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Wellbeing and Scottish Public Libraries:
making a difference every day

Scottish libraries are social spaces, physical and virtual,
where people learn, share, participate and create; where
everyone is equal and everyone is welcome; and where

improving our shared wellbeing is at the heart of the service.

1. What is wellbeing?

We can understand wellbeing as how well we are doing as individuals, communities and as a
nation. There are different types of wellbeing; the main ones are:

● social
● economic
● cultural
● health

Wellbeing is increasingly important in policy planning, evaluation, and understanding the impact of
public services on people’s lives. Local and national governments, third sector organisations and
other bodies such as the Office for National Statistics all include wellbeing in their work.

Public libraries contribute to all aspects of wellbeing as part of their daily activities and
services.

2. Scope of document

This summary document supports the wellbeing infographics developed by APLS (Association of
Public Libraries in Scotland) in association with SLIC (Scottish Library and Information Council). It
provides a little more detail behind the facts and figures of the infographics.

This document celebrates the impact libraries have on people’s wellbeing. It outlines the many ways
libraries contribute to social, cultural, economic and health wellbeing.
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3. The power of Scottish public libraries: size matters

One of the strengths of the Scottish public library service is the network of physical access points,
mobile and outreach visits, and digital spaces provided across Scotland by all 32 local authorities,
either directly or by Trusts.

The reach of this nationwide network means that:

● There are 1.9 times more public library visits than there are to the top 10 free
visitor attractions in Scotland each year

● Annually are 6.3 times more visits to public libraries than to the men’s Scottish
Premiership games

● The number of people who have been to the library at least once in the last 12
months could fill Murrayfield 22 times.
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● If all the physical books borrowed from Scottish public libraries in one year were laid
down end to end, they would go up and down Ben Nevis 2,074 times.

Scottish public libraries reach children, young people, adults, families, older people, New Scots, the
digitally excluded, rural communities, city dwellers, in person and online. They provide services and
activities during all life stages, and often work in partnership with other organisations and charities
to reach even more people.

4. Social wellbeing: people, place, & participation

For many people, interacting with staff, taking part in activities, and feeling part of a community in a
welcoming and non-judgemental space, are all key social wellbeing benefits of public libraries.
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The knowledgeable and friendly staff are highly valued by customers. Whether it’s helping
someone get online for the first time, tracking down an elusive book, or running a club or activity,
they make people feel welcome and involved.

Although reading is often a solitary activity, all 32 public library services offer reading groups where
people get together to read, talk about the books and the bigger themes.

Reading together for health is also increasingly important, and bibliotherapy groups can be
beneficial for people with mild to moderate mental health issues.

“[Group creative bibliotherapy]  does lead to curiosity about other books, it does broaden the mind, it
does challenge your perceptions...it’s gone a long way to conquering social anxiety...it’s made me feel
as if I’ve got a voice, that I do have an opinion to give.” (Midlothian Council Library Service, 2018)

The Bookbug sessions for babies and toddlers aim to inspire a love of stories, songs and rhymes
from birth.

“The brain develops faster than any other time between the ages of zero and three. Because of this,

it’s important to foster literacy during the early stages of life.” (Scottish Book Trust, 2021)

Libraries are inclusive, free and welcoming spaces: all ages are welcome, with more library staff
becoming Dementia Friends, and autism-friendly library spaces also being developed.

Within the physical and virtual library spaces, people can take part in a wide range of activities.
These not only create opportunities to improve or learn new skills, but are social occasions which
have been proven to improve people’s confidence, their sense of community and reduce feelings of
loneliness.

“[The events] are keeping me sharp and are staving off my depression. I thoroughly enjoy the social
camaraderie. Long may they continue!”

“I really do appreciate all the library does for both me and the young people/groups I support - you
are LEGENDS!”

5. Cultural wellbeing: communities and creativity

Libraries are cultural centres which create a sense of place, a sense of community and bring the
world to the library user.
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Research has shown that reading for pleasure can have a big impact on how people feel, and can
create a sense of community, connecting people locally and globally.

People who read for just 30 minutes a week are 18% more likely to report relatively high self-esteem
and greater life satisfaction, and non-readers being 28% more likely to report feelings of depression.
(Billington, 2015)

With access to books, magazines, newspapers and more in physical and digital formats, library
users have the world at their fingertips.

51% of boys said that listening to audiobooks has increased their interest in reading (National
Literacy Trust, 2020)

“Reading can transport us to places and ideas that we wouldn't dream of ourselves.”

“It’s amazing to have access to so much pleasure and knowledge, absolutely free.”

Libraries create a sense of place, where discovering languages and histories brings an
understanding of local communities. Creative opportunities inspire people, be it words, music, art,
crafts or technology.

“Soon after I moved here I came to a local poetry night and was totally enchanted to hear the
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richness of the local dialect.”

“It is our wee community’s link to the world of literature, culture and craft.”

Meeting spaces in libraries, either formal and informal, are used by local groups and foster a
sense of connection with other people and develop communities of shared interest.

“Books open up worlds of possibilities.”

6. Economic wellbeing: skills, support and savings

The economic value and impact of libraries may be hard to quantify, but every day thousands of
people benefit from their free internet access and opportunities to learn, read and develop new
skills. All of these create better life opportunities for individuals and improve local communities.

Using libraries also saves people money.

“You save me and my family an awful lot of money, but you also give us things money can't really
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buy.”

Reading is essential. It is a skill that unfortunately many struggle with, and research shows that
people have poorer life chances if they have lower literacy skills. Libraries help with reading for
improving literacy (children and adults), as well as reading to help with learning, education and
pleasure.

“…reading for pleasure was found to be more important for children’s cognitive development
between ages 10 and 16 than their parents’ level of education. The combined effect on children’s
progress of reading books often, going to the library regularly and reading newspapers at 16 was
four times greater than the advantage children gained from having a parent with a degree.” (Centre
for Longitudinal Studies, 2013)

The internet has been referred to as an essential ‘utility service’. Digital exclusion exists across
Scotland and can include not having broadband at home, not having the necessary equipment, and
not having digital skills to use the internet.

Currently in Scotland:

○ 11% of the Scottish population are non-users of the Internet (ONS, 2019)
○ 15% are estimated to face digital inequality in Scotland (Inspiring Scotland, 2020)
○ It is thought that 19% (c.1 million) of Scottish people do not know how to use digital

technology (Inspiring Scotland, 2020)
○ Over a third of Scottish households in lower income brackets do not have any internet access

at all. (Inspiring Scotland, 2020)

Libraries contribute to digital inclusion - essential when access to education, public services and
welfare support is increasingly online.

“I don't have broadband partly because I can't afford it but partly because I always get stuck trying
to do things online. I am getting better but having your helpful staff on hand is so reassuring.”

Libraries are essential for many who use them for free internet access and support. This was
particularly highlighted during coronavirus pandemic lockdown periods when physical library spaces
were closed.

“Staff helped me get that [job] application in just in time. I was nearly crying because I couldn't get
logged in, what a relief!”

As well as learning digital skills, library users can take advantage of organised and informal
courses, classes and clubs in order to improve a wide range of skills for life. Attending a CV clinic,
Job Club or simply printing their CV can be the difference between someone getting a job or not.

“Finding jobs, obtaining benefits and government services are users’ most frequently desired
outcomes from library PC use. CVs are the most commonly printed items.” (Lorensberg, 2021)
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7. Health wellbeing: self management and signposting

Using a library can be an incredibly powerful activity, particularly in the area of health and wellbeing.

Library usage is associated with higher life satisfaction, higher happiness and a higher sense of
purpose in life. (Arts Council England, 2015)

Research also shows that reading, whether for pleasure or to learn, has a significant impact on
wellbeing.

With rising mental health issues particularly since the pandemic, reading could be promoted as a
simple, low-cost yet effective way to change people’s lives by improving their mental health.

“Children and young people who are the most engaged with literacy are three times more likely to
have higher levels of mental wellbeing than children who are the least engaged” (National Literacy
Trust, 2018)
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“I have been able to borrow books on mental health when I have needed them and healthy eating

recipe books.”

Reading alone or together, in reading clubs or formal bibliotherapy groups, brings a wide range of
benefits. Yet all it requires is access to a library.

“After reading this book I felt a new sense of well-being.” (SLIC, 2020)

“Bibliotherapy is a great project because it benefits my happiness, improves my mood, it’s what I
look forward to through the week, and it improves my employability...it’s right there in the middle
benefitting me in all sorts of directions.” (Midlothian Council Library Service, 2018)

Libraries also help people improve their health through provision of trusted, quality health
information, signposting people to appropriate resources and organisations, and with health
events often in partnership with other groups.

“Reading extensively maintains my health and well-being and learning. I have been able to borrow

books on mental health when I have needed them and healthy eating recipe books.”

“[I] use library cookery books for inspiration for healthy eating.”

The Health on the Shelf report estimated that public library usage saves NHS Scotland
£3.2million  every year as a result of people using public libraries.

The more people who use libraries, the more money saved and the
greater the wellbeing of the Scottish population.

#LibrariesAreEssential

8. Find out more

SLIC: Scottish Library and Information Council scottishlibraries.org

Forward: Scotland’s Public Library Strategy 2021-2025 (Published August/Sept 2021)

APLS: Association of Public Libraries in Scotland

CILIP Scotland www.cilips.org.uk
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9. Sources of information

User quotes from Shetland Library Service and from published reports, including sources noted
below:

● Arts Council England (2015) The health and wellbeing benefits of public libraries
www.artscouncil.org.uk/health-and-wellbeing-benefits-public-libraries

● BBC (2019) SPFL attendances rise for fourth consecutive season.
www.bbc.co.uk/sport/football/48473238

● Billington, J. (2015) Reading between the Lines: the benefits of reading for pleasure.
University of Liverpool.
https://thereaderonline.wordpress.com/2015/02/05/30-minutes-reading-a-week-can-impro
ve-your-life/

● Carnegie UK Trust (2020) Making a difference: Libraries, lockdown and looking ahead. Public
poll background report.
www.carnegieuktrust.org.uk/publications/making-a-difference-libraries-lockdown-and-looki
ng-ahead/

● Centre for Longitudinal Studies (2013) Reading for pleasure puts children ahead in the
classroom, study finds.
https://cls.ucl.ac.uk/reading-for-pleasure-puts-children-ahead-in-the-classroom-study-finds/

● CIPFA (2020) Public Library Actuals 2019-20.
● Indesign Skills (2018) The most popular standard book sizes in the US and UK

https://indesignskills.com/tutorials/standard-book-sizes/
● Inspiring Scotland (2020) Digital Exclusion in Scotland .

https://www.inspiringscotland.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/Digital-Exclusion-in-Sco
tland-final-full-report-1.pdf
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Bibliotherapy. https://libraries.midlothian.gov.uk/web/arena/health-wellbeing

● National Literacy Trust (2018) Mental wellbeing, reading and writing: How children and
young people’s mental wellbeing is related to their reading and writing experience.
https://literacytrust.org.uk/research-services/research-reports/mental-wellbeing-reading-a
nd-writing/

● National Literacy Trust (2020) Children and young people’s reading in 2020 before and
during the COVID-19 lockdown.
https://literacytrust.org.uk/research-services/research-reports/children-and-young-peoples-
reading-in-2020-before-and-during-the-covid-19-lockdown/

● ONS (2019) Exploring the UK’s digital divide.
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ternetandsocialmediausage/articles/exploringtheuksdigitaldivide/2019-03-04
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https://scottishlibraries.org/about-us/our-publications/

● Scottish Mountaineering Club (n.d.) Hills List. www.smc.org.uk/hills/
● The Telegraph (2009) Reading can help to reduce stress.

https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/health/news/5070874/Reading-can-help-reduce-stress.
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