accessible. Over the past year the partners 

have carried out research, identifying four key areas of service which today’s users regard as 

integral to public libraries. 

During 2013 these areas of service will, for the first time, be rolled out nationally across all public 

libraries in England and Wales. This new collective approach builds upon existing provision and 

best practice within these areas and will clarify what the public should be able to expect from 

their library, provide a shared platform for developing new initiatives, and will enable local 

authorities to share costs and resources. 

To drive this national programme, exciting new initiatives will be launched which are aimed at 

further servicing local needs. These have been developed by the Society of Chief Librarians and 

partners who have worked closely with the Local Government Association and Government 

Departments. 

This document sets out each of the four main ‘21
st

 century’ services. 

 

 

  



 

The Universal Health Offer 

 

The Universal Health Offer is a new national strategy expressing the public library contribution to 

the health and well-being of local communities.  

Public libraries already provide books for people who want to understand more about specific 

conditions, and many also have initiatives aimed at raising awareness of different illnesses. For 

example Stockton Library and Heritage Service have worked in partnership with schools and 

services specialising in dementia to develop a dementia awareness programme for children using 

a story book as a focal point.  

This new offer will see services to promote and enhance the health and wellbeing of local 

communities being rolled out in every public library in England and Wales. They include: 

 A network of local hubs offering non-clinical community space 

 Community outreach supporting vulnerable people 

 Expert staff with local knowledge  

 Assisted on-line access  

 Self-help library resources  

 Health and care information services 

 Referral and signposting 

 Public health promotion activity 

 Social and recreational reading opportunities like reading groups 

 Volunteering and community engagement activities  

 

New development –Books on Prescription 

Six million people in the UK are currently suffering from anxiety and depression and two thirds of 

these people are not receiving treatment and are looking for quality assured health information. 

A new ‘Books on Prescription’ scheme for England (Reading Well), which is endorsed and 

supported by key mental health organisations in England, will be implemented in public libraries 

from May 2013. The development of this scheme is being led by The Reading Agency in 

partnership with SCL and with the support of Arts Council England. It is based on a model 

developed in Wales by Professor Neil Frude. 

GPs and other health professionals will be able to prescribe patients cognitive behavioural 

therapy books from a quality assured national reading list focused on mild to moderate mental 

health conditions like anxiety and depression. The books, which will be available in all public 

libraries in England, are tried and trusted resources which can help people understand and 

manage their conditions either as part of a therapy programme or as a first self-help step. 



 

The scheme will, for the first time, combine this self-help therapy from factual reading with 

reader-recommended novels and poetry in a shared library promotion called Mood Boosting 

Books. The health benefits of reading groups will be promoted, supported by a collective website 

at www.readinggroups.org.   

The English Books on Prescription scheme has been developed in collaboration with the 

Department of Health’s Improving Access to Psychological Therapies Programme; the Royal 

College of Psychiatrists; the Royal College of Nursing; the Royal College of General Practitioners; 

The British Psychological Society; the British Association for Behavioural Cognitive 

Psychotherapies, and Mind. It will sign posted by NHS Choices, the Department of Health’s 

public web portal.  

   

http://www.readinggroups.org/


 

The Universal Reading Offer  

 

The Universal Reading Offer is a new planning framework developed by Society of Chief 

Librarians and The Reading Agency which combines libraries’ efforts to develop, deliver and 

promote reading services. It builds on the success of libraries’ reading work, which has seen 

children’s book borrowing rise for eight years running, and which has been responding to public 

demand for community reading activities which bring reading alive, physically and digitally. 

The Universal Reading Offer sets out what public libraries will offer in order to provide a modern 

reading service in their local communities. It builds on public demand for a lively and engaging 

reading offer with reading groups, challenges, promotions and author events, alongside public 

engagement opportunities services for specific audiences such as families and the blind and 

partially sighted. It aims to combat the effect of cuts by working together as a network and 

focuses libraries’ collective energy into some national shared reading programmes. It will also 

strip out the costs of duplicated effort, share best practice and attract the investment of 

partners.   

The strategy enables libraries to enlist national partners’ support and investment by working as a 

critical mass. Partners in creating libraries’ reading year offer to the public will include The 

Publishers’ Association and 40 publisher partners, World Book Day, World Book Night, Share the 

Vision, Quick Reads and Booktrust. The Universal Reading Offer also creates a shared evidence 

bank so libraries can strengthen their arguments for the impact of their reading work within local 

authorities' priorities.  

The services are: 

 Free books and reading resources 

 Free community space 

 Supported online access 

 Community outreach  

 Services for targeted audiences 

 Access to local and family history resources 

 Multimedia reading resources 

 

 

New developments in National Reading Programmes  

It is estimated that 5.1 million people in England have inadequate literacy skills. National 

reading programmes can inspire adults and children alike to pick up a book and read. 

For the first time, the Universal Reading Offer has defined the baseline elements of a 

contemporary reading service which all library services have signed up to. 2013 developments 

include: 



 

 The creation of a new package of year round volunteering opportunities for 11-19 year 

olds, to build their life skills and confidence at the same time as supporting others to 

enjoy reading and join the library.  

 A new digital skills sharing programme funded by Arts Council England, in which 

publishers help librarians improve their ability to build audiences for reading using new 

digital methods. See www.readingagency.digitalskills.  

 A partnership with the 2013 Rugby League World Cup, which will support libraries’ adult 

literacy Six Book Challenge to encourage new audiences to  engage with reading.  

http://www.readingagency.digitalskills/


 

The Universal Information Offer 

 

The Universal Information Offer is an initiative by the Society of Chief Librarians, in partnership 

with Arts Council England, to develop the role of public libraries in helping citizens access 

information online in a digital age.  

The focus of this offer is on supporting people accessing information and services online in life-

critical areas such as careers and job seeking; health; personal financial information and 

benefits. Central to this offer is helping people to use vital government online information and 

services.  

Recent research showed that internet users trust library staff more than most other providers of 

online support and information, and public library staff are second only to doctors in terms of the 

trust placed in them by seekers of information. 

Public libraries already bring together in one place access to both national and local sources of 

information, and support for these life-critical issues. For instance, someone seeking information 

about an illness will find not only links to reliable official online sources but also links to local 

advice and support networks.  

The Universal Information Offer will: 

 Bring together government and non-governmental sources of information, which have 

been researched by information professionals in public libraries, giving a level of quality 

assurance to the user.   

 Ensure that public library staff and volunteers are continually developing their skills to 

provide help to people accessing information and services.   

 

New development – Helping claimants of the new Universal Credit  

The Universal Credit is a new single payment for people on a low income, or people who are 

looking for work. It is being launched in 2013 and will replace income-based Jobseeker’s 

Allowance, Child Tax Credits, Housing Benefit, Income Support, Working Tax Credits and income-

based Employment and Support Allowance. 

Public libraries already provide significant amounts of information and support for people finding 

jobs. With the introduction of Universal Credit this year, libraries will provide internet access and 

support to complete the application and manage their account online, signposting claimants to 

local advice agencies where needed. 

  



 

The Universal Digital Offer 

 

The Universal Digital Offer defines the minimum that a public library authority should provide 

and that customers should expect from their public library. It helps support the delivery of all the 

Universal Offers. 

In the first quarter of 2012/13, 16.3 per cent of adults had visited a library website in the last 12 

months, a significant increase from 8.9 per cent in 2005/06. In the past year, more than a million 

people have been helped to go online for the first time by their local library.  

Whilst most public libraries already provide digital access – and have done so for more than a 

decade - this promise articulates what the Society of Chief Librarians would see as a ‘best 

practice’ offer.  

Every public library service will provide: 

 Free access to the Internet  for every customer (for a minimum period of time) 

 Clear and accessible online information about library services  

 Staff trained to help customers access digital information 

 Ability for customers to join online 

 Ability to be contacted online/via email for answers to customer enquiries 

 24/7 access to services through a virtual library presence 

 Ability to reserve & renew items remotely via an online catalogue 

 

New development – 21
st

 Century digital services 

The Universal Digital Offer also sets out what every library authority should aspire to provide. 

These services include: 

 Opportunity for e-lending of digital books, audio and video with remote access 

 Social networking interaction/ engagement opportunities   

 A library APP to allow full access to all library digital services from mobile devices 

 Digital services that work with a range of assistive technology such as speech 

programmes or magnifiers. 

 Free internet access for all wanting to use it, including WiFi 

 Tailored digital information for each customer 

 Training in digital information literacy and access for its customers and staff both locally 

and remotely 

 Time-relevant, quality checked digital content for the communities it serves and support 

for communities to create their own content 

 Loan of digital devices for those without other access  

 Access to digitised local archive and local history resources 



 

 Federated searching of locally held online resources 

 Access to online learning opportunities (citizenship & theory driving tests or language 

learning etc.) 

 

 


