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The article argues that the construct of social capital offers South African public 
librarianship fresh vision – urgently needed if it is to fulfil its potential role in social 
inclusion. Social capital refers to the stocks of social trust, norms and networks that a 
community can draw on to solve common problems. A wide body of research in 
Southern Africa bears witness to its role in the success of development projects. 
Restrictive economic policies, coupled with new demands, have put pressure on 
public libraries and research points to a prevailing low morale among their staff, 
who, it is suggested, find themselves caught in the transition towards new models of 
service. Government’s acceptance of social capital as a crucial tool in the 
developmental state and the news of its intervention to transform South African 
public libraries suggest the need to articulate the library as “a place for all”. In 
reaction to neglect in the literature of social capital, internationally, librarians have 
documented their building of social capital through their education, information and 
community programmes. This work offers South African librarians a rich resource to 
draw on in their search for new direction and vision.  
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Introduction  
The article argues that the rise in the 1990s of the notion of “social capital”, the stocks of social trust, 
norms and networks that people can draw upon to solve common problems (Civic Practices Network 
2004), might provide South African public librarianship with a renewed philosophical framework. 
Recent South African government thinking has made much of the concept of the “developmental 
state” and the links between community development and social capital. The notion of social capital, 
therefore, might provide both a visionary and timely hook upon which South African public 
librarianship might hang its social mission.  
 
Since 2000, librarians across the world have engaged in debate on their role in social capital – 
galvanised by the publication in the United States of Robert Putnam’s landmark book Bowling 
Alone (2000) which ignored the social role of public libraries. The outcome of Putnam’s neglect has 
been a sharper focus within public library circles internationally on what it is that public libraries 
contribute to society. However, the South African library literature holds only one or two passing 
references to social capital, usually in the context of discussions of broader concepts such as social 
inclusion (for example Stilwell 2006) and social justice (for example Britz 2004). And these 
concepts do not feature in the professional documentation of the Library and Information 
Association of South Africa (LIASA). In her recent discussion of the significance of the concept of 
social inclusion for South African librarianship, Stilwell attributes this disregard to fears that such 
notions as “exclusion” might not sit well with the high rhetoric of our new democracy (2006: 23).  
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But, given the widespread recognition of the pertinence of these concepts to South African society in 
other sectors including government, an alternative explanation might be that the introspection of 
the South African library profession, resulting from its preoccupation with survival issues in recent 
years, has immobilised constructive engagement with potentially positive trends outside its 
immediate ambit.  
However, the announcements in 2005 that the South African government is to allocate over 1billion 
rands to public libraries, but only after extensive research into the sector, and that the National 
Council of Library and Information Services (NCLIS) is to draw up a new charter for the profession 
might act as a catalyst for vision-building. A vision provides an organisation or group with a 
forward-looking image of itself that moves outside old assumptions. Mission, goals and strategies 
begin with a vision – the shared ideal towards which a group aspires. Whether South African public 
librarians, who have undergone a period of shrinking resources and increased demands, have a 
shared vision is questionable. Kagan’s study of South African librarians led him to warn in 2002 that 
doubt over professional identity might hinder their credibility in negotiating new social roles (2002: 
2). The author, herself, has found widespread ambivalence among public librarians about shifts in 
emphasis in public library work, which emanates largely from uncertainty over the appropriateness 
of the strongly educational role that many feel has “fallen” on them (Hart 2006b). Arguably, only if 
it is sure of its own identity, can public librarianship sell itself to the others upon whom they depend 
for their continued existence – educationists, government officials, community leaders, for example.  

The article follows the example of the Public and Community Libraries Inventory of South Africa 
(PaCLISA) report (Van Helden & Lor 2002: 2) in making no distinction between public libraries and 
community libraries. As the PaCLISA report points out, public libraries are increasingly taking the 
name “community libraries”, which in the 1980s denoted libraries set up by NGOs and community 
based organisations as part of the struggle against apartheid (Stilwell 2001: 203). The adoption of 
the name “community libraries” could signal a new conceptualisation of the role of public libraries 
in society, with a stronger emphasis on the community participation of the 1980s community 
resource centres.  

In need of fresh vision? South African public librarianship since 1994  
 
The title begs the question: Do South African public libraries need a “fresh” vision? A study of public 
libraries in South Africa post 1994 has to acknowledge two simultaneous and, perhaps, conflicting 
forces for change: the internal transformation to democracy in the early 1990s, which led to calls for 
a new model of public library which might contribute more dynamically to socio-economic 
development; and the forces of the globalised market economy. In his analysis of the weakening 
position of public libraries, Dick (2002: 29) criticises the naiveté of South African librarians, who, he 
claims, operate unconsciously from within a positivist paradigm and so see libraries as objective 
neutral realities isolated from their political and economic contexts. This article argues that the 
quest for a new vision, which had begun in the late 1980s, stalled in the mid-1990s, owing to 
national economic policy and upheavals in local government.  
 
In retrospect, the late 1980s and early 1990s was a hopeful time for South African librarianship. As 
in all other areas of society, the looming demise of the apartheid government led to lively debate 
within librarianship on the future of libraries. Various think-tanks, supported directly and indirectly 
by the government-in-waiting, the African National Congress, produced position papers. Public 
libraries in particular received attention. In common with other former British colonies, South 
African public libraries were moulded in the British tradition. They are unevenly distributed, 
designed to serve an educated and urban middle class – with, on average, less than 10% of the 
population signed-up members (Van Helden & Lor 2002). In the early 1990s, there was talk of a 
new “radical” and African model that would contribute to the national reconstruction and 
development (RDP) programme (National Education Policy Investigation (NEPI). Library and 
Information Services Research Group 1992: 55-56). A key element of NEPI’s radical philosophy of 
public librarianship was acceptance of a “developmental” model, in which information is seen as a 
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“key element in the implementation and sustenance of democracy and the education and 
empowerment of people” (p. 55). Some evidence that librarians supported the developmental model 
is Stilwell’s study in 1996 of the views of professionally qualified librarians, working within the 
provincial public library services, the majority of whom responded positively to the idea of a 
transformed social mission (1996).  
 
However, the optimism of the early 1990s might well have been dampened by the stringent cuts in 
public library spending which followed South Africa’s adoption of the values of the global market 
economy (Stilwell 2001: 203; Dick 2002: 30). In 1998, Lor, then Head of South Africa’s National 
Library and Chair of the Transitional Executive Committee of the new professional association 
LIASA, contended in a submission to Parliament that budget cut-backs were “crippling” libraries 
(Lor 1998). He described deterioration in all sectors of libraries since 1994 but concentrated on the 
challenges facing public libraries. Leach’s follow-up provincial survey found widespread 
rationalising and downsizing of staff. All but one public library service reported a reduction in their 
funding, with resulting cuts in materials budgets, staff, and training. Another significant finding was 
an increase in spending on educational materials in an effort to provide for the needs of students 
and scholars.  
 
Since the late 1990s, there has been comment in the South African research and professional 
literature that the shortage of school libraries across the educational spectrum, coupled with the 
introduction of a resource-based national curriculum, has put increased pressure on public libraries 
(for example Maepa & Mhinga 2003; Hart 2004). The challenge is not only to provide enough 
materials but also to cope with learners’ lack of information skills. The author’s research suggests 
that South African public librarians were unprepared for the new curriculum and, indeed, many feel 
victimised by it (Hart 2004; 2006b). A common complaint is that public libraries are expected to 
take on enhanced responsibilities but without recognition or increase in resources.  
In 2001, Kagan’s survey of South African librarians’ “opinion” on a possible shift in their mission 
towards “social responsibilities” found less positive support than Stilwell’s 1996 study. The more 
negative attitudes might reflect the shifts in political economic climate towards what he calls “neo-
liberalism”, the deterioration in the position of libraries in the 1990s and his wider sample of 
respondents, which included public library staff working within the municipalities. Kagan warns 
that low levels of professional education might hamper innovation (2002: 2). He contends that in 
countries where librarians’ status is low, they cannot maximise their potential societal benefits as 
they lack credibility amongst policy- makers. Some four years later, the author’s interviews with 57 
public library staff members in Mpumalanga Province lend support to Kagan’s warnings. She found 
evidence of ad-hoc appointments by local government of under-qualified and under-educated staff, 
resulting doubts among remaining qualified professionals over their future and a pervasive low 
morale (Hart 2006b).  

 
Two aspects of change in public library governance since the late 1990s are responsible for the low 
morale – the restructuring of local authorities and legal ambiguity over the funding of public 
libraries. Former small town libraries now find themselves mere branch libraries – after the merging 
of towns and rural settlements into the new sprawling local municipalities. The author’s study of 
public libraries in Mpumalanga Province in 2004 uncovered dissatisfaction among staff, concerned 
over the loss of their autonomy, the unmanageable size of the new municipalities and shortages of 
staff (Hart 2005: 145). The aim of the restructuring is to overcome the inequities between the 
advantaged (historically white) areas and the disadvantaged black townships and rural settlements, 
and, arguably, the larger municipalities offer libraries new opportunities. However, concern over the 
capacity of local authorities to fulfil their developmental mandate is evident. Butler, Professor of 
Political Studies at the University of Cape Town, describes South African local government as having 
“the most troubled history” and as facing “the starkest challenges” of the three sectors of 
government (2004: 101). Leach (2006: 132) warns that, given the huge challenges facing local 
authorities in providing basic services, public libraries might be forced to find alternative sources of 
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funding.  
 
The second aspect of public library governance to provoke anxiety post 1994 is the impasse with 
regard to funding. The 1996 Constitution defines public libraries as a solely provincial responsibility 
and ignores the pre-1994 provincial ordinances that put the funding for staff and day-to-day 
administration in the hands of the third tier of government, the municipalities. At present, money 
spent by local authorities on libraries is unauthorised expenditure in terms of public finance 
legislation (The Print Industries Cluster Council Working Group on Libraries 2005: 87) and, indeed, 
there is evidence that some authorities are cutting their library budgets. A sense of insecurity will 
prevail until this anomaly has been resolved and it is good news that the Department of Arts and 
Culture is now investigating a new funding model for public libraries (Dominy 2006).  
 
In 2001, the School of Human and Social Studies at the University of Natal (Pietermaritzburg) 
returned to the debates of the early 1990s in a collection of articles which explore the connections 
between development and information (Stilwell, Leach and Burton 2001). The book provides a more 
sober analysis than the documents of the early 1990s, with the editors warning that the two notions 
“information” and “development” are contested ones and that there is no linear relationship 
between information and development. Or is it perhaps that research has not, as yet, convincingly 
documented the socio-economic impact of information on a community? In response to this 
question, in his chapter, Mchombu (2001: 237) contends that his research in community 
information centres in rural Malawi and Tanzania, indeed shows that a developmental model for 
libraries is possible, in which a positive relationship between development and information and 
information centre (or library) is constructed. The model depends, however, on the information 
centre staff’s being prepared to offer more than passive “reading room services”.  
 
South African public librarians, of course, would claim to offer more than reading room services. 
The mission statements and conference themes of the national association, LIASA, highlight their 
aspirations to play a role in the development of individuals, both “literate and illiterate” and of 
communities. However, two questions are pertinent:  
• Is there documented evidence of the developmental role of public libraries?  
• And, if the answer to the first question is positive, how well-recognised is this role? For 
example, has the new generation of government officials shifted its perceptions of the public library 
since the 1980s, when the Zaaiman survey of South African public libraries found extremely limited 
conceptions of the role of the public library among its local government respondents (Zaaiman, 
Roux & Rykheer 1988).  
 
The purpose in this article is to show how the construct of social capital, which has emerged from 
sociology and which is accepted by economists and politicians as both a measure and tool of 
development, might offer South African public librarians a frame in which to measure and 
communicate their societal contributions.  

Social capital: a measure of and tool for socio-economic development  
 
The concept of social capital has emerged from common ground between social and economic 
theory. It is a term well-established in education, sociology, economics, organisational theory and 
politics to denote the relationships among individuals, groups and/or organisations that create a 
capacity to act for mutual benefit (Robinson et al 2001). Through investing in social networking, 
individuals secure benefits for themselves and their groups, which would not be possible otherwise. 
The term is used side by side with several others such as social exchange theory, social 
connectedness, civic engagement and community. Financial capital might reside in a bank and 
human capital in individuals’ heads, but social capital resides in the structure of peoples’ 
relationships. Social capital stocks have been found to be crucial in the alleviation of poverty and the 
sustaining of development (World Bank 2007).  
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Simply put, networks of relationships among persons, companies, institutions and civic 
organisations enable a society to function effectively. As Stiglitz suggests, if lack of social capital is a 
common characteristic of developing economies then “we should be as concerned about its progress 
as we are about increasing human and physical capital” (1999). If social capital is a factor in “making 
things happen” in a community (Dovey & Onyx 2001: 152), then it makes sense to measure it and 
invest in it before any development project is undertaken.  
 
Writers on social capital are firm that it is not a warm fuzzy concept. Rather it identifies specific 
benefits, both individual and group (Glaeser 2001), that come from social networks and describes 
them in economic terms. The essence of dictionary definitions of financial and physical capital is 
that the accumulation of wealth allows for the production of more wealth and assets are available for 
use in the production of further assets. Similarly, social capital can be accumulated over time, drawn 
on and converted into other forms. Social capital increases with use; but is reduced and destroyed 
through neglect (Emmett 2000: 508).  
 
Whether social capital’s implied analogy with financial or physical capital is wholly appropriate is 
debatable. It gives inherent value to threads in the social fabric such as building community, 
networks, and community activities so that the worth of these things is not lost under an economic 
rationalist world view. Social capital indicators thus offer an alternative measure of the well-being of 
a community and its potential for development. In his recent Nelson Mandela memorial speech, 
President Thabo Mbeki warns of the threat to social cohesion by the post-1994 individualistic 
accumulation of money and refers to social capital as an alternative value system (2006). Statistics 
New Zealand’s framework for the measurement of social capital incorporates long-existing Maori 
concepts close to social capital (Robinson et al 2001: 12) and South Africans might likewise draw 
parallels between the concept of social capital and ubuntu, the indigenous South African equivalent 
(Jones, Nyland & Pollitt 2001: 6; Piazza-Giorgi 2002: 633).  
 
Where and why social capital originates is much debated. As Stambaugh points out, the construct of 
social capital suffers from the chicken-and-the-egg phenomenon (2002). For example, does trust 
among people lead to civic activity; or, do civic groups, once established, generate the trust? Jung’s 
ethnographic account of an episode of collective action in Cape Town in 1995 illustrates this 
question (2003). She shows how the sudden occupation of an empty school by 500 youths, bussed in 
by student activists, unlocked social capital in a suburb which was characterised by “a complete 
absence of such norms, networks and trust as might comprise social capital” (p.152). Under threat 
from the aimless students, the fragmented and divided community built solidarity and trust. After 
the episode, Jung, however, was unsure if the residue of social capital might engender more or if it 
would just dissipate.  
 
Social capital acts as a community’s capital resource in various ways (Robinson et al 2001: 11). It 
creates norms – expected and trusted practices and behaviours. It vests authority in leaders which 
facilitates efficient decision taking and action. It allows for “appropriable” organisation in that the 
goals of one group might be taken over by another, temporarily or for the long term. Thus, expertise 
and other resources, including information, are shared. Groups are formed with the intention of 
gaining specific benefits for themselves but the larger community shares in the benefits. This kind of 
social networking creates a web of obligation, trust and reciprocity. People, who contribute in one 
area at one time, expect that their investment will be returned in the future, perhaps in quite a 
different area. Of specific interest to the subject of this article, the role of public libraries in social 
capital, is the pooling of information that social capital depends on.  
 
Most current comment refers to Bourdieu’s identification of two kinds of social connections: 
horizontal, which bond people with similar interests, and vertical, which serve as bridges between 
disparate groups. Horizontal bonds create a sense of community identity and common purpose; but 
they can bring what Putnam (2000: 350) calls the “dark side” of social capital – groupings who only 
work for their narrow self interest and whose attributes include intolerance, cronyism and 
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corruption. Vertical ties transcend social and geographic divides – and are needed to gain access to 
resources. They allow what Emmett calls “parochial” groups to “scale-up” to become larger more 
powerful regional networks (2000: 515). Forums that cut across cultural, religious and socio-
economic barriers are seen by funding agencies as conducive to economic prosperity and sustainable 
development. Alkalimat and Williams’s case study of the role of social capital in establishing a 
community technology centre, whose mission is to counter the continuing social exclusion of African 
Americans, illustrates the pragmatic use of both bonding and more “lucrative” bridging social capital 
(2001).  
 
Robert Putnam’s groundbreaking work in Italy and the US in the 1990s established 14 indicators of 
social capital which he groups as follows:  
• community organisational life: membership of clubs and associations  
• engagement in civic affairs: voting and attending public meetings  

• community volunteerism: numbers of non-profit-organisations in a community, 

volunteer work  
• informal sociability: amount of mixing with friends  
• social trust: general feelings that most people can be trusted, leading to expectations that 
one’s generosity will be reciprocated (2000).  
 
Not all researchers use all six of Putnam’s benchmarks of social capital. Campbell, Williams and 
Gilgen, for example, omit the measures of trust and sociability in their study of the relationship 
between social capital and HIV infection in a South African mining community (2002), preferring to 
focus on membership of community groups such as savings societies and sports clubs. Other 
research, such as Narayan and Pritchett’s study in Tanzania (1999), focuses on trust, seeing it as a 
predictor of group membership and collective action. Whether volunteering is always a useful 
measure of positive social capital has been questioned. For example, Mirafatab’s case study of the 
use of unpaid workers to replace paid waste collectors in Cape Town between 1997 and 2001 shows 
how officialdom might, by using catch phrases, such as “community-based participation” , 
“empowerment” and “social capital”, in fact decrease levels of trust and inclusion (2004). And 
Witbooi’s case study of an attempt to set up a community library in an impoverished community in 
Cape Town concludes that expecting people who are struggling to survive to work for nothing was 
“very idealistic and optimistic” (2006: 49). The power of Putnam’s work lies in his use of his indices 
to measure social capital across the US and then correlate social capital levels with accepted 
measures of community well-being and social inclusion, such as levels of education, crime rates, 
economic prosperity, employment rates, health and democratic citizenship (2000). Although 
Putnam is cautious about claiming linear causal relationships between the two sets of measures, he 
suggests that the evidence is strongly in favour of social capital. The focus of much of the recent 
research in social capital has been to test Putnam’s claims in relation to specific measures of social 
quality, such as health, violence, crime rates, and family income – and/or in different environments.  
 
The research broadly supports Putnam’s conclusions. Stiglitz’s study of a community in rural 
Uganda (1999) concludes that social capital is affected by and affects the developmental process but, 
as do Alkalimat & Williams (2001), he warns that government initiatives can reduce social capital if 
they destroy long-existing community networks. Narayan and Pritchett’s study in Tanzanian villages 
(1999) shows a causal link between social capital and both the provision of basic public services by 
government and poverty levels. The authors conclude that collective action by community groups is 
crucial to the generation and management of resources. Mallucio, Haddad and May’s study in the 
South African province of KwaZulu Natal correlates data on household welfare with membership of 
formal and informal groups, which they see as a proxy measure of social capital. It finds that in 1993 
group memberships had no clear returns for families; but, in post-apartheid South Africa in 1998, 
active membership does affect positively family income and expenditures (2000: 76). Piazza-
Giorgi’s research in Soweto (2001) has similar findings and agrees on the need to distinguish 
between trust in different actors. Thus, both studies find a growth in membership in formal 
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institutions at the expense of informal ties (2001). Emmett’s examination of “community 
participation” projects in South Africa suggests that fragmentation in poor communities and 
expectations of immediate and personal benefits hamper development. He concludes that the 
presence of bridging social capital explains why some community-based projects succeed and others 
fail (2000: 509).  
 
The relevance to South African society is clear. Apartheid eroded social capital in contradictory 
ways. It reinforced traditional hierarchical structures; at the same time, its forced removals and 
migrant labour systems destroyed communities’ social capital (Emmett 2000: 510; Haddad & 
Maluccio 2003: 578). As Emmett points out, Mamphele Rampheles’s 1991 “prophetic” list of 
symptoms of social disintegration, have all come true:  
• high levels of family breakdown  
• breakdown of discipline in families and schools  
• high unemployment  
• high alcohol and drug abuse,  
• high crime rates and endemic violence,  
 

• the flight of skills and positive role models from the townships (Emmett 2000: 510).  

 

The linkages between social capital on one hand and social inclusion and socio-economic 
development on the other explain perhaps the South African government’s interest in social capital. 
Much of the research in social capital concludes that the success of government development 
projects depends on the strength of ties in the community and its levels of trust. President Thabo 
Mbeki’s reference to social capital in his Nelson Mandela memorial speech in 2006 has already been 
mentioned. The Western Cape Government’s flagship developmental initiative, iKapa Elihlumayao 
(Growing the Cape), places social capital in its top two strategies in the “developmental state”, thus: 
“human resources development including social (our value system) and human capital (our 
abilities)”; then, secondly, “social capital formation” (Brown 2004). The South African Deputy 
Minister for Provincial and Local Government’s words connecting social capital and human capital 
to development in a speech in 2004 are of interest to public librarians, who work within local 
government  

structures:  
In tandem with the development of human capital is the development of social capital. Local 
Government should therefore encourage and develop the presence and capacity of all relevant 
collective stakeholders in the local economy, for example, chambers of commerce, co-
operatives, NGOs, CBOs , development agencies, etc…. (Hangana, 2004).  

 
Whether or not the Deputy Minister includes a public library as one of the “development agencies” 
she refers to, her words would resonate with those who argue for the model of the developmental 
public library.  

Public libraries and social capital 
  
The close links of social capital to education and the role of both in socio-economic development 
explain its significance for the public library. Glaeser (2001: 390) points out that the most robust 
correlate of social capital across individuals in all countries researched is years of schooling. The 
reason, he claims, is that schools teach social skills. In response perhaps to this kind of research, the 
South African Western Cape Education Department’s recent vision document describes education as 
a powerful agent in a community’s “social and human capital” so that it builds its capacity to take 
informed decisions and to participate actively in existing social and economic institutions (Western 
Cape Education Department 2005: 23).  
 
Education and socio-economic development are both central to the mission of the developmental 
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public library, as mentioned earlier. The argument of this article is that, in three overlapping ways, 
public libraries are agents for social capital:  
• their role in education, both formal and informal  
• their role as community information services and in information literacy education, which 
Dudley calls “community informacy” (2000: 31)  
•  their part in social cohesion. If public libraries are indeed “community libraries” as the 
professional literature claims, then social capital is very much their business. 
 
Despite these arguments, which might well be self –evident to librarians, public libraries just do not 
feature in the social capital literature, not even as indicators of community organisational life. The 
neglect of public libraries in Putnam’s huge project on the rise of and erosion of social capital in 
American society, discussed in the preceding section, has led to much soul searching in public 
library circles in America and throughout the world. Librarians, it seems, have failed in answering 
and communicating what Durrance (2003) calls the basic question of what differences they make to 
a community. In describing Putnam’s appearance at an American Library Association’s meeting 
after his book’s publication, Preer claims that, although he acknowledged the role of public libraries 
in active citizenship he, once again, missed the point that public libraries “embody” the concept of 
social capital. Her frustration is clear in her words:  

But while Putnam chronicles civic activity and social connection in everything from churches to 
Moose lodges  
to reading groups and bowling leagues, he almost totally ignores the role of libraries in creating 
social capital  
(2001: 60).  

Preer quotes from documents from the late 19
th

 century to show that American public librarians 
have always been aware of their positive role in building social capital – even if they did not use that 
term. Since the 1930s, the American Library Association has campaigned for federal funds to 
demonstrate the value of libraries in underserved areas. The puzzle is how, in spite of the advocacy 
over so many years, public libraries remain so invisible in the literature of social capital.  
 
Responding to the challenge, librarians have argued that libraries do more than depend on social 
capital – they are agents in the building of social capital. Preer analyses this role as follows:  
• Public libraries create an informed citizenry, though their provision of information – on their 
shelves and through organising meetings on community issues.  
•   They create communities – through both binding and bridging social capital. Branch 
libraries respond to the uniqueness of communities; while their library networks facilitate bridging 
activities. Libraries support the organisations in their community; their collections and educational 
and cultural programmes reflect the cultures and groupings within their communities.  
• Libraries are free; they are open to all and to all ideas. They promote tolerance and open-
mindedness.  
• Library users are a “communications elite”, active in their communities.  
• States with high levels of social capital have the best libraries – evidenced by comparing 
social capital indexes with  Hennen’s ranking of American public libraries (2002).  
 
According to Durrance (2003: 541), Putnam is only one of many influential individuals or 
organisations who, over the decades, have lacked awareness of the existing and potential impact of 
libraries. Highly relevant to South Africa is the comment that local government tends to see libraries 
primarily as cost centres and still sees them as middle-class institutions (Bundy 2003; Hillenbrand 
2005). In a climate of public service accountability, librarians now recognise the need to find 
measures of outcome that people outside the field will understand. In economic terms, the aim is to 
prove that public libraries provide a good return on investment. An example is the study by the 
University of South Carolina (Barron et al 2005) of the economic impact of public libraries in South 
Carolina, which found that for every $1 spent by state and local government on public libraries the 
direct and indirect return on investment is $4.48 – a return of 350%.  
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Stambaugh’s Masters Degree research project (2002) is a rare example of an attempt to document 
the correlations between social capital and public libraries. She used the Saguaro Seminar 
benchmarks (Saguaro Seminar: Civic Engagement in America 2002) to identify communities in the 
United States with high and low social capital and then randomly selected public libraries from each 
group. For each library she collected data on their location, nongovernmental funding, volunteering, 
salaries, kinds and numbers of programmes, and their target groups in order to identify specific 
factors that correlate with social capital levels in the community. Stambuagh acknowledges that her 
study cannot make conclusive findings on causal links between specific public library factors and 
social capital. However, she does find evidence of correlations between specific library programmes, 
such as information literacy interventions and literature courses, and the forging of bonding and 
bridging relationships. She suggests that smaller scale case studies might be a more effective 
methodology.  
 
Hillenbrand provides such a study in her investigation of how one Australian library, the Mount 
Barker Community Library in Adelaide, contributes to social capital (2005). Her purpose is to 
demonstrate the role of the library in the strategic goals of the Mount Barker Council, namely “to 
create successful communities”, and in the State’s goal to make South Australia a place where 
“people care for each other and contribute to their communities”. Social inclusion, the wish to make 
the library a “place for all”, is identified in its mission documents as one of the four strategic drivers 
of the library – the others being information literacy, staff development and community 
partnerships. As she points out, all four relate to social capital. Some of her key findings include:  
• the diversity of library users of whom 59% live outside the library’s town  
• the continued need for the library’s core services – reading resources and information  
• some changes in purpose: 45% of her respondents come to the library to use its computers  
• the importance of the library as a place and of its equity of access. It is “somewhere to go”; it 
is “safe”; teenagers use it as a place to meet friends; 81% of respondents report that they talk to at 
least one other person in the library the role of the library’s information and computer literacy 
programmes for youth and older people in community capacity building. 
 
Hillenbrand makes clear the impact of the new library manager’s emphasis on the library as a 
“community centre” whose mission is to nurture social inclusion. Perhaps a pointed message for the 
library profession is her comment on the benefits of the manager’s not being a qualified librarian. 
The library’s youth and information officer, who, Hillenbrand stresses, is a professional social 
worker, has built bridging social capital for the library by working with several community youth 
groups. 
  
South African public libraries and social capital  
 
Given the deteriorating position of public libraries in South Africa and the uncertainty over their 
governance and funding that were described in an earlier section in this article, the international 
trends towards identifying the economic and social value of libraries must resonate with South 
African public librarianship. And indeed, two projects, funded by the Carnegie Corporation and the 
Print Industries Cluster Council, provide evidence of new awareness of the need to gather empirical 
evidence of the value of South African public libraries. Between 2000 and 2004, the Public & 
Community Libraries Inventory of South African (PaCLISA) project attempted to build a 
comprehensive inventory of South African public libraries (Van Helden & Lor 2002). Then the Print 
Industries Cluster Council undertook another survey to find performance benchmarks for public 
libraries (de Jager & Nassimbeni 2005). However, neither study was entirely successful, as public 
library staff struggled to complete the too complex questionnaire (Lor, Van Helden & Bothma 
2005). The Department of Arts and Culture recently initiated a third project, which aims at 
establishing benchmarks for a transformed public library service (Dominy 2006).  
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It is difficult to find empirical evidence of the role of South African public libraries in social capital, 
although the themes of LIASA’s annual conferences clearly advocate the role of libraries in 
community building. These include: “Libraries: partners in learning, nation building and 
development” in 2006, “Taking libraries to the people” in 2005, and “Libraries and democracy: the 
vital link” in 2004. However, a fundamental flaw in public librarians’ rhetoric is the prevailing low 
membership of their libraries. Across the country, less than 10% of South Africans belong to a public 
library – compared with 48% in Australia (Bundy 2003). It is hard to make claims about public 
libraries as agents of social capital when they serve only a tiny minority of the population. The 
uneven distribution of libraries is of course a contributing factor. The Director of Mpumalanga’s 
provincial library service estimates, for example, that his rural province needs another 98 public 
libraries if it is to meet UNESCO guidelines on access (Le Roux & Hendrikz 2003).  

 
Moreover, the author’s research suggests that unavailability is not the only problem. Her survey of 
Mpaumalanga libraries in 2004 (Hart 2006a; 2006b) shows that township libraries are heavily used 
by school learners in the afternoons but adults hardly enter them in their quiet mornings. Le Roux 
(2001: 194) attributes the prevailing under-use to perceptions that the library is for an elite 
middleclass. In his recent conceptual article on the role of public libraries in good governance 
(2006), Arko-Cobbah suggests that South African public libraries need to change their image if they 
wish to extend their services to previously excluded group. It seems that research is urgently needed 
in how South Africans perceive public libraries.  
 
Witbooi’s account of a failed attempt to set up a community/school library in a newly built township 
in Cape Town gives a rare insight into such perceptions and exemplifies the risk in post 1994 South 
Africa of too glib assumptions about what she calls an “African” library model (2006). Despite 
months of preparatory work, the library did not open owing to, it seems, inadequate stocks of trust 
to sustain the community project beyond early enthusiasm. The case study serves to illustrate many 
of the points made in the social capital research literature. Only on reflecting on the lessons of the 
project does Witbooi turn to the concept of social capital in acknowledging that its stocks should 
have been assessed before the project began. The “chicken and egg” question, referred to earlier, is 
evident in that the failure was due to the low reserves of social capital in the newly established 
community; yet, one of the aims of the project was to generate a sense of belonging and community. 
All in all, the case study offers a tantalising glimpse of how the library might have built social and 
human capital.  
 
Witbooi attributes the ultimate failure of the project to its unrealistic reliance on volunteers – no 
professional staff being allocated to the library either by the school system or the local government 
library authority. And there is evidence that the biggest challenge for new vision-building is the 
inadequate staffing of South African public libraries – in terms of numbers and quality. The author’s 
2004 study in Mpumalanga (Hart 2005) found that only 30% of staff in charge of public libraries 
have post school education, usually a degree or diploma in librarianship. Twenty-three of the 57 
respondents run small rural or township one-person libraries. Of the 23, only three have post school 
education – and five lack school leaving matric. These five were promoted from cleaning posts 
having being deemed to “know it all” after their years of working in the library. The study also 
reveals a trend to ad-hoc secondments from municipality offices. Local authorities, apparently, have 
little respect for professional library education.  
 
The issue of professional education is not confined to South African public librarianship. In 
examining the “crisis” of “disorganized and unproductive” rural libraries in the United States, Luchs 
(2001: 51) contends that the prevailing low level of professional education of their staff is their 
biggest weakness. While acknowledging that the American rural librarians in their studies are 
dedicated and enthusiastic, both Luchs (2001) and Vavrek (1997) believe that the diverse 
information needs of their communities demand professionally qualified staff. Luchs’s answer to 
claims that the under-educated staff in her study might be perfectly adequate is that they “simply do 
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not know any better” (2001: 53). Their rural communities, she contends, moreover, may not realise 
that their library services are inadequate because they have nothing to compare them with. Bundy’s 
warning (2003) that the lack of professional staff in rural Australian libraries hinders leadership and 
vision is germane to the theme of this article.  
 
Hillenbrand’s study of social capital in an Australian public library, which was described in the 
previous section, demonstrates the importance of ties with other community groups. The author’s 
survey of Mpumalanga libraries suggests, however, that South African public libraries’ ties with 
other community organisations are rather weak. Figure 1 summarises responses from the 57 
respondents to the question on connections with other organisations in the community. 
 
The most common category of partnership is business – a closer look at the responses showing that 
they all refer to the financial support given to public libraries in Mpumalanga by SAPPI, SASOL and 
Eskom, three large corporations.  
 

In a country with high levels of adult illiteracy, the absence of any mention of connections to adult 
literacy groups is surprising and throws doubt on any expectation that South African public libraries 
might be active in literacy education. Support for this doubt is provided by other recent research 
that finds that only 23% of libraries play a role in adult basic education (Nassimbeni & May 2006: 
19). The study reveals, moreover, large variations in the kind of involvement, with some of the 23% 
merely offering a venue for literacy education and others directly involved in the programme. The 
value of the study is that it provides examples of good practice and insight into the favourable 
conditions that encourage such community work. Perhaps South African librarians need to heed 
Stambaugh’s suggestion that the best way to document the social role of public libraries is through 
case study research.  

 
 
Conclusion: Social capital as visionary and pragmatic path for South African public 
librarianship 
  
In the introduction to this article, renewed professional leadership and vision was advocated as 
crucial to two different constituencies:  
• the librarian profession itself, which is in need of a shared sense of social purpose. Public 
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librarians’ morale is demonstrably low. The author’s research suggests that, in public librarianship’s 
present transitional phase, the profession is caught between received notions of the “proper” 
function of the public library and the reality they now experience  
• the external groupings upon which the library profession depends, such as local government, 
the development sector and educationists. In the context of South Africa’s socio-economics, the 
survival of public libraries depends on their being seen as agents of development rather than cost 
centres. Social capital is not something foreign to South African public libraries. South African 
public librarians are already, in varying degrees, involved in social capital although perhaps they do 
not use the term and they do not document their activities.  
 
Arguably, the durable phenomenon of social capital – aligned to its parent philosophical concepts of 
social inclusion and social justice – offers an opportunity for fresh articulation of public library 
purpose and for communicating the purpose in understandable terms. The South African 
government, at all levels, freely uses the concept in its goals and mission statements on the so-called 
“developmental state”. The power of social capital is that its indicators, correlates and benefits are 
measurable. But, at the same time, it offers an alternative to individualistic materialism and is 
compatible with indigenous African value systems. In adopting the concept of social capital and 
demonstrating their contribution to it, librarians will talk the language of economists, educationists 
and government.  
 

The South African national government’s current investigation of the status quo of South African 
public libraries and of a new funding model for South African public libraries, which is the 
groundwork for the grant of 1.3 billion rands in the next three years, is reassuring evidence that 
government funding and support will continue – at whatever level. However, the Department of Arts 
and Culture has made it clear that the funds are contingent on the transformation of existing 
services which, at present, serve only a small minority. The time is ripe, therefore, for the South 
African library profession to formulate plans for a service that will contribute to socio-economic 
development and social inclusion, perhaps using the opportunity of NCLIS’s proposed new charter. 
The public library has to become “a place for all”. The existing international and local research on 
social capital offers a rich field to be mined both in the building of this vision and in the 
documenting of evidence. 
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