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ABSTRACT

An account of the Nordic media welfare state that does not consider the library
sector, its historical mandates, and the role it plays in securing universal access to
media content while also contributing to sustaining the media industries, is missing
a piece. With this chapter, we aim to contribute to a deeper understanding of the
role of public libraries in relation to a wider media context. As holders of collections
of media — books, but also audio and audiovisual media — as well as important
enablers of public discussions and events, libraries co-exist with media industries
in multiple ways: They purchase media content, promote various forms of media,
and compete with the mass media for the attention of the public as well as the
resources of the state. We ask questions about the intersections between libraries
and the media industries: What are their mandates, social remits, and forms of
regulation? What are the challenges that face them today? What are their roles
within an extended media welfare state?
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Introduction

In their influential book on the organisation of the media sector in the Nor-
dic countries, Syvertsen, Enli, Mjos, and Moe (2014) argued that it makes
sense to talk about a Nordic media welfare state, alongside other aspects of
the so-called Nordic model, which for the most part has been dedicated to
welfare policies and working-life issues (Alestalo et al., 2009; Dolvik et al.,
2015). According to Syvertsen and colleagues (2014), such a media welfare
state rests on four pillars: universal services, editorial freedom, a cultural
policy for the media, and policy solutions that are consensual and durable,
based on consultation with both public and private stakeholders.

Throughout their analysis, the authors of The Nordic Media Welfare
State make use of a common delineation of what constitutes the media: They
stress the importance of print media, public service media, and the corporate
structure of the Nordic media and communications sectors. Syvertsen and
colleagues’ book helped situate media actors within a larger, sociopolitical
context and connect media and communication literature with a broader set
of social science literature. Nonetheless, the emphasis on actors and processes
in the media sector comes with the risk of leaving elements outside of the
media industries that could be said to constitute essential aspects of a wel-
fare state which caters to media and culture. Some scholars have argued that
the media institution makes up only one of five institutions underpinning
the public sphere in the Nordic model (Engelstad et al., 2017). Others have
highlighted that missing pieces may include aspects of digital infrastructure
(Ala-Fossi, 2020; see also Flensburg & Lai, Chapter 8; Sjovaag & Ferrer-
Conill, Chapter 9), and that new patterns of digital media usage, as well as
economic-ideological transformations, challenge the notion of a media welfare
state (Jakobsson et al., 2021; Lindell & Hovden, 2018).

In this contribution, we wish to point out how the libraries of the Nordic
countries play an important part in what may be termed an extended welfare
state model for media and culture. We argue that the account of the Nordic
media welfare state will be stronger if it also includes the library sector, the
historical mandates of libraries, and the role libraries play in securing access
to media content and contributing to sustaining the culture industries, as
well as providing an infrastructure in support of the public sphere. We do
not argue that the library sector and the media sector are one and the same;
rather, they form separate institutions that intersect and interact. By incor-
porating libraries into the discussion, we also see that interesting and under-
studied patterns of conflict and collaboration come to light. In our chapter,
we ask the following questions about the intersections between libraries and
the media industries:

RQ1. What are their mandates, their social remits, and forms of regula-
tion?
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RQ2. What are the challenges that face them today, specifically with
digital media?

RQ3. What are their roles in a media welfare state?

With this chapter, we aim to contribute to an understanding of how libraries
co-exist with media industries and media actors. The role of libraries vis-a-vis
the media sector at large is interesting for several reasons. Here, we wish to
highlight how publicly financed libraries operate alongside commercial media
companies (e.g., publishers or producers of books, newspapers, music, and
film), forming complex and sometimes fraught relationships. We especially
wish to shed light on how digital formats and technologies have put a strain
on the relationship between libraries and the media industries.

In the following parts of the chapter, we first put the development of
public service media and libraries in a policy context before we discuss how
digitalisation has affected the cultural sector and specifically the relationship
between libraries and media producers. In our conclusion, we come back to
the question of where the media welfare state is headed and why we believe
that it is important to take libraries into consideration.

Media, culture, and the Nordic model

To understand how libraries can fit within an extended model of the media
welfare state, we first need to place them within the context of policy develop-
ment in the Nordic countries. Many features of Nordic policies for media
and culture are common across the countries and were developed along the
same historical lines. According to Duelund’s (2008) summary, the trend for
Nordic cultural welfare policies was set in motion with the social democratic
movement in the 1920s and reached “full blossom” in the 1960s. A common
goal was to establish institutions to promote art and culture, ensuring artistic
freedom and cultural democracy (Duelund, 2008; Mangset, 2020). Still, the
backdrop for the formation of national cultural and media policies is far
from one-dimensional: Denmark and Sweden have been independent states
for hundreds of years, while Finland, Norway, and Iceland are comparatively
newly created nation-states.

Today, across the Nordic countries, the state is active in supporting the
media and culture sectors but is reluctant to impose demands on the content
produced. As such, there is a liberal aspect built into these policies: They are
designed to promote autonomous organisations who can engage in critique
of the state. This has been possible because the state’s provision of economic
support to media organisations, arts organisations, and culture organisations
is accompanied by freedom from restrictions on journalistic, artistic, or
cultural expressions (Engelstad & Larsen, 2019). The so-called arm’s length
principle (Mangset, 2013; Moe & Mjws, 2013) is thus crucial for securing a
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balance between socialist and liberal values, a combination that has strongly
influenced the Nordic societal model (Berggren & Tradgardh, 2006; Esping-
Andersen, 1990; Sorensen & Strath, 1997).

As parts of the state-supported cultural infrastructure, public libraries
and public service media have partly tangential historical developments in
the Nordic countries, but there are also elements that set them apart. One
significant factor is that public libraries are slightly older than public service
media institutions, dating back to the 1890s and 1920s, respectively. The
Nordic states all have comprehensive media policies, with different types of
economic support for newspaper production or distribution, in combina-
tion with strong support for public service broadcasting (Hallin & Mancini,
2004; Syvertsen et al., 2014). Overall, public service broadcasters have a
strong position in the media markets of the Nordic countries. A system of
broadcasting in the service of the people was originally based on the idea that
broadcasting (first radio, later television) was such a powerful medium that
it needed to be organised as independent from the market and the state. As
a consequence, the broadcasting institutions were set up to serve the people
and, through that, democracy (Engelstad & Larsen, 2019). The contribution
to democratic goals and ideals remains part of the mandates for public service
media across the Nordic countries. As stated in the public service contract for
DR, the Danish broadcaster is “an indispensable part of democratic debate”
(DR, 2019). (This and all other non-English quotes are translated by the
authors). In Finland, Yle presents itself and other European broadcasters as
“responsible for strengthening democracy and culture and promoting equality
and inclusion” (Yle, n.d.).

In a similar fashion to how the media sector and specifically public service
media have evolved, the Nordic states have developed sophisticated systems
for supporting the production, publication, distribution, and dissemination
of arts and culture (Duelund, 2003, 2008; Mangset et al., 2008). One aspect
of this expansive cultural policy is the formation of public libraries that are
free to use, regulated by national governments and funded by municipalities.

The Nordic library sector

Across the Nordic countries, the library sector is extensive, performing
multiple functions from a mostly non-commercial position. What we term
the library sector brings together national networks of different library
types, including school and academic libraries that support educational
needs and research activities throughout the education system, libraries with
national responsibility related to cultural heritage, and public libraries in the
municipalities. In addition, there are several libraries that handle document
management in companies and public institutions. Although these libraries
have much in common through their basic and practical functions, they also
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operate on the basis of a variety of objectives and mandates. Here, we con-
centrate mainly on the public library sector.

Public libraries are among the most widely used cultural offerings in the
Nordic countries, with Finns and Danes particularly eager to visit the library.
While the Covid-19 pandemic caused a dramatic drop in the use of most
cultural offerings, statistics from the years before the pandemic indicate that
library visits are stable. In Norway and Denmark, visits have increased since
2010, while in Sweden and Finland, they have decreased to a certain extent.!

While libraries and public media institutions are seldom discussed together,
their political organisation is similar, being subordinate to the ministries of
culture. Further, the library systems are similarly organised with a National
or Royal Library at the top with the responsibility to collect, store, and
disseminate the nation’s cultural and media production, and municipal pub-
lic libraries that offer universal services directly to the population. In all the
Nordic countries, public libraries are subject to laws that formulate similar
social missions and purposes that associate them, at least implicitly, with
the notion of a media welfare state. Central themes in these laws are inclu-
sion, democracy, and “the formation of an educated and informed citizenry”
(Rydbeck & Johnston, 2020). In Norway, the law contains the following
sections:

The task of public libraries is to promote the spread of information, edu-
cation, and other cultural activities through active dissemination and by
making books and other media available for the free use of all the inhabit-
ants of Norway. Public libraries are to be an independent meeting place
and arena for public discussions and debates. (Lovdata, 1985)

The etymology and traditional understanding of what a library is suggests
an assortment of books. Public libraries have traditionally been just that,
a collection of books, and gradually other types of media, that have been
made accessible to citizens. The Norwegian law states that one of the means
to achieve its purpose is to make available “books and other media”. The
Danish law is more specific about the library collection and what it should
contain, mentioning films, music, audiobooks, and multimedia resources
on the Internet (Kulturministeriet, 2000). Conversely, the Icelandic Library
Act states that a “common purpose of libraries [...] is to provide access to
a varied collection of library material” (Icelandic Ministry of Culture and
Business Affairs, 2017).

Nordic library acts also express ambitions beyond the facilitation of uni-
versal access to media content. The Swedish law states:

The libraries in the public library system shall promote the status of
literature and an interest in learning, information, education, and research
as well as other cultural activities. (Riksdagen, 2013)
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Both the Swedish and the Finnish library acts emphasise the activities of the
libraries and do not mention specific media types or collections.

Despite some differences, the library acts exhibit an apparent trend in the
Nordic public library sector towards relating the social mission to learning,
democracy, and the public sphere (Koizumi & Larsen, 2023). This has pre-
viously been referred to as a shift “from collections to connections”, where
one “focuses upon the mission instead of the tool” (Audunson & Aabag,
2013). In recent years, governmental strategy documents have underlined
this development. Both the Norwegian (Norwegian Ministry of Culture and
Ministry of Education, 2019) and the Swedish (Swedish Government Offices,
2022) library strategies state that libraries contribute through their missions
to a strong democracy and an informed citizenship.

This attention to democratic ideas does not imply that libraries are no
longer concerned with collections and lending, but it does convey a stronger
emphasis on activities that take place inside physical libraries (Kaun & Fors-
man, 2022; Mathiasson & Jochumsen, 2020). Recent years have seen a reori-
entation (perhaps even a rebirth) of the library as a place, with monumental
library buildings in Aarhus (Dokk1, built 2015), Helsinki (Oodi, built 2018),
and Oslo (Deichman Bjervika, built 2020) as prominent manifestations (all
have been awarded “Public Library of the Year” by the International Federa-
tion of Library Associations and Institutions). These buildings are expected
to conform to certain ideas about the library, some new and some old: The
library is expected to be open, participatory, engaged, and contributing to ur-
ban development, social inclusion, and public debate (Audunson et al., 2020).

The new role, where the library no longer just promotes the works of
others but is also itself an active curator and facilitator of public debate, does
not come without challenges (Larsen, 2024). The role of ensuring access to
a variety of media content is based on a tradition of professional practice,
while taking an active role in the public discourse requires new interpreta-
tions of the library’s role, both on a general level and in local communities
where libraries often serve as providers of physical rooms for meetings and
events. In recent years, there have been several discussions about how libraries
should deal with organisations on the political extremes wanting to utilise
library facilities, demanding inclusion in the universal mandate (Golten,
2022: 89-90; Larsen, 2024). Established guidelines for editorial and ethical
assessments are partially lacking in the sector. Expectations for public librar-
ies to serve, at least in effect, as extensions of welfare state institutions such
as schools (e.g., offering help with homework), employment offices (e.g.,
helping with job applications), and youth centres (offering a place to hang
around and meet friends) are also not uncontroversial or without dissenting
voices (Fagerlid, 2020).
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Media and cultural policy in a digital age

Historically, public service broadcasters were financed directly from the
public, through the collection of a fee paid by everyone in possession of a
radio, and later a television set. New technologies and media consumption
patterns have now rendered this model outdated, and politicians have been
struggling to replace the license fee with an economic model reflecting the
contemporary media landscape. Like other media organisations, public service
broadcasters are adapting to a digital media environment (see Ala-Fossi et al.,
Chapter 5), and politicians are developing policies and legal frameworks to
preserve public service broadcasting organisations in current times (Engelstad
& Larsen, 2019). Similar issues have beset the libraries as these historical
institutions have worked to stay relevant in the digital age.

For libraries, securing funding has hinged on the perceived legitimacy and
relevance of the institution. The so-called turn from collections to connec-
tions can be seen as a response to digital technologies that make obsolete
the idea that we need library buildings as storage spaces for physical media
(Audunson & Aabg, 2013). As a consequence, public libraries have instead
emphasised their social role in local communities. Scholars have also argued
that collections can make up an important part of public libraries’ societal
role in local communities (Soderholm & Nolin, 2015).

One example of a reformed political framework that impacts both media
institutions and libraries is the revision of the paragraph on freedom of
expression in the Norwegian Constitution in 2004, in which the state is
explicitly provided with the responsibility to take care of the infrastructure
necessary for an enlightened public discourse: “The authorities of the state
shall create conditions that facilitate open and enlightened public discourse”
(Lovdata, 1814: Article 100). In other words, the state is obliged to provide
“positive freedom” (Berlin, 1990) to its citizens, which is secured through
active media, culture, and knowledge policies. In addition to securing a well-
functioning media sector, operating at arm’s length from the government, the
state is also expected to support cultural institutions such as public schools,
public universities, and public libraries (Norwegian Ministry of Justice and
Public Security, 1999). The revision of the paragraph on the freedom of
speech in the constitution later inspired the 2014 change in the Norwegian
public libraries act, which now specifies that “public libraries should be an
independent meeting place and an arena for public discussion and debate”
(Lovdata, 1985: Article 1).
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Libraries, the media, and cultural industries in a
digital age

Because of their position as significant gateways to culture and media
(especially books), libraries occupy an interesting position vis-a-vis producers
and publishers of media content. Since libraries rarely produce content of
their own, they depend in large part on media industries “that produce and
distribute the knowledge and information they provide” (Rubin, 2020: 5).
Accordingly, as per Rubin (2020: 5), in order to develop library collections
and services, librarians and other library professionals need to understand
“the characteristics of these industries”. Simultaneously, as libraries are sig-
nificant customers, competitors, and collaborators, it is indeed important for
professionals in the media and cultural industries to understand the library
sector.

The need to understand the characteristics of media production applies
to library acquisition managers who wish to lend out any type of media to
patrons: Films, videogames, other audiovisual content, and music recordings
are examples. Still, the special relationship between the library sector and
the media and cultural industries is most substantially developed between
book publishers and libraries, where it is deemed as effectively “symbiotic”
according to some accounts (Holzman & Lippincott, 2019). Over the centu-
ries, close relationships based on transactions, collaborations, and a shared
love for books have formed between those who publish and those who lend
out printed volumes. Today, as holders of collections of media — books, but
also audio and audiovisual media — as well as important enablers of public
discussions and events, libraries co-exist with media industries in multiple
ways. They purchase media content, promote various forms of media, and
compete with the mass media for the attention of the public as well as state
resources. However, while the notion of symbiosis suggests a balanced and
mutually beneficial relationship, where both parties see the benefit of the
other’s existence and practices, there are multiple examples of controversies
and disagreements, not least going into the digital age (Colbjernsen, 2017;
Darnton, 2009; Larsen et al., 2022; Marcum & Schonfeld, 2021; see also
Halvorsen & Bjerke, Chapter 6).

The state can act as a mediator in these controversies, balancing out the
stakes of disagreement through legal frameworks. One example is the prin-
ciple of public lending rights, “the idea that an author is entitled to be com-
pensated for the multiple uses of his copyrighted books in libraries” (Stave,
1981). The idea of public lending rights dates back to 1919, when the Nordic
Authors’ Association passed a resolution calling on governments to compen-
sate authors for library lending. Denmark was in fact the very first country
to establish a public lending rights system in 1946, followed by Norway in
1947 and Sweden in 1954 (Parker, 2018).
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While legal frameworks, common values, and ideologies, as well as estab-
lished practices of collaboration, enable a functional relationship between
actors in the book sector and towards the state, there is no shortage of dis-
agreements and complicated issues. In the following, we want to highlight
how the relationship between, on the one hand, media producers, publishers,
rights holders, and media industry stakeholders, and on the other, libraries,
has been challenged as a result of the emergence of digital formats and forms
of distribution. Our first example deals with digital books and the systems and
arrangements that have been set up to enable the lending of e-books and digi-
tal audiobooks. Our second example takes the distribution of films through
digital library services as an example of the complexity of non-book digital
lending practices. At the heart of both cases are negotiations over distribu-
tion rights and the balancing act between commercial and public interests.

E-book and audiobook lending

As libraries have sought to distribute e-books and digital audiobooks, they
have become reliant on so-called e-lending models, which set specific terms
for library practices (Liguzinski, 2023). A key part of the e-lending model
is that digital books, unlike printed ones, are made available by means of
licensing. This marks a significant departure from traditional transaction
models because it restricts what libraries can do with materials and changes
how publishers are compensated (Perzanowski & Schultz, 2016).

There are wide variances in the specific terms that apply to e-lending
models, but fundamentally they include restrictions on usage or lending that
are not inherent to the technology: “artificial frictions” (Perzanowski &
Schultz, 2016: 106). A digital copy of an e-book or an audiobook may thus
be unavailable because it has been checked out a certain number of times
or it requires a renewed license. For every licensing period, the library must
pay the publisher, or the representing aggregator, often at prices exceeding
those for physical books. Artificial frictions also dictate that the digital copy
will typically only be available within the country (or a specified region) and
without options for further lending or sharing with a third party.

The Nordic public libraries predominantly use a model that limits how
many simultaneous users are allowed (“one copy, one user”) or a pay-per-
loan model where the library is charged for every loan, or a combination of
these two. Application of a particular model depends on many factors, but
it is evident that the question of whether the title is front- or backlist is one
of the most important. The “one copy, one user” model gives more control
over lending costs for libraries, but limits accessibility for patrons. This
model may be favourable for bestsellers that the publishers want to distribute
mainly in commercial channels. In contrast, pay-per-loan is applied to older
titles that are not in high demand, so paying for every single loan can help
the publishers to make a profit.
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While e-lending models are a feature of public libraries in all the Nordic
countries, the specifics of their introduction and development vary somewhat.
The rather conflicted introduction of eReolen in Denmark in 2011 is a case in
point (cf. Gren & Balling, 2016; Worsge-Schmidt, 2019). The platform was
launched by the Danish Agency for Libraries and Media, in cooperation with
the biggest public libraries and publishers. The growing popularity of e-book
lending and fear of the cannibalisation of sales led to several withdrawals
and comebacks of the biggest publishers throughout the years, also because
of discontent from the authors’ side. The eReolen platform is nowadays
governed by a municipal association, The Digital Public Library, and seems
to be well established. According to Worsee-Schmidt (2019), the partnership
solution with publishers led to the situation where the Danish libraries took
on a new role as drivers for building an e-book market.

The free-of-charge principle that is embedded in the mission statements
of Nordic public libraries and national library laws may be challenging for
library budgets in the context of digital books. While libraries cannot charge
the patrons for loans, they are charged by the copyright holders (often via dis-
tributors) for licensing packages or for every loan, depending on the e-lending
model. We can illustrate the consequences of such lending conditions by the
way the pay-per-loan model caused a stir in Sweden in 2011 (cf. Rambell,
2015). With no restrictions on the number of simultaneous loans, libraries
paid 20 Swedish kroner (approx. 2 euro) for every loan. With the publica-
tion of in-demand e-book titles, including the biography of football player
Zlatan Ibrahimovié, the lending solution turned out to be unsustainable for
both libraries and publishers. Through November 2011, the Zlatan biography
was downloaded 13,000 times from the libraries, resulting in overall cost
for e-book lending at around 1 million Swedish kronor (approx. 100,000
euros) that month. Meanwhile, the comparatively meagre sales through
bookstores led to discontent from the Swedish publishers’ side, who, fearing
cannibalisation of their sales, introduced a quarantine on new titles. As a
result, in 2014, a new e-lending model was established, with more internal
“frictions” (and less turmoil).

The disputed introduction of e-lending models can be seen as exemplary of
conflicts between public and commercial institutions, but they also illustrate
the ongoing negotiations over terms of access for digital media. Unlike the
“symbiotic” practices of publisher-library collaboration that characterise the
dissemination of printed books, there is more turmoil in the digital context,
where markets are unstable and immature.

Library film streaming

Despite disagreements, e-lending models represent a continuation of estab-
lished library usage patterns for books. Film lending, however, is less insti-
tutionalised. Nevertheless, libraries have, since the emergence of personal
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video formats (VHS and later DVD and Blu-ray), lent out films and televi-
sion shows to patrons (Bay Sengul et al., 2012). Across the Nordics, public
libraries have usually had video collections of different sizes since the 1980s,
though the introduction of video formats was not without reservations (see,
e.g., Norwegian Ministry of Church and Education, 1981; Dahlkild & Bille
Larsen, 2021; Frenander, 2012). The association with popular culture and
commercialisation created a different context for audiovisual media than for
print media, which were associated with “high culture”, enlightenment, and
bildung. Today, centralised media acquisition services, such as the Norwegian
Biblioteksentralen or Swedish BT] (Bibliotekstjanst) provide possibilities for
purchasing DVD and Blu-ray titles for libraries, alongside books, videogames,
and other media.

With the advent of streaming services for film and other audiovisual con-
tent, popularised by Netflix in 2007, libraries were confronted with a chal-
lenge. The increasingly popular streaming services meant that the physical
formats were made redundant and less relevant (as many people got rid of
their DVD players). Meanwhile, the new streaming players did not offer
institutional access options for libraries and schools. The problem was identi-
fied by The International Federation of Library Associations and Institutions
(2014: 21) in a background paper:

If “Netflix-like” subscription services become more established, it is
anticipated that it will be very difficult to negotiate access for library users.

One response from the library sector (besides cutting down on film and
television material) was the establishment of library film-streaming services.
While some of these services are owned by public institutions as part of a
cultural policy offering, most are run by commercial distributors and provided
specifically for libraries.?

As libraries are not film-producing entities, the services rely entirely on
deals with film distribution companies. Available film titles thus largely reflect
what film distributors and producers consider fitting to release for library
lending. Arguably, one important consideration is whether a title has com-
mercial potential that is better exploited in paid streaming services or other
distribution windows.

A brief look at who owns and runs the various Nordic services reveals
some patterns, while the sizes and content profiles of the catalogues vary
considerably. One significant player is the commercial distribution company
Norgesfilm AS, which runs both Norwegian Filmoteket (est. 2020) and Swed-
ish Viddla (est. 2017, in cooperation with library service provider BT] AB). In
both countries, the selection is wide, with 1,400-1,800 titles, mostly feature
films and a selection of television series. Cineasterna (est. 2017) represents a
similar venture, developed by Swedish ForlagEtt AB, with localised versions
in Finland, Sweden, and Norway.? Film selections vary between countries
and the libraries that have signed up for the service, but the content profile

CHAPTER 14 | EXTENDING THE MEDIA WELFARE STATE 309



is broad and the catalogue extensive, with some 3,200 titles available in
Sweden. Two Norwegian and Danish services are somewhat dissimilar to the
aforementioned. Filmbib (est. 2015) is operated by the national film institute
in Norway, while Danish Filmstriben (est. 2009) is developed by Norgesfilm
and DBC Digital in close cooperation with the film institute. The content
profiles of both differ from the commercial services, relying on expert cura-
tion and with a stronger emphasis on short- and documentary films.

Similar to the situation for e-books and audiobooks, the charges per usage
of film streaming can infer significant costs for the library. Typically, the
library will have budgeted a certain amount per month, and if that sum is
exceeded, the films are unavailable until the next month. In Malmo, the
library had to shut off access to Cineasterna in 2020, as increased streaming
incurred unsustainable costs for the city library (Mousaviyan, 2021).

The emergence of library film streaming represents new ideas about how to
introduce digital media in the library. Drawing on the dominant technological
format of streaming, library patrons are offered a service in the shape that
most prefer. Still, the film-streaming offers from libraries pale in comparison
to similar commercial services, and the collaborations with outside partners
can be considered a compromise, as it leaves libraries with less control of
the collection.

In conclusion: The extended media welfare state?

The concept of an extended media welfare state — that is, one which extends
to libraries — can help us as media and social science researchers to see that
the characteristics of the media welfare state are applicable beyond the media
sector as it is commonly understood. As such, it can be a useful analytical
concept. In this chapter, we have highlighted some of the characteristics and
policy frameworks that unite libraries and media industry actors, in particular
public service media. With common mandates across the Nordic countries to
contribute to sound democratic societies, libraries and media actors (public
or state-supported) are faced with many of the same expectations. We have
shown that it is worthwhile to discuss the four pillars of the media welfare
state — universal services, editorial freedom, cultural policy, and consensual
policy solutions — in relation to the libraries in Nordic societies. This is not
to say that the public library is a media institution, but to suggest that a
notion of “media welfare” — or a “media welfare society” as suggested by
Jakobsson, Lindell, and Stiernstedt in the Introduction to this edited volume
— is incomplete without libraries added to the mix.

We argue that the clear commonalities in social missions and policy ex-
pectations indicate that it not only makes sense to analyse the institutions of
libraries and media together, but also that it is relevant — pertinent, even — to
extend the media welfare state concept. This way, we can more easily identify
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tangents and better understand the dynamics and challenges of each sector.
The conflicts and breakdowns that have accompanied the libraries’ develop-
ment in the digital age are not unique to this sector. It is worth exploring
further the similarities between the library—publisher bond and the entangled
relationship between commercial media companies and public service institu-
tions in the audiovisual sector (cf. Kammer, 2016).

Our purpose with this chapter is not just to launch a concept or argue that
we need to widen our perspective. We also want to shed light on the specifics
of the relationship between libraries and various media sector actors. The
diversity of library institutions (school, university, public, etc.) means that
there are multiple aspects to this relationship and many ways to start analys-
ing them. Significant differences in national policies for literature (and culture
more broadly) are likely to influence how libraries relate to media and the
role of the state as a kind of mediator (Bom & Schaffalitzky de Muckadell,
2021; Duelund, 2008; Lindskold et al., 2020; Talleras et al., 2023). Still,
the public library institutions are similar across Denmark, Finland, Iceland,
Norway, and Sweden. As customers, collaborators, and competitors, public
libraries stand in a close relationship with media producers, specifically
book publishers but also extending to providers of newspapers, magazines,
music, film, television, and videogames. The patterns of cooperation and
conflict within a shared policy framework that we have started to explore
in this chapter are not commonly discussed in the academic literature nor in
textbooks for the education of librarians or media professionals. Hopefully,
this contribution can be a starting point for more works at the intersection
of libraries and media.

Not least, we have devoted parts of the chapter to how the institutions of
media and libraries are changing, and to some extent converging. Unsurpris-
ingly, one central and common driver for change is digitalisation. In the final
parts of this chapter, we have exemplified with two cases of digital media
distribution: lending models for e-books and audiobooks and library film-
streaming services. Both showcase the complexity of setting up sustainable
lending models for digital media. Examples such as Danish eReolen (e-books
and audiobooks) and Swedish Cineasterna (film) indicate how digital lend-
ing models are the result of negotiations between rights holders and libraries
over content and licensing terms. Cultural policy measures and ambitions
create only a partial framework for this development, with disputes and
breakdowns featuring heavily in the history of digital book lending models.
Film-streaming services that are operated by public or state-owned organisa-
tions, such as Norwegian Filmoteket, exemplify the expansion of the state’s
cultural obligations into a digital terrain. Meanwhile, commercial vendors
of digital media enter the fray with tailored services to library institutions,
as libraries themselves risk losing control over collections in the longer run.

Libraries, in the way we discuss them in this chapter, are rooted in national
and local contexts. As such, they find themselves in a precarious position in
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a time of globalisation and transnational media developments. One might
ask why it would make sense to uphold national systems of libraries in a
time of platformed information providers — and further, if institutions from
small Nordic countries can ever compete with global actors. These questions
seem hard to avoid, but arguably miss the point. The services performed by
institutions like public libraries and public service media may resemble those
of the global media platforms, but they are embedded in a different value
system. As the media landscape changes, it may be tempting to separate the
values from the institutions. However, decoupling the institutions from the
social goals and values of the media welfare state (see Jakobsson et al. in the
Afterword) comes with the risk of throwing the baby out with the bathwater:
Who can be trusted to safeguard universal access and editorial freedom in
the new media landscape? For all their shortcomings as institutions born
out of bygone social contexts, both public service media and public librar-
ies perform roles that the new players are more reluctant to take on (to say
the least). Repurposing online platforms under public control, as suggested
by Huws (2020), is a tempting idea, but utopian and, ultimately, a risky
endeavour in itself.

By making this argument on the relationship between libraries and the me-
dia, we have also attempted in this chapter to connect media policy research
and cultural policy research, which too seldom intersect. The two fields
have their own conferences and journals, and researchers typically work in
different types of departments. The result is that media policy researchers
will often disregard sectors that, for historical reasons, were deemed outside
the scope of media and communications research, like book publishing and
libraries. Likewise, cultural policy research tends to ignore the important
cultural role that institutions like public service broadcasters and newspapers
perform. This unfortunate situation is compounded by the fact that much
of the research on libraries takes place in yet another field, that of library
and information science. The widely shared expectations and fears resulting
from digitalisation have made researchers see the benefit of scholarship that
connects “media” and “culture” (Hylland, 2020; Roberge & Chantepie,
2017; Valtysson, 2020). We hope to have made another small contribution
with this chapter towards connecting different strands of policy research, in
seeking to extend the concept of a media welfare state.
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Endnotes
! We collected these data from the national library statistics, respectively.

2 Outside of the Nordics, companies such as Kanopy, Hoopla, and Alexander Street provide
media streaming services for libraries on a large scale (Cooper et al., 2022).

3 Named Cineasterna in Sweden and Finland, Cineast in Norway.
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