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PREFACE

During the last decades, common research and practice fields for libraries, 
archives, and museums (LAMs) have emerged. In the Scandinavian countries 
of Denmark, Norway, and Sweden, the education of LAM professionals is being 
conducted in cross-sectoral LAM departments at several universities, and some-
times even in joint LAM programs. With this anthology, we have gathered top 
scholars researching LAM issues in Scandinavia, where each contributes their 
expertise in discussing pressing issues for contemporary LAMs. The book will 
be essential reading for advanced undergraduate and graduate students in LAM-
related programs, as well as scholars seeking to get on top of the LAM literature 
or the particularities of Scandinavian LAMs.

The anthology springs out of a workshop grant in 2018 from The Joint 
Committee for Nordic Research Councils in the Humanities and Social Sciences 
(NOS-HS), which funded the project Libraries, Archives, and Museums: Changes, 
Challenges, and Collaboration (LAMC3). One of the main goals of the project 
was to establish collaboration between Scandinavian researchers across the LAM 
fields. The point of departure for the collaboration was three workshops in 
Copenhagen, Uppsala, and Oslo. At the second workshop in Uppsala, the idea 
of an anthology was discussed and developed. Several participants pointed to the 
need for an anthology for Scandinavian graduate and advanced undergraduate 
students covering pressing issues for LAMs. At the third workshop in Oslo, we 
were discussing chapter drafts for this book.

Preceding the LAMC3 project, many of the authors of this anthology 
 participated in the research project The ALM-field, Digitalization, and the Public 
Sphere (ALMPUB), funded by the Norwegian Research Council. Through the 
ALMPUB and LAMC3 projects a network of LAM scholars has been established. 
Although the anthology is the end-product of this particular collaboration, many 
of the authors have ongoing collaborations on studies of LAM issues within and 
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beyond Scandinavia. The book is centered around Scandinavian LAMs, but the 
issues discussed are by no means particular to Scandinavia. As such, the book 
will also be of interest for scholars and students studying LAM issues around the 
globe.

Casper Hvenegaard Rasmussen
Kerstin Rydbeck

Håkon Larsen
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Libraries, archives, and museums (LAMs) have a long, interrelated history and, 
since the turn of the century, growing relations between LAMs have become 
more apparent. Internationally, the number of collaborative projects and partner-
ships has increased and the incidence of libraries, archives, or museums sharing 
premises or even merging has grown. Many of the collaborations follow trends 
in digitalization, which can be seen in the development of shared digital cultural 
heritage platforms and content sharing. Accordingly, digital convergence among 
LAMs is a growing field of research. The number of cross-sectoral textbooks and 
other publications is slowly increasing and collaborations between sector- specific 
educational environments are discussed in tertiary education. Collectively, this 
indicates that a common LAM perspective is in the process of becoming an 
established phenomenon (Hvenegaard Rasmussen and Hjørland 2021).

Scandinavia (Denmark, Norway, and Sweden) offers a fruitful region for 
LAM research for several reasons. First, Scandinavian LAM institutions are rela-
tively well funded and developed compared to the situation in other parts of the 
world. Second, LAMs in Scandinavia are governed by a cultural policy rooted 
in the welfare states’ values of enlightenment, community building, and partici-
patory democracy. Third, some of the tertiary education of the respective LAM 
professionals in Scandinavia is in cross-sectoral departments, or so-called “LAM 
departments.” In Sweden and Denmark, some departments offer programs and 
specializations in library and information science, archival science, and museum 
studies, and in Norway there are programs in library and information science 
and archival science in joint departments. In this book, we will address all three 
sectors. The book encompasses a common LAM perspective and addresses issues 
related to LAM institutions’ environment, collections, and challenges.

1
INTRODUCTION

Libraries, archives, and museums in transition

Casper Hvenegaard Rasmussen, Kerstin Rydbeck, and 
Håkon Larsen

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003188834-1
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Even though educational convergence may appear most apparent in 
Scandinavia, institutional mergers between LAMs are widespread in Australia 
(Robinson 2019) and research on digital convergence has been initiated in North 
America (Marty 2014). The described challenges and the transition of LAMs are 
thus an international trend. Although we adopt a Scandinavian perspective in 
this book, we deal with tendencies and issues discussed internationally within 
library and information science, archival science, and museum studies.

Relations between LAMs

The borders between libraries, archives, and museums have always been  complex 
and ever-changing. On the one hand, LAMs are cognate fields with different 
tasks. Basic definitions of LAMs generally highlight collections: Libraries have 
books, archives have documents, and museums have artifacts. Therefore, it 
makes sense to talk about librarians working at libraries, archivists working at 
archives, and curators working at museums. On the other hand, the borders 
between LAMs are not as clear and well defined as they may initially appear. 
The definitions of libraries, archives, and museums have changed over time and 
the division of collections between books, documents, and artifacts has become 
increasingly blurred. National libraries frequently exhibit artifacts and normally 
own special collections of documents. Archives display artifacts and some even 
maintain libraries. Museums often have archives and sometimes also libraries.

Noticeable changes in the relations between LAMs have taken place in recent 
decades. As collections have been digitized, books, documents, and objects 
have been mixed in new ways. The respective institutions have all responded 
to external pressures, such as increased demands for demonstrating relevance. 
Libraries host makerspaces and literary workshops, archives fight climate change 
and support the culture and rights of indigenous peoples, and museums are 
used as instruments for economic growth and urban planning. At first glance, 
these changes may appear to be divergent developments. However, the observed 
changes in LAMs should mainly be seen as a convergence for several reasons that 
are discussed below.

A common historical ancestry

The birth of libraries is normally dated back to Mesopotamia 2500 BC. Those 
early libraries consisted of clay tablets, some of them with literary text but more 
often with different types of legal and financial contracts, administrative texts, 
and letters – or what we today should define as archives of documents (Pedersén 
2005). The Library of Alexandria is another frequently used example showing the 
blurred borders between LAMs. Here originals or copies of much of the known 
text in the world were stored in the form of papyrus rolls, a huge archive in the 
present understanding. It also had cultural artifacts and even a zoological garden. 
The Library of Alexandria was a place for researchers and therefore it was called 
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the “Mouseion,” or the “Temple of the Muses.” Mouseion is the  etymological 
 precursor to the museum as we know it today (Dilevko and Gottlieb 2003; 
Marcum 2014). Another precursor to the museum was the “ cabinet of  curiosities,” 
which could contain any notable object. It could be artwork, books, natural 
items, etc. For the premodern collector there was no distinct border between 
objects, documents, and books. The collectors were generally royalty, scientists, 
or wealthy individuals, and many of their collections became the foundation for 
a modern collecting institution. One of the most energetic collectors was the 
Irish physician Hans Sloane. He collected more than 71,000 items, and after his 
death in 1753, his collection became an important part of the British Museum, 
with some of it being channeled later into the Natural History Museum and the 
British Library, as they grew out of the British Museum. The British Museum 
served as the national library in Great Britain until the British Library was estab-
lished in 1973 (Delbourgo 2017; Høiback 2020, 51–55). The overlapping borders 
between libraries, archives, and museums have a long history.

Intersecting cultural policy aims

LAMs have been described as “memory institutions” collecting cultural heritage 
in different ways (Dempsey 1999). In a Scandinavian context, many LAMs are 
subsumed under the culture sector. Therefore, LAMs are part of the national 
 cultural policy serving certain shared political purposes such as supporting 
enlightenment and national identity (Brown and Davis-Brown 1998; Vestheim 
1997). Furthermore, LAMs form an important part of the infrastructure of the 
public sphere, through supporting access to knowledge, freedom of speech, and 
deliberative activities (Audunson et al. 2019; Larsen 2018). Finally, together with 
other cultural institutions that receive public funds, LAMs are influenced by 
dominant trends in cultural policy. Mangset et al. (2008) highlight some of these 
and point to the following as the two most important: (1) Scandinavian cultural 
policy tries to promote equal access to culture and to reduce structurally based 
inequalities in cultural life; (2) since the 1970s, Scandinavian cultural policies 
have taken a distinct sociocultural turn where diversity and broadening of the 
concept of culture have been at the forefront of cultural policy. With this in 
mind, it is not surprising that a Swedish survey has documented only small vari-
ations between professionals’ visions in LAMs (Huvila 2014).

From collection-driven towards user-driven

“From collection to connection” has been a buzzword in the public library field 
for two decades. The slogan indicates that a library is more than a collection. It is 
not only a quiet place with public access to published documents, it should also 
be a vibrant and social place supporting the aims of public libraries in new ways 
such as makerspaces or reading groups ( Jochumsen, Hvenegaard Rasmussen, 
and Skot-Hansen 2012). Likewise, museums have been transformed from 
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being about something to being for somebody (Weil 1999). Just like  libraries, 
 museums have moved from being collection-driven towards a more user-driven 
approach (Anderson 2012). The same tendency can be identified among archives. 
According to Cook (2013), the archivist has been transformed over the past 150 
years from passive curator to community facilitator. Thus, on a general level, 
LAMs have gone through the same transformation. The collections are still an 
important part of LAMs, but the users have been given greater priority over the 
last 50 years. This increased user orientation has been put into practice in differ-
ent ways, such as considering diversity, focusing on user surveys, or co-creating 
content with users.

Proximity in government agencies

As mentioned above, the relations between LAMs are ever-changing, but this 
is not synonymous with an increasing convergent development. During the 
twentieth century, the institutionalization and professionalization of libraries, 
archives, and museums expanded with the result that borders between the three 
fields became sharper (Given and Mctavish 2010; Tanackovic and Badurina 
2009). However, LAMs have been placed together in different government agen-
cies. In Chile, that happened back in 1929, when the Dirección de Bibliotecas, 
Archivos y Museos was created. In the US, the Institute of Museum and Library 
Services was formed in 1996. It is a federal agency with the mission that muse-
ums and libraries work together in order to transform the lives of individuals and 
 communities (Pastore 2009). Library and Archives Canada, formed in 2004, is a 
merger of the National Library of Canada and the National Archives of Canada 
(Bak and Armstrong 2008). Previously, Norway had the Norwegian Archive, 
Library and Museum Authority and England the Council for Museums, Archives 
and Libraries. They have both closed down now, although not due to a lack 
of relevance: The English LAM authority was abolished due to public budget 
 cutbacks (Hooper-Greenhill 2004), and the Norwegian closure was the result of 
a power struggle between the National Library and the LAM authority (Hylland 
2019; Skare, Stokstad, and Vårheim 2019).

Collaboration between LAMs

The main argument for establishing LAM authorities was the new digital 
 possibilities in the wake of the Internet. According to Marty (2014), Rayward’s 
(1998) book chapter “Electronic Information and the Functional Integration of 
Libraries, Museums, and Archives” was the starting point for a new research 
agenda on the topic of digital convergence. Rayward’s point of departure was 
that the separation of books, documents, and objects in libraries, archives, 
and museums did not make sense in a digital environment. Since the new 
 millennium, there have been many examples of digital convergence from small 
 collaborations between local institutions to the supranational level. One example 
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of the latter is Europeana, the European Union’s digital platform for cultural 
heritage, to which more than 3,000 institutions across Europe have contributed. 
These institutions range from major international names like the Rijksmuseum 
in Amsterdam, the British Library, and the Louvre to regional archives and local 
museums from every member state (Valtysson 2012). However, digitalization 
is not the only driver for collaboration. According to Kann-Rasmussen (2019), 
the collaboration between cultural institutions itself is a quality in the present 
society. In this, the ability to create connections between fields is of considerable 
value. The most valuable links are those that connect different fields or cross 
boundaries. Hvenegaard Rasmussen (2019) argues that this is exactly what digital 
 convergence is all about: Collaboration between different fields.

Cultural imperatives and shared professional practices

Working in a library, archive, or museum is based on different professional 
 practices. Furthermore, being employed in a metropolitan art museum or a small 
museum of local history is not the same thing. However, LAMs, along with 
other cultural institutions, have been influenced by several trends or imperatives 
over the past few decades. An imperative is an authoritative command or call for 
action that is perceived as being universal and self-explanatory, and those who 
criticize the basic idea of the imperative runs the risk of being perceived as irre-
sponsible, foolish, or morally corrupted (Henningsen and Larsen 2020, 53). We 
have already touched upon some imperatives in the culture sector, such as user 
orientation, collaboration, and digitalization. In addition, new public manage-
ment, the experience economy, and participation can be viewed as imperatives. 
The content of the various imperatives is not so important in this context, as the 
crucial aspect of the highlighted imperatives is their push towards a convergent 
professional practice in LAMs. Compared to the twentieth century, it is more 
common in the twenty-first century for all kinds of LAM professionals to carry 
out user surveys, to work in a project-oriented manner, to design experiences, to 
digitize collections, to use social media for marketing, and to co-create content 
with the users.

The historical roots of LAMs

A basic assumption in this book is that institutions such as libraries, archives, 
and museums do not develop in a vacuum. On the contrary, the development of 
an institution is an interplay between internal and external forces. An internal 
driver for change could be power struggles between professionals within a field, 
while external forces could be changes in legal requirements, a certain zeit-
geist or social, cultural, or technological changes pushing for adaptation within 
organizations. In this section, we will discuss four key forces of social change 
that have influenced the emergence and development of libraries, archives, and 
museums, as well as the rest of society. These are enlightenment, nation state, 
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modernity, and democracy. In reality, these are inextricably linked with each 
other. For pedagogical reasons, we have nevertheless divided these into sepa-
rate sections in our discussion on drivers for the formation of modern libraries, 
archives, and museums.

Enlightenment

In European history, the period between the seventeenth and eighteenth 
 centuries is often entitled the “Age of Enlightenment.” More specifically, it was 
an intellectual movement driven by the bourgeoisie arguing for new ideas such 
as liberty, progress, constitutional government, and separation of the Church and 
state. The historical background for the Age of Enlightenment was the estab-
lished privileges for the Church, the king, and aristocracy (Zafirovski 2010). For 
adherents of enlightenment, absolute monarchy and religious power should be 
replaced by science and reason. The destiny for each person should be taken from 
God and king and handed over to the individual. If the individual is to have a fair 
chance of proving successful in life, enlightenment is an important precondition. 
One of the most influential enlightenment thinkers was the German philosopher 
Immanuel Kant, who in 1784 replied to the question “What is enlightenment?” 
in a Berlin journal:

Enlightenment is man’s emergence from his self-imposed nonage. Nonage 
is the inability to use one’s own understanding without another’s guidance. 
This nonage is self-imposed if its cause lies not in lack of understanding but 
in indecision and lack of courage to use one’s own mind without another’s 
guidance. Dare to know! (Sapere aude.) “Have the courage to use your 
own understanding” is therefore the motto of the enlightenment.

(Kant 1996, 58)

Courage and reason are indispensable ingredients for Kant if the individual is to 
be enlightened. However, without access to knowledge, the enlightenment of 
the people would fail. Thus, LAMs were vital sources of knowledge. From the 
middle of the seventeenth century and onwards, highbrow art was increasingly 
perceived as an expression of the highest condition of mankind and granting 
public access to art museums was seen to a greater extent as a duty of the state 
(Duncan and Wallach 1980). Furthermore, other kinds of museums were also 
imposed a didactic burden as compared to earlier collections that were more 
 concerned about creating surprise or provoking wonder (Bennett 1995, 2). Free 
public access to knowledge is the foundation for the public library movement, 
which originated in the US and UK, and later spread to the Scandinavian coun-
tries (Frisvold 2015; Torstensson 1993). According to Emerek (2001), the for-
mation of Danish public libraries was based on Anglo-American inspiration 
regarding rational operation and organization, and the Age of Enlightenment 
when it comes to the value base for establishing public libraries. Finally, the Age 
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of Enlightenment plays an important role in public access to archives. In the wake 
of the French Revolution, a legal act from 1794 underlined for the first time the 
citizens’ right to access public archives in France. In the time that  followed, this 
right to civic access to archives was increasingly recognized in other parts of 
Europe (Duchein 1992).

Nation state

Since the eighteenth century, the nation state has gradually replaced kingdoms, 
empires, and city states as the dominant way of ruling over geographic territo-
ries. A nation state is a state in which the great majority identify themselves as 
a nation. Ideally, the cultural boundaries match up with political boundaries in 
a nation state. In reality, all nation states consist of people with different ethnic 
and cultural backgrounds. Thus, nation building has been an ongoing task for 
maintaining the legitimacy of a nation. LAM institutions have played a conspic-
uous role in nation building. According to Berger (2013), national archives have 
supported the construction of national master narratives in Europe. A major 
task assigned to historians was to legitimate the history of the nation state, and 
archives adopted an important position in nation building. For example, after 
Norway achieved independence from Denmark in 1814, the Norwegian national 
archive was established in 1817. The national master narratives are also embedded 
in the museums’ chronological exhibitions, which became more widespread in 
the wake of the Enlightenment. After the French Revolution, the Louvre was 
reorganized in a chronological way that allowed visitors to decode the nation 
states’ history of development. Roughly speaking, the chronological national 
master narrative begins in an “oppressed” or “uncivilized” past and ends with 
an “independent” and “civilized” present nation state (Mordhorst and Wagner 
Nielsen 1997). Furthermore, throughout Europe, the values of national cohe-
sion were manifested in the architecture of the national archives, libraries, and 
museums, all situated in the most prestigious parts of the nations – the capitals 
(Aronsson 2015). Sometimes, the alliance between the nation state and cultural 
heritage was expressed in the national institutions’ ornamentation. One example 
is the three busts outside the German national library. Here are Gutenberg and 
Goethe located together with Bismarck, who masterminded the unification of 
Germany and served as its first chancellor. Finally, according to Duncan and 
Wallach (1980), the Louvre changed from celebrating the glory of the king to 
becoming a symbol of France’s superiority as a nation state.

In summary, the Louvre embodies the state and the ideology of the state. It 
presents the state not directly but, as it were, disguised in the spiritual forms of 
artistic genius. Artistic genius attests to the state’s highest value – individualism 
and nationalism. It demonstrates the nation’s destiny and the state’s benevolence 
(Duncan and Wallach 1980, 463).

The citation above refers to an embedded conflict in modern LAMs, namely 
the tension between individualism and nationalism. On the one hand, LAMs 
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pay tribute to such values as accountability and neutrality, growing out of the 
Enlightenment and making up important prerequisites for individual formation 
of opinion. On the other hand, LAMs, and especially the big national institutions, 
are potentially an integrated part of the value-based national master narratives.

Modernity

Seen from a sociological perspective, enlightenment and the formation of nation 
states are part of the modernization of society: The transformation from a feu-
dal or premodern society to a modern society (Giddens 1990). One of the most 
predominate characteristics of modernity is social change and the awareness of 
change as a condition for living in a modern world. According to Bennett (1995, 
10), museums in the late nineteenth century were referred to as “machines for 
progress” because many (chronological) exhibitions allowed visitors to follow a 
path of evolutionary development that led from simple to more complex forms 
of living. Furthermore, the systematic and institutionalized way of collecting 
is modern. For the French philosopher Michel Foucault, LAM institutions are 
emblematic of modernity:

The idea of accumulating everything, of establishing a sort of general 
archive, the will to enclose in one place all times, all epochs, all forms, all 
tastes, the idea of constituting a place of all times that is itself outside of 
time and inaccessible to its ravages, the project of organizing in this way a 
sort of perpetual and indefinite accumulation of time in an immobile place, 
this whole idea belongs to our modernity.

(Foucault 1986, 26)

In addition to change, other significant characteristics of modernity are ration-
ality and differentiation of society into different relatively independent expert 
systems. The formation of modern libraries, archives, and museums is an obvious 
example of such relatively independent expert systems. Consequently, moder-
nity has been a driver for a divergent development of libraries, archives, and 
museums, whereas a feature of a postmodern society is de-differentiation (Smith 
2001, 225), which is also manifest in the move towards convergence in LAMs. 
As mentioned above, Hans Sloane’s huge collection of many different items got 
divided into a library, an archive, and a museum. In each of these institutions, 
experts managed the collections. Many libraries used Dewey’s universal decimal 
classification system, and according to Hvenegaard Rasmussen and Jochumsen 
(2007), the use of the universal decimal classification is more than a functional 
tool for storing and retrieval, it is a symbol of modern society’s endeavors toward 
differentiation and putting everything in its rightful place. The same endeav-
ors can easily be identified in the modern museum because science became the 
guiding light for knowledge organization. Museums were divided into different 
types of museums such as art museums and botanical museums. In art museums, 
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works of art were arranged chronologically into periods defined by art history, 
while botanical specimens were arranged taxonomically according to Linnaean 
classification (Roppola 2012, 14–16). In the introduction to Archives and the Public 
Good: Accountability and Records in the Modern Society, Cox and Wallace (2002) dis-
cuss the significant roles that records play in accountability. For instance, when 
our personal data are records in archives or records are used as evidence in court 
proceedings, “accountability” is an unavoidable term. In the same way, account-
ability is vital to all modern LAM institutions because the legitimacy of these 
institutions is related to accountability.

Democracy

The French Enlightenment philosopher Voltaire advocated freedom of speech 
and freedom of religion but did not believe in democracy – he preferred an 
enlightened absolute monarch. However, it is nearly impossible to imagine the 
Scandinavian democracies without the Age of Enlightenment. In a democracy, it 
is not only the monarch who needs to be enlightened; all citizens need enlight-
enment to participate in democracy. The Danish public library pioneer Andreas 
Schack Steenberg clearly points that out:

It is important to consider the position that “common man” holds today 
compared with his position only a hundred years ago. The right to vote, 
eligibility, and the impact on the corporate world through unions have 
given the masses a responsibility as never before. The people’s horizon is 
broadened and thereby their need for knowledge and critical thinking. The 
huge power average people have obtained today underlines the increasing 
need for “society to enlighten its master.”

(Steenberg 1900, 14)

It is not surprising that Steenberg recommends that libraries should solve the 
task of enlightening the entire population. Retrospectively, public libraries 
have ensured free access to knowledge in the Scandinavian countries. However, 
throughout the twentieth century, there were extensive disagreements about the 
content within the library field. Steenberg argued for highbrow literature and 
nonfiction as defined by experts in the library field, while other actors within 
the field preferred literature in accordance with the literary preferences of the 
“common man.” National cultural policies in the Scandinavian countries reflect 
this conflict, under the labels of “democratization of culture” and “cultural 
democracy” (Mangset et al. 2008). Democratization of culture was the point of 
departure for national cultural policies in the postwar era. In this strategy, the 
culture sector supports democracy by giving access to highbrow art and culture 
as a part of the publicly funded enlightenment. As a supplement or alternative to 
the democratization of culture, cultural democracy gained speed in the 1970s. It 
is a strategy supporting democracy by ensuring that cultural diversity flourishes, 
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among other things by supporting amateur cultural activities. According to this 
strategy, all kinds of cultural preferences should be present in publicly funded 
cultural life. Today, freedom of speech is an important value in cultural policy. 
These strategies have also influenced LAM institutions. Supporting democracy 
is perceived as an important task for LAMs, but disagreement will potentially 
occur when the question of how to best support democracy is raised.

The structure of the book

Finally, in this chapter, we will present the main themes of the book: The his-
tory and policy of libraries, archives, and museums in Scandinavia; LAMs and 
their collections; and challenges for LAMs in the twenty-first century. Part I 
consists of four chapters, dealing with the development of libraries, archives, 
museums, and cultural policy in a Scandinavian context. All chapters have a 
societal perspective, focusing on how enlightenment, nation building, moder-
nity, and democracy have shaped the LAMs. Furthermore, all the chapters 
pinpoint different types of libraries, archives, and museums. The first three 
chapters end their discussions at the turn of the millennium. The last chap-
ter in this section describes the development of cultural policies in Denmark, 
Norway, and Sweden, mainly focusing on the period from the 1960s to the 
present. As already mentioned in the paragraph on democracy, the guiding light 
for Scandinavian cultural policy is the access to information and art (democ-
ratization of culture) and the support of diverse cultural expressions (cultural 
democracy).

Collection is the point of departure for the second theme of the book. It is a 
common feature of all kinds of LAMs that they collect, maintain, and develop 
their collections. Part II consists of three chapters concentrating on different 
aspects of LAM collections. In the first chapter, the authors describe and discuss 
the collection status for LAMs. If the above-mentioned slogan “From collection 
to connection” is a reality, are LAMs still constituted by their collections? The 
authors of the next chapter focus on the selection, maintenance, and exhibition 
of collections. Despite curation primarily being connected to museums, the con-
cept is in this chapter used for discussing selection, maintenance, and exhibition 
in all kinds of LAMs – how has the selection of content changed over time? All 
collections entail a need for knowledge organization, which is the topic for the 
last chapter in this part of the book. The aim of the chapter is to describe and 
discuss differences and similarities between knowledge organization in libraries, 
archives, and museums.

The last theme of the book is eight common challenges for LAMs. Part 
III starts with two chapters discussing the impact of digitalization on LAMs. 
The first chapter is dedicated to the challenges that digitalization represents for 
LAMs, their professionals, and users. The next chapter is focusing on the use of 
digital communication in LAMs. The main aim of the chapter is to explore the 
current state of digital communication across and between LAMs. The third 
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chapter in the section deals with literacy and the education of LAM users. In 
the chapter, the authors present how LAMs have shifted from being enablers of 
mainly informal learning to increasingly becoming places for formal learning as 
well. The fourth common challenge is participation. The entire cultural field is 
witnessing a “participatory turn,” and among LAMs, “participation” has been 
the most prominent buzzword for more than a decade. The authors of the chapter 
describe and discuss different types of participation, including crowdsourcing, 
co-creation, and the facilitation of shared experiences in terms of culture and art. 
The fifth challenge is the increased pressure to demonstrate the worth of one’s 
work to a broad public, and the need for managers of culture organizations to 
engage in continuous legitimation work. This chapter contains discussions on a 
range of issues related to ongoing legitimation work in Scandinavian LAMs. Due 
to the increased need for legitimation, LAMs need to develop and strengthen 
ties to their local communities. In the sixth chapter, authors describe and discuss 
how the institutions are anchoring themselves in their communities and con-
necting with various user groups. Special attention is paid to services to immi-
grants, the use of volunteers, and collaboration with local partners. Traditionally, 
LAMs have been perceived as neutral institutions, but this alleged neutrality has 
been questioned over the past two decades, and different kinds of activism have 
emerged. This growing LAM activism is the topic for the seventh chapter in 
this part of the book. In the last chapter, the authors address how LAMs support 
some of the challenges that the Scandinavian societies face in the twenty-first 
century. The point of departure is the United Nations Member States Agenda for 
Sustainable Development Goals, of which the chapter discusses two of the goals, 
as related to LAMs: First, how LAMs are advancing environmental responsibil-
ity; second, how they promote social equity related to diversity and equality.

The anthology is completed with a concluding chapter, where the described 
differences and similarities between libraries, archives, and museums are  discussed 
and future common challenges are outlined.
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Introduction

Scandinavian libraries have been shaped and formed by social, political, 
 professional, and technological trends over the past 200 years. Some of these 
trends represent profound developments affecting all societies and all social fields, 
for example, the Age of Enlightenment and the growth of scientific thinking and 
modern universities from the eighteenth century and onwards. Other examples 
include industrialization, technological developments – from the printing press 
and the steam engine to social media and the Internet – and finally globalization 
with its migration and growth of global culture.

Some trends have a Scandinavian character, for example, the growth of the 
Scandinavian social democratic welfare state during the twentieth century 
(Engelstad, Larsen, and Rogstad 2017; Larsen 2018), whereas others are of a more 
national character, for example, the historical coincidence that the public library 
reform in Norway was implemented at the turn of the twentieth century at the 
same time as Norway was struggling for full independence for the first time in 
more than 400 years.

Some trends, finally, are related to the professional field of librarianship, 
for example, the decisive influence that German university libraries after the 
Humboldtian university reforms had on academic libraries and the  profound 
impact of the Anglo-American public library model on public library 
developments.

In this chapter, we analyze the history of Scandinavian libraries and librarian-
ship in relation to such developmental trends. Important questions include how 
the different formative eras referred to above have left their traces on libraries and 
whether we can identify a Scandinavian library model.

2
LIBRARY HISTORY OF THE 
SCANDINAVIAN COUNTRIES

Ragnar Audunson, Henrik Jochumsen, and Kerstin Rydbeck
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1800–1900: The birth of modern libraries

Although Denmark and Sweden had universities and university libraries going 
back to the fifteenth century and national libraries were established in the middle 
of the seventeenth century, it seems fair to link the birth of modern libraries to 
the Age of Enlightenment and the growth of a bourgeois public sphere. In the 
three Scandinavian countries, these developments were triggered at the end of the 
eighteenth and the beginning of the nineteenth century ( Josephson, Karlsohn, 
and Östling 2014). This period saw the establishment of the Humboldtian 
 university model where knowledge and the scientific search for knowledge was 
the ultimate value. This ideal started to permeate the Nordic universities – the 
universities in Uppsala and Lund in Sweden, Copenhagen in Denmark, and, 
from 1811, the university in Kristiania, later Oslo, in Norway. The growth of 
modern national libraries based on legal deposit laws and with the mandate of 
documenting the national literature, not the censorship needs of an absolute 
ruler, can also be traced back to the Age of Enlightenment (Henden 2017).

A scientific community presupposed access to research. Research-based 
 literature and universalistic university libraries striving to cover all scientific 
fields and give access to the latest achievements in research were established in 
all the Scandinavian countries, very much based on the German library model 
developed at the University of Göttingen in the last half of the eighteenth cen-
tury (Frisvold 2021). Universal acquisition to cover the research needs of the 
university professors was a central part of this model. University librarians were 
supposed to have professional backgrounds from scientific disciplines taught and 
researched at the university the library served. This model structured the devel-
opment of the university libraries throughout the nineteenth and the greater part 
of the twentieth century. From the very few and very small university libraries 
of the nineteenth century with only a handful of employees to the more numer-
ous and larger libraries towards the middle of the twentieth century, a clear 
 continuity can be identified stemming from this model.

One important dimension in the Age of Enlightenment was the growth of a 
bourgeois public sphere with a deliberating public discussing cultural,  political, 
and scientific issues. Reading societies, which provided their members with 
books and where the informed citizenry met and discussed, existed in all the 
Scandinavian countries.

Educating the lower classes was also an integrated part of enlightenment, and 
libraries providing the peasants with useful books, e.g., new and modern modes 
of production, were established by utilitaristic clergymen in the first few dec-
ades of the nineteenth century. From the 1830s, parish libraries with the under-
privileged classes as their target groups became more numerous. They had a 
 paternalistic profile and were often financed by altruistic organizations such as the 
Royal Norwegian Society for Development, the Swedish Society for Diffusion 
of Useful Knowledge, and the Society for the Proper Use of the Liberty of the 
Press in Denmark. Toward the end of the nineteenth century, a close connection 
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between these parish libraries and elementary schools  developed. At least half 
of all the parishes in Denmark, Sweden, and Norway had libraries around 1870 
(Torstensson 1993).

The last decades of the nineteenth century also saw the development of an 
organized and increasingly self-conscious labor movement. Trade unions, which 
would come to play a decisive role in the Nordic model, grew rapidly. Also, other 
mass movements, such as the temperance movement, became important. Many 
of them prioritized enlightenment and cultural initiatives in the form of librar-
ies established and run by the movements and, as time went on, study  circles 
(Rydbeck 1995).

By the end of the nineteenth century, then, the situation could be summa-
rized as follows:

• University libraries firmly based on a model, which would structure these 
libraries well into the last half of the twentieth century, were established in 
all the countries.

• A national library function based on legal deposit legislation and producing 
national bibliographic tools was established in all three countries.

• Libraries for common and underprivileged people, often with a paternalistic 
profile, with very limited resources and without professional staff, were to be 
found in the majority of municipalities. In a short time, these libraries would 
be overrun by the public library revolution.

• Popular social movements, first and foremost the labor movement, which 
regarded access to culture, knowledge, and literature as vital in their project 
of liberating ordinary people and elevating them socially, started to enter 
the scene.

1900–1945: Modernization, mass culture, and democracy

The decades from 1900 until 1940 were a period of revolutionary change 
 politically, socially, and technologically. Voting rights were expanded to include 
all adults. In the Scandinavian countries, implementing voting rights for all was 
concluded in 1913 (Norway), 1915 (Denmark), and 1921 (Sweden). Mass organ-
izations and movements in sports, working life, and culture with the capacity 
to mobilize hundreds of thousands of citizens and channel their interests and 
points of view from the grassroots level to the decision-making echelons in soci-
ety were established during this period. Commercial mass culture and means of 
mass communication such as broadcasting, the movie and music industry, and 
newspapers with a mass circulation were developed. Industrialization exploded. 
In the Scandinavian countries, the labor movement, with the social democratic 
parties as its political wing, became dominant and came into government in all 
three countries between 1930 and 1940, signaling the start of the process toward 
a welfare state – a people’s home – encompassing all social strata, going beyond 
the concept of a working class-based democracy (Friberg 2014).
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This concept made the idea of public librarianship, also focused upon the 
 public as a whole and not specific classes or groups, very relevant. It was a time 
when rationality, engineering, and scientific approaches started to permeate 
all fields of life from family planning via urban planning and scientifically 
based industrial and agricultural production to social engineering, some-
times in  perverted forms as exemplified by the influence that eugenics had 
in broad circles. The extension of democracy was paralleled by authoritarian 
and oppressive fascist, Nazist, and Stalinist regimes in other parts of Europe, 
giving a new vitality to the democratic role of libraries (Harris 1978). Within 
this context of technological, social, and cultural change, modern librarian-
ship developed.

Modernization and the growing role of science and academic libraries

The rapid and profound modernization process, which took place after the turn 
of the century, presupposed advanced knowledge and research. Universities 
expanded and new institutions at university level were established, often in 
 professional sciences. The number of students, which at the turn of the century 
was not very much more than 1,000 at the major universities in the three coun-
tries, grew by several hundred percent in the decades leading up to World War II. 
Nevertheless, only a very small margin – from 1% to 2% – of each yearly cohort 
would reach that educational level. However, initiatives were taken to open up 
education to gifted young people from more modest backgrounds.

As universities expanded, so did university libraries. Collections, staff, and the 
number of users grew. New buildings were inaugurated. The academic libraries, 
however, expanded and developed within the German university library tradi-
tion of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century. Librarians were recruited 
from among university graduates who went through an internal apprenticeship. 
Stacks were closed. Services were targeted towards the needs of the university 
professors, and the proximity between librarians and the professors they should 
serve was very close – a trait that today is regarded as modern and innovative 
(embedded librarianship).

The early institutionalization of public libraries 1900–1940

While the academic libraries expanded and developed within a professional 
framework established more than 100 years earlier, the public library revolution 
implemented around the turn of the century in all three countries meant a break 
with earlier models of libraries for the general public.

The Anglo-American public library model was implemented and insti-
tutionalized in the three Scandinavian countries more or less simultaneously 
and in very parallel ways, albeit with some national differences. In all the 
Scandinavian countries, the so-called “library” revolution is linked to entre-
preneurial  personalities who played vital roles in triggering the development: 



Library history of the Scandinavian countries 21

Haakon Nyhuus in Norway, Andreas Schack Steenberg in Denmark, and Valfrid 
Palmgren in Sweden (Torstensson 1993; Dahlkild and Bille Larsen, I 2021; 
Frisvold 2021).

The public library movement was built on the following basic principles:

 1 Libraries were for the general public, not for specific groups, e.g., the poorer 
classes.

 2 The principle of free borrowing was established as a mainstay in the profes-
sional ideology.

 3 From early on, services to children were integrated into the public library 
model.

 4 The collections were presented and made accessible on open shelves.
 5 Active mediation and outreach initiatives were taken.
 6 Although education and enlightenment were the primary purposes of public 

libraries, the role and importance of entertainment and leisure time reading 
was recognized – if not as a goal in its own right, as an instrument to pro-
mote educational literature.

 7 Promoting social mobility and self-development was an important goal.

The public library revolution was vital in establishing librarianship as a 
 professional, political, and administrative field, and it was vital in promoting 
a reading public due to the immense growth in the number of users and the 
lending figures it led to compared to earlier libraries for common people. While 
the development of academic libraries represented continuity from the previous 
century, the Anglo-American public library model represented a completely new 
paradigm and a break with former traditions.

In the course of the first two decades, in all three countries, important mile-
stones such as the establishment of earmarked state grants to public libraries, 
professional journals, national professional library meetings, and library associ-
ations were passed. Denmark deviated from the other two in adopting a library 
law and establishing a state directorate for public libraries as early as in 1920. 
Norway got its first library law in 1935 but Sweden had to wait until the end of 
the century – 1997.

Dahlkild and Bille Larsen describe the development of Danish public libraries 
after the adoption of the library law in 1920 and up to 1940 as dynamic: The 
state directorate was given a relatively strong mandate. A number of new library 
buildings were erected, public libraries were to be found in most municipalities 
by the end of the period, and a library education was established. They conclude 
that at the outbreak of World War II, Denmark had a fully developed public 
library system lying at the forefront internationally (Dahlkild and Bille Larsen, 
II 2021).

One particular trait in Sweden during this period was the growth and impor-
tance of study circle libraries, linked primarily to the temperance and the labor 
movement’s free educational work. In the late 1930s, there were more than 5,500 
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such study circle libraries in the country, mostly in rural and smaller urban areas 
(Berg and Edquist 2017, 98–99). Toward the end of the 1940s, more than a third 
of the Swedish municipalities still did not have a municipal public library, and a 
study circle library then generally ran the public library service (Frenander 2012, 
28–41). Gradually, however, the study circle libraries merged with the libraries 
run by the municipalities.

At the outbreak of World War II, then, the foundations for a political, admin-
istrative, and professional library field were laid in all three countries and library 
schools were established. Of the three countries, Denmark had the most strongly 
institutionalized public library network.

The era of the welfare state and libraries: 1945–1975

Expansion of universities and changing roles of academic libraries

Equalizing access to higher education was a major goal for the social demo-
cratic governments that were in power in all the Scandinavian countries after 
1945. Simultaneously, this was also a period valuing rationality and engineering, 
and thus education, in all walks of life. Initiatives to give young people coming 
from a working-class or agricultural background access to education, e.g., the 
establishment of the Norwegian State Educational Loan Fund in 1947 offering 
state-provided loans to students, were taken. Denmark and Sweden followed 
some years later. Free hands, however, were needed in the reconstruction and 
industrialization of the countries. Directing resources to solve the acute housing 
problems that people experienced in the late 1940s and the 1950s took priority 
over using the same resources to build new university and college campuses or, 
for that matter, libraries. The number of students was relatively stable between 
1945 and 1960. University libraries were still institutions first and foremost serv-
ing the needs of the professors in addition to this thin layer of students.

However, the educational system below university level, including upper 
secondary education, expanded. At the beginning of the 1960s, this implied a 
growth in the number of young people who met university enrollment require-
ments. In the decade between 1960 and 1970, the number of university students 
exploded by between 300% and 400% in all of the countries. In addition, the 
process of integrating hitherto vocational education areas, e.g., nursing, social 
work, teacher training, and librarianship, into the system of academic education 
added to the explosion. The universities and colleges thus changed from being 
for the elite into mass universities, which in the course of a relatively few years 
had hundreds of thousands of students.

The development of higher education also changed the roles and usage of 
academic libraries. New universities and colleges were created, which meant 
that the number of academic libraries increased – and thereby also the need for 
new, competent library staff. It was too resource-intensive and time-c onsuming 
for the academic libraries to train their own staff in this new situation. And 
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last but not least, the competence needs changed at the academic libraries as a 
 consequence of the transformation from elite to mass universities. Practically 
simultaneously, around 1970, the library education in the three countries estab-
lished educational programs for academic librarians. Simultaneously with the 
growth in the number of students came a demand for the abolition of professor 
rule and changes in teaching following the youth rebellion. This development 
meant that both lending and staffing in the research libraries increased fivefold 
from 1945 to 1970 (Dahlkild and Bille Larsen, II 2021, 196–216).

These developments and the consequences they had for academic librarian-
ship meant a qualitative change in academic libraries and a departure from the 
200-year-old Göttingen model, which can be paralleled to the public library 
 revolution that took place in the other branch of librarianship some 60 years 
before.

Cultural democracy and the expansion of public libraries

As stated above, reconstructing the economy after five years of occupation was 
the main priority in Denmark and Norway in the period immediately after the 
end of World War II. The situation in Sweden, which had succeeded in stay-
ing neutral during the war and in keeping its economic capacity intact, was 
somewhat different. Although priority had been given to reconstruction and 
developing the industrial capacity, promoting democratic access to culture in 
all three countries was seen as vital in developing the welfare state, democracy, 
and ordinary people’s quality of life – a common vision in all three Scandinavian 
countries. The task was seen as giving common people access to high culture. 
Institutions serving such needs in the different cultural fields – theater, music, 
art, and movies – were established in all the countries, and policy documents for 
a democratic cultural policy were formulated immediately after the war, e.g., the 
Letter of Culture (Kulturbrevet) in Norway, a document elaborated by broad 
segments within the cultural field, and the pamphlet Democracy’s Demands to 
Libraries in Denmark (Dahlkild and Bille Larsen, II 2021; Frisvold 2021).

The development of public libraries must be seen in this context of a policy 
for cultural democracy. Public libraries were an integral part of this policy of 
cultural democracy. The pamphlet Democracy’s Demands to Libraries explic-
itly saw the democratic role of libraries as vital and deeply intertwined with the 
restoration of democracy. The document even called for citizen participation in 
the governance of libraries through so-called “users’ councils” – an approach 
regarded today as innovative and modern (Dahlkild and Bille Larsen, II 2021).

Public libraries in Denmark, Norway, and Sweden embarked upon the post-
war period from different positions. In Denmark, a solid platform had been estab-
lished in the interwar period following the adoption of the library law in 2020. 
That platform remained relatively intact during the war. Norwegian libraries 
were harder hit. Fifty libraries, mainly in the northernmost parts of the country, 
were destroyed (Frisvold 2021). The library office in the responsible ministry 
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estimated that reorganization would take years. Sweden succeeded in staying out 
of the war and was consequently less affected.

In all of the Scandinavian countries, public libraries were owned, financed, 
and run by the local governments. The Danish library from 1920 and the new 
Norwegian law adopted in 1947 made it compulsory for local governments to 
have a public library and also defined minimum grants to be allocated to the local 
libraries. Both countries established a state directorate to coordinate central library 
policies and to see to it that the law was complied with by the municipalities. 
Sweden had neither a library law nor a state directorate. At state level in Sweden, 
public library work was regarded primarily as part of the work for public enlight-
enment. Consequently, the National Board of Education (Skolöverstyrelsen) 
handled the public library issues. In the early 1970s, however, this changed as a 
consequence of the new cultural policy. From now on, public libraries (including 
school libraries) were first and foremost considered as cultural institutions, and 
the national responsibility was handed over to the new Swedish Arts Council. In 
2010, it changed again, and since then the Royal library has been responsible for 
the whole library sector, but still with the Ministry of Culture as responsible for 
the national library policy (Thomas 2009; Rydbeck 2022).

In spite of the differences between Sweden and the two other countries as 
far as legislation and a state directorate were concerned, all the countries had a 
 system with earmarked state grants in the first few decades after 1945.

In all three countries, the municipalities responsible for libraries in general 
were very small and had limited resources. However, during these years, there 
were several mergers of municipalities. In Norway, a wave of mergers took place 
in the last half of the 1960s. In Denmark, the most important reform was imple-
mented in 1970. In Sweden, the most important reforms took place in 1952 and 
in 1971. In Denmark and Sweden, but not so much in Norway, these reforms 
made the remaining municipalities larger and financially stronger, and increased 
their opportunities to develop the public library services. Consequently, the col-
lections grew, the number of professionally trained staff increased, new library 
buildings were built, new branches opened, and outreach activities began to 
develop. Norway deviated somewhat from Denmark and Sweden, and still has a 
very high number of very small municipalities and thus a much higher propor-
tion of very small libraries with short opening hours and a part-time librarian 
without professional education.

Around 1950, all the Scandinavian countries had a two-layer system with 
municipal libraries and a network of county libraries. The role of the county 
libraries was partly professional counseling, partly to supplement local collec-
tions, and partly to facilitate cooperation and inter-library lending. In addition, 
Denmark and Norway had a national level in the state directorates. The state 
level in all the countries, however, actively stimulated local libraries via ear-
marked grants and organizational initiatives, e.g., three national lending centers 
that were created in the 1960s by the Swedish state in different parts of the coun-
try, as the last link in the public libraries’ media supply (Thomas 2009).



Library history of the Scandinavian countries 25

Although ambitious library plans were developed in Denmark and Norway 
immediately after World War II, as stated above, other needs did not give very 
much room for costly library initiatives. That was a bit different in Sweden, 
and 75% of Swedish municipalities received new library buildings between 
1947 and 1963 (Torstensson 1993, 59). The economic growth in the late 1950s 
and early 1960s, however, created new openings for a similar development in 
Denmark and Norway. The modernization and investment in public libraries in 
the Scandinavian countries during the 1960s provided inspiration for the library 
development in the United Kingdom (Black 2011).

Of particular importance was the Danish library law from 1964. In addition to 
preserving the principle of making libraries a mandatory municipal institution, 
the principle of free borrowing on a national level, meaning that everyone living 
in the country can lend freely at any library, was explicitly stated in the law. The 
law required all larger municipalities to have a library-trained leader. The law 
also contained financial provisions where municipal grants to public libraries 
generated state grants, thus stimulating local authorities to increase allocations to 
libraries; it also expanded the mission of public libraries beyond the promotion 
of books and reading, opening up for other media and the promotion of cultural 
activities in a broader sense.

Norway limped a bit after Denmark and Sweden. The law triggering the 
modernization of Norwegian public libraries was adopted by the parliament in 
1971, and implemented in 1972. The Danish law of 1964 heavily influenced 
this law. The purpose of libraries was practically identical, opening up for other 
media than printed ones and a broader perspective on cultural activities, indicat-
ing the close links in Scandinavian librarianship. Requirements regarding pro-
fessional education were formulated. In order to receive earmarked state grants 
for libraries, local governments had to comply with regulations specified by the 
state directorate regarding, for example, the standard of the library premises. 
Although Norway throughout the period has been lagging somewhat behind its 
Scandinavian neighbors as far as running costs per capita for public libraries and 
figures for lending and library use are concerned, there can be no doubt that the 
1971 law initiated a significant development in Norwegian public libraries.

The expansion of the public libraries in the Scandinavian countries must be 
seen in close connection with the so-called “new cultural policy” in the 1960s 
and 1970s. In Denmark, the establishment of the Danish Ministry of Culture in 
1961 was a milestone. In Norway, the governmental white paper from the early 
1970s and the development of municipal cultural administrations following in 
its wake represented a similar milestone. In Sweden, the new cultural policy was 
approved by the parliament in 1974. These policies were based on a strategy to 
democratize culture by making it accessible to the entire population regardless 
of social background or geographical location (Nilsson 2003, 231–255). This 
welfare-oriented cultural policy vision was not only expressed in the expansion 
of the number of new libraries but also in the growth of new media, such as 
gramophone records in the collections and in a wide range of cultural activities 
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in the libraries in the form of, for example, children’s theater, film screenings, 
and  exhibitions (Ørom 2005; Jochumsen and Hvenegaard Rasmussen 2006; 
Hedemark 2009). This development caused librarians to add new and more pop-
ular cultural media to the libraries’ collections and to prioritize the representa-
tion of more marginalized cultural forms such as women’s culture and workers’ 
culture in the libraries.

Another feature toward the end of this period was the changing relationship 
between the state and local governments. During the first few decades after 1945, 
all three countries had a system with earmarked grants, giving the state opportu-
nities to guide and shape local library policies directly. Comply, or we take away 
the grants! Gradually earmarked grants were supplanted by block grants, which 
the local government could use according to its own priorities. Sweden was first, 
with this switch taking place there in 1965.

One interesting feature that is particular for Scandinavia is the library’s role as 
a tool for supporting a national production of literature in these relatively small 
language communities. Both Norway and Sweden have arrangements where the 
state buys a certain number of copies of published books deemed to be of a 
satisfactory quality and distributes them for free to the public libraries. All the 
countries have arrangements where authors are compensated for the use of their 
works in libraries.

Three trends were central in the period 1945–1975:

 1 An expansion of libraries within a political context aimed at democratizing 
access to cultural experiences, from the middle of the 1960s supplemented 
with a policy for cultural democracy meaning broadening cultural forms, 
activities, and media to be integrated (Vestheim 1997).

 2 A professionalization of the field. The role of professionally educated librar-
ians increased (Audunson 2015).

 3 The start of a development, first in Sweden, from a state intervening and 
steering directly via earmarked grants to a state relying on indicative and 
indirect guidance via the change from earmarked grants to block grants.

The comeback of the market, digitization, and libraries: 
1975–2000

At the beginning of the 1980s, the financial boom that was a significant factor in 
the Scandinavian expansion of the welfare state in previous decades was replaced 
by a financial crisis. In the late 1970s and early 1980s, Sweden, followed by 
Denmark and Norway, respectively, got new right-wing governments, whose 
goal was to reform, modernize, and rationalize and to some extent privatize the 
welfare state. This had to be done through decentralization, market manage-
ment, and increased efficiency – or in other words: new public management. For 
the public libraries, this meant staff reductions, restrictions on opening hours, 
closures of branches, and cuts in the material budget.
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When the first library law was finally accepted by the Swedish parliament 
in 1996, it was a consequence of the deteriorating economic situation of the 
 municipalities. Combined with the neoliberal spirit, ideas arose among both 
municipal and national politicians about privatizing public library activities and 
introducing fees on book loans. One municipality tried to outsource the public 
library services, but the experiment ended in disaster: After only one year, the 
company went bankrupt and the municipality had to take back the responsibility. 
This first attempt, however, was followed in some other municipalities during 
the 1990s, with better results (Hansson and Heedman 2004, 4; Hedemark 2009, 
101–105; Lindberg 2015, 3–4).

The development made the government and the parliament finally realize the 
need for legislation. The new library act, implemented in 1997, focused mainly 
on the public libraries (SFS 1996:1596). It established that there had to be public 
libraries in all municipalities where the inhabitants could borrow books free of 
charge, and that the responsibility for this lay with the municipality. The public 
libraries would also provide computerized information and pay special attention 
to the needs of certain specified groups such as children and young people, the 
disabled, and immigrants. The library law established the right to library ser-
vices, but did not say how to meet the requirements. And there was nothing 
about staffing or the competence of the staff.

But the law also focused to some extent on the research libraries. It was stated 
that there should be libraries at all universities and colleges, and that this was the 
responsibility of the state. There were also demands for collaboration between 
public and research libraries. The act stated that research libraries had to make 
literature from their collections available to the public libraries free of charge, 
and to assist them in their efforts to provide users with a good library service. 
The Library Act very much regarded public and research libraries as one joint 
national library resource.

Up until 1983, the Danish state had reimbursed the municipalities half of their 
expenses for public libraries. Thereafter the libraries became part of the  municipal 
block grants, and as such, they had to live with the uncertainty  associated with 
being dependent on municipal priorities. Norway introduced the same system in 
connection with a revision of the law on public libraries in 1985. As previously 
mentioned, Sweden had already introduced block grants in 1965.

The public libraries’ response to this development was, among other things, 
to move in new directions. One of these was to make different approaches to the 
private business sector by establishing information services and business services 
in the libraries. The attention paid to the business community could also be seen 
as a sign that a generally more market-oriented way of thinking began to gain 
a foothold in public libraries. This was reflected by the fact that librarians now 
often referred to the library’s users as “customers,” just as the choice of material 
became more demand-oriented.

At the same time, the public libraries were positioning themselves as impor-
tant institutions when it came to counteracting the risk of a division of the 
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population into an information technology A and B team, which at the time 
received great political attention. The libraries were also implementing their 
potential concerning the increasing number of ethnic minorities who became 
part of the population. The main traits of the library model proved resilient in 
its meeting of neoliberalism challenges in the 1980s and 1990s, questioning the 
principle of free services and library services as a universal and publicly financed 
welfare arrangement.

Conclusion

The different formative eras from the Enlightenment to the Internet, globaliza-
tion, and social media have definitely all left their traces on Scandinavian librar-
ianship. Studying libraries is like doing an archeological study uncovering still 
existing layers reflecting all these periods. Two trends have, however, proved 
to be particularly profound and resilient: The traditions from the early nine-
teenth century, which have structured academic librarianship, and the ideas of 
the public library revolution of the early twentieth century. In spite of many pre-
dictions (e.g., Nicholas 2012) that libraries will become irrelevant and obsolete, 
libraries seem to have succeeded in adapting to political, social, and technolog-
ical changes based on their traditional platform, remain relevant, and survive as 
libraries recognizable as such.

Throughout the twentieth century, there has been a marked dualism in 
librarianship between academic libraries and public libraries. During the last few 
 decades of that century, there seems to have been a process of convergence: The 
development of universities from elite institutions to mass institutions has led 
university libraries to adopt working methods similar to those found in public 
libraries, e.g., as meeting places and arenas for public debate.

In the twentieth century, both public libraries and academic libraries devel-
oped within the framework of the Scandinavian social democratic welfare state 
based on equal access to basic services such as education, health, housing, and 
culture. One can talk of a Scandinavian or Nordic library model (Torstensson 
2009). Neoliberalism challenged that model and, to varying degrees in the three 
countries, led to elements of privatization and market solutions in all the tradi-
tional fields of welfare. One can, however, maintain that the Scandinavian model 
has survived within the field of librarianship.
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Introduction

“Archives were not drawn up in the interest or for the information of posterity.” 
Even if not entirely true, this famous quote by English archivist Hilary Jenkinson 
(1922, 11) points out that archival documents – records – are normally created as a 
byproduct, and for the benefit, of an organization’s administrative functions, not 
for the assistance of some historian or genealogist 150 years later. Nonetheless, 
the latter “secondary” uses of archives are what springs to mind when the gen-
eral public think about archives. As sites of cultural heritage, archives are aligned 
with libraries and museums. But to fully appreciate archives as heritage, we also 
need to understand that records more often than not are created and preserved 
for the benefit of the original creator.

To a large degree, the development of Scandinavian archives resembles that in 
the rest of Europe. Many of the tendencies are similar, which is why it is also nat-
ural to present the different Scandinavian archival histories in one piece, while 
highlighting the differences that are still found.

In the following historical overview of Scandinavian archives, the main focus 
will lie on the modern state institutions, since they have until now dominated 
the archival landscape. Until the end of the twentieth century, the state sector in 
Denmark had a near monopoly on organized archival institutions (Bundsgaard 
and Gelting 1992). In Norway and Sweden, the state sector has also been domi-
nant, and both archival policy and the profession have largely been shaped in the 
mold of state archives. Archival legislation has mainly concerned state archives. 
However, since the nineteenth century and particularly in recent decades, the 
archival sector in municipalities and the private archival sector have been thriv-
ing. We will therefore treat them separately after the general chronological sur-
vey to which we now turn.
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Medieval and early-modern Scandinavian archives

If we exclude prehistoric rock carvings and runestones, which may be seen as 
documentary evidence, the dawn of Scandinavian archives occurred in the thir-
teenth and fourteenth centuries. Initially, they were records of the king, often 
moving from castle to castle. Archiving before the nineteenth century was almost 
exclusively an integrated part of the administrative and legal functions of states, 
cities, religious organizations, or aristocratic families. Some records, document-
ing e.g. land ownership, debt, and treaties, could be relevant over the passage of 
many generations (Duchein 1992; Jørgensen 1968).

In Sweden and Denmark, central state archival institutions were established 
in the seventeenth century as parts of the growing early-modern state appara-
tuses. The uses of archives were still mainly for legal and administrative  reasons, 
but they were also utilized in the proto-nationalist historiography of the early- 
modern states. In Denmark, a separate institution was established in 1663 for 
records of a legal and long-lasting nature, not crucial for the daily matter of affairs, 
which had been kept separately since the fourteenth century from more tempo-
rary records. These historical archives came to be known as the “Secret Archive” 
and developed into a resource for historical research during the eighteenth cen-
tury (Kjölstad 2012; Paasch 2018). In Sweden, the predecessor of the National 
Archives was established in 1618 as a function within the Royal Chancellery. 
Internal regulations ensured that records were kept and archived in an orderly 
way (Smedberg 2012). In Norway, a royal archival repository was located at 
Akershus fortress from around 1300 AD. For about 400 years until 1814, Norway 
was subordinated to Denmark, and Akershus fortress became an archive for the 
Danish king’s representative in Norway. Many records on Norwegian affairs 
were also transferred to Copenhagen ( Jørgensen 1968, 175–176).

The historical turn and nation building

If the legal and administrative aspect of archives had dominated until the eight-
eenth century, a new role rose to prominence with the modern era. While the 
records creators’ primary interests remained crucial and still are today, external 
agents’ interests in archives became more prominent, in two ways: First, what 
we now call “freedom of information” interests – famously put in effect with 
the French Revolution, when access to public archives was proclaimed a gen-
eral civic right (Duchein 1992, 17); secondly, the generally growing interest in 
history within societies at large also affected archives: They were largely trans-
formed into tools of academic historiography, and archives became part of nation 
building and similar forms of identity politics during the nineteenth century 
(Berger 2013; Cook 2013). At the same time, state archives in Europe, includ-
ing Scandinavia, increased in organizational size and complexity, and emerged 
as independent institutions. They also increasingly became more accessible to 
external users – primarily historians.
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Simultaneously, a modern archivist profession emerged, largely recruited 
from historians, and the two groups maintained close bonds long into the twen-
tieth century in all Scandinavian countries, just as in other Western countries 
(Ridener 2009).

In Sweden, the National Archives developed into a central archival repository 
of the state, especially from the 1830s. The new and more historical dimension 
of the National Archives was increasingly emphasized, in line with traditional 
administrative functions. There was an increase in the number of employees, 
and efforts were made to arrange and describe old records that had remained 
disordered from a long time before, as well as to transcribe and print histori-
cal records. The National Archives gradually obtained more storage facilities 
in Stockholm, although there was a constant need for more, and subsequently 
there was an increase in the inclusion of records that had until then been stored 
at individual state agencies (Norberg 2007).

In Denmark, a similar development began in the second half of the nine-
teenth century. A peculiar outcome of the transformation in Denmark was that 
for some decades, there were two parallel national archival authorities. The old 
Secret Archive remained a separate body, although it transferred to a new min-
istry for the Church and education service, and from the 1850s, it received state 
records that had been created until 1750; this relieved a state administration that 
was in dire need of more space. However, noncurrent records created after 1750 
were transferred for preservation in a new institution, the Kingdom’s Archives 
(Kongerigets arkiver), established in the 1860s (Kjölstad 2012; Paasch 2018). After a 
couple of decades, the two were united into a single National Archive.

While the Danish and Swedish National Archives trace a direct continuity 
from medieval and early-modern state archives, things were different in Norway. 
Norway became independent of Denmark in 1814, entering instead a personal 
union with Sweden, yet with its own constitution and a large degree of auton-
omy apart from in foreign and military affairs. The National Archives was estab-
lished shortly afterwards, initially as an office under the Ministry of Finance and 
handled by the ministry’s ordinary staff until the 1830s when the first designated 
archivist was employed. Initially, the National Archives was first and foremost 
a repository that was to secure records necessary for the government apparatus, 
both from the old repository at Akershus fortress and from the new adminis-
tration. Toward the mid-nineteenth century, the National Archives emerged 
as an independent organization that also had a cultural heritage role, and the 
employment of romantic poet Henrik Wergeland may be regarded as symbolic 
(Svendsen 2017).

Initially, an important task for the Norwegian National Archives was trans-
ferring material relevant for Norway from the Danish state. Some guidelines had 
been set out in the Kiel Treaty, and after negotiations, the first transfers took 
place in 1820. Initially, the focus was on records of administrative value; only 
later did records primarily of historical value become the focus for subsequent 
negotiations and transfers. Control over the archives documenting the governing 
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of Norway remained for a long time a diplomatic tangle between the countries; 
it was not finally resolved until 1990 (Svendsen 2017).

Early archival legislation

The general development of the Scandinavian national archives followed a 
 similar path: They crystallized as independent institutions within the govern-
ment apparatus, with an increased number of employees. In the 1840s, they were 
transferred to the ministries for Church and education in all countries, and in 
the 1870s and 1880s, the national archives as independent agencies were estab-
lished. The late nineteenth and early twentieth century gave ample proof of an 
extensive institutional development of the state archives in all countries, as well 
as increased legal regulation.

In Sweden, there was no separate law on archives until 1991. Instead,  public 
sector archives had been indirectly regulated by the freedom of information 
 legislation, which from 1766 had stipulated that citizens have a general right 
of access to the state’s (and later also municipal bodies’) written records (unless 
they were designated as secret). This led to a wide notion of “archives” in 
Sweden;  generally records are considered archived at an early stage, when they 
are still kept by the original creator. A similar wide notion has been prevalent in 
Norway, while the Danish definition of archives has largely excluded contem-
porary records.

From as early as the seventeenth century, there were rules regarding the 
orderly formation of record categories such as registries, concepts, and incoming 
letters within the Swedish Royal Chancellery. From the late nineteenth century, 
a series of new regulations concerning the state archives was issued, specifying 
the obligations and organization of the National Archives, as well as basic rules 
regarding  archival care. There were also general regulations about appraisal – 
which was seen as an increasingly unavoidable task – making it clear that all 
destruction of records must be sanctioned by the National Archives (Norberg 
2007; Smedberg 2012).

As in Sweden, the first archival law in Norway came late (1992), but other 
forms of regulation were in place earlier. The creation of records in state bod-
ies and municipalities had been rudimentarily regulated since the eighteenth 
and nineteenth centuries (Valderhaug 2011). The tasks of the National Archives 
were described, at its foundation, in a governmental resolution as safeguarding 
“qualified documents” from Akershus fortress. In the early twentieth century, 
this was elaborated in a royal resolution, which established a national archival 
agency led by the National Archivist as the leader for all state archival institutions 
(Marthinsen 1983).

Denmark saw its first Archives Act in 1889, which was short and largely reg-
ulated the tasks of the new National Archives. In addition, there were circulars 
and other internal regulations, e.g., on the transfer of records (Eriksen 1993; 
Kjölstad 2012, 175).
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A network of state archival institutions

A common theme is that the history began with archival institutions for the 
central government in the capital. During the last half of the nineteenth century, 
regional state archives outside the capitals developed in all countries. Norway 
was first, with institutions in Trondheim (1850) and Bergen (1885) – both at first 
duly submitted to the regional authorities but integrated in the National Archives 
in the early twentieth century. During the 1900s, six additional regional archives 
(soon labeled “state archives,” statsarkiver) were established. Until an organiza-
tional restructuring in 2016, the state archives had total responsibility for archives 
from their area (Svendsen 2017).

The new Danish Archive law from 1889 stipulated the establishment of three 
regional state archives (in Copenhagen, Odense, and Viborg), soon known as 
“county archives” (landsarkiver). The county archives (a fourth was established in 
Aabenraa in the 1930s) were part of the unified state archival agency. A similar 
development occurred in Sweden, where regional state archives (landsarkiv) were 
established from 1899 until 1935 at seven locations (Vadstena, Lund, Uppsala, 
Visby, Gothenburg, Östersund, and Härnösand).

In the past few decades, there has been a tendency towards organizational 
centralization of the state-level archives in Scandinavia. In Sweden, the so-called 
“War Archives” was discontinued as a separate government agency under the 
Ministry of Defense, and became a section of the National Archives in the 
1990s; the same happened to the regional state archives in 2010. In Denmark, 
the central-state archival agency incorporated, in 1993, the Danish Data Archive 
in Odense, which primarily stores quantitative research data from various 
 disciplines (Clausen and Marker 2000). Norway has seen several mergers of 
private  institutions with the National Archives from the 1980s onwards, such 
as the Norwegian Private Archive Institute, the Norwegian Historical Source 
Institute, and the Sámi Archives (Svendsen 2017). During the 2010s, the National 
Archives of all countries were reorganized and based upon functions rather than 
geography.

Crystallizing out a separate archival theory

Around the turn of the twentieth century, a distinct archival theory became 
dominant all over Europe. The principle of provenance, respect des fonds in French, 
served a dual purpose: A pragmatic solution for the transfer of records from cre-
ators to archival institutions – they did not have to be reorganized more than 
necessary – but it also reflected the interests and theoretical views of academic 
historiography. For historians, archives ought to be as “neutral” and “authentic” 
as possible, and that was regarded as being accomplished only when the archives 
were seen as “organically” born out of the transactions of the original creators. 
These views became almost universally adopted by the European archivists dur-
ing this time (see Chapter 8, this volume).
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In Sweden, the principle of provenance was complemented by the idea that 
the “original order” within the archive should be kept, sometimes called “the 
structure principle.” In Sweden, this was soon the official archival policy from 
the National Archives in the early twentieth century, with the aim of ordering 
the archives that still remained within the creating bodies. With a particularly 
Swedish model for archival description introduced at the same time, most gov-
ernment agencies had to arrange their archives in series within certain catego-
ries, such as minutes and copies of sent letters. This model remained in state 
archives until the 2010s and was also almost entirely followed by municipal and 
private archives.

In Denmark, the principle of provenance was formally adopted in 1903, but 
this occurred slightly later in Norway, in 1913. Arguably as a consequence of 
the disagreement with Denmark over archives from the Denmark-Norway era, 
Norway defended a principle of “territorial provenance,” i.e., that records related 
to a specific area were to be controlled by whoever controlled the area, even if 
that meant removing records from the archives of previous powers (Svendsen 
2017).

Archival expansion in the welfare states

In the twentieth century, there was a general growth in archives altogether, 
due to various and mutually influencing factors. Most importantly, there was a 
general rise in the state bureaucracy and organization with the evolving welfare 
state, and also a technological development that made record creating easier, 
such as the typewriter and copying techniques. Increasingly, new formats were 
introduced in the archives, where photographs and audiovisual recordings came 
to supplement written papers. This led to new challenges with methods of pres-
ervation, as well as a need to reformulate the classical notion of records, which 
had for a long time been based on textual documents.

The growth of archives put new questions on the agenda for Scandinavian as 
well as international archives – not least the planning of archiving from the start, 
and the need for appraisal. In many respects, the development of the twentieth 
century forced the archival functions to somewhat go back a couple of steps 
toward the more bureaucratic-administrative end of the axis. For example, in 
Sweden, the National Archives increasingly functioned in a role of, so to speak, 
controlling the documentation all over the state sector, to decrease the overpro-
duction of archives, and not least to assist with appraisal.

In all Scandinavian countries, the destruction of records became an increas-
ingly important part of archival work from the mid-twentieth century to the 
present day. Common to all countries has been a certain pragmatism, led more 
by economic incentives than by international appraisal theory. In order to find 
a path between total retention and total destruction, various forms of sampling 
have been used (where, e.g., records concerning persons born on certain dates 
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have been kept), as well as initiatives to increase efficiency, such as the Danish 
innovation of arranging current records according to decimal-based  classification 
systems (“journalplaner”); one advantage was that this could make large-scale 
destruction of records concerning topics without long-term value easier than 
chronological ordering, where appraisal would have to be on the item level. 
Methods like the ones described here have occasionally been controversial for 
archivists that find them too schematic. On a legal level, the Danish Archival 
Act of 1992 emphasizes the destruction of records as a key task for state archives, 
more so than in Norway and Sweden, and the level of destruction seems to have 
been higher in Denmark (Bloch and Larsen 2006; Bringslid et al. 2009; Edquist 
2019; Marthinsen 1983; Paasch 2018).

Digitalization and the complex contemporary archival landscape

From the 1960s onwards, records creation has continued to accelerate in volume 
and complexity, not least because of the introduction of digital technologies. 
Digital records were introduced in the 1950s and 1960s in major administra-
tive systems and similar centralized functions. Their preservation was discussed 
from the beginning but became a paramount issue in the 1990s, when the vast 
 majority of all new documents became digital.

Adding to the complexity is the reorganization of the public sector, not least 
from the 1980s when neoliberal doctrines became prevalent. Many former state 
and municipal bodies have been privatized, sometimes leading to disruptions of 
the archives and reduced access. New organizational models, temporary projects, 
etc. flourish, which also challenges records and archives management.

Since the 1960s and 1970s, new use patterns and new techniques for making 
archives accessible have also emerged (e.g., see Chapters 6, 7, and 9 in this vol-
ume). Simultaneously, an opposite development is also visible: Many profession-
als consider themselves as records managers rather than as working in the field of 
culture, mainly managing current information and evidence in fragile and fluid 
digital media.

In all Scandinavian countries, the National Archives have introduced  functions 
and requirements for the transfer of digital records. Government agencies are 
expected to follow certain guidelines for their electronic records, and Norway 
has had, since the late 1990s, a national standard for digital records, the NOARK 
4, later NOARK 5 (Geijer, Lenberg, and Lövblad 2013, 110–116; Kjellberg and 
Hall-Andersen 2017; NOU 2019:9). However, the challenges of long-time pres-
ervation and management of digital archives are still a matter of discussion and 
sometimes dispute. Some archivists fear that the care of born-digital archives 
tends to be underfinanced, and that the “outside world” (those responsible for 
government funding, or the top managements of various organizations) gener-
ally underestimates the economic and, even more so, the organizational require-
ments of digital preservation of archives.
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Beyond the government: Municipal and private archives

Municipal record keeping has tended to be weaker than that of the state, even 
though early municipal legislation from the mid-nineteenth century in all coun-
tries included some rules on archiving. Typically, only larger cities and towns 
had separate archival institutions. Measures to improve municipal archives were 
taken during the twentieth century. Since the 1940s, the Norwegian National 
Archivist has been mandated to supervise municipal archives. In Sweden, begin-
ning in the 1930s, the National Archives issued advisory regulations for munic-
ipalities, e.g., on appraisal. In the 1980s, these regulations were formalized with 
a special archival council jointly run by the National Archives and the coop-
eration organizations of municipalities and county councils (since 2020 called 
“regions”, regioner), and from 1991, municipalities followed the same archival 
legislation as the state. Since then, most municipalities have established formal 
archival functions with employed archival personnel. In Denmark, municipal 
archives were traditionally tended by the National Archives. Since 1992, munic-
ipalities may choose to be liable to the National Archives or establish a local 
archival institution. Municipal archives must follow the same archival legislation 
as state archives, in terms of, for example, appraisal and accessibility (Edquist 
2019; Furdal 1993; Valderhaug 2011).

All countries, especially smaller municipalities, lack sufficient resources for 
archiving. In Norway, cooperation between municipalities in so-called “IKAs” 
(interkommunale arkiv, inter-municipal archives) has been on the rise since the 
1970s (Bering 2017). Inter-municipal cooperation is less widespread in Denmark 
and Sweden, even though legislation permits it (Furdal 1993). However, the chal-
lenges of digital archiving have forced some smaller municipalities in Sweden to 
cooperate.

Municipal archival institutions, especially in larger cities and towns, have 
since the 1980s often embraced a more “cultural” approach. In Bergen, the city 
archive was given the task of guiding the municipality’s employees and acting as 
a repository, but also of promoting the use of the archives and collecting private 
material from the municipality. Oslo City Archive soon followed a similar path, 
and even some IKAs have developed public programs for active outreach. The 
City Archives in Stockholm has pursued many activities with the aim of reaching 
a larger audience, e.g., in the project “Stockholm Sources” (Stockholmskällan), a 
digitized historical database that is run in collaboration with the City Museum 
(Bering 2017; www.stockholmskallan.se).

Private archives have tended to be even less regulated. Larger businesses and 
organizations created and kept archives to the extent that they needed them. 
There were also some acquisitions of nationally significant private archives, from 
major noble families and the like, by the National Archives.

Separate institutions for private archives emerged from the early twentieth 
century. In all three countries, the labor movement established archival insti-
tutions in the early twentieth century. Over time, additional private archival  

http://www.stockholmskallan.se
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institutions have emerged, such as for business archives, archives for popular move-
ments that are typical for Sweden, and local history archives that are abundant in 
Denmark. However, until now, vast amounts of private archives have been kept 
in public institutions – state or municipal archives, libraries, and  museums – in 
all three countries. Generally, there have been more natural “libraries, archives, 
and museums” (LAM) connections in the private archives sector. For example, 
the institutions for labor movement archives are also libraries in all countries. 
And since private archives often have close relations with museums and libraries, 
they are also at the forefront in setting up exhibitions, archival pedagogics, and 
other public programs. Private archives have been discussed in policy debates on 
archives in Scandinavia as examples of a wider documentary heritage than that 
which public archives offer (Bundsgaard and Gelting 1992; NOU 2019:9; SOU 
2019:58).

Archival politics: Democracy, transparency, and heritage

In all Scandinavian countries, the legal frameworks have changed in recent 
 decades. In 1991 and 1992, Sweden, Denmark, and Norway all received new laws 
for archives throughout the public sector (that had already applied to Denmark 
since 1976). The laws, normally complemented by more detailed ordinances and 
regulations, include various rules on the proper care of archives, rules on transfer 
from agencies to archival institutions, and the responsibilities of the National 
Archives as the archival authority. Among national differences, the Norwegian 
law also contains some passages on private archives, and the National Archives 
may put some restrictions on particularly valuable private archives. As previously 
mentioned, Danish legislation puts a larger explicit emphasis on the destruction 
of records, while Swedish legislation since 1991 has put some emphasis on herit-
age and nonacademic users of archives.

If we define archival politics as all those political measures that affect the 
functioning of archives, we cannot restrict ourselves to only discussing legisla-
tion and other forms of explicit regulatory interventions. Another crucial aspect 
is economics: The actual funding from public bodies to both public and private 
archives. Without sufficient personnel and resources, it may be difficult to always 
fulfill the sometimes strict rules on proper archival care. Many previous studies 
have shown that archival realities often differ from what is considered desira-
ble in legislation and policy documents (e.g., see: Edquist 2019; Eriksen 1993; 
Thorhauge, Heide Petersen, and Mølbak Andersen 2018).

Very sketchily, archivists have transformed from being guardians of public 
secrets to a contemporary professional identity where openness and transpar-
ency are hailed. Before the nineteenth century, access to state archives was 
generally difficult. During the nineteenth century, steps toward opening them 
to the general public were taken, even though the vast majority were histo-
rians. Reading facilities, etc. were established, but visiting an archival depot 
required time and skill (Norberg 2007; Thomsen 1976). Today, records and 
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archives are key elements of citizens’ rights to control the doings of public 
authorities.

Records are important for transparency in all Scandinavian countries, but 
there has always been a tension between openness and secrecy. In Sweden, the 
rules of secrecy were transferred to a separate law on secrecy in the 1930s, which 
until this day regulates access to public sector archives, regardless of whether 
they are kept by the original creator or an archival institution. Thus, there is no 
separate regulation of access in the specific archival legislation.

Also in Norway, freedom of information rules are found in other legislation 
than that explicitly concerning archives, but just as in Sweden, the  freedom of 
information legislation directly concerns archives, since both countries have a 
wide definition of the term: Archives also include very new and “living” records. 
In Denmark, archives are more separated from contemporary records. The 
Danish Archives Act has its own access provisions: Public records are usually 
released after 20 years, but if they contain personal information, they are released 
after 75 years (Thorhauge, Heide Petersen, and Mølbak Andersen 2018, 1222). 
Other legislation also has access provisions. Access can thus be granted in accord-
ance with either the Archives Act or the Public Access to Information Act. This 
may sound liberal, but what the practical consequences are may be disputed. It 
has been argued that countries that have access rules both in freedom of infor-
mation laws and archive laws (e.g., Denmark, Iceland, the UK, Germany, and 
France) may have less of a culture of openness in administration, and have there-
fore found it necessary to regulate access to disposed archives specifically. On 
the other hand, countries that only regulate access to public records in a Public 
Access to Information Act, like Sweden and Norway, may rely on this regulation 
alone because their administrations embrace a culture of openness (Noack 1993). 
However, in Sweden, the opposite argument has been made: That the principle 
of openness in legislation has led to a culture of avoiding documentation, with 
open but empty archives as a result (National Archives of Sweden 2004).

Concluding remarks: Archivists and archives today

Until the late twentieth century, there were no academic programs for 
Scandinavian archivists, who were typically employed on the basis of a degree 
in  history or a similar discipline, and trained “in-house” (e.g., see: Svendsen 
2017).

From the 1970s in Sweden, the 1990s in Norway, and slightly later in 
Denmark, several universities established programs in archival science. Some, 
like the programs at the University of Aalborg, Oslo Metropolitan University, 
and Mid Sweden University (which also includes PhD-level training), stress con-
temporary records management and draw on information sciences more than on 
history (Sundqvist 2020). This development from practical in-house training to 
a more theoretical education is partly due to transformations in the profession, 
and partly to the general academization of education.
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Today, archivists are faced with an increasing specialization within the 
 profession, where new technologies bring both new opportunities and chal-
lenges. On the one hand, records managers work as information specialists in 
digital environments, managing records created in the present for usage in a near 
or distant future. The reshaping of public administration from classic bureau-
cracy to less hierarchical and less stable organizations has put many archivists in 
new positions where they have to argue for archival concerns that may clash with 
other interests.

On the other hand, archival institutions are still heritage and memory insti-
tutions. More traditional archivists at archival institutions that predominantly 
store records that are several decades or centuries old largely work with service, 
provision, and mediation for the benefit of external users.

In the late twentieth century, many waited for the archival profession with 
digitalization to split into at least two professions. However, to date, there have 
been no signs of any definite split. On the contrary, there is a widespread view 
that archivists must be experts in both the contemporary creation and manage-
ment of “living” archives, as well as having a longer perspective of time, whether 
they mainly work with old or contemporary archives.

Archives are double-edged, keeping records from a more or less distant past 
that serves history writing and historical knowledge, as well as being contem-
porary and future-looking: Evidence of activities for the records  creators them-
selves, but also for the general public, as “accountability agencies” (Eastwood 
2002, 70) or as reservoirs for historical knowledge. Archival institutions are 
thus only partially siblings of museums and libraries in storing information 
from the past, although the historical dimension of archives is probably the 
one with which most people associate. Nonetheless, an important part of the 
archival sphere will continue to acknowledge that there is a demand in society 
for archives as reservoirs of memory and heritage. That part of archives increas-
ingly also aims to further increase the outreach of archives and to attract even 
more users.
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Introduction

The joint establishment of new types of museums and collections across the 
Scandinavian countries from the mid-seventeenth century to the end of the 
twentieth century will be the primary focus in the following. These common-
alities will loosely be paralleled with societal changes. The use of key concepts 
such as “type,” “collection,” “museum,” and “societal changes” will be rooted 
in common sense, that is, pragmatically and without further theoretical reflec-
tions. This approach distills a “Scandinavian” history of museums in the sin-
gular, which puts focus on clusters of identical museum types – both local and 
nationwide, small and large – originating within delimited time spans. As the 
Scandinavian countries are in many ways entangled historically, such an overall 
and long-time perspective on the development in this part of Europe contributes 
to a more multifaceted understanding of the history of museums. At the end, we 
draw some tentative conclusions at a generic level about new museum types and 
societal changes.

Collecting the whole wide world

Universities and scholarly environments played a crucial role when the founda-
tions for the modern Scandinavian museums were laid. Uppsala University and 
the University of Copenhagen were founded at the end of the 1470s, and Lund 
University was founded in 1666 (Magnusson Staaf and Tersmeden 2016). In par-
ticular, the act of collecting was associated with the endeavors of individual pro-
fessors. Thus, one of the first well-documented collections was that of Ole Worm 
in Copenhagen. As a professor at the university, Worm (1588–1654) collected 
naturalia and man-made objects from the 1620s onwards. His collection was 
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organized like many other cabinets of curiosities of the time, although Worm 
expressed an overt ambition to establish what he – in a modern sense – “consid-
ered to be optimal conditions for other people’s learning of nature by facilitating 
object lessons and hands-on activities” (Tarp 2018).

At the universities of Lund and Uppsala, various collections in the eighteenth 
century were open to scholars and students. As with Worm, collections were 
associated with individuals and not the university as an organization, although 
some of these assemblages of artifacts were later donated to the university. The 
Stobaean collection at the Lund University Historical Museum, donated to 
the university by Kilian Stobaeus (1690–1742) in 1735, is an example of this 
(Stjernquist 2005). However, the most prominent professor-collector in Sweden 
in this period was a former student of Stobaeus, Carl Linnaeus (1707–1778) in 
Uppsala. The most striking aspect of Linnaeus’s collecting practices was his 
methods. The collections were structured on the basis of specifically defined 
empirical criteria. Linnaeus’s methods regarding the structuration of collections 
were to have an impact on the way collectors and museums organized both their 
collections and displays from the mid-eighteenth century onwards in areas out-
side the field of natural history (Broberg 2019).

As part of the Danish-Norwegian “twin kingdom” up to 1814, Norway did 
not have its own university until 1811. However, the oldest scholarly institution 
in the country, the Royal Norwegian Society of Sciences and Letters, was estab-
lished in 1760 in Trondheim as the Trondheim Society by, among others, the 
Bishop of Nidaros, Johan Ernst Gunnerus (1718–1773). Gunnerus is yet another 
representative of a strong leaning towards the collecting and describing of natu-
ralia, who in 1759 started building his collection of mainly natural objects, but 
also antiquities and instruments (Brenna 2011). After his death, the collection 
was auctioned. Large parts were acquired by the Society and became much later 
part of the regional university museum (Andersen et al. 2009). Similarly, many 
of these early collections can be traced in the natural history museums founded 
in the following centuries such as the Swedish Naturhistoriska riksmuseet and the 
Danish Statens naturhistoriske museum.

In Scandinavia, as in the rest of Europe, those who compiled the collections can 
be grouped in three: Scholars and institutions of higher learning, aristocrats and 
royals, and members of the bourgeoisie (MacGregor 2007). The relative weight of 
these groups and their intertwinement made for differences in the Scandinavian 
countries. Since there was no university on Norwegian soil – and very limited 
aristocracy or royals – most collectors in this early period were clergymen, whereas 
Sweden and Denmark were furnished with collectors connected to universities 
and academies, a wealthy bourgeoisie, and royal and aristocratic collections.

The world through the nation’s prism

Museum Wormianum was not donated to the University of Copenhagen. In 1655, 
the Danish King Frederik III bought the collection and included large parts 
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in his Kunstkammer (Mordhorst 2009). This collection had been established a 
few years before, simultaneously with the Kunstkammern in Stockholm and at 
 Gottorp Castle in the Duchy of Schleswig-Holstein-Gottorp.

The Copenhagen Kunstkammer, together with the Royal Library, moved into 
a new building in 1673, arguably the first larger building in the Nordic coun-
tries “designed for the purpose of housing classified collections” (Ekman 2018). 
This Kunstkammer existed officially until 1825, and the dispersal of these col-
lections gives a condensed history of the specialization of museums, connected 
to the establishment of different disciplines in the first half of the nineteenth 
century. As early as in 1827, the Danish Royal Collection of Paintings became 
publicly accessible, and stepwise a number of other collections encompassing, 
among  others, naturalia, ethnographica, antiquities, and artistic handicrafts 
came to be accessible as separate “museums” until the nearly 10,000 arti-
facts officially turned into newly instituted collections such as the Zoological 
Museum (1862), the National Museum (1892), and the National Gallery (1896) 
(Gundestrup 2005). Christian Jürgensen-Thomsen (1788–1865), who is cred-
ited as the originator of the “Three-Age System” of European antiquity in 
1837, managed the assembling of these collections. He classified the artifacts 
chronologically by seeing which artifacts occurred with which other artifacts 
in closed finds while organizing the collections; this evidence-based division 
of prehistory into discrete periods has been reverberated in an abundance of 
displays (Gräslund 1987).

Royal collections also played an important role in relation to the first pub-
lic museums in Sweden. Gustav III’s Museum of Antiquities, which opened in 
the royal palace in Stockholm in 1794, is generally considered the oldest public 
museum in Sweden (Landgren and Östenberg 1996). However, it was during 
the second half of the nineteenth century that museums had a breakthrough in 
Sweden. The opening of Nationalmuseum in Stockholm in 1866 was a central 
event in this context. The Swedish parliament had already decided in 1845 that a 
new museum, housing parts of the royal art collections as well as national archae-
ological collections, was to be created. This parliamentary decision became one 
of the largest investments in buildings made for civil purposes in this period 
(Bjurström 1992).

In Norway, the National Gallery opened in 1842 (Lange 1998). While 
Sweden and Denmark established a number of “national” museums, in Norway 
only this museum would have that designation. The discussion about estab-
lishing a national museum surfaced on various points in the nineteenth cen-
tury. However, in the end, responsibility for archaeological heritage was 
given to regional museums by law in 1905, a division that still underlies the 
Norwegian museum landscape where the university museums, e.g., the one in 
Trondheim, are responsible for the natural heritage, ethnography, and archaeol-
ogy ( Jørgensen 2020). Thus, this museum type has a particular significance in 
contrast to both the typical university museum worldwide and the majority of 
Norwegian museums.
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Experiencing the past

The collecting of cultural heritage in Scandinavia flourished in the second half 
of the eighteenth century. In all three countries, the grand national collections 
and, not least, the increasing public access to these collections went alongside the 
bourgeoning idea of the modern nation state, as establishing museums and regis-
tering and documenting art, nature, and cultural heritage became an obligatory 
part of being a nation.

Societal and cultural developments had an impact on the continuation of 
these narratives. On the one hand, the number of regional and local museums 
increased considerably in Scandinavia during the second half of the nineteenth 
century and the beginning of the twentieth century. These museums often 
covered wide fields of topics ranging from archaeology to ethnological natural 
history and arts – countless with a regional focus, and a few with a universal 
collection ambition (Eriksen 2009). They were to a certain degree built on the 
initiatives of the populace in the rural districts and indicated changing power 
relations between center and periphery. On the other hand, larger nationwide 
initiatives also saw the light of day. In 1891, Skansen, typically considered the 
world’s oldest open-air museum, opened on the outskirts of central Stockholm 
(Bäckström 2012). A  distinctive Scandinavian feature of the history of museums 
might be this development of the “open-air museum,” which spread widely. 
Several decades later, it became an inspiration for the eco-museum movement 
from the 1970s (Hubert 1985). In the Scandinavian context, the establishment of 
the still vibrant Skansen became the first case of this museum type, soon followed 
by a similar Danish museum, Frilandsmuseet, in 1897. The founder of Skansen 
was inspired by King Oscar’s Collection in Oslo, which from 1881 included 
four historic farm buildings and a stave church, transferred to the royal manor 
at Bygdøy near Oslo (then Christiania) for public viewing (Rentzog 2007). As a 
forerunner to the open-air museums, the establishment of Nordiska Museet (1873) 
in Stockholm, Dansk Folkemuseum (1879), and Norsk Folkemuseum (1894) is nota-
ble in documenting life before the industrial era. In general, close collaboration 
between Scandinavian museum professionals was significant for the development 
of museum practice in this period (Bäckström 2012).

The new museum types represented a new view on museum learning. Put 
simply, the existing museums offered visitors the combination of a  scientifically 
determined narrative and the possibility of comparing identical or related 
types of objects from flint arrowheads to silver cauldrons. At the new muse-
ums, the main idea was to present historical settings for the visitors. It should 
be  possible to enter or look into more or less historically and geographically 
authentic  buildings, rooms, environments, or tableaux vivants, possibly encoun-
tering mannequins or living persons dressed in period-specific clothes, in order 
to experience a corporeal “history” (Bäckström 2012). Notably, in the Danish 
context, the Dansk Folkemuseum was located from 1885 in the same building 
in Copenhagen as Skandinavisk Panoptikon, a popular wax cabinet, both using 
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similar display techniques and both initiated by the upcoming founder of the 
above-mentioned Frilandsmuseet, who was also former director of the Tivoli 
amusement park (Sandberg 2002). Increasingly at the beginning of the twentieth 
century, this connection to popular culture was downplayed in favor of more 
scientifically oriented displays.

Museum industry – or a dialectic of collections?

Alongside the development of the industrial society, a strong labor movement, 
including national trade union confederations and a network of political, edu-
cational, and recreational organizations, also emerged in the three Scandinavian 
countries. This movement played a crucial role in both the success of the social 
democratic parties, which started to gain governmental power during the 1920s, 
and, in combination with this, the development of a welfare state from the 1930s 
to the 1970s. Notably the goal of eight hours’ labor, eight hours’ recreation, and 
eight hours’ rest had already been settled around 1920. This settlement made 
room for spending more time on education and culture. The states increasingly 
launched cultural political initiatives from public libraries to modern art muse-
ums in order to fund, but also regulate, education and recreation. Thus, a grow-
ing large-scale public financing of museums became a shared trait in Scandinavia. 
Museums were to be considered a common good, a form of “cultural public 
service” dedicated to a secular understanding of knowledge that all citizens were 
to have access to; for example, from the early twentieth century, museums were 
increasingly presented as places where schoolchildren could be taught.

The societal changes following the birth of the industrial era gave rise to a 
musealized focus on peasant people’s lives, culture, and buildings, as mentioned 
above. Alongside this focus, the emerging agricultural museums started a com-
plementary documentation of the preindustrial profession. Following the Nordic 
exhibition of Industry, Agriculture, and Art of 1888 in Copenhagen, the Dansk 
Landbrugsmuseum opened the following year (Søndergaard and Bavnshøj 2004), 
and in Norway, the Royal Norwegian Society for Development started a sys-
tematic collecting of agricultural implements and machinery in 1891 (Øverland 
1909). In 1894, the Society was allowed to build a museum close to the above- 
mentioned royal manor at Bygdøy, which merged with the Norsk Folkemuseum in 
1922. In Sweden, the collections of the Royal Swedish Academy of Agriculture 
opened as a museum for agriculture and fishery in 1907 ( Jansson 2014).

Simultaneously, a new museum type mainly documenting the excellence of 
historical and contemporary artistic manual work arose in order to inspire artisans 
and manufacturers. Stimulated by the recurrent Nordic and world’s fairs, a num-
ber of museums for applied arts and decorative arts, starting with the Norwegian 
Kunstindustrimuseet, Oslo, in 1876 and the Vesterlandske Kunstindustrimuseum 
in 1887, followed by the Danish Kunstindustrimuseet in 1890, the Norwegian 
Nordenfjeldske Kunstindustrimuseum in 1893, and the Swedish Röhsska Museet in 
1904, saw the light of day within three decades (Glambek 2010). This type 
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of museum was followed by yet another new type predominantly addressing 
 technological history and, not least, technological developments and innovation 
in the flourishing industrial society. The Danmarks Tekniske Museum was founded 
in 1911, the Norsk Teknisk Museum in 1914, and the Swedish Tekniska Museet in 
1923 (Althin 1974; Skyggebjerg 2009; Gjølme Andersen and Hamran 2014).

Generally, a close collaboration between politicians, industrialists and  scholars 
took place in initiating and developing these museums; for example, the founda-
tion of Norsk Teknisk Museum followed the popular 100 years anniversary exhibi-
tion of the free Eidsvoll constitution of 1814, which, among other things, showed 
Norway’s development from agrarian society to industrial society (Gjølme 
Andersen and Hamran 2014). In Denmark, the Kunstindustrimuseet was initiated 
by the Association of Industry and was located for three decades next to the 
Association’s premises on City Hall Square in Copenhagen. In Sweden, asso-
ciations related to technology, engineering, and industry founded the Tekniska 
museet; until 1936, the Royal Swedish Academy of Engineering housed the 
museum (Althin 1974).

In line with this promotion of new ideas by way of collections and museums 
in the industrial era, the emerging of school museums from the 1860s onwards 
to 1900 is also noticeable. In Gothenburg, the second-largest city in Sweden, a 
collection was established in the new city museum in the early 1860s after the 
founder’s visit to The International Exhibition in London in 1862. The idea was not 
to document the history of schools, but to showcase modern pedagogical tools, 
instruments, etc., including atlases, handicrafts, chemistry flasks, desks, and 
chairs; in 1909, the collection opened as Göteborgs skolmuseum (Karlsson 2009). 
In 1887, a similar collection, Dansk Skolemuseum, was established by the Danish 
Union of Teachers (Larsen 2016), and at the beginning of the twentieth century, 
after representatives from Christiania public schools took part in another world’s 
fair, the Exposition Universelle in Paris in 1900, the Kristiania Folkeskolers Museum 
was initiated (OBL 2020).

Other museum types reflecting the progress of the industrial society in 
 combination with the infrastructural developments of the nation should also be 
included in this period, for example, the civil service museums (“etatsmuseer”). 
The state railway museums in Norway, Sweden, and Denmark were founded in 
1895, 1915, and 1918/19, respectively (Kolding 2016). A closer look at the initiat-
ing activities shows that an important driver for the groundwork was employees, 
who wanted to document the “past” that was disappearing due to new organiza-
tional and technological developments within a field that was heavily regulated 
by the state (Kolding 2016). Other similar museums of infrastructural impor-
tance that also emerged in this period include Scandinavian postal museums in 
1907, 1913, and 1947, respectively.

The oldest Scandinavian museum closely connected to industry is probably 
the Norway Fisheries Museum, founded in 1879 in Bergen, the second-largest 
city in Norway. This museum was founded by the Society for the Promotion of 
Norwegian Fisheries as part of the efforts to modernize the profession (Skreien 
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2009). In Denmark, a similar museum followed in 1899 (Rasmussen 1979), and 
in Sweden, a museum commemorating the past of the professions of agriculture 
and fishery (see above) opened in 1907.

This duality between progress and commemoration is important to note, 
because it is often taken for granted that museums are historically oriented. 
As the prior examples demonstrate, many museums were established as much 
as places  to get new knowledge about techniques, technologies, and science 
as places to conserve history – model museums as much as history museums 
(Eriksen 2009).

The meaning of art in the welfare states

A number of industrialists, merchants, and financiers in the early and modern 
capitalist society accumulated fortunes to an extent that was comparable to aris-
tocratic life in previous centuries. This expanded the amount of a familiar type 
of collections. Private collections of decorative arts, antiques, fine arts, and, in 
particular, contemporary art, owned and displayed by wealthy citizens, became 
manifest around 1900. In Denmark, not least the founder of the Carlsberg brew-
ery in 1847 and his son were both enthusiastic art collectors on a grand scale. 
In 1888, the son, Carl Jacobsen (1942–1914), and his wife, Ottilia (1854–1903), 
donated their collections of modern French and Danish art to the state and the 
city of Copenhagen on the condition that a suitable building was provided; this 
museum, Ny Carlsberg Glyptotek, opened in 1897 (Glamann 1996). Notably, the 
Swedish Thielska galleriet opened in 1926, located in Ernest Thiel’s (1859–1947) 
former residence in the exclusive Djurgården park area just outside Stockholm. 
The art collection of Pontus (1827–1902) and Göthilda (1837–1901) Fürstenberg, 
the first private art gallery in Sweden that was open to the public (from 1885 one 
day a week), was donated to Gothenburg Museum after the couple’s demise and 
is today a distinct part of the Gothenburg Museum of Art (Nordström 2015).

Many private art collections were gradually opened to visitors. However, 
 public access to the collections located in privately built galleries did not mean 
openness for people of all classes (Bennett 1995). From 1918, Ordrupgaard, an 
affluent owner’s private home north of Copenhagen displaying a collection of 
modern French and Danish paintings, was open one or two days per week, typ-
ically for people with a special interest, before it turned into a state museum in 
1953 and became accessible for all (Rostrup 1981). Initially, Thiel’s collection 
was open to friends and acquaintances “and to others by previous request by 
telephone, as made explicit in newspapers and the most authoritative guide book 
on Sweden at the time” (Kjærboe 2016). Obviously, the bulk of the workforce 
needed by the industrialist-capitalist machinery to accumulate fortunes could 
not access these collections easily. In general, workers’ families had neither the 
proper aesthetic education or the right contacts, nor the required time to pri-
oritize elite art collections – and telephones were certainly not part of their 
everyday life. Even at the state museums, access could be limited. Although, 



A concise history of museums in Scandinavia 51

for example, access to the National Gallery in Copenhagen was free of charge, 
opening hours were restricted due to the lack of electric light in the galleries 
(Houlberg Rung 2013).

In the post–World War II period, combined recreational and educational 
museums saw the light of day. Notably, the Danish Louisiana Museum of Modern 
Art and the Swedish Moderna Museet both opened in 1958, and in Norway, the 
Munch Museet emerged five years later in a brand-new modernist building, and, 
in yet another new building, the Henie Onstad Kunstsenter was established in 1968. 
To varying degrees, these museums had a strong desire for modern art to have a 
wide audience in contrast to the dominant trends in the traditional art museum 
world. The former and the latter were in the vein of the early  twentieth-century 
art collection initiatives by industrialists, financiers, etc. Former champion fig-
ure skater Sonja Henie (1912–1969) and her husband, shipping magnate Niels 
Onstad (1909–1978), founded the Henie Onstad Kunstsenter (Hellandsjo 2009), 
and in terms of Louisiana, a wealthy cheese merchant converted his country 
house to a museum for modern Danish art. Soon he encountered modern art 
on an international scale, and with a series of extensions, the museum gradually 
turned into a collection of predominantly international art (Handberg 2017). In 
contrast, the bulk of the collection of Munch Museet consists of Edvard Munch’s 
bequest, which was donated to the city of Oslo in 1940 and exhibited from 1963. 
The Moderna Museet emanated from the art collection of Nationalmuseum, but the 
museum formed within a few years, followed by Louisiana, a significant inter-
national profile. Not least, the head of the museum from 1960, Pontus Hultén 
(1924–2006), who later became founding director of the Centre Georges Pompidou, 
was responsible for this development (Tellgren 2017).

In particular, Louisiana and Moderna Museet augured new tendencies in terms 
of learning and recreation that would become widely accepted museum prac-
tice over time. The folk museums and open-air museums introduced visitor- 
involving events in order to let people experience the past. In the post-war years, 
the shaping of citizens in the welfare society was important. At Louisiana, the 
founder used the expression “space of togetherness” (“samværsmiljø”) to frame 
the mission of the museum, and addressed cultural policy as a basic spiritual 
necessity for the modern democratic state (Vest Hansen 2020). These views could 
easily be tailored to the egalitarian Scandinavian societies and supported by the 
states. Within a few decades, activities around, for example, changing exhibi-
tions, recreational spaces and cafés, targeted outreach to children and young peo-
ple, and user participation were well-integrated in the various cultural policies of 
Scandinavia without regard to the ruling government’s ideological color.

In the wake of welfare

In terms of this chapter’s focus on new museum types related to broad  societal 
changes in Scandinavia, a few things are noteworthy around the 1980s. The Labor 
movement and the social democratic parties lost momentum in the 1970–1980s. 
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The industrial society was gradually being replaced or  supplemented by,  depending 
on the perspective, the information or knowledge society, the service society, 
neoliberalism, or plain hypercapitalism. Hence, a new type of museum emerged, 
namely museums documenting workers’ life. In Denmark, the Workers Museum 
opened in 1983, the Norwegian Industrial Workers Museum was founded in 
1983 and opened in 1988, and the Museum of Work in Sweden saw the light of 
day in 1991. The former is located in the original Workers Assembly Building 
in central Copenhagen, whereas the Norwegian and the Swedish museums are 
located in former industrial areas (Nye 1988; Ågotnes 2007).

Alongside this development, new trends in cultural and social history affected 
the spread of museums in Scandinavia. In the period 1913–1921, women in the 
three countries were granted universal suffrage. However, women still had sev-
eral obstacles in their way preventing them from reaching full equality, and in the 
1960s and 1970s in particular, various left-wing organizations fighting for equal 
rights were founded. In Denmark, the Red Stocking Movement led to the initi-
ative of the Kvindemuseet in 1982 in Aarhus, the second-largest Danish city, with 
the purpose of adding new dimensions to the narratives of the  traditional cultural 
history museums (Ipsen and Sandahl 1990). In Norway, the Kvinnemuseet was 
established, with a similar purpose, in the early 1990s, outside Oslo in the family 
house of a famous woman pianist and author ( Jacobsen 1994, 1995). Although 
the Swedish Kvinnohistoriskt arkiv, an archive for women’s literature and archival 
documents, was established in 1958, and DEA – Föreningen för et kvinnohistor-
iskt museum – was founded in 1994, the first women’s museum was not opened 
until 2014 in Umeå, and the next, Stockholms kvinnohistoriska, followed in 2019. 
Neither institution is a traditional museum as they do not possess collections, but 
rather organize exhibitions and, again, collect documentation about women’s 
history (Thomsgård and Pousette 2020).

Another critical addendum to the narrative of the welfare society is the 
 history of minority and indigenous museums. Scandinavian countries used to 
portray themselves as consisting of homogeneous populations, and museums had 
been important for forging common national identities. Various ethnographic 
collections displayed the others, the non-Western world, often as a result of 
Scandinavians exploring the world. However, indigenous people and religious 
minorities within the Scandinavian realms have been present all the way. For 
example, Danish museums had been collecting Greenlandic cultural and natural 
objects since Ole Worm’s days. Although the idea of a Museum of Greenland in 
Copenhagen was under consideration in the early 1930s, this museum was never 
realized (Ries 2003). Instead, the National Museum in Greenland, established 
in the mid-1960s as the country’s first museum, received 35,000 items from the 
National Museum of Denmark between 1984 and 2001 following a repatriation 
agreement in 1982. Nevertheless, the museum in Copenhagen contains by far 
the vastest collection of artifacts from Greenland (Gabriel 2009).

The largest group of minority museums in the countries is the Sámi  museums. 
Sámi culture has also been collected and displayed by national and majority 
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museums from an early date, but there were no museums dedicated to, and run 
by, the Sámi population before the establishment of the Sámi collections in the 
Norwegian municipality of Karasjok in 1972 based on a range of collection and 
grassroots’ initiatives throughout the preceding decade. Since then, museums 
have been established in different Sámi regions and they are now consolidated in 
six Siidas (organizational units) with responsibility for different Sámi groups. In 
Sweden, there is only one similar museum, Ájtte – the Swedish Mountain and 
Sámi Museum – which opened in 1989 (Hirvonen 2008).

As an indigenous population, Sámi started claiming ownership of land and 
culture. Other minority museums followed suit. Partly in line with an inter-
national trend, the Jewish Museum in Copenhagen was founded in 1985 and 
the museum was opened in 2004. During this period, the commemoration of 
Jewish history and culture, and of the Holocaust and World War II, led to the 
establishment of museums celebrating Jewish culture as well as museums and 
institutions remembering genocide. The Stockholm Jewish Museum was opened 
in 1987, and two Jewish museums were established in Norway, the Trondheim 
Jewish Museum (opened 1997) and the Oslo Jewish Museum (established in 
2004) (Pataricza et al. 2021).

Conclusion

In this chapter, we have primarily been looking for similarities across the three 
Scandinavian countries. If space allowed, other clusters of museum types within 
limited time spans could have been added to our list, for example, criminal 
and police museums, maritime museums, Scandinavian-American migration 
museums, and forestry museums. In line with the critical approach to women’s 
history, museums of nursing history from the 1980s are also notable. However, 
differences are also easy to identify, for example, the ABBA museum in Sweden, 
the Oljemuseet in Norway, and the H.C. Andersen museet in Denmark; and the 
locations of these museums are easy to justify. On closer inspection, the struc-
tures for public financing of museums and the administration and organization of 
the national museum landscapes also vary between the Scandinavian countries. 
An account of these matters falls outside the present narrative.

Nevertheless, despite our vague definitions of “type,” “collection,” “museum,” 
and “societal changes,” the comprehensive number of clusters of common museum 
types across the countries – in some cases just the two of them – make us infer 
that some sort of relation between new museum types and societal changes can 
be mapped, although not explained in an unambiguous way. At the macro level, 
one might assume that museums have more often been sociopolitical instruments 
for these changes than the reverse. At the micro level, there is not just one expla-
nation for parallels between new types and societal changes. For example, close 
collaboration between individuals within a specific field or general trends from 
the outside of Scandinavia might have been reasonable influences. The purposes 
of the new museum type would also differ, for example, in the dialectic between 
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model museums (often inspired by visits to Nordic and world’s fairs) and history 
museums (documenting a fading past). In both cases, important drivers could be 
technology and industrialization. But another driver has been wealth, both the 
wealth of individuals and the prosperity of the welfare state, and, in both histori-
cal and modern times, the quest for knowledge, education, and learning has been 
there all the way, although the means to communicate have had varying expres-
sions. Notwithstanding all these explanations, which have only been indicated 
in the previous, quite a number of corresponding waves between new museum 
types and societal changes can be identified.

Two further observations, which might seem too obvious, should be noted 
because of the comparative material presented. Characteristically, the clusters 
of museum types above are framed by national distinctions and regulations. We 
are yet to see a joint museum run in collaboration by two or three Scandinavian 
countries, although the countries are similar in many ways and the identical 
museum types typically tell the same story at a generic level. Thus, the national 
framing is imperative. However, although the significance of this is clear, muse-
ums are not just about promoting or reflecting national identities. As our last 
observation, we note that a community on a smaller scale than the nation is 
typically at the core of the new museum type, be it industrialists and/or workers 
within a common field, employees at the state railways, art lovers, a group of 
people reacting towards societal amnesia, etc. A variety of museum types – both 
local and nationwide, small and large – signifies a manifoldness of identities.
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Introduction

Libraries, archives, and museums (LAMs) have an intertwined history, and 
these institutions play a pivotal role in the development of modern nation 
states. For all three institutions, it is fair to say that they became nationalized in 
the nineteenth century. The emphasis on establishing or developing libraries, 
archives, and museums with a national scope became evident during the 1800s 
in all Scandinavian countries. In accordance with this emphasis, LAMs took on 
another role. Archives can serve as an example. From being institutions for doc-
umenting rules, regulations, and power, they became institutions for developing 
national history and/or identity (Cook 2013). Put differently, they became part 
of politics and policy; they became a matter for the government and governance. 
Furthermore, they became part of culture and knowledge policy. However, the 
administrative organization and legislative framework have varied considerably, 
both between the three countries and across time.

In the latter part of the 1990s and at the beginning of the 2000s, an idea 
of synergy between libraries, archives, and museums gained momentum. The 
idea of convergence between LAMs was promoted in Europe, the United States, 
and Australia during the 1990s (Robinson 2012). This became a key idea partly 
because the metaphor of the LAMs as memory institutions could be related to 
the new possibilities that the Internet, databases, and seamless digital connec-
tions seemed to provide (ibid.). From an alternative perspective, and with the 
merged Library and Archives Canada as an example, Lisa Given and Lianne 
McTavish describe such processes rather as reconvergence, in the sense that  libraries, 
archives, and museums thereby returned to an epistemological basis that they 
originally had  in common (Given and McTavish 2010; see also Hvenegaard 
Rasmussen 2019).
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In the Scandinavian countries, similar ideas on LAM synergies also became 
apparent during the same period, as we will describe in this chapter. We aim 
to identify and describe how Scandinavian LAM policies have evolved. How 
did the libraries, archives, and museums come to gravitate toward one another 
within national cultural and knowledge policies? And, as we are accustomed to 
treating Scandinavian and Nordic cultural policy as representative of a common 
Nordic model, we are also interested in looking at possible differences in the three 
national policies at stake in this chapter. We base the analysis on a close reading 
of policy documents from all three countries.

As indicated by the title of this chapter, we position the development of LAM 
policies within both culture and knowledge policies. There is an analytical as 
well as an empirical point to this. The empirical one is that policies of libraries, 
archives, and museums in the past few decades have been the responsibility of 
more than one ministry – both those dealing with arts and culture and those 
dealing with education, research, and enlightenment. The analytical point to be 
discussed is that the combination of knowledge and cultural policy captures an 
inherent tension in LAM institutions as being providers of historical knowledge, 
learning, research, cultural heritage, arts, and culture simultaneously. In our 
understanding, knowledge policy denotes the public policy from governmental, 
regional, or municipal authorities with explicit reference to education, learn-
ing, and research. Similarly, we understand cultural policy as the explicit public 
policy to finance, organize, regulate, and legitimate the production of culture, 
including cultural heritage (cf. Mangset and Hylland 2017).

The main part of the chapter is a decade- and nation-wise analysis of pivotal 
points in LAM policies during the past 60 years. After this section, we discuss 
the main questions of the article and identify traits and changes across six decades 
of LAM policies.

1960s and 1970s

The 1960s and the 1970s were decades for an expanded legitimation of national 
cultural policies. Going back to the nineteenth century, the initial phase of the 
history of cultural policy was based, generally speaking, on a combination of 
national identity formation, public enlightenment, and scientific development 
(cf. Dahl and Helseth 2006). For the Scandinavian nation states, the pride in 
having national cultural institutions, a national history, and national-minded 
authors, composers, and painters could legitimate governmental interest. At the 
same time, a nation and its prospects could also be judged by the Bildung of its 
citizens, hence the interest in educating the general public. Furthermore, new 
ideas on how to write history, especially the idea of historicism,1 came to influ-
ence how the importance of institutions like museums, archives, and libraries 
was understood. These were, in other words, institutions of memory, education, 
knowledge, and identity.
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When the Danish Ministry for Culture was established in 1961, the first 
Minister for Culture, Julius Bomholt, declared that the new ministry had two 
main responsibilities: First, to support the creation of art and culture; and second, 
to ensure that the individual citizen had access to art and culture through the 
creation of real cultural opportunities (Fihl Jeppesen 2002). From the beginning, 
the Danish Ministry of Culture focused on what Duelund (2003) and others have 
called “democratization of culture.”

For public libraries, this strategy manifested itself clearly in a new library act 
from 1964. The act states that every municipality in Denmark must establish a 
public library. Furthermore, a new purpose clause (of which the main part is still 
in use today) stated that the objective of a public library is to promote enlight-
enment, education, and cultural activity by making books and other suitable 
materials available free of charge. After 1964, libraries extended their services to 
include children’s libraries and extensive programming. This meant that libraries 
now hosted author talks and other programs. Furthermore, the 1964 legislation 
opened up for new lending materials such as music and artwork ( Jochumsen and 
Hvenegaard Rasmussen 2006).

In the 1960s and 1970s, Danish cultural policy emphasized the institutions’ 
efforts to mediate and promote arts and culture for the education of the people. 
Gradually, foci on equality and social justice became cornerstones of cultural 
policy, and the notion of “good culture” could be expanded. Museums were 
criticized by the Ministry of Culture for being boring and not meeting visitors at 
entry level (Warring 2020). As a result, the 1969 Museum Act specified that both 
history museums and art museums could apply for additional funding if they 
arranged presentations of cultural movies, music, or literary readings (Krogh 
Jensen 2019, 93). Even though museums were criticized for not being able to 
reach users, a report from 1975 rejected the notion that the number of visitors 
would be a suitable measure of the quality of museums (Warring 2020, 331). In 
the 1980s and 1990s, this would change drastically.

In 1961, the Ministry of Education and Religion in Sweden established 
LAMs as a specific domain within the budget for culture (SOU 2009:16-I, 137). 
During the 1960s and 1970s, a new cultural policy was developed and presented 
in several government reports and policy documents. The government bill on 
cultural policy from 1974 (Regeringens proposition 1974:28) kept the social- 
democratic ideals of democratizing culture, and to some extent emphasized val-
ues of popular culture, popular creativity and participation, and leisure activities 
(Frenander 2013).

The Swedish cultural policy goals of 1974 (Regeringens proposition 1974:28, 
295, 300), relevant for the LAMs, are at the basis of cultural policy even in 2022, 
e.g., freedom of expression, the integration of diverse groups, and the conservation 
and presentation of cultural heritage. For the LAMs, the new cultural policy of 
1974 was primarily a museums policy. The 1974 bill held that collections must be 
“researched and documented. Knowledge acquired through the research activity 
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must be disseminated through activities, mainly  exhibitions” (Regeringens 
proposition 1974:28, 339; see also SOU 1973:5, 15–16). Furthermore, museums 
should be arenas for public debate, relevant to current societal debates, and coop-
erate with voluntary organizations. The idea of museums as general cultural 
centers was adapted to the Swedish context of municipal and county museums 
(SOU 1973:5, 232–33). The 1970s cultural policy also meant structural reforms 
in the museums’ sector; the museum landscape established then mainly still 
exists – with national museums specializing in different types of collections and 
county cultural history museums (SOU 1973:5). Public libraries are described 
as the main municipal cultural institution and a hub for activities creating social 
interaction and emphasizing services for disadvantaged and vulnerable groups, 
including immigrants (Regeringens proposition 1974:28, 359; SOU 1972:66, 
282–85). Archive policy is only summarily discussed in the policy documents 
of the 1970s.

In Norway, the legislation on public libraries used the phrase “increase 
 public enlightenment” (auka folkeopplysning) as an overarching goal until 1971. 
In line with a general development toward ideals of cultural democracy, this was 
changed in the revised legislation this year, where libraries were described as 
more general cultural institutions, with an ambition to be more actively involved 
in the cultural activities of the ordinary citizen (Frisvold 2021, 128). A sim-
ilar vision was put forward in the same period for the Norwegian museums, 
expressed, for example, by the parliamentary standing committee on education 
and church affairs. They stated that museums should be included in the general 
goal of  cultural policy, “to expand people’s ability to experience and their sense 
of quality, and to stimulate creative enterprise in the individual as well as activ-
ities in local communities” (Innst. S. nr. 175 (1972–1973), 460).2 The first gov-
ernmental white paper on cultural policy, in 1973, also underlined this kind of 
ambition for the museums. Archives, on the other hand, were not a very visible 
part of this new cultural policy, or, for that matter, for cultural policy as such. 
This was to change, but in the Norwegian context, the cultural policy docu-
ments and strategies of the 1970s (e.g., the key documents of the white papers on 
cultural policy) make almost no mention of archives.

Summing up, the 1960s and 1970s saw some new ideas and updated political 
legitimation of governmental expenditure on culture, which also encompassed 
the policies for LAM institutions. In short, this development is often captured by 
the twin concepts of democratization of culture and cultural democracy (Fihl Jeppesen 
2002; Duelund 2003). Democratization of culture denotes the idea that quality 
culture and knowledge needed to be made available to the general public, to the 
uneducated or rural classes, in short, to the folk. Albeit a nineteenth-century idea, 
this grand thought was given new political relevance in the 1960s through dif-
ferent schemes to distribute arts and culture to all regions. “Cultural democracy” 
describes, on the other hand, a genuine expansion of the cultural policy portfolio 
to include amateur cultural activities, voluntary cultural work, and regional cul-
ture in general. In a number of European countries, this was explicitly referred 
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to in the 1970s as a new cultural policy (Mangset and Hylland 2017, 59–62). 
This also affected the political ambitions for the LAM institutions – especially 
for libraries at first, but followed shortly or simultaneously by museums. These 
institutions were envisaged to have roles as more general cultural institutions.

1980s and 1990s

The next two decades of Scandinavian LAM policies saw a continuation of some 
of the ideas from the previous decades, especially regarding the importance of 
what came to be referred to as users. In addition, we also see a few genuinely 
new ideas, on the importance of new technology, on public management, and 
on the potential in coordinating, both within libraries, archives, and museums 
and across them.

The two main Norwegian cultural policy white papers in the 1980s and 1990s 
emphasize the role of LAM institutions as general cultural institutions, being 
more than repositories for passive knowledge in the shape of books, documents, 
and objects. Museums are envisaged to work more actively towards different 
audiences. Archives are given more cultural policy attention, including the men-
tioning of archives actually having a general audience that they needed to com-
municate more actively with: “The ministry sees it as important to strengthen 
the audience function and make the archives more accessible” (St.meld. nr. 23 
(1981–1982), 141). Libraries were also seen as not having realized their potential 
as general institutions of culture and participation. The 1981 white paper also 
pointed to the need to have a focus on immigrants as a target group for the work 
of libraries. Eleven years later, the emphasis on users in general had strengthened: 
“It will be important to develop operational models in the library sector with the 
user at its core” (St.meld. nr. 61 (1991–1992), 213). Children and young people 
were especially pinpointed as an important target audience.

By the start of the 1980s, it had already become evident for public policy that 
LAMs needed to respond to the development of new media. Archives needed 
to preserve source material on new technological platforms, libraries needed to 
include new media in their collections, and all LAMs had powerful new tools 
for their work on documentation and systematization information. This was also 
part of the argument put forward in 1992 on the potential of LAM coordina-
tion: “[T]hey all work on collecting, systemizing, organizing, preserving, and 
communicating knowledge” (St.meld. nr. 61 (1991–1992), 219). Information 
management and electronic data processing were two of the common features 
emphasized.

In addition to this rather cautiously phrased point on LAM convergence, there 
were explicitly stated aims to coordinate within the individual sectors. There 
should be a closer cooperation between research libraries and public libraries, 
the 1981 white paper stated. And in 1992, both new legislation on archives and 
a new public agency for museums were instigated to enhance the coordination 
within these two sectors.
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In Denmark, there was a slightly different focus. In the 1980s and 1990s, ideas 
on new public management became visible in Danish cultural policy. LAMs were 
measured according to specific performance indicators via cultural statistics and 
performance contracts (Kann-Christensen 2009; Balling and Kann-Christensen 
2013). These documents emphasized performance goals related to both increased 
use and to certain shifting goals such as diversity, digitalization, or collaboration. 
In the 1980s and 1990s, digital representation of collections in museums was 
considered to be especially important. In the libraries and archives, digitalization 
was primarily coupled to work processes and born-digital materials.

Trine Bille writes in a chapter on Danish cultural policy that “[t]he focus on 
instrumental objectives began in the 1980s where especially the municipalities 
began to argue for public support for the arts and culture” (Bille 2022, 24). On 
a local policy level, new libraries and museums were legitimized by focusing on 
economic impact. The idea was that these new houses of culture would attract 
resourceful families to the municipality, and thereby increase tax revenues as 
well as consumption.

In 1996, the Swedish government formally created a cultural heritage policy 
that included LAMs, and a cultural heritage department was established in the 
Ministry of Culture (Regeringens proposition 1996/97:3, 27). To exploit the 
LAMs’ potential for historical insight and give cultural heritage a more visi-
ble identity as part of cultural policy, there was a stated need for a coordinated 
policy within this field (ibid., 129). This policy stressed the “preservation, use, 
and development” of cultural heritage (Regeringens proposition 2009/10:3, 30). 
Museum policy developed further as a public-oriented cultural heritage policy, 
stressing user engagement, citizen participation, and community orientation. The 
focus on museum research and curation was overtaken by the new heritage policy 
goals (Grinell and Högberg 2020). Despite being included in cultural heritage 
policy, archives policy and policy for public libraries were still treated as techni-
cal and sector-specific issues. University libraries and the National Library were, 
as in 1974, left to research and higher education policy. The parliament passed 
legislation creating a library law encompassing all public libraries and university 
libraries (SFS. 1996:1596; Regeringens proposition 1996/97:3, 9). The law con-
firmed year-long practices, e.g., every municipality should have its public library.

There are differences as well as similarities in the development of LAM 
 policies in Scandinavia in the 1980s and 1990s. In Norway, ideas on LAM inte-
gration and coordination were put forward, partly legitimated with reference to 
the development of digital technology. In Denmark, LAM institutions were met 
with new ways of measuring their contribution to society. In Sweden, admin-
istrative changes signaled a general cultural heritage policy for the LAM sector. 
Across the three national policies, we see that there was a policy development 
toward looking at LAMs as institutions for audiences, communities, and par-
ticipation. This is an important cornerstone for how common tasks for LAMs 
have come to be understood today, being seen as general, outward-oriented 
institutions.
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2000s and 2010s

After the turn of the millennium, the importance of digitalization and its 
 relevance for cultural policy became evident. Even if there were already pre-
cursors of digital ambitions from the 1980s and 1990s, the digital ambitions on 
behalf of LAMs were raised to a new level after 2000. In Norway, the Ministry 
of Culture and Church Affairs presented a pivotal white paper on LAMs, along 
with a whole new policy on the common goals and aims of these institutions 
(St.meld. nr. 22 (1999–2000)). The policy and the paper built on previous argu-
ments, especially regarding the digital opportunities and challenges that were 
shared by the three institutions. This led to the establishment of the public body 
ABM-utvikling (literally “LAM development”) in 2002, which was responsible 
for realizing the full potential of LAM coordination and convergence (Hylland 
2019; Vårheim, Skare, and Stokstad 2020). ABM-utvikling was given the main 
task of developing the Norwegian LAM policy and worked on doing so until the 
entity was dissolved in 2010. This included an attempt to coordinate digitization 
in the three different sectors through standards for digitizing procedures, the 
publishing of a series of reports and strategies, supporting a variety of projects 
instigated by LAM institutions, and through establishing different projects for 
digital access to cultural heritage (ibid.; see also Henningsen and Larsen 2020). 
One of the fundamental ideas was captured in the title of a digitization strategy 
published in 2006: “Cultural heritage for everyone” (Kulturarven til alle) (ABM-
utvikling 2006). There was an explicit and implicit notion that digitization 
equaled democratization (cf. Hylland 2014). This was a notion that in no way 
was unique to the Norwegian policy development.

The focus on LAMs as important digital institutions was maintained in several 
governmental white papers from the same period. In the course of one parlia-
mentary year, the Norwegian Ministry of Culture published three white papers 
on LAMs, all emphasizing this aspect: On museums (St.meld. nr. 49 (2008–
2009), on the digitization of cultural heritage (St.meld. nr. 24 (2008–2009)), and 
on libraries (St.meld. nr. 23 (2008–2009)). A statement from the white paper on 
digitization can serve to exemplify the ambitions for digital cultural heritage:

The white paper is meant to contribute to the development of a digital 
society. It especially emphasizes the need for research and education, and 
that every individual needs knowledge to be able to influence their own 
existence as well as the development of society.

(St.meld. nr. 24 (2008–2009), 12)

In the revised Public Library Act from 2014, the role of libraries also included the 
responsibility to offer “other media” to the general population, thereby includ-
ing digital and digitized culture (LOV-2013-06-21-95). More important in this 
revised legislation, however, was the explicit goal for public libraries to be “inde-
pendent meeting places and arenas for public discourse” (ibid., our translation).
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Danish policy documents from the same period had a different focus. 
In the first decade of the new millennium, several policy documents on the 
so-called “experience economy” were published in Denmark. Examples include 
“Denmark’s Creative Potential” (Ervervsministeriet and Kulturministeriet 
2000) and “Denmark in the Cultural and Experience Economy – 5 New Steps 
on the Road” (Danish Government 2003). The focus on the experience econ-
omy challenged the museums in particular. According to Skot-Hansen (2008), 
they felt the competition from the many new experience attractions, which have 
learned to use experience as a strategic tool. At the same time, policymakers 
wanted to include museums as a competitive parameter in the economic devel-
opment of cities and regions.

Another important policy document from the 2000s is the digitalization 
strategy (Digitaliseringsstyrelsen 2002). In this strategy, the government  presents 
an ambitious plan to digitalize the public administration, so that the contact 
between citizens and administration (e.g., regarding taxes or scheduling of 
appointments with public authorities) would be digital. One concrete instrument 
was the establishment of citizen service centers. In practice, many municipalities 
decided that the public library would house these. In this way, a new societal 
task, to educate Danish citizens so they could meet expectations of digital public 
self-service, was given to the public libraries.

The current Danish library legislation stems from 2000. This act emphasizes 
digitalization and new media. In 2010, an influential report called “The Public 
Libraries in the Knowledge Society” (Folkebibliotekerne i videnssamfundet) was pub-
lished by the Danish Agency for Libraries and Media. This report viewed librar-
ies not only as providers of knowledge and culture, but also as central players in 
the development of the society at large. The library was still being characterized 
as a provider of enlightenment, education, and cultural activity (the keywords 
from 1964). However, the report characterizes library services as a way to support 
the development of the Danish society in an increasingly challenging competi-
tive globalization (Styrelsen for Bibliotek og Medier 2010).

This can be seen as an example of instrumental cultural policy. Today, it 
makes more sense to see it as an early example of how cultural policy even 
today frames LAMs as active agents in the solving of society’s agendas and prob-
lems. In Denmark today, cultural policy is not debated very much in the media 
(Hvenegaard Rasmussen 2018), and it is difficult to see what policy goals are 
present, even in different governments’ cultural policy. Public funders expect 
LAMs to display strategic capacities and continuously show that they are capa-
ble of setting their own goals and contribute to solving problems they define 
themselves (Kann-Rasmussen and Hvenegaard Rasmussen 2021). Many Danish 
LAMs (more or less) willingly couple themselves to the agendas present in local 
and national contexts, e.g., by engaging in the climate debate or local health 
initiatives.

In Sweden, the 2009 government bill on culture introduced the most sig-
nificant reform of the Swedish library system since 1912 (Frenander 2012, 7). 
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The National Library was given the responsibility for a national library  policy 
from 2009 (SFS 2008:1421). It was to have a “national overview,  promote 
 collaboration, and drive development in the library sector, and, in  consultation 
with the county libraries, continuously monitor the libraries’ work” (Regeringens 
proposition 2009/10:3, 41). The regional state authority archives are stripped of 
their  autonomous status as agencies and merged with the National Archives 
(Regeringens proposition 2009/10:3, 97–98). The 14 national museums (ten 
government agencies and four foundations) are expected to coordinate and 
develop cooperation among themselves and with the remaining museum  sector, 
consisting of regional and local museums and partners outside the museum 
sector.

The 2017 government bill on cultural heritage policy introduces a new 
museum law and policy, emphasizing three main priorities: to make the com-
mon cultural heritage relevant for everybody; to widen and deepen public 
 discourse; and to promote citizen co-creation and engagement, as well as 
museum research (Regeringens proposition 2016/17:116, 69). One prom-
inent idea is that cultural heritage institutions are not primarily to repre-
sent social identities and diversity – they are public arenas for stimulating 
the participation of most people. The bill describes the process of digitizing 
heritage documents as an ongoing critical joint endeavor that still requires 
close attention and cooperation. From 2017, the Swedish National Heritage 
Board (“Riksantikvarieämbetet”) was given an extended responsibility for 
museum issues: “To gather the responsibility for museum issues at the National 
Heritage Board” (Regeringens proposition 2016/17:116, 116). Though dom-
inated by museum questions, Swedish cultural heritage policies aim to cre-
ate better prospects for cultural heritage services within libraries and archives 
(Regeringens proposition 2016/17:116, 168). Digitization is a common issue, 
and enhanced coordination between LAM institutions is necessary for effi-
ciency and user accessibility (ibid.). Also, in 2017, the National Heritage Board 
received the responsibility for coordinating cultural heritage digitalization 
policies. Formerly (from 2011), the National Archives had this role. A pro-
posed update of the archives law is to complement the democratic infrastruc-
ture, cultural heritage, and digitalization policy frameworks, built through the 
library (Regeringens proposition 2009/10:3) and museum legislative processes 
(Regeringens proposition 2016/17:116).

Although the LAM policies in the Scandinavian countries have differed 
over the past two decades, they have one thing in common. The ambitions on 
behalf of the LAM institutions have expanded considerably. Whether as con-
tributors to an experience economy, as in Denmark, or as digital and/or dem-
ocratic beacons, LAMs have steadily been given greater and more general tasks 
as societal institutions. Albeit not the singular driver of convergence between 
LAMs (cf. Hvenegaard Rasmussen 2019), digitalization has been central both 
as a goal in itself for all three institutions and as a tool for reaching the goals of 
 democratization and participation.
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Sixty years of LAM policies: Discussion and concluding remarks

The gradual convergence between LAMs has not been of equal strength and 
character in the three Scandinavian countries. In Norway, ABM-utvikling was 
the institutionalization and the epitome of the idea of synergy between  libraries, 
archives, and museums. The organization represented a meeting between dif-
ferent ways of understanding cultural material: As cultural heritage, as art, as 
information, and as documentation. The operational terms in the authoritative 
definitions of libraries, archives, and museums from IFLA, ICA, and ICOM 
are information, documentation, and heritage, which represents three different 
 perspectives on knowledge and the function of knowledge: “remembering things 
differently” (Robinson 2012). The overall ambition behind ABM-utvikling was 
to connect these perspectives through digitization, accessibility, and dissemina-
tion. There was, however, a policy imbalance between the three sectors from 
the beginning: It was the cultural heritage and cultural preservation perspec-
tive, in other words the museum perspective, that dominated, which the other 
two sectors should learn from (Hylland 2019). The archives and libraries, in 
contrast to the museums, have statutory administrative tasks, in addition to the 
tasks as mediators of cultural heritage and cultural expression. The National 
Archives and the National Library represent long-standing government institu-
tions, professions, and interests, making collaboration, institutional integration, 
and reform processes difficult. Institutional differences, conflicting institutional 
interests, the organization of change processes, and a lack of political interest may 
help explain the challenges that the institution ABM-utvikling faced.

In the case of Denmark, there has been no official coordination and synergy 
between LAMs, besides the fact that many public libraries house the local history 
archive. However, LAMs face similar challenges and expectations from society 
and policymakers, which arguably makes them more similar.

Swedish government policies for LAMs have evolved along two  trajectories. 
The first line of development is towards more powerful institutions keep-
ing their primary identities as libraries, archives, and museums. The second is 
LAM  cooperation and LAM integration, as, for example, operationalized by the 
administrative coordination of responsibility, as described above. The Swedish 
museum sector has been consolidated and placed under the Swedish National 
Heritage Board. The National Library has been strengthened by adding public 
library policy to its portfolio. Also, the National Archive has kept its independent 
status. In the 2010s, museums formerly not regulated in legislation received such 
legislation (2017), and the library legislation of 1996 was revised and expanded. 
A new Archives law was proposed in the Government Inquiry of 2017 (SOU 
2019:58).

On the other hand, the umbrellas of cultural heritage policy and heritage 
digitalization policy invite LAM cooperation. Both digitalization and cultural 
heritage policy are ultimately the responsibility of the National Heritage Board. 
The combination of roles strengthens the Board’s position within the LAM 
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policy area and underlines its dominance in the cultural heritage sector. The 
clear  division of potential LAM tasks, also through legislation, reinforces the 
traditional separate LAM institutional identities. Furthermore, the system of 
independent  government agencies weakens the position of the ministries and 
parliament relative to the government agencies (Molander, Nilsson, and Schick 
2002). Even more so during the last 30 years, this has been driven by EU inte-
gration and public management reform ( Jacobsson and Sundström 2007), which 
adds to the general difficulties of institutional reform, policy change, and pol-
icy implementation. Nevertheless, “soft” institutional convergence between 
LAMs through collaboration relating to specific common issues is increasingly 
 occurring in Sweden.

The widening of responsibilities, relevant for all three institutions, might 
explain other characteristics of the development of LAM policies in Scandinavia. 
Firstly, expanded responsibilities create institutions that are the object of both 
knowledge and cultural policies. On the one hand, they should serve the public 
through being institutions for heritage, identity, entertainment, and experience. 
On the other hand, they have kept their ambitions as institutions for education, 
learning, research, and general enlightenment. Inextricably linked or not, the 
combination of cultural and knowledge policies is evident in the continued dual 
(or triple) ministerial anchoring in respective ministries in the different coun-
tries. Secondly, the expanded responsibilities also increase the relevance of LAM 
synergy and convergence (cf. Hvenegaard Rasmussen 2019; Skare, Stokstad, and 
Vårheim 2019; Vårheim, Skare, and Lenstra 2019). When tasks and goals are 
becoming more general, and when all three institutions face a similar challenge 
in digitalization, there is an opportunity for gradual policy gravitation between 
the LAMs. The development of LAM policies in the Scandinavian countries 
might also be explained by the four proposed drivers of LAM convergence put 
forward by Hvenegaard Rasmussen (2019): A participatory turn, a user orienta-
tion, a new spirit of capitalism, and a digitalization imperative.

If we look at six decades of LAM policies in Scandinavia from a bird’s-eye 
view, one evident point is that the idea of what libraries, archives, and museums 
might contribute to society has changed. The ambitions for their part are larger, 
their roles are more numerous, and their tasks more general. Both libraries and 
museums widened their scope to become more general cultural institutions. To 
date, there is little evidence to suggest that the policy on archives is moving in 
exactly the same direction, although they are clearly expected to have a more 
outward-, audience-, and public service-oriented role than before.

Notes

 1 “Historicism” in the sense that a linear course of history explains cultural and social 
phenomena.

 2 All quotes from political documents from Norway, Denmark, and Sweden are trans-
lated by the authors.
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Introduction

Libraries, archives, and museums (LAMs) maintain collections of various kinds, 
which are stored, developed, and made available in various ways to people out-
side these institutions. In this chapter, we will discuss the contemporary status of 
collections within LAM institutions. Because of partly interrelated technological 
changes and new paradigms in cultural policy from the late twentieth century 
and onward, it is no longer as evident as it (perhaps) was before that collections 
function as the very constitution of LAM institutions. Digital collections are by 
their nature volatile while analog collections are physically fixed, and contem-
porary dominant narratives question the perceived narrow and inward-looking 
traditional LAM institutions where experts and professionals choose what parts 
of collections should be served to passive users. Instead, other targets are put 
forward for these institutions that are – or at least are intended to be – more or 
less independent of collections. For example, they are increasingly positioned as 
user-oriented centers for cultural and social activities, experiences, and learning, 
and for navigating in information that is not necessarily stored at the respective 
institutions. It is therefore worth asking: Do collections still constitute LAM institu-
tions? In the following, we will not present definitive answers but rather explore 
and map relevant tendencies and areas of conflict, as well as differences and simi-
larities within the LAM sector as a whole on this topic, and within the individual 
arenas of libraries, archives, and museums.

Collections in this chapter are defined as those holdings of artifacts, books, 
media, documents, and other materials that, at least traditionally, have defined 
the three institutions. In regard to archives, that means we speak of “collections” 
in a more generic sense than what is common within the archival community, 
where a distinction is often made between “archives” (or “fonds”), which are 
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the sum of records amassed by a specific creator as the by-product of its activities 
and “artificial collections,” which are typically brought together on the basis of a 
particular topic or media format ( Johnston and Robinson 2002).

The forms of collections

Libraries, archives, and museums have historically been more or less determined 
by their respective collections. In the pre-digital age, museums were institutions 
with collections of artifacts (typically physical objects), while library collections 
consisted of books and other printed publications, and archives comprised mainly 
written records. From early on and up to the present day, it has not been unusual 
for collections to cross the LAM boundaries. For example, archival institutions 
and museums have had libraries, while artifacts and contemporary documenta-
tion collections can be found at archival institutions, and some archival collec-
tions (often manuscript collections and personal archives) are stored at libraries 
or museums. Nevertheless, collections have been regarded as the key component 
and raison d’être of LAM institutions. Larger LAM institutions were typically 
hosted by professional experts responsible for the respective collections, curating 
them (see Chapter 7, this volume), and organizing their items and finding aids 
(see Chapter 8, this volume). Not least, these professionals have traditionally 
decided what to collect (besides inheriting originally private collections) and 
what to make available to the general public (when such decisions were not made 
at higher levels, such as in legislation). The nature of mediation has differed 
among the fields. Typically, museums have made (small) parts of their collections 
available through public exhibitions, libraries have let users themselves choose 
what to read or borrow, and the same goes for archives. Many archival records, 
though, are largely not open to the general public at all (because of secrecy 
 regulations and the like).

However, with technological development, the forms of LAM collections have 
become more diversified. The first waves of photographs and audiovisual record-
ings did not substantially change the overall hegemony of collections. However, 
digitalization, and especially the Internet, has led to a general challenge to the 
norm. Since the 1990s, digital collections have typically not been stored in par-
ticular places but have rather been shared and available online. Digitalization has 
meant new opportunities and challenges for LAM institutions and their collec-
tions. Nondigital collections have been increasingly digitized, that is, manifolded 
into digital surrogates with a view to increasing the availability of traditional 
artifacts, publications, and records, and in some cases also for preservation pur-
poses. Digitization and the use of digital technologies in a broader sense have 
generally been favored in cultural policy in order to increase availability and 
introduce new forms of user-friendly interactions. A significant  contributing fac-
tor is the certain status of digital technology as an end in itself that signifies such 
dominating values in contemporary society as progress, hybridity, renewal, and 
fluidity (Wormbs 2010; Henningsen and Larsen 2020).
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Contemporary LAM institutions also have a rapidly increasing number of 
born-digital collections. The development has been perhaps the most dramatic 
in the archival sphere, since most contemporary records are digital from the 
very beginning. Also, museums gather, for example, social media content, and 
libraries are increasingly engaging in mediating born-digital publications. As we 
discuss in the next section, digitalization has partially led to new forms of own-
ership and responsibilities. The Internet and social media have facilitated inter-
actions between users and institutions, which generally panders to the general 
trend for an increased user orientation.

In the early days of the Internet, there were those – mainly outside LAM 
 institutions – that foresaw a future where traditional libraries, archives, and 
museums would no longer be needed, where everything would be available 
online for anyone to obtain anytime (see Jochumsen, Hvenegaard Rasmussen, 
and Skot-Hansen 2012, 587–588). Such narratives are heard less frequently today, 
but rather, LAM institutions have increasingly been regarded as meeting or 
access points where users can obtain some of the information or objects that are 
available but not necessarily stored in the institutions’ collections.

Ownership and responsibilities of collections

In certain aspects, the traditional characteristic of LAM institutions, that of 
largely being dependent on “their own” collections, is becoming increasingly 
relaxed, due to both technological and social developments. LAM institutions 
increasingly function as “points of access” for digital collections that other insti-
tutions keep or are responsible for. E-books, e-journals, and databases with dig-
itized newspapers, stored in national or international digital repositories, are 
typically freely available at libraries (as an alternative for users paying to gain 
access at home). Many archival institutions offer similar services. It is true that 
such point of access functions existed long before digitalization: Users have 
had opportunities to access analog books or records through systems of inter- 

institutional lending. However, with digitalization, these modes of accessing 
collections have shifted from the margin to the center of how LAM institutions 
operate.

Another trend that weakens the traditional connection between LAM institu-
tions and their collections is underpinned by the general tendency in the Nordic 
cultural policy to shift from the notion of national homogeneity towards an 
open emphasis on cultural pluralism (see Chapter 14, this volume). This has 
had consequences regarding the ownership of collections (cf. Callison, Roy, and 
LeCheminant 2016). Artifacts and records concerning the Sámi population that 
have been made part of Norwegian and Swedish national archives and muse-
ums, often as a result of abuse and nationalist and racist policies, are increas-
ingly becoming a matter of debate and repatriation demands. Similar questions 
have been raised concerning collections emanating from Danish colonialism in 
Greenland and the West Indies (Agostinho 2019).
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Collections and/or user-oriented missions

In recent decades, a lively narrative has emphasized that the traditional roles 
of collections as the constituent force of LAM institutions have diminished. In 
academia, in cultural policy, and within professions, a strong opinion has devel-
oped arguing that collections as the self-evident raison d´être of LAM institu-
tions belong to an older form of society with strict hierarchies between experts 
and users, and with a unilinear conception of relations between institutions and 
the outside world. In the past, users visited institutions and were passively pre-
sented with collections that experts had created and/or curated for exhibition. 
However, with new technology and new conceptions of the societal missions of 
LAM institutions, this older paradigm is being transformed, often summarized 
in catchphrases such as “from collection to connection.”

There are different views of these matters among LAM institutions,  professions, 
and academic scholarship. One is largely affirmative, taking as a starting point 
that society has changed in the post- or late-modern era. Old hierarchies have 
been dismantled in the current flexible, fluid, multicultural, and nonhierarchi-
cal world where information, knowledge, and experience, rather than industrial 
production, are the engines of societal change and development. In such a world, 
the choices of individual citizens are held in higher esteem. Proponents of such 
ideas tend to suggest that LAM institutions need to change in order to help 
them to adapt to evident societal changes. The traditional role of expert-curated 
collections is regarded as a remnant of an older, pre-digital society – a role that 
needs to be curtailed and replaced by a new and more externally oriented one. 
The binary opposition between active professionals and passive users is replaced 
by a vision of co-creation, where the needs and creative potentials of users are 
put at the center, as are generally the external functions of the institutions, such 
as offering arenas for social interaction and education.

In a typical expression of this narrative, museums are said to be in need of 
“reinvention.” Traditional museums are labeled “elitist,” “exclusive,” “ethno-
centric,” and “collection driven,” while the reinvented ones are “equitable,” 
“ inclusive,” “multicultural,” and “audience focused.” Furthermore, the rein-
vented museum strives to achieve “exchange of knowledge” rather than being 
a “keeper of knowledge,” and it is also “relevant and forward looking,” not 
“focused on past.” Consequently, the collections are moved from their pri-
mary position to a supporting role that “advances the educational impact of the 
museum.” It is also stressed that the public has a growing impact; the museum 
must be regarded as “both customer and guest,” and in order to achieve “visitor 
satisfaction” museums must engage in “market research” (Anderson 2004). Also, 
in the Nordic context, LAM institutions are increasingly discussed as having 
broader roles to play in society, not least as a part of the cultural economy. In 
order to foster “creativity and innovation,” the so-called “four-space model” 
has been proposed for Nordic libraries as a way of stipulating their new role 
as spaces for meeting,  performativity, inspiration, and learning ( Jochumsen, 
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Hvenegaard Rasmussen, and Skot-Hansen 2012). In Malmö in southern Sweden, 
a  traditionally industrial city that has officially aimed to redefine itself as post- 
industrial since the 1990s (see Holgersen 2014), the city library branded itself as a 
“darling library,” pointing to a new library paradigm distinct from the “old” one 
characterized by hierarchies, passivity, and custodianship of collections. Instead 
of being a hierarchical collection-based institution, the library was to be a local 
cultural center open to citizens and a part of the story of the city’s transformation 
to embrace the new economy (Carlsson 2013; see also Jochumsen, Hvenegaard 
Rasmussen, and Skot-Hansen 2012). Generally, cultural policy has shifted in 
recent decades in most European countries to increasingly emphasize culture 
and cultural heritage as part of the economy. LAM institutions are subjected to 
market and New Public Management logics that emphasize engaging as many 
visitors as possible, and taking part in efforts to make cities and regions economi-
cally attractive (Marling 2010; Svensson and Tomson 2016; cf. Kann-Rasmussen 
and Hvenegaard Rasmussen 2021) rather than maintaining and developing 
collections.

Another stance is more openly skeptical. In various ways, the away-from- 
collections narrative has been criticized or regarded as an effect of (nonbenevo-
lent) external influence. Speaking of libraries, Scherlen and McAllister argue that 
the idea that libraries should stop focusing on collections is a dominant narrative, 
fueled by official cultural policy, that ought to be questioned. They claim that 
leaders of institutions tend to focus on what is considered new and modern, 
such as new technologies and various forms of user-oriented activities (Scherlen 
and McAllister 2019). Interviews with professionals indicate that the narrative of 
new, digital, and user-oriented activities is favored by administrators, the former 
sensing that their traditional collection-oriented work is perceived as antiquated 
and clinging to the past (Nicholson 2019, 143; see also Kann-Rasmussen and 
Balling 2015). An image of a general conflict of interests arises, where parts of the 
LAM sector reject the aims of some LAM institutions to foster user orientation 
according to overall trends in economic policies that also color cultural  policy. 
This applies not least to the experience economy (Pine and Gilmore 2019), 
which positions cultural heritage as one of many sites for nurturing experiences 
(e.g., see: Marling 2010; Hvidtfeldt Madsen 2014). Contemporary LAM studies 
point at conflicting interests or rationales, where aspirations of further democ-
ratization coincide with an economic rationale ( Jochumsen, Skot-Hansen, and 
Hvenegaard Rasmussen 2017). Libraries that focus on the needs of their com-
munities and community building are not only, or even mainly, preoccupied 
with traditional library collections. In their world, the lending of tools, seeds, 
toys, and sports equipment is just as natural an activity as the lending of books. 
Söderholm has coined the term “X-lending library” to describe this loosening of 
ties between libraries and traditional collections (Söderholm 2018).

Regardless of the position one takes in these debates, and no matter what role 
collections should have in LAM institutions, it is not controversial to claim that 
collections – both analog and digital – still have a central role in vast parts of the 
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LAM landscape. The past dominance of the old collection-oriented  missions 
 perpetuates them and keeps LAM institutions working according to them 
(Dempsey and Malpas 2018). Another reason why LAM institutions continue 
to stress the curation of collections is that they have a legal duty to do so in all 
Scandinavian countries. As Grøn and Gram (2019, 315) note, there is a “catch 22 
of cultural policy” between the continued collection-oriented legal mission and 
the parallel imperative of increased user orientation. They argue that there is a 
“paradox of participation,” claiming that when the role of collections is greatly 
reduced, the institution also loses the possibility of attracting users, since the 
collections often remain the main objects of interest within the institutions that 
appeal to users (Grøn and Gram 2019, 320–322).

The future of collections in the LAM sectors

Around the turn of the millennium and for some time after, there was a wide-
spread belief that digitalization would lead to major convergences between L, 
A, and M institutions, an idea that has partly overlapped with the collection-
to- connection discourse. The actual bits and data of digital collections look the 
same, regardless of whether they represent museal objects, library e-books, or 
digital records. In the digital world, all LAM institutions share the same chal-
lenges and possibilities of digital preservation, curation of metadata structures, 
etc. (cf. Duff et al. 2013). In Scandinavia, most notably in Norway, there have 
been multiple projects for practical LAM integration (Vårheim, Skare, and 
Stokstad 2020), which has evidently also deepened a kind of theoretical con-
vergence between the sectors even if the success of these initiatives has been 
debated. Archivists, librarians, and museum professionals also increasingly look 
at the other sectors for inspiration. Moreover, the overall user-oriented paradigm 
is typical of the entire LAM sector. However, as the following closer look at 
sectoral discussions shows, the status of collections at LAM institutions is a good 
example demonstrating that in spite of partial convergence, there are still foun-
dational differences between the L, A, and M sectors.

Do collections still constitute museums?

Even if the idea of a museum without collections still raises debate, an increas-
ing number of museum theorists and practitioners are toning down the role 
of collections as an irrevocable constituent of a museum (Brown and Mairesse 
2018). Hooper-Greenhill’s (2000) notion of post-museum crystallizes much of 
the criticism of the Western Enlightenment paradigm of museums as encyclo-
pedic institutions. Similar criticism has stemmed from non-European traditions 
(e.g., Morishita 2019). There is an increasing number of institutions around the 
world identifying themselves as museums despite having no collections. These 
include Fotografiska, a Stockholm-based gallery of photography with branches 
around the world, and the Fisksätra museum, a museum and cultural center 
located in a Stockholm suburb of the same name. Also, mobile and  virtual sites 
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and places rather than collection-based museums (Schweibenz 2019; Driver, 
Nesbitt, and Cornish 2021) diversify museums’ relation to collections. The 
decentering of collections was also visible in the debate on the proposal by 
the International Committee for Museology (ICOFOM) of the International 
Council of Museums (ICOM) for a revised definition of “museum” in the late 
2010s (Brown and Mairesse 2018). In this sense, the argument that a museum 
without collections calling itself a museum is not a proper museum is conspicu-
ously losing its relevance.

At the same time, even if a museum without collections were no longer an 
oxymoron, collections are still valuable in different ways as building blocks, 
resources, records, and assemblies of knowledge, experiences, creativity, research, 
and cultural memory (Newell, Robin, and Wehner 2017). Moreover, a collection- 
less museum needs collections even if they would not be held for long-term pres-
ervation at that specific institution and the modus operandi of the museum would 
go beyond displaying its own collection of objects to utilize artifacts in a more 
diverse sense. The recent museology discourse is increasingly underlining the role 
of collections not only as evidence of the past but more and more as a resource for 
negotiating the present and envisioning the future (Newell, Robin, and Wehner 
2017; Brown and Mairesse 2018). Their contemporary versus historical significa-
tions and the past and current perceptions of the legitimacy of their origins are 
raising questions about collections originating from foreign countries, and indig-
enous and vulnerable communities (Turnbull 2010; Savoy 2017). This has led to 
repatriation of collections – in Scandinavia especially from national to indigenous 
Sámi institutions, but also to other regions of the world.

The digitization of collections is frequently referred to as an opportunity not 
only for repatriation but also for management and sharing of museum collec-
tions in the future. Many museums are struggling with managing, preserving, 
and putting to use large historic collections and representing contemporary life 
where digitization and digital management of collection-related information 
unfold many opportunities (Cameron 2009). However, similarly to how Boast 
and Enote (2013) criticize virtual (i.e., digital) repatriation of being no real repa-
triation, digital collections and digitization is not a straightforward way of substi-
tuting physical collections. Interaction with digital artifacts satisfies many needs 
but not the actual presence of a physical object, similarly to how a physical copy 
is only sometimes equivalent to a physical original. Nevertheless, on the whole, 
there is hardly any doubt that the diversity of museums and their rapport with 
collections and collecting are continuing to increase, not only due to the oppor-
tunities presented by digital collections, collecting, and sharing but also through 
the (re)production of physical artifacts through digital documents.

Do collections still constitute libraries?

One of the authors of this chapter has defined libraries as institutions initiat-
ing social processes related to knowledge sharing, learning, and cultural expe-
riences on the basis of organized collections of documents – physical as well as 
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digital (Audunson 2018). This definition, which has also found its way into the 
Norwegian Wikipedia (Wikipedia, n.d.), sees collections as a definitional char-
acteristic of libraries. An institution not relying on collections as the fundamental 
tool for realizing its social mission related to knowledge sharing, learning, and 
cultural experiences is not a library. There are, however, developments that chal-
lenge this notion of a library.

The advent of e-books has changed the relationship between libraries and 
vendors and the relationship between libraries and collections, particularly the 
libraries’ control over their collections. Collection development is frequently out-
sourced to commercial firms, which do the selection and acquisition, and thus, 
to a large extent, control the collections. Libraries increasingly serve as points 
of access for digital collections owned by commercial enterprises such as aca-
demic journals and book depositories. Paradoxically, one effect of this is that the 
 traditional resource sharing among libraries in the form of interlibrary lending –  
a form of knowledge sharing that one should believe digitization  facilitates –  
has become more difficult due to the commercial control and ownership of their 
collections.

There is no doubt that the concept of what libraries are has changed and 
expanded from the notion of framing them as institutions giving access to collec-
tions of books and other printed material. As previously mentioned, giving access 
to other kinds of material such as tools, toys, and seeds is seen as increasingly 
natural in a public library context. Some library theorists argue for a revised 
librarianship, whose role of fostering knowledge in the community can function 
without collections altogether (e.g., Lankes 2011). We can well foresee a future 
where the librarian does not manage a library collection but, as a member of a 
research or project group, is responsible for giving the project members access 
to adequate and timely information and knowledge sources available across the 
World Wide Web. We already have purely digital libraries without collections 
in the traditional sense – for example, the Health Library (Helsebiblioteket.no) 
in Norway.

In parallel to such trends, however, the traditional role of libraries related to 
managing collections of books and other traditional media is still among the 
most important reasons that legitimize that societal resources are used on librar-
ies among the general public and library professionals (Audunson et al. 2019; 
Audunson, Hobohm, and Tóth 2020). When the library director in Malmö in 
the period 2010–2012 set out to develop the above-discussed new city library 
concept that fundamentally deviated from the traditional and collection- oriented 
one, it led to severe local conflicts and to the director resigning from her position 
(Carlsson 2013).

Do collections still constitute archives?

The development from collection to user orientation, both as an objective fact 
and as normative discourse, is not as far-reaching within archives as in the 
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library and museum sectors. The proper care of record collections is still widely 
regarded as the foundational mission for archives. While libraries and museums 
are  predominantly outward-oriented institutions, archival institutions are that 
only to a limited extent, simultaneously retaining their “inward-looking” role as 
administrative and bureaucratic functions.

According to the still hegemonic principle of provenance, archival fonds are 
supposed to be amassed from the activities within creating bodies, with the dual 
mission of securing evidence and information that are crucial for the creators 
themselves, as well as for external users. The purpose of keeping records for 
“contemporary” reasons connected to administrative functions, legal security, 
etc. also continues to uphold a view that archives are collections of records, 
and that the interests of external users are sometimes regarded as secondary. 
Many archives are not supposed to be open to external users at all – for example, 
 military records and medical records.

In archival scholarship, there are divided opinions on where to put the 
emphasis regarding the creation and appraisal of archives, where traditionally 
three agents are involved: creators, archivists, and users (Cox 2002). The vary-
ing opinions among archivists and archival scholars are spread along the overall 
memory vs. evidence axis that Cook (2013) has identified as a major difference of 
perspectives. Many contemporary archival theorists argue for a stronger emphasis 
on “evidence,” that is, archival records as traces and witnesses of the occurrences 
that created the records in the first place. The argument goes that in the digital 
world, the care of records becomes more complicated, and all possible efforts 
must be put into securing digital records – which will become records of histor-
ical value in the future – that are as authentic as possible. With digitalization, the 
very demarcation of archival collections becomes more fluid, and a more holistic 
view of records from their birth and onwards becomes necessary (Upward 1996). 
However, such reasoning redefines collections rather than ruling them out.

At the other end of the spectrum, there has been, at least since the 1960s and 
1970s, a more radical and activist notion of what archives should be. According 
to this view, archiving should to a larger degree be planned as a true documen-
tation of society, which should cover especially sectors of society that hitherto 
have been under- or misrepresented in archives. Such a perspective is closely 
 connected to the idea of the need to actively document contemporary society 
in the museum sector. Instead of archives keeping to their passive role of only 
receiving records, archivists ought to actively collect records according to specific 
schemes of planned documentation (e.g., Samuels 1986, 110–112). Such endeav-
ors are  normally constituent of the so-called “community archives” following 
the principle that archives should be actively created in order to strengthen 
the   documentary heritage of particular, often subordinated, groups (Sheffield 
2017).

As we have seen, archivists who stress the evidential value of contemporary 
born-digital records, and those who rather address the role of archives in memory 
and identity politics, both regard collections as the very reason for the existence, 
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and the mark, of archives. They serve historical research and the  interests of 
memory and heritage, but also such contemporary aspirations as the freedom 
of information and keeping track of agreements, business transactions, legal 
 verdicts, social welfare measures, and education.

Accordingly, there are few “archives without archival collections,” if we brush 
aside the wider and sometimes metaphorical conceptions of “archives” that have 
gained prominence with the so-called “archival turn” (e.g., see: Ketelaar 2017). 
In the past few decades, there has also been a parallel development where archival 
institutions follow suit with museums and libraries in various ways of renegoti-
ating the traditional top-down relation between professionals and users. There 
are numerous examples of crowdsourcing activities and so-called “participatory 
archives” (Huvila 2008) – a recent example being the project Collecting Social 
Photography where archives and museums in the Nordic countries aim to create 
new collections of individuals’ digital photos (Boogh et al. 2020). Not least in 
the less legally regulated private sector, there is a growing interest in emphasizing 
the aspects of archives that border on museums or libraries, namely increased user 
contact and interaction, as well as transmission and mediation of archival collec-
tions to a wider audience. The focus is on access and heritage, and the digitiza-
tion of analog archives tends to be emphasized as an important means of reaching 
out, not least to provide access online (e.g. see: Caswell 2014a). However, collec-
tions are the basis of such user-oriented archival orientations.

With the widening of the field of archival studies, a broader conception of 
archives has been put forward – not least in postcolonial and indigenous studies – 
that questions the materiality of archives and the traditional ideas of institutional 
ownership of archival records (Iacovino 2010; Fraser and Todd 2016). There, 
immaterial traces of memory and recollecting are also seen as “archives” (e.g., 
Faulkhead 2009; Caswell 2014b), e.g., proposing such new notions as “impos-
sible archival imaginaries and imagined records” (Gilliland and Caswell 2016). 
These critical perspectives also often have a marked tendency to question the tra-
ditional role of archivists as professional guardians of collections, and instead to 
favor user involvement and co-creation of archives (e.g., Caswell 2014a). Even if 
the discussions on ownership and control as well as the (re-)conceptualization of 
collections of, for instance, Sámi- and Inuit-related archives are still dawning in 
Scandinavia, they are likely to continue and expand (cf. Maliniemi 2009). What 
is apparent, however, is that they are strongly connected to the understanding 
and framing of the notion of collections and that the emphasis is on other forms 
rather than on the traditional material and expert-organized ones.

Conclusion

There have been many discussions in recent decades about technological change 
and new social and cultural conjunctures radically transforming the traditional 
LAM institutions. They are often described as evolving from largely separated 
sectors, predominantly defined by their collections, into more user-oriented and 
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less hierarchical institutions, where old divisions among the LAM spheres are 
also withering away. The institutions have also seen many real changes in these 
directions, most visibly in libraries and museums, which are more predominantly 
oriented toward external users than are archives. The care and mediation of col-
lections often becomes one of many missions, and in some cases is pushed into 
the background. However, in spite of these discursive and objective changes, 
there are many elements of continuity from the past. Moreover, pronounced 
user-oriented missions often depend on existing collections, and furthermore, 
many critics argue that the narratives of renewal and democratization connected 
to further user orientation sometimes coincide with contemporary doctrines in 
which information, culture, and heritage are increasingly regarded as important 
elements of the market economy.

The different institutional spheres of libraries, archives, and museums seem to 
have survived since they have – at least partly – different aims and missions. These 
are, to a degree, manifested in legislation, which particularly governs the institu-
tions in the public sector, but institutional and professional identities are another 
aspect that fosters continuity. LAM institutions have historically developed with 
their respective notions of collections as the distinctive feature. To some extent, 
digitalization has loosened the boundaries between library  publications, museum 
artifacts, and archival records, as well as enabling new opportunities for user 
involvement and mediation. Nevertheless, in the digital world, the notion per-
sists that libraries, archives, and museums deal with conceptually different kinds 
of collections.
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Introduction

As the previous chapter in this anthology established (see Chapter 6, this  volume), 
collections still form a part of the rationale for libraries, archives, and museums. 
This chapter, broadly speaking, is about what LAM professionals do with the 
collections as they acquire, manage, develop, preserve, safeguard, document, 
appraise, interpret, and display them in various ways. All these practices can be 
discussed under the notion of curating collections.

While curation as a practice spans across LAMs, the concept of the curator is 
more frequently used in museums (particularly art museums) than in libraries and 
archives. Thus, as we will get back to in our concluding argument, while LAMs 
have much in common as holders of collections, as “memory institutions” (De 
Kosnik 2016, 26), the curatorial practices reveal differences in professional organ-
ization, historical roles, and mandates. All the while, the rise of the digital, and 
pressures to open up collections and allow contributions from the general public, 
has shifted priorities in LAMs (Andresen, Huvila, and Stokstad 2020; Vårheim 
et al. 2020). Expert curators now share the stage with algorithms and amateurs.

We start this chapter with a short section on how to understand curation and 
the role of the curator before beginning to explore what it has meant and what it 
means to curate collections for professionals in LAMs, starting with museums. As 
we bring this discussion into the present, we discuss how digitalization and the 
so-called “participatory turn” have changed and challenged curation practices.

Curation and the curator

Curation as a concept has a long and complicated backstory, with diverging 
usages in different disciplines. Derived from the Anglo-Norman curatour, the 
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common understanding is connected to the latin cura, meaning “to take care of” 
(also found in the modern term “to cure”). While the object and nature of this 
caretaking have shifted over the centuries since the first usages in the twelfth 
 century (Oxford English Dictionary 2021a, 2021b), the objective remains 
 similar: Someone is tasked with taking care of something. In our context, this 
something is typically a collection of artifacts or media (historical objects, works 
of art, documents, books, etc.), a comparatively modern notion dating back to 
the fifteenth century. An older, historical sense includes caretaking of “minors 
and lunatics” (George 2015, 2), as well as the priestly care “of souls” (Oxford 
English Dictionary 2021a).1 A contemporary and broad definition of curation 
is offered by Bhaskar: “Acts of selecting, refining and arranging to add value” 
(Bhaskar 2016, loc. 146).

The person who takes care of collections will sometimes, but certainly not 
always, be called a “curator.” “Curator” can be a job title but is also used more 
colloquially to describe functions carried out in relation to a collection. The con-
temporary understanding of the curator is carried over from how curation was 
redefined in the 1990s, primarily in the context of art galleries and art museums. 
Throughout the 1990s and 2000s, curators were elevated to the status of creators, 
even rising to become superstars on a par with high-profile contemporary artists 
(Altshuler 1994; O’Neill 2012).

As curators in the art world were assigned authority and power to identify and 
define art (Acord 2018), they also took significant positions in the field at large. 
O’Neill (2012) states that “the figure of the curator has moved from being a care-
taker of collections – a behind-the-scenes organizer and arbiter of taste – to an 
independently motivated practitioner with a more centralized position within the 
contemporary art world and its parallel commentaries” (O’Neill 2012, 1–2). This 
independent curator is not responsible for the collection of any single institution 
but brings together works and artifacts from different collections for the purpose 
of exhibiting them. In a Scandinavian context, Solhjell (2006) has claimed that 
curators became the dominant force of art policy in Norway from the 1980s, 
taking over from the “art policy regimes” of academic and union representatives. 
The emergence of the “free art curator” in the 1990s, according to Røssaak 
(2018), brought a new paradigm: “In the art field, a new type of curator emerged 
at the end of the 20th century, one whose duties did not include functions such 
as purchasing and looking after collections” (Røssaak 2018, 128).

As the concepts of “curation” and “curator” have become buzzwords, the 
usage has been extended to new domains. Neologisms such as “wine curator” 
and “data curator” hint at extensions to new contexts, both professional and ama-
teur. In the words of Bhaskar, “[c]uration is ubiquitous [and] we’re all curators 
now” (2016, loc. 82). New uses of the curation concept also include individual 
and private curatorial practices, such as maintaining networks on social media 
or filtering content streams on digital platforms (Davis 2017; Merten 2020). The 
amateur work to document and preserve culture in digital format is increasingly 
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recognized as a way for individuals to wrestle power and authority away from the 
institutions and the state (De Kosnik 2016).

Under the notion of digital curation, we also find the concepts of “algo-
rithmic curation” and “curation by code,” deployed to describe how automated 
programs in online services filter content streams (Bandy and Diakopoulos 2021; 
Davis 2017; Morris 2015). While automated filtering processes are not typically 
seen to possess authority and expertise in and of themselves, algorithms and other 
“engines of order” (Rieder 2020) essentially sort, rank, recommend, and present 
items from a database, similarly to human curators.

What can we take from this multifaceted notion? We find it useful in this 
context to parse out curation along two strands (for a similar argument, see Smith 
2012). On the one hand, curation, as evidenced by its historical and etymologi-
cal origins, is connected to caretaking, preservation, custodianship, and acquisi-
tion. Simultaneously, curation, especially in the modern sense, implies selection 
from a larger collection for the purpose of exhibitions or similar. For the sake 
of brevity, we will refer to the former sense as the caretaker curator and the latter 
sense as the exhibition curator. To be clear, these are not job descriptions or mutu-
ally exclusive categories but should rather be seen as typologies (or Weberian 
“ideal types”). While the latter sense is probably the most widely used today, 
we also wish to highlight the relevance of the caretaker curator, as it remains vital 
for LAMs. We will return to these two understandings in the following section 
where curation and curating are discussed with specific attention to museums, 
libraries, and archives.

Curating LAM collections

Curating in museums

Museums employ curators to take care of, and to interpret, collections, thus 
invoking both our broad senses of curation. In the anglophone world, curator 
is a job title. As we mentioned earlier, the title is tied to care for collections, 
but has also gained traction as a designation for those curating temporary art 
exhibitions in recent decades. For non-English-speaking countries, there are a 
host of different job titles that are translated into English as “curator,” in Danish 
“museumsinspektør” (museum inspector), in Norwegian “konservator” (conser-
vator), and in Swedish “intendent” (keeper). Increasingly, however, versions of 
“curator” are also used as job titles in other countries. In a German introduction 
to museology, the author states that “Curator” is the English term for those tak-
ing care of collections, but also that the term is used more and more in German 
museums to designate employees that have expert knowledge connected to spe-
cific  collections (Flügel 2005, 71). A curator is thus not only one who takes care 
of collections but also someone with specific knowledge of the collection in 
question.
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Museums are defined by the nature of their collections, and those who care for 
the collections can have a wide variety of fields of expertise – as anthropologists, 
paleontologists, art historians, etc. In an introduction to a Museum History Journal 
special issue on “Cultures of Curating,” Sarah Longair writes that “ intellectual 
authority – the command over knowledge – might appear to be a fundamental 
component of curatorship” (Longair 2015, 1). Traditionally, much of the training 
for museum jobs has been done on-site, i.e., the specific skills required to take 
care of collections have been learned in a museum. The many training programs 
that have emerged worldwide since the mid-twentieth  century have provided 
basic training for museum work, and for very many different functions in the 
museum. In most countries, no such training is required for getting a museum 
job, but curators are mostly hired for their knowledge of the field within which 
the museum collection is situated. However, there is a considerable difference 
between large and specialized museums and museums with a wide range of 
objects in their collections and few employees.

Taking care of a collection involves, among other things, preservation, safe-
guarding, and documentation. When the first large museum boom took place 
in the second part of the nineteenth century, a collection and the presentation 
of the collection would often be the same thing. The collection was the exhibi-
tion. Exhibitions and museums have different stories of origin (Heesen 2012). As 
museums began organizing collections in storage rooms and keeping only part of 
the museum open for public view, curating would involve a set of tasks directed 
at the public, not least curating exhibitions and giving public lectures and tours 
(Bäckström 2016). Today, many curators have little access to their collections, as 
the objects are housed in remote or limited-access storage facilities. Knowledge 
about the collection is based on the digital version of the objects and the printed 
or digital information connected to them. Museums were among the early users 
of digital collection management systems and were trying out digital ways of 
organizing the collections from the 1960s (Olsrud 2019; Parry 2010). Thus, dig-
itization had an impact on curatorial work from an early stage, but basically on 
the “behind-the-scenes” work of the museum, only later to become an impor-
tant tool for presenting and organizing collections for public view on the Internet 
and on social media.

The last decades of the twentieth century witnessed sustained criticism of 
museums from several directions. Artists were challenging the authority of the 
museum through interventions and institutional critique. The eco-museum 
movement, starting in France, developed radical ideas directed at conven-
tional museums, claiming that museums belonged to the community, being a 
storehouse for memories as well as a laboratory for community experiments. 
Museums for ethnography were heavily criticized as much for displaying 
looted objects as for spreading racist ideas. And more generally, museums were 
described as disciplinary institutions that were instruments for control of the 
population (Bennett 1995). In the wake of these criticisms, museum workers 
have redefined what curating might mean. In the 1990s, letting the public in to 
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curate their own exhibitions, bringing their own objects, was one experiment 
meant to challenge the power relation between curator and visitor. The idea 
was to let go of the curatorial authority and invite people to participate on an 
equal footing. Participation as such was far from new, but sharing authority was 
(Pierroux et al. 2020). Participation became even more pronounced as a cura-
torial ideal in the 2000s, with Nina Simon’s The Participatory Museum (2010) as a 
 culmination. Curating in museums today is as much about inviting, organizing, 
and  empowering people as it is about objects.

Curating has thus acquired a much wider meaning, as we outlined at the 
beginning of this chapter. In the art world, curators take care of collections, 
but curating is mainly connected to making exhibitions. Curatorship has even 
been seen as being akin to artistic praxis (O’Neill 2012). However, in the larger 
museum world, the word “curating” does important work, carrying notions of 
novelty and innovation into the museum sector and becoming something of a 
catchword for new museum ideals. Titles such as Curating the Future: Museums, 
Communities and Climate Change point to the role that curating has acquired as 
a way of making the museum socially relevant and future-oriented (Newell, 
Robin, and Wehner 2016). The traditional museum was a place where the cura-
tor exerted authority based on knowledge and control of the objects. Today, 
curating signals a distance from the traditional curator, and gives promises of 
change.

At the turn of the century, there was a widespread fear that digital technol-
ogies would render museums obsolete, that people would rather visit exhibi-
tions online, and that authentic objects would lose their attraction (e.g., Conn 
2010). This has hardly been the case, and museums take part in large efforts 
to make their objects accessible, both in-house and digitally. In Sweden and 
Norway, DigitaltMuseum has made millions of objects accessible online. The 
large  database Europeana hosts museum objects from around Europe, and the 
text that greets you on their homepage is “Curate your own gallery.” Museums 
seem to have embraced digital solutions as a means to become more accessible 
and to share curatorial authority via digital substitutes (Cameron 2021). Thus, 
caretaking is still a central part of the curator’s role, but the collection can also be 
handled, curated, and displayed by and with a larger public.

Curating in libraries

Library collections have traditionally consisted of books and other published 
 documents, but developments in media technologies and new roles of libraries 
have changed their historical mandates. The so-called transition “from collec-
tions to connections” (Mathiasson and Jochumsen 2020; Söderholm and Nolin 
2015) has seemingly shifted attention from what libraries contain to what they can 
enable in terms of services, events, meetings, and other public gatherings. Thus, 
the role of the librarian as caretaker curator for the (book) collection persists but 
is supplemented with other duties and demands. All the while, the Scandinavian 
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library sectors, consisting of public libraries, academic libraries, school libraries, 
special libraries, and the vast collections of national library  institutions, have 
become more specialized, going in slightly different directions.

The modern public library is a creature of the late nineteenth and early twenti-
eth centuries. Inspired by the free public library movement in the USA (Frisvold 
2021; Torstensson 1993, 2012), Scandinavian librarians opened up their libraries’ 
collections and invited new groups, especially children, through the doors. To 
quote a Danish history of libraries, they changed from being for the few to being 
for everyone (Dahlkild and Bille Larsen 2021). Where previously libraries had 
restricted access to books and manuscripts, now the collections were brought up 
from the vaults and into the light where patrons could browse for themselves. 
This also involved a shift in the librarian’s role, reducing some of the gatekeeping 
power that comes with the privilege of exclusive access. However, the profes-
sionals in public libraries still held significant power in their right to decide on 
acquisitions and, not least, by recommending books to library users. In both 
these capacities, librarians and library management could make selections and 
recommendations based on criteria such as quality and appropriateness. A patron 
could be persuaded to borrow a different book appropriate for age or reading 
skills, or instructed to include a nonfiction book with the lending of a fiction 
book (Frisvold 2021). As pointed out in a Swedish history of libraries, there is 
an element of paternalism in the social mission of public libraries to educate and 
enlighten (Frenander and Lindberg 2012). The paternalistic strand is also evident 
in libraries’ attitudes to popular culture. In practice, in Scandinavia, it took until 
the mid-1960s and 1970s before libraries were open to include popular cultural 
media like cartoons, genre fiction (e.g., romance and crime fiction), films, and 
pop music (Dahlkild and Bille Larsen 2021; Frisvold 2021).

The situation was different in the libraries connected to universities and other 
organizations and corporations that had the resources to house separate libraries. 
In these, patrons were more likely to be able to suggest and even dictate what 
the collections should hold ( Johnson 2018). Now, the digital development has 
shifted the roles of academic librarians from acquirers and caretakers of items in a 
collection to maintaining subscriptions and negotiating license terms for bundles 
of ebooks and online journals provided by international publishing houses – at 
steep prices (Suber 2012). As a result, enabling open-access publishing is one 
responsibility that has been added to the academic librarian’s to-do list ( Jurchen 
2020).

Despite the turn in the past couple of decades toward events and services 
(Audunson and Aabø 2013), collections (physical and digital) still form impor-
tant parts of libraries’ offerings (see Chapter 6, this volume). Librarians are tasked 
with taking care of these collections, from analyzing the needs and wants of 
patrons to selecting, acquiring, maintaining, and weeding content and promot-
ing this to the public. While these are practices that fall quite neatly within our 
definition of curation, they are rarely referred to as such (although there are 
differences here between the Scandinavian countries). Tellingly, when librarians 
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from a number of European countries were surveyed about professional groups 
with which they identify, “museum curators” came bottom of the list ( Johnston 
et al. 2021). The common term for the caretaking aspect in English is “collection 
development,” or “collection management” (e.g., see: Johnson 2018; Saponaro 
and Evans 2019). When Scandinavian librarians are creating displays, exhibi-
tions, or events to promote items from the collection to the public, the common 
term used is “formidling,” a difficult term to translate into English, but parallel 
to German Vermittlung (Pharo and Tallerås 2017; Ridderstrøm and Vold 2015, 
16–17).

One of the instances where libraries and librarians do refer to curation is in the 
more specialized circumstances where highly skilled librarians are responsible for 
collections of rare and historical books or other rare artifacts. While the position 
of “collection manager” would seem to consign a certain amount of power over 
acquisitions, etc., responsibilities for collection management or curation are typ-
ically more of a collective nature in libraries than what is the case for the curator 
in the art world. Furthermore, the ideal for modern librarians is to be aware of 
what patrons and users desire and expect from their library (Saponaro and Evans 
2019). Public libraries are seen as houses to be filled with the activities of the 
public, not as the sole domain of controlling librarians.

The turn toward digital collections and services has also seen library  practices 
converge with practices in the media sector. While libraries are institutionally 
different from commercial media companies and public service broadcasters 
(Tallerås et al. 2020), they share a common mandate or remit to reach out and 
recommend items to the public. Thus, algorithmic curation practices are also rel-
evant for libraries, and many institutions develop platforms and services that help 
them maintain collections as well as presenting them to the public (see Chapter 
10, this volume). An example of the former is the Danish Lyngsøe Intelligent 
Material Management System, which uses data on historical lending to help 
“manage an item’s life cycle from purchase to end of life.”2 An example of the 
user-facing aspect of algorithmic collection management is the system used by 
the Deichman public library in Oslo to provide automated recommendations 
similar to those systems that govern the presentation of items in services like 
Netflix and Amazon (Pharo and Tallerås 2015, 2017).

In essence, curation in the modern library is undertaken by a combination of 
humans and computer-assisted systems. Librarians engage in both caretaking and 
exhibition-related activities. The shift toward digital resources has nonetheless 
meant a reduction in the ability of libraries to control and uphold their collec-
tions (Perzanowski and Schultz 2016).

Curating in archives

In the archival world, curation is a core activity predominantly in our  caretaker 
sense. Traditionally, the act of gathering documents into archives or fonds was 
performed by records creators themselves. The principle of provenance originally 
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defined archives as holdings created or received by the respective  creating 
body, and subsequently kept by them until handed over to archival institutions. 
However, various legal regulations have made the process of shaping archival 
holdings into something beyond the control of creators only. Appraisal –  selecting 
what records should be kept or disposed – has become a necessity because of the 
accelerating growth of records over the last century. The actual appraisal deci-
sions have been made by professional archivists in some cases, when not already 
inscribed in regulations, or made by nonarchivists within original creating bod-
ies (see Chapter 3, this volume).

A more active role in acquisition is common in the private sector, since it is 
generally not regulated by law. Institutions that handle private archives often 
resemble museums: Professionals reach out to the public, crowdsourcing has 
become popular, and for long they have collected records either themselves or 
indirectly by urging individuals or organizations to hand in their archives (e.g., 
in the city archives in Oslo and Malmö; cf. Huvila 2008).

The caretaker aspect of curating archives – arranging, describing, and 
 safeguarding – is traditionally called “custody” in archival terminology. 
However, in recent decades, it has been argued that we have transferred into 
a “post-custodial” age. The arguments are both technologically and theoreti-
cally motivated. First, digitalization has been said to make older models obso-
lete. Traditionally, it was conceived that records have a linear life cycle, from 
“active” (regularly used within the creating body), through “semi-active” (typ-
ically some years old, kept by the creator since they might be useful at short 
notice) to “definite” archives, when handed over to archival institutions for the 
benefit of others. Custodianship was regarded as a central archival ethos in safe-
guarding records, especially in the final stage of the life cycle. With digitaliza-
tion, the old life cycle model became problematic. Proponents of the so-called 
“records continuum model” have argued that in digital environments, there 
are no clear divisions between new active records and old finished ones – you 
do not just move papers between rooms anymore, and digital records may 
always change (McKemmish 2001).

The post-custodial discourse was originally shaped in the context of radical 
archival ideas from the 1960s and 1970s, which stressed that traditional archives 
mainly reflected the dominant layers of both state and society: Archivists must 
increasingly be active, indeed activist, leaving behind the traditional passive 
role of custodians of biased archives (Ham 1981). In the 1990s, poststructuralist 
 adaptations gained influence within archival theory. Frank Upward, one of the 
main architects of the records continuum model, stressed that the model was 
both postmodernist and post-custodial (Upward 1996). In a similar vein, Terry 
Cook stressed that modernist “paper minds” must adapt to a new postmodern 
reality where archivists “can no longer afford to be, nor be perceived to be, 
custodians in an electronic world” (Cook 1994, 301). Cook emphasized that 
the new realities led away from custody – which he associated with passivity 
– to a more active role, since electronic records lacked the unity of content, 
structure, and context that were physically evident in analog papers. Archivists 
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must therefore document and preserve the contexts too as metadata information 
(Cook 1994).

In the 2020s, digital realities are even more complex and multidimensional. 
Today, the postmodernist jargon of Cook and Upward may seem somewhat out-
dated; in particular, Cook tended to emphasize a total societal shift from analog 
to digital, into fluid and multidimensional new (hyper)realities. Nevertheless, 
their call for more proactive archivists has not lost relevance. Modern digital 
records are primarily abstract and contextual phenomena, while their physical 
forms are temporary.

Nevertheless, the underlying ethos of archivists both before and after digital-
ization is the same: Their task is to preserve records – evidence of occurrences 
that have happened or come into effect – which are interesting as proof and/or 
for the information that may be extracted. In fact, the term “curation” is becom-
ing increasingly popular when dealing with, in particular, digital archives (e.g., 
Cunningham 2008). Digital curation is used for stressing that the necessary work 
is multifaceted, caring for physical storage media, administrative control, and 
data security.

The wider meaning of curating as the appraisal and care of archival holdings 
continues to be the core activity for archivists, but with enhanced meanings 
in the digital world. However, throughout the LAM field, there is a tension 
between the two senses of curatorial practice. In archives, that contradiction is 
fully visible, and the trends seem to go in both directions simultaneously.

Just as in museums and libraries, many archivists now aim to reach out to 
the public more than before. Sometimes, such endeavors are combined with a 
general wish to democratize and broaden archives, generally stressing the power 
aspects of archives as a documentary heritage. Curating in the exhibition sense – 
organizing displays where certain archival records are selected – may form part 
of such archival endeavors, but only at the particular crossroads between archives 
and art would individuals responsible for such exhibitions be labeled “curators” 
(cf. Callahan 2022; Spieker 2008). Normally, it would be regarded as a pedagogic 
trick: To make people reflect on archives and memory, and to entice people into 
archival institutions so they may dare to engage in their own research. Not least 
in Scandinavia, archival pedagogy has emerged as a specialty within the profes-
sion, focused on transmission of archives for the public.

While this outreach ethos emphasizes archives as resources of identity and her-
itage, a seemingly opposite trend aims to stress archives as evidence, mainly due to 
the challenges of today’s almost totally born-digital archives. Archives have long 
been kept for different reasons: In a shorter time frame for the creators’ own needs, 
for economic and legal matters, and for the benefit of the public; and in a longer 
time frame for heritage purposes and research. Since digital curation of archives 
must start from the very birth of records, there is a tendency to argue that we must 
increase the emphasis on the necessary short-term curation rather than guessing 
needs in the future (cf. Shepherd and Yeo 2003). As such, we partly return to the 
“original” function of archives that mainly developed as byproducts of the creat-
ing bodies, which simply kept what was necessary for their own interests.
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Conclusion

In the introduction, we outlined two broad senses of curatorial practice, 
 identified as the caretaker curator and the exhibition curator. Both senses are present 
across LAMs. But libraires, archives, and museums differ in which sense is most 
pronounced. The most conspicuous representations of the caretakers are archi-
vists and staff at special libraries with responsibilities for rare books; curators 
of art displays exemplify the latter sense as exhibition curators. Digitalization 
and pressures (external and internal) to engage the public have shifted attention 
toward the outward-facing exhibition curator. There is thus a historical trendline 
that can be discerned from these two broad notions: Caretaking, preservation, 
and acquisition are traditionally parts of the work of professionals in LAMs, 
while the creation of public displays and exhibitions based on careful and quali-
fied selection are ideals for the contemporary LAMs. Digitalization has fortified 
this trend.

While the participatory turn has shifted some of the power to patrons and fans 
(De Kosnik 2016; Hvenegaard Rasmussen 2016), LAM professionals with cura-
tion responsibilities are nonetheless distinguished because of their knowledge of, 
and expertise in, the collection in question. In the new world, they just cannot 
expect this expertise to be left unquestioned.

Because of these technosocial trends, the institutions can arguably be said to 
be converging, but this is far from a linear development. LAMs maintain some 
specific characteristics that become visible through our discussion of curation. 
When we state that librarians and archivists rarely go by the name of “curator,” 
it may seem paradoxical to engage in a chapter-long discussion of this concept 
across all three sectors. However, curatorial practices clearly take place within 
libraries and archives – just under different names. It falls outside the scope of this 
chapter to deal with why the curation concept is used or not, but we will argue 
that the flexibility afforded by our curation concept can be useful for scholars and 
practitioners who need to conceptualize both internal processes of caretaking 
and activities that bring collections out to the public.

Notes

 1 In the Nordic countries, one can still be appointed as a curator for children, i.e., in 
the Child Welfare Services with responsibilities for children and young people who 
live in conditions that may be detrimental to their health and development.

 2 https://lyngsoesystems.com/intelligent-material-management-system/.
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Introduction

To be useful and retrievable, collections of publications, documents, artifacts, 
and specimens in libraries, archives, and museums (LAMs) need to be feasibly 
organized and presented. This is done in a variety of ways. Books in libraries are 
sorted on shelves in repositories and described in, and accessible through, cata-
logues and indexes; documents in archives are organized and retrievable through 
a variety of search protocols and tools; objects in museums are organized in 
storerooms and described and displayed in catalogues and various exhibitions. 
These doings go by the name knowledge organization (KO). Due to different com-
missions, traditions, and material conditions, LAM institutions have developed 
diverse routines, techniques, and tools to work with KO.

LAM institutions’ tradition of organizing collections is long, but in recent 
decades, tools for KO have changed enormously due to technological develop-
ments; the resources to be included in the collections – including the tools for 
organizing them – are increasingly digital; and their retrieval is affected by these 
digital technologies. Today, an unprecedented number of resources are available 
through a quick search online and a majority of people in Scandinavia have tech-
nological devices that offer instant access to these Internet resources.

Many of the constraints of the physical world are solved when ordering 
 digital resources (Weinberger 2007). Even so, it is important to bear in mind that 
KO practices have developed out of the ordering of physical collections, hence 
principles from physical tools remain influential. Understanding KO tools today 
includes considering their historical roots.

In this text, we will trace some historical roots and some challenges and 
opportunities that new technologies and societal situations bring to the KO work 
of LAM institutions. We will follow two trajectories of development that we find 
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crucial to address, one being regulation, standardization, and rationalization and 
the other diversification, inclusiveness, and democratization.

When talking about LAM institutions’ KO practices, we will use KO as an 
inclusive term, embracing, for example, information organization ( Joudrey, 
Taylor, and Miller 2015, 3), bibliographical practice (Hansson 2012, 106), and 
collection management (Matassa 2011). When talking about the materials that 
are organized, for the most part, we use records within archives, publications within 
libraries, and objects within museums. Furthermore, the acronym LAM not only 
represents three different institutions but also, within them, a variety of institu-
tional types. Libraries, for instance, can be public, private, academic, school, or 
special libraries. Each of these institutional types can, in different ways, affect 
how KO is done, but here we seek to identify general KO aspects applicable to 
all types of LAMs.

It is primarily within the library domain that KO has been defined and the 
term is closely connected to practices of classification and cataloguing. The KO 
concept was launched by classification researchers at the International Society 
for Knowledge Organization (ISKO) in the 1980s.1 In academia, the concept 
has mainly been discussed within the field of library and information science 
(LIS). Here, Hjørland identifies two meanings of KO. The first is as something 
quite narrow, connected to “document description, indexing, and classification 
performed in libraries, bibliographical databases, archives, and other kinds of 
‘memory institutions’” (2008, 86). Importantly, even in this narrow definition, 
archives and museums can also be included as “memory institutions.” Hjørland’s 
second definition is broader and relates to how knowledge is organized in soci-
ety in general, including not only how knowledge is socially organized but also 
how reality is organized (2008, 86). This broader view is also present in Bowker 
and Star’s writings. In Sorting Things Out (1999), they show how our society is 
permeated by KO tools and practices in the form of categorizations, classification 
schemes, standards, etc. that steer our conceptions and behaviors. These tools are 
often so familiarized that we fail to see the advantages and power they give to 
some viewpoints, while neglecting others.

In this text, both the narrower and the broader view of KO will be addressed; 
we will look into how KO in LAMs is practiced in a concrete way, but also – in 
line with Bowker and Star – refer to a more broad and theoretical discussion on 
the consequences and power aspects of KO, not least in connection with oppor-
tunities and constraints new technology brings.

Libraries and KO

As previously mentioned, the main purpose of KO in libraries has been to  provide 
access to publications and their knowledge content by cataloguing and classify-
ing them, i.e., by adding bibliographical data or metadata. Even though this 
KO practice has a long tradition, it was the nineteenth and twentieth centuries 
that brought most changes to the field. Now more consistent and standardized 
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tools were launched, both regarding descriptive cataloguing, e.g., using sys-
tems like the joint Anglo-American Cataloguing Rules, and the organization of 
content, e.g., with classification systems such as the Dewey Decimal Classification 
(DDC) (Gnoli 2020, 17–18; Joudrey, Taylor, and Miller 2015, Chapter 2). These 
 systems – together with the settlements of the International Federation of Library 
Associations (IFLA) and institutions like the Library of Congress, which took 
on the role of central cataloguing services – were ground pillars and parts of a 
general trend; sharing and standardizing bibliographical data made it possible 
to produce worldwide catalogues of resources in the library domain. A precon-
dition for this sharing was, of course, that libraries organized books and serials 
that were published in multiple copies, but it was also facilitated by the advent of 
the computerized catalogue and the new ideas of standardization and “universal 
bibliographic control” – in a joint library domain, it is essential that libraries cat-
alogue books in a consistent and similar way and share KO tools like cataloguing 
rules, metadata formats, authority control, classification schemes, etc.

Standardized KO practices enabling libraries to share resources were, as 
 mentioned, prompted by the digital technology, but also, on a more societal 
level, they were closely tied to ideas and practices of modernity and rationali-
zation (Bowker and Star 1999, 13–16). The tendency to standardize objects and 
routines has been influential in many sectors of the modern society (e.g., see 
the work of the International Organization for Standardization [ISO]), and the 
information domain in particular has been targeted. As we will see later on, these 
standardization efforts – driven by the development of digital technology and 
ideas of rationalization – led to similar developments in the spheres of archives 
and museums.

Sharing and standardization of bibliographical practices have taken different 
routes in Scandinavia (Hansson 2012, 121ff.) If, for example, we look at the intro-
duction of the DDC, Denmark developed a national DK (DecimalKlassifikation) 
as early as 1915 (Statens Bogsamlingskomité 1915), while in Sweden, the local 
SAB (Klassifikationssystem för svenska bibliotek), first published in 1921, started to be 
replaced by the DDC as late as 2011 (Kungl. biblioteket 2020).

Digital technique affected KO in libraries in other ways too. Since the new 
technology offered users the opportunity to search, from among huge databases, 
any favorable keywords, professional KO tools were occasionally deemed redun-
dant. However, it soon became obvious that to obtain more accurate and precise 
search results, the old tools of metadata, controlled vocabularies, and thesauri 
were also needed in the digital environment. This need became even more 
obvious with the advent of network opportunities and interoperability between 
 systems. The use of both joint metadata elements – the production of the Dublin 
Core Metadata Initiative must be seen in this context – and controlled vocabularies, 
especially when providing the subject element of metadata descriptions, seemed 
indispensable (Dextre Clarke 2008, 432–434).

This brief historical overview of KO in libraries shows that there has been a 
long tradition in the domain of finding economy and rationality in collaboration 
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and sharing KO systems, records, and standardized KO tools. It is easy to describe 
this development as natural, driven in a given direction by technology, ration-
ality, and economic incentives, producing KO systems that in an objective and 
neutral way mediate information to the users. In recent years, however, LIS 
scholars have challenged this viewpoint, stating that no KO system is neutral or 
nontheoretical (e.g., Hjørland 2016). KO systems and tools need to be seen as cul-
turally constructed products that reflect certain ideologies, and they need to be 
deconstructed and their theoretical assumptions revealed (Gnoli 2020, 24). So, it 
is important to recognize that when LAM institutions describe their collections 
and make them searchable in a standardized and systematic way, this KO work 
will always include a decision-making process pointing out the most pertinent 
aspects of the collections, i.e., this work always includes decisions about relevant 
sets of data.

Also, a recurrent critique is how our “universal” subject representation 
 systems, like the DDC, for example, are biased by power perspectives. An impor-
tant contribution to this discussion is Olson’s well-cited book The Power to Name, 
where the author shows how a universal language system “marginalizes and 
excludes Others – concepts outside of a white, male, Eurocentric, Christocentric, 
heterosexual, able-bodied, bourgeois mainstream” (2002, 142; see also Doyle 
and Metoyer 2015). With a similar agenda, Beghtol criticizes the rigid standard-
ization of bibliographical control in present global KO systems for not respond-
ing to different cultural needs. She uses the concept of cultural warrant2 to stress 
the need to protect cultural and information diversity by “creating ethically 
based, globally accessible, and culturally acceptable knowledge representation 
and organization systems” (2002, 507), and with the concept of cultural hospitality 
with user choice option, she invites initiatives that can reframe our systems to be 
more inclusive and open to cultural diversity (2002, 526). This way to invite 
different user perspectives into the KO process foresees the possibilities to come 
with Web 2.0 some years later, when the users can contribute with terms they 
feel more comfortable with by using folksonomies, tagging, or wiki procedures. 
With these, more “bottom-up” processes, the positions of experts and partici-
pants are altered (Spiteri 2006, 76). In Chapter 12 (this volume), Huvila describes 
how, for example, Oslo’s Biblo Tøyen youth-only library invited a class at a local 
school to develop a classification system for organizing the collection, result-
ing in highly unconventional subject groupings. Apart from the possibilities this 
brings to the indexing process in terms of democratization and inclusiveness, the 
disadvantages of inconsistency, including the loss of precision and control, which 
tend to lead to excessively high recall and “noise,” have also been noted (Porter 
2011, 251).

Archives and KO

The most common way to organize documents/records3 in archives is via the 
principle of provenance, a combination of two regulating principles. The first, respect 
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des fonds, strives, as stated by the International Council on Archives (ICA), to 
“maintain information about the creator of the archives in order to preserve the 
context and ensure survival of meaningful content within the archive.” The sec-
ond, the principle of original order, aims to “keep the records in the arrangement 
which they were put by the creating body so as to retain relationships between 
records and thus provide evidence about how the creator carried out their activi-
ties.” The archivist must therefore keep the original context and order unaltered 
and unmediated, as evidence would otherwise be tainted (Cook 2013, 106).

These principles occurred in the nineteenth century. During previous centu-
ries, archives – inspired by libraries – had handled records as separate information 
carriers and organized them according to subject, i.e., pertinence. This practice 
resulted in a loss of the records’ original context (Douglas 2017, 26–29), but with 
the nineteenth-century historical interest in archival institutions, the context of 
origin became appreciated as the main source for securing evidence of records.4

Archival collections are not only organized but also described, and the 
descriptions are also regulated by the principle of provenance and shall document 
both the context of the archive’s creation and the original order; a document 
gets its meaning in relation to other documents in the archive and in relation 
to the archive as a whole with its original function, purpose, and context. 
Descriptions are also affected by the fact that archival documents are unique, 
frequently come in more than one form or medium, are usually unpublished 
and not available elsewhere, and are often numerous: In modern times, archives 
can hold millions of documents. In contrast to libraries and museums, which 
represent publications and objects on the edition and item level, respectively, 
archives need to describe collections on a higher level, i.e., the fonds level (Cook 
2013, 108). This description practice involves a detailed, hierarchical analysis 
of the whole and its  subcomponents, where all documents are included, not 
always targeted as items but as parts of hierarchically organized subgroups, or 
series. In recent decades, a shift toward a stronger focus on the record creator’s 
structures, processes, and activities (or functions), implying a top-down rather 
than a bottom-up perspective, has been visible (Chaudron 2008). An example 
is the Swedish National Archives’ instructions for public authorities to use a 
process-based description model instead of the traditional so-called “General 
archives scheme” (Riksarkivet 2012).

Even though archives handle unique material and work with organizing 
principles guarding the specific creating circumstances of each collection (and 
are restricted by national legislations), the domain has, in the past few decades, 
made efforts to standardize rules and codes for descriptions of archival mate-
rial. (The same far-reaching standardization practice of libraries, however, has 
not been launched.) The possibilities, not least, that digitization might bring 
has triggered the development of rules, codes, and standards for descriptions of 
archival material, with the most renowned being ISAD(G): General International 
Standard Archival Description, Rules for Archival Description (RAD), and Encoded 
Archival Description (EAD). According to Yeo, these standards are viewed as tools 
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that “have facilitated systems development, data sharing, remote access, and the 
construction of some remarkably successful cross-institutional online services” 
(2017, 170). They have also met criticism, e.g., that they tend to confuse original 
groupings of documents, break existent narratives, and simplify a complex reality 
into formalized square data elements (Nesmith 2002, 36).

Descriptions mediate and contextualize records; they both steer and aid the 
act of interpreting the records (Yeo 2017, 164). This interpretative intervention 
has challenged the ideas of the neutral archivist; instead, the impact of archival 
intervention and power through processes of interpretation and representation 
(and appraisal) has been stressed: The function of archives in society is not only 
to secure evidence but also to create its memory (Nesmith 2002, 35). Scholars 
making these reflections (often from a poststructuralist perspective) notice how 
the constructing power of archivists is disguised behind a seemingly objective 
and rational practice, and they also stress the importance of archivists recogniz-
ing this act of creativity and revealing their biases (Cook and Schwartz 2002, 
181–182).

In line with this too is the observation that the principles tend to preserve 
one physical order, based on one original creator, a practice obscuring the fact 
that records can have a complex history, often with several creators (Cook 2013, 
109–113). To respect a complex provenance, Barr (1987–1988) suggests a more 
abstract way of seeing the principles, where records should be kept physically in 
accession units and linked to various creators through cross-references capturing 
the sum of relations between documents, creators, and functions. This ambition 
to broaden the concept of provenance has also been stressed by scholars who 
argue that when analyzing the provenance of an archive, societal circumstances 
surrounding the creation and organization of an archive, e.g., ethnicity and com-
munity belonging, must also be respected as part of the context (Douglas 2017, 
35–36; Nesmith 2002, 35). People documented in the records should also be 
seen as part of the provenance, especially records of colonial governments where 
indigenous peoples are documented. In Australia and North America, there is, 
for example, an ongoing discussion on how to include indigenous communities 
as co-creators of archival descriptions (Gilliland 2012, 341). Another example 
is the Swedish handbook Arkivism, which aims to include more material about 
women in Swedish archives. Recognition of the power that lies in being included 
in an archive is shown in an analysis of a collection in the Norwegian National 
Archive, in particular how the choice of words to describe the material can have 
political implications (Qvortrup 2020).

During the past decade, scholars have argued that new digital techniques can 
make the KO practices of archives more inclusive and democratic; for example, 
digitization per se can contribute to a more inclusive treatment of provenance 
since the place of privilege and traditional hierarchical description of the fonds is 
not prompted by the new technique (Cook 2013, 110–111), and with the technol-
ogies of Web 2.0 and crowdsourcing, users themselves can contribute to descrip-
tions by tagging the resources (Huvila 2015).
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Museums and KO

KO in museums overlaps KO in libraries and archives, but also has a number 
of peculiarities. A brief explanation of the latter could go like this: Museums 
hold an abundance of unique objects, each of which is described on the item 
level. The wide breadth of objects within heterogeneous museums has necessi-
tated complex and specialized KO systems growing over time. Even within one 
museum, different systems can be in use synchronously due to the variability of 
objects (Gill 2017). In comparison, this type of KO is more resource-demanding 
than libraries holding multiple copies of publications that can be recorded in the 
same way across collections, and archives holding unique documents that are 
recorded at the level of fonds.

Undoubtedly, this diversification has the strongest impact on the manifold 
practices of documentation in museums. However, other aspects should also be 
considered, whether the resource description is entered into the ledger, the card 
files, or the database. For example, information is rarely found on objects them-
selves. Unlike materials in libraries and archives, museum information requires 
outlying documentation sources: “knowledge creation practices are based on 
attribution rather than transcription” (Gill 2017; see also Bearman 2008). In 
addition, information usually changes over time. Updated information about, for 
example, location and storage, provenance, conservation analyses, loan contracts, 
and exhibitions and literature is added to existing records.

Today, countless computer systems are available, but no all-embracing 
 consensus exists. An exception is the Danish Museum Act, which commands the 
approximately 100 state-subsidized museums to upload collection information 
to a common publicly managed online KO system in order to enable cross- 
collection searches and make all data accessible. Such an enforced compliance, 
seldom found in other places, is not without its issues. Interoperability is gradu-
ally being refined, but each museum has to retain its distinctive system features 
developed over time to document its specific kinds of objects; otherwise, this 
information and the collection context might be lost (Robinson 2019). Even 
seemingly similar KO systems can have subtle differences that challenge attempts 
to share information across collections.

Although comprehensive standardization has its limits within the museum 
domain, this does not mean that KO is not regulated, or rationalized. Early 
examples of efforts to standardize metadata and other information by way of 
structured vocabularies, thesauri, etc. include Iconclass (1973), Nomenclature (1978), 
the Getty’s Art and Architecture Thesaurus (1990), and VRA Core (1996). Each of 
these and many other tools help museums in their KO practices.

Notably, online collection databases were launched from the mid-1990s 
onwards, as public access to museum information became an issue, both as a 
democratic obligation and with the purpose of employing the collections in 
new imaginative ways. However, nonspecialists rarely appreciated this online 
access. Databases were difficult to use as they often only included rudimentary 
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information without images or with only one low-resolution image (Bearman 
and Trant 2009). Traditionally, the main purpose of KO in museums has not been 
to provide the public access to catalogued information about objects. In-house 
KO systems, now becoming publicly accessible, had primarily supported profes-
sionals in their work (Gill 2017).

Today, access to information is more multifaceted. Representing information 
resources in museums “means not just accurately describing what one owns, but 
also supporting interpretive analyses and active scholarship over the long term” 
(Marty 2008). Thus, documentation practices run along a scale of raw, refined, 
and mediated information (Orna and Pettitt, 1998). This scale is reflected in 
traditional museum practice as both catalogues and exhibitions are ways of 
organizing knowledge. However, the museum’s present-day exhibition does not 
necessarily mirror the collection catalogue. Put simply, the museum storage con-
tains many more objects, which are identifiable by way of information in the 
collection catalogue. In the exhibition, objects are interpreted and put into nar-
rative structures, often supported by technological mediation and an exhibition 
catalogue. In addition to all the other differences, museums’ KO thus works on 
at least two levels: Objects are organized in collection catalogues and they are 
organized in exhibitions.

Historically speaking, museums have had an authoritative voice in creating 
records for their objects and in disseminating knowledge about their collec-
tions. The multiple systems, also assisted by the abovementioned specialist tools 
such as structured vocabularies, etc., support this notion. However, due to the 
resource-demanding practices of providing descriptive metadata, the develop-
ment of digital technologies, and diverse political demands, many museums have 
been experimenting with not just tagging and crowdsourcing, but also gamifica-
tion and machine learning.

Tagging and crowdsourcing, also addressed above, have been hailed for 
inviting people to engage in generating metadata in an inclusive language, e.g., 
keywords representing relevant minorities or communities. Such an approach 
might “democratize” metadata creation (Murphy and Rafferty, 2015). However, 
crowdsourcing is not per se inclusive. It depends, not least, on who is taking part: 
The tools of “participatory metadata production” are only inclusive if they are 
used by a variety of people (Dahlgren and Hansson 2020).

Another way of nudging people to help in the creation of metadata is gam-
ification. Although not as widespread as crowdsourcing within the museum 
domain, the German ARTigo has developed a number of social games since 
2008 to motivate players to provide descriptive metadata (Bry and Schefels 2016). 
Once more, critical questions must be raised. Players – and taggers – are, among 
other things, unpaid workforce, and the risk of addictiveness might create con-
cerns ( Jafarinaimi 2012). However, if varied groups of people engage in the gam-
ing, the notion of museum professionals as the authoritative source for collection 
information is democratized, at least to a certain extent.
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Yet another way to enrich descriptive metadata is machine learning. Because of 
increasingly advanced algorithms, computer vision is gradually being trained to 
analyze, describe, and present museum collections. Thus, computers can poten-
tially generate data from digital images of collection objects at a very fast pace 
compared to the speed of producing these data manually. Moreover, through 
refined color and composition analysis, as well as object recognition, computer 
vision can find similarities and connections across digital images of collection 
objects (Villaespesa and Murphy 2021), possibly facilitating image retrieval for 
nonspecialists and opening for the information flaneur who does not seek preci-
sion and reliability in retrieval but has an exploratory approach (Rafferty 2019). 
Currently, these technologies are at an experimental level, but their potential 
raises pertinent questions related to KO, for example, about ethics regarding 
diversity and biased metadata.

Although descriptive metadata are an important way of making collections 
accessible, KO in museums is not limited to this. As previously mentioned, each 
museum has often developed its own distinctive system of documentation over 
time, including pertinent contextual information (and hidden ideologies), which 
cannot be replaced by automated processes, and, not least, mediated information, 
performed by the authoritative voice of the museum, is still the main route for 
making objects accessible to the public.

Conclusion

In this brief description of KO in LAMs, two lines of development have 
been explored: Regulation, standardization, and rationalization and diversification, 
 inclusiveness, and democratization. Both are in many ways prompted by new digi-
tal techniques, but where the former can be seen as resulting from internal KO 
technological and practical rationales (connected to our narrower definition of 
KO, presented in the introduction), the latter is more motivated by political and 
societal demands (connected to power aspects and our broader definition of KO). 
In this last section, we will discuss these themes a bit further, but also connect 
them to ideas of using KO to link LAM collections.

Although we recognize a striving for more standardized KO practices in all 
LAM institutions, the library domain has been most affected. Libraries have 
long found economy and rationality in sharing and standardizing KO systems, 
records, and tools. This can partly be explained by the fact that many copies of 
books exist. Museums and archives, conversely, handle more multifaceted and 
unique material – even though paper or digital records/documents of archives 
do not show the same range of variation as objects from the museum domain 
– and have, accordingly, fewer opportunities to standardize their KO tools and 
practices.

Not only material conditions but also institutional commissions and restric-
tions affect standardizing practices. Since libraries’ mission generally is to offer 
access to knowledge resources independently of where they are placed, and a 
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standardized global catalogue working as a surrogate to these resources seems 
rational. Archives, in contrast, are not only restricted by national legislation 
but also by the provenance principle, which states the need to be sensitive to 
each archive’s original context and structure. Consequently, an extensive global 
 standardization is difficult to implement. Put simply, KO work in museums is 
executed on two levels: First objects are organized in collections in storages 
and recorded in dynamic catalogues (traditionally, as an aid to professionals 
in the  specific museum, not to provide public access), then they are organized 
in  narratives in exhibitions. Neither of these functions encourages standardization.

Attempts to standardize and share KO tools and systems have not been limited 
to these institutions per se but to the LAM field as a whole. With, for example, 
joint metadata, crosswalks, and shared digital platforms/portals, “unified routes 
into their deep collective resources” have been envisioned (Dempsey 2000). 
These ideas have been nurtured by arguments stating that LAM collections, on 
some basic KO level, could be described by the same types of metadata and the 
notion that users do not care about institutional barriers (if objects are placed 
in a museum, a library, or an archive). And digital platforms and web resources 
connecting digital resources from different collections and domains have been 
launched; one prominent example is Europeana.eu. By using a metadata stand-
ard, the Europeana Data Model (EDM), a variety of collections has been mapped 
and integrated into one platform.

This trend has also met criticism. Some researchers have identified problems 
with linking metadata of different levels – the high-level descriptions of archives, 
and the item and edition level of museums and libraries (e.g. Yeo 2017, 182–183) 
– and Robinson warns that the striving for universal access to digital collections 
and the standardization procedure this invites put at risk the unique perspec-
tives each institutional type brings. Instead, states that “an organic heterogeneous 
array of collecting institutions – rather than hybrid mega-repositories – could be 
vital to maintaining the richness and diversity of cultural knowledge” (2019, 38).

Lately, often from poststructuralist perspectives, the three domains have 
addressed the constructing and mediating power aspects of KO tools and systems: 
How, for instance, classification systems and vocabularies favor some viewpoints 
and neglect others.

Importantly, this bias is not limited to traditional KO tools but is also  present 
in algorithms producing indexing and search opportunities in digital tools 
(Noble 2018). To address this problem, existing systems and tools have been 
sensitized to the needs and perspectives of different user groups by, for exam-
ple, stretching standards, adding more options/codes, or changing the orders of 
existing systems. This work strives for the inclusion and empowerment of groups 
that are not normally in power to co-construct existing dominant KO tools (e.g., 
due to colonialism, racism, or misogyny). To produce terminologies that are 
more pluralistic and inclusive, digital technologies inviting users have also been 
seen as promising: For instance, wikis, tagging, and folksonomies. But warn-
ings have been raised that these practices make some users more comfortable 
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about contributing than others (some groups will still be privileged) and that 
the reliability of records and the precision and control of the KO process might 
be jeopardized ( Jansson 2020). In particular, this latter position is integrated in 
the powerful master narrative of information professionals, although serendipi-
tous and exploratory information seeking might be more relevant in many cases 
(Dörk, Carpendale, and Williamson 2011).

Finally, the sharing and converging of KO practices bring benefits and 
 drawbacks: It can be a great service to users by offering joint access to LAM 
materials regardless of the institutional placement of objects, and it can serve 
rational and economic interests. But if this converging KO practice is based on 
far-reaching standardization, where metadata sets and attributes are uniform and 
thereby reduced, the necessary diversity and polyphony that different KO prac-
tices bring might be lost and replaced by a homogenic perspective.

Notes

 1 Inspired by Henry Evelyn Bliss, The Organization of Knowledge in Libraries and the 
Subject-approach to Books 1933 (Dahlberg 2008, 84).

 2 The warrant concept is based on the idea that “the basis for classification is to be found 
in the actual published literature rather than abstract philosophical ideas or ‘concepts 
in the universe of knowledge’” (Chan, Richmond, and Svenonius 1985, 48). But how 
the published literature shall be represented has been under debate and different war-
rant concepts have been proposed: user warrant, cultural warrant,  gender warrant, 
etc. (Barité 2018).

 3 A record is generally perceived as narrower than the concept of a document, and 
emphasizes the function of evidence.

 4 The evidence approach was not new, but if earlier archives and documents were 
preserved to attest to rights, privileges, and obligations in juridical, economic, and 
political domains, now the assistance to historical disciplines became just as impor-
tant (Eastwood 2017, 6).
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Introduction

A good starting point when discussing the impact of digitalization is to focus on 
the concept of digitalization itself. Contrary to digitization, which is a process of 
converting contents into numerical data (Balbi and Magaudda 2018), digitaliza-
tion takes this process further and describes the consequences of the processes 
of digitization. These consequences have of course been widely discussed. In a 
relatively early attempt, Manovich refers to “culture undergoing computeriza-
tion” (2001, 27) and states that the five principles of new media are significant to 
this process: Numerical representation (described mathematically and subject to 
algorithmic manipulation), modularity, automation, variability, and transcoding. 
Miller (2020) applies a similar approach by referring to technical processes as 
being digital, networked, interactive, hypertextual/hypermediated, automated, 
and databased. What these writings point toward is that digitization has wide 
consequences in terms of the digitalization of societal, cultural, and institutional 
contexts. In a recent LAM study, a differentiation is made between digitiza-
tion, digitalization, and digital transformation (Vårheim, Skare, and Stokstad 
2020a). Here, the authors apply a definition of digitalization that perceives it as 
“[a] sociotechnical process of applying digitizing techniques to broader social and 
institutional contexts that render digital technologies infrastructural” (Tilson, 
Lyytinen, and Sørensen 2010, 749). This is an interesting characterization as it 
emphasizes social, institutional, and infrastructural contexts. Digital transforma-
tion, then, focuses more on changes in business models, organizational structures, 
product development, and automation. To complicate things a bit, it is not quite 
certain how these concepts relate to other concepts that also attempt to describe 
the wider consequences of digitization, such as datafication, platformization, 
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connectivity, the logics of algorithms, artificial intelligence (AI), and machine 
learning.

One thing is certain, however: The effects of digitalization on the LAM  
professions are profound, but also differ somewhat between librarians, archi-
vists, and museum professionals. As for libraries, they have been using digital 
technologies for a long time, and in this particular context, digitization leads 
to what some authors term “disintermediation.” People have direct access to 
the information hitherto controlled by librarians as gatekeepers. Their role as 
middlemen between information and those who need information changes 
( Nicholas 2012; Brabazon 2014). The same process also takes place in archives. 
We see, for example, that producers of content, e.g., bureaucrats producing  
reports and decision-making documents, are responsible to an increasing extent 
for  attaching metadata to their reports and documents, not professional archivists. 
Furthermore, as Cook (2012) notes, the role of the archivist has changed from 
passive curator to active appraiser, to societal mediator, and to what he terms a 
“community facilitator,” strongly driven by the “community requirements of 
the digital age” (Cook 2012, 116). As Jochumsen, Hvenegaard Rasmussen, and 
Skot-Hansen (2012) mention in the context of public libraries, these community 
requirements of the digital age have not resulted in jarring contrasts, but have 
rather multiplied the function and role of libraries. Finally, museums give access 
to their material by curating exhibitions. In on-site contexts, museum curators 
are therefore less affected by disintermediation than librarians and archivists. 
However, when arranging their collections and providing access to them in dig-
ital formats, museums are faced with processes of remediation, which essentially 
involve political acts of prioritization. The same goes for all LAMs, as to differing 
degrees they are involved in processes of digitization, in constructing databases, 
collections, and digital archives, and this construction involves the political acts 
of prioritization both on the level of construction and in providing access, search 
functions, metadata, and interface designs. From an occupational point of view, 
libraries employ professionals with other professional backgrounds than librari-
anship. In the public library of Oslo, no more than a third of professional man-
years are now staffed by educated librarians. A similar process is detectable with 
larger museums where the role of curators is one amongst many others that con-
stitute their institutional tasks. Finally, much audience research that deals with 
the LAM sector also indicates that the concept of audience is transforming, and 
here, the dialogic potentials of digital communication play an important role.

We have now already mentioned three contexts in which the impact of 
 digitization is present within the LAM sector: Impact on LAM institutions, 
 impact on LAM professionals, and impact on users of LAM institutions. To dive 
deeper into these and to further account for the impact of digitalization, we will 
start this chapter by describing in overarching terms what kind of environment this 
impact has created, and how this has led to changes in the processes of cultural 
production and cultural consumption. To further frame the impact of digitaliza-
tion and how it affects institutions, we account for the shifting conceptualizations 
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of digitalization, datafication, and platformization. We will then discuss how 
these changes affect the working environment of LAM professionals, and lastly, 
how these changes affect users of LAM institutions. While the impact of digital-
ization certainly presents some concrete challenges on institutional, professional, 
and user levels, it also brings about various opportunities. The aim of this chapter 
is to account for both perspectives.

The institutional environment

In terms of LAMs, the distinction between the production of cultural goods on 
the one hand and the reproduction and diffusion of cultural goods on the other 
(Bourdieu 1993; Hvenegaard Rasmussen 2019) is not useful, as it is difficult to sep-
arate production from reproduction and diffusion. This has always been the case, 
and is increasingly so due to digitalization, as museums, archives, and libraries don’t 
just mirror (reproduce and diffuse) knowledge, but assemble and tailor (produce 
and prioritize) knowledge. Cook formulates this well when he says that “archivists, 
with colleagues in museums, galleries, libraries, and historic sites, are the leading 
architects in building society’s enduring memory materials” (2013, 102). Therefore, 
we argue in line with Larsen (2018), who maintains that LAM organizations play 
an important role for the infrastructure of a civil public sphere, both in terms of arts 
and culture and in terms of research and higher education.

From a LAM perspective, digital tools have been used to construct, organize, 
and provide access to collections, databases, and archives, and to communicate. 
The first is not recent, as LAM institutions have been using digital processes for a 
long time. If we take libraries as an example, constant and enthusiastic work has 
been going on since the 1960s to implement mechanical and digital techniques 
to enhance the retrieval of library collections and also connect them into joint 
networks ( Joudrey, Taylor, and Miller 2015).

With regard to digitizing collections and databases, libraries, archives, and 
museums have had different approaches to digital tools depending on differences 
both in material and social/institutional cultures. In libraries, where the material 
(books) consists of many copies and the aim of the practice is to provide access 
and loans, there has been a long tradition of finding economy and rationality in 
collaborating and sharing systems, records, and standardized tools, such as cata-
loguing codes and controlled vocabularies, which paved the way for digitization 
(Dextre Clarke 2008; Joudrey, Taylor, and Miller 2015; Gnoli 2020). Archives 
and museums, which to a larger extent work with unique materials, have not had 
the same incitement to digitize their collections (see Chapter 8, this volume) – at 
least not until more recently.

These more “recent” times are linked to trends that have to do with the  
development of the technical infrastructure of the Internet, but in positions that, 
from the viewpoint of LAM institutions, emphasize communication with  users 
and audience development (e.g., see: Huvila 2008; Anderson 2012;  Jochumsen, 
Hvenegaard Rasmussen, and Skot-Hansen 2012). Concomitant with these, 
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there was a certain hype that foresaw great potentials in further evening out the  
manifold power relations in society and equipping citizens with empowering dig-
ital tools that could challenge established gatekeepers. This agency was ascribed 
to individuals and institutions, and their effects were meant to have genuine  
societal and cultural implications. On an individual level, conceptualizations like 
produser (Bruns 2008), proams (Leadbeater 2000), interactive audience ( Jenkins 
2006), and productive enthusiasts (Gauntlett 2011) signal changes in the balance 
between producers, consumers, and users.

While many of these writings exemplify the emancipatory potentials 
 concomitant with digitalization, it is important to note that these are not just 
theoretical constructions. Indeed, as Berry (2008) remarks, the rise of the  
Internet was a product of similar liberal and libertarian values to open-source and 
free-software movements, which emphasize access, use, reuse, freedom, progress,  
effectiveness, and productivity. These ideas and practices are still present and 
exemplified in the work and projects initiated by LAM institutions. On a macro 
scale, the cross-institutional platform Europeana serves well to demonstrate this 
as it has always been a prime objective to make digital data usable, and reusable.  
Indeed, according to one of its core values, it intends “to support cultural herit-
age institutions in harnessing digital to open up their collections – to make them 
available to be used in new ways” (Strategy 2020–2025 Summary n.d.). This is 
also the case with many Scandinavian LAM institutions, which are guided by 
ideas of access, remix, and creative reuse when designing their digital interfaces. 
The phrase sharing is caring captures this quite well, as digitalization allows for 
the design of such initiatives. LAM institutions can now tailor their collections, 
archives, and communications on the premises of creative reuse, where users 
can interact with, participate, and engage in a different manner than prior to 
digitization. In the LAM sector, crowdsourcing and creating folksonomies, for 
instance, are initiatives that have been of importance (Ridge 2013).

However, there is another side to that story that goes further into  infrastructures 
and the platformization of the web (Helmond 2015; Plantin et al. 2018). To put 
it simply, digitalization causes datafication. And datafication is largely driven 
by platformization. Datafication is the capability of networked platforms to 
render into data elements of the world that have not been quantified before 
(Mayer-Schönberger and Cukier 2013). The wider implications of this are that 
behavioral metadata automatically derived from different gadgets as well as every 
form of user interaction can now be captured as data, circulated, and commodi-
fied as data. This means that each type of content is treated as data, be it archived 
material, digital collections, books, files, music, videos, pictures, paintings, etc., 
that can now be tinkered with, circulated, and traced. Furthermore, datafication 
grants platforms the ability to develop predictive and real-time analytics, which 
is vital for their business models (Van Dijck, Poell, and de Waal 2018). Thus, 
alongside the voices that emphasize the impact of digitalization on the prem-
ises of creative reuse, democratization of LAM institutions, and potentials for 
more engaging formats for cultural participation, others flag concerns regarding 
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platform labor (van Doorn 2017), free labor (Terranova 2013), digital labor 
(Fuchs 2014), the reproduction of gendered social hierarchies (Duffy 2016), and 
how algorithms, platforms, and digital technologies misleadingly categorize and 
discriminate negligible subjects (Eubanks 2018; Noble 2018; Benjamin 2019). 
Others frame this on the premises of disempowerment, either as a transfer of 
power from citizens to the state (Braman 2007) or toward large tech companies 
and surveillance capitalism (Zuboff 2019).

To understand the impact of digitalization on LAM institutions, we therefore 
need to refer to the environment that they operate within as an environment 
of connected platforms, as the field of cultural production is highly affected by 
platformization, which, according to Poell, Nieborg, and van Dijck (2019), pen-
etrates infrastructures, economics, and governmental platforms, and reorganizes 
cultural practices and imaginations. LAM institutions are central to this reorgan-
ization of cultural practices, as they hold a prominent position within the field 
of cultural production. Therefore, the environment of LAM institutions now  
increasingly converges the two approaches of organizing and providing access to 
collections, at the same time as using platforms to communicate with their users. 
The impact of digitalization therefore opens up new ways to preserve, store, 
communicate, disseminate, use, reuse, connect, engage, and participate. An  
important question is: How do LAM institutions take advantage of these poten-
tials without compromising their role as established cultural institutions? Even 
though the gates to knowledge have multiplied, there are still gatekeepers. How 
do LAM institutions provide access to and legitimate knowledge and informa-
tion within their field of expertise? Even though materials get digitized in great 
volumes, this is without much effect if these materials and collections remain 
hidden within the depths of digital archives, libraries, and museums. In this age 
of abundance, what is the future role of LAM institutions in preserving, prior-
itizing, presenting, and pushing information and knowledge toward their users? 
Connectivity is promising in terms of outreach, but this connectivity also comes 
at a cost. What is the cost of platformization, and what is the role of LAM institu-
tions in reorganizing cultural practices and imaginations around platforms? How 
do LAM institutions maintain and develop their integrity as cultural institutions 
in this age of global platforms and the power of algorithms?

There is no simple answer to these questions. In the context of this chapter, it 
is important for us to avoid getting trapped in an either/or dichotomy, and rather 
discuss the potentials and challenges that digitalization has brought to the field 
of cultural production. The institutional environment is forever changed. Even 
though LAM institutions in a Scandinavian context are historically, culturally, 
politically, and economically anchored as powerful and prominent nodes in the 
network of cultural production, the advent of digital communication has made 
their role in preserving, developing, and facilitating our cultural heritage more 
complex. The professionals that work and operate at these institutions are at the 
heart of these institutional changes, and the next section will further address the 
environment in which they find themselves.
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The professional environment

As was briefly implied in the previous section, libraries, archives, and  museums 
are established institutions with roles and a remit that are relatively clear in 
society. This does not mean that they are “stuffy” and stagnated institutions. 
Quite the contrary. LAM institutions have undergone paradigm shifts in terms 
of outreach, audience development, societal relevance, role, dissemination, and 
communication. These shifts are, however, based on solid grounds that are  
historically, politically, culturally, and legally rooted. Structurally, these institu-
tions are organized differently in the Scandinavian countries, as cultural policies, 
strategies, and implementation vary between state, regions, and municipalities. 
Whether the similarities between the countries justify a specific Nordic cultural 
policy model is up for debate, but all the same, these similarities point toward 
policies that promote artistic freedom, cultural diversity, cultural education, 
democracy, and cultural community building (Duleund 2003), with an empha-
sis on strong social welfare goals, relatively generous systems of subsidization, 
a focus on artists’ welfare, corporatist relations between public authorities and  
cultural life, and decentralized cultural administrations and institutions (Mangset 
1995). According to these writings, the Nordic field of cultural production is 
therefore welfare oriented, with a tradition of strong interest organizations, and 
with a high level of public subsidies to major cultural institutions, an egalitar-
ian cultural life, a focus on access and participation, and a tradition of strong 
ministries of cultural affairs and arts councils (Mangset et al. 2008). It should be 
noted that such enumeration is rather crude and does not do justice to the field’s 
finesse, but in our context, it nonetheless serves the purpose of anchoring LAM 
institutions and LAM occupational roles within a Scandinavian context. This is 
important when discussing LAMs from the viewpoint of changes in their envi-
ronment, as cultural policy is amongst the factors that shape such transformations 
institutionally, but also at the level of LAM professionals. Here, disconnections 
have been detected between policies that address the digital potentials of digi-
talization and the challenges and practices of professionals (Valtysson 2022) who 
try to balance this.

As the digital gateway to these institutions is primarily guided through an 
interface, LAM institutions have converged in this part of their operations to 
similar communicative surroundings to platforms: “[A] platform is fueled by data, 
automated and organized through algorithms and interfaces, formalized through 
ownership relations driven by business models, and governed through user agree-
ments” (Van Dijck, Poell, and de Waal 2018, 9). As LAM institutions increasingly  
mediate through platforms (see Chapter 10, this volume), they establish “data-
bases,” and as gatekeepers, they provide a “privileged path,” or narratives, through 
these databases, even though they do this in different ways (Robinson 2019).

However, it is important to note that even though digitalization has  converged 
institutional characteristics, LAM professionals still have solid knowledge and a 
sound educational base that construct their professional identities as librarians, 
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archivists, and museum professionals. How concretely the impact of digitaliza-
tion affects the professions within these institutions varies, of course, depending 
on the institution. Larger museums, for instance, have multiple functions with 
many specialized staff within preservation techniques, curation, communication, 
and dissemination who need to work together from idea to execution. Other 
museums are much smaller, where the same professional is responsible for all 
those different functions. Small or big, all cultural institutions need to respond 
to digitalization. What is to be digitized and how? How do the institutions tailor 
the digital interface, or the app, or whichever form of digital communication 
they choose, and how does this tailoring refer to their on-site activities? How 
can an on-site text on an exhibition, a work of art, a book, or an archived doc-
ument be boiled down to a tweet, a Facebook update, an Instagram story, a 
YouTube video, a Snap, or a video on TikTok? How much user agency should be 
accounted for when digitizing and designing online collections? How do LAM 
professionals maintain their authority and professionalism when disseminating 
and engaging with users online? How do LAM institutions react to issues of cop-
yright, and how do they react to the demands of the GDPR and data protection 
in general?

These are questions that imply both challenges and potentials for LAM 
 professionals. In all cases, they do need to adapt methods and strategies on how to 
design their own, but also interact with other, platforms. As explained in Chapter 
10, platforms can be distinguished into internal, external, and cross-institutional 
platforms. Common to all those types is what van Dijck (2013) calls “platforms as 
technocultural constructs” and “platforms as socioeconomic structures.” When 
platforms are perceived as technocultural constructs, attention is brought to 
the technological dimensions ([meta]data, algorithms, protocol, interface, and  
default settings) and how these shape usage and user agency, and which kind of 
content each platform’s functionalities allow for. Focusing on platforms as soci-
oeconomic structures draws attention to platforms’ ownership structures, their 
business models, and their governance.

This approach allows for a nuanced view on some of the challenges and  
potentials that face LAM professionals when constructing their own platforms 
and engaging with external platforms, such as commercial social media. When 
libraries, archives, and museums make their materials available through internal 
platforms, there are considerations concerning the digitization process, which 
items to digitize, which formats are the most sustainable, and how they should be 
licensed. Interfaces are not neutral facilitators, but mediators. The design of the 
interface of LAM institutions’ internal platforms is therefore political in the sense 
that their politics of prioritization decide which items, which knowledge, which 
ideas, and which cultural representation are brought to the fore, and which are 
forgotten. This has always been an essential part of LAM professions, and con-
trary to claims from digital enthusiasts, this has not changed with the advent of 
digitalization. The abundance and volumes of digitized items certainly have, 
but not the essential gatekeeping function of internal LAM platforms, and how 
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items are curated, presented, and pushed forward to users. When LAMs operate 
with internal platforms, they are usually in control regarding the platforms’ char-
acteristics as socioeconomic structures, as the ownership, business models, and 
governing structures are often in the hands of the institutions. Internal platforms, 
of course, are a part of international networks and standards (both in terms of 
shared data and technical solutions), but we still argue that these are structured 
and governed on different principles than those of external platforms, like  
commercial social media.

In the latter case, the curational logics are algorithmically constructed, the  
interfaces are not primarily designed to facilitate the needs of LAM institutions, 
the user-generated content is limited to the affordances of the platform in ques-
tion, and the data that are produced as content and metadata feed into the business 
models of these platforms, which have proven to be very profitable businesses. 
On commercial social media, the “trending topics” are therefore algorithmi-
cally constructed, and these are driven by monetary gains, rather than the values 
that typically guide LAM institutions from a Scandinavian cultural policy per-
spective. In both cases, the internal and external platforms, this platformization 
has expanded the occupation role of LAM professionals. From a Scandinavian 
perspective, there are many successful examples of the creation and facilitation 
of online collections that attempt to provide access, information, engagement, 
and participation in a way foreseen by digital optimists. However, there are also 
examples of the opposite, which are typically entrapped within logics of digitiz-
ing collections, without providing searchable, creative functionalities to further 
engage with the collections. Importantly, in many cases, the internal platforms 
converge with the external platforms, as digital collections made “internally” 
are directly connected with external platforms like Facebook and Instagram to  
ensure different kinds of dialogic communications between institutions and  
users, and to gain increased outreach.

In any case, from the viewpoint of LAM professionals, this is an “add-on” in 
terms of their traditional professional identities. When these communications are 
moved onto commercial social media, we can say that they enter an “add-on” 
to the “add-on,” as here, the LAM professionals need to adapt to the platform 
logics and affordances of services like TikTok and Instagram. Even though there 
are shining successful examples of this, like the literature memes of the Danish 
Blågårdens Library and Herlev Library’s communication on Instagram, far too 
often these communications are generated by workers for whom this is not their 
primary role. LAM institutions are therefore confronted with questions such 
as: On which commercial social media platforms should they have an active 
presence? How does the institutional profile and role fit a given social media? 
How would they like to design their communications and who is responsible for 
it? The relatively brief history of social media platforms demonstrates that they 
change their functions over time, and that there is always a “new and upcoming” 
platform arising. The impact of digitization on the professional environment is 
therefore full of promises, but also of pitfalls. Many LAM institutions seem to 
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understand their outreach role as having an active presence on as many platforms 
as possible. The question remains as to whether TikTok’s functionalities and  
algorithmic logics do justice to the professional communication and dissemina-
tion that LAM institutions are traditionally known for.

The user environment

We concluded the last section by questioning the strategies many LAM  institutions 
apply when igniting communication on social media platforms. There is no 
question that these media provide excellent frameworks for reaching out to peo-
ple and entering into dialogical communication with their users. This, of course, 
is also the case when they design their own internal platforms, which are more 
suitable for communicating these institutions’ core tasks. The problem is that it 
is on social media where the users are already present, and therefore, these media 
provide convenient outlets to engage target groups that are normally hard to 
reach. However, in contrast to internal platforms, the external ones are not made 
specifically for these particular institutional purposes, and therefore LAM insti-
tutions need to tailor their communication, content creations, and user engage-
ment toward such affordances. A tweet, for instance, provides a very different 
space for curators and communicators to work with than a descriptive, lengthy 
text that a given institution has written as part of a digital collection. This can be 
seen as an opportunity, as more diversified communication can potentially reach 
out to more people. But this can also be a challenge, as in larger institutions it 
is typically the communication department that is responsible for social media, 
rather than curators, archivists, and librarians, who often work with more open 
frameworks than the affordances of Twitter facilitate. Cooperation between insti-
tutional departments can be fruitful, but also challenging. This is particularly so 
with rooted LAM knowledge institutions with different established occupations.

Another challenge is manifested in some of the empowering conceptualiza-
tions that are meant to signal changing power dynamics between institutions and 
professionals, and the amateurs, users, and guests that frequent the institutions. 
We have already accounted for the proams, the produsers, and the like, but how 
do these more specifically relate to users of LAM institutions? These concepts 
are not developed with LAMs in mind, but other forms of digital media produc-
tion, driven by other motivations. These can, for instance, be video recordings 
of gamers playing Counter-Strike or Fortnite and distributing on YouTube and 
Twitch, or influencers communicating on Instagram and TikTok. In these set-
tings, the motivation is different from a user perspective than when users inter-
act with LAM institutions online. LAM institutions as environments take their 
institutional anchoring with them to the online world and this creates a certain 
tension with regard to the user empowering conceptualizations, as the power 
balance is far from even.

To add to this, research in the Scandinavian context (Epinion and Pluss  
Leadership 2012; Riksantikvarieämbetet 2018) demonstrates a remarkable stability 
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in the demographics of frequent museum users (library numbers vary more), and 
these are not the same users as those that stream their gaming on YouTube and 
Twitch. So, users are not just users. This has, of course, been demonstrated by  
audience research that focuses on visitor types and visitor experiences (Falk 2009), 
as well as in a more recent study that demonstrates that libraries and museums are 
first and foremost visited physically by their users, while users of archives more 
often use their institutions digitally (Vårheim et al. 2020b). Our intention is not to 
recapitulate this in detail, but rather to point to the fact that digital media are un-
likely to fundamentally change the power relations between senders and receivers, 
between professionals and amateurs, when the context is established knowledge 
institutions like libraries, archives, and museums. And even if, theoretically, these 
institutions can create internal platforms that facilitate active participation that ad-
heres to the ideas associated with sharing is caring (such as crowdsourcing), this is not 
the same as somehow evening out power relations. The question also remains as to 
whether this is something that the majority of users want in the first place (Light 
et al. 2018). As already accounted for, particularly in the middle/early Internet days, 
much of the attention was focused on the creative, emancipatory, and empowering 
aspects of remix culture and creative reuse. Concomitant with the platformization 
of the web, dominant platforms such as Netflix, YouTube, Spotify, Instagram, and  
TikTok established streaming as the popularized format of enjoying cultural prod-
ucts. Technologically, we can still design platforms that allow users to download 
source material, ensure an open license like variations of Creative Commons, and 
urge users to get creative in their remixing endeavors. These kinds of projects, 
however, still remain niche. It takes a lot of skill, effort, and time to remix. Many 
users of cultural institutions don’t have these capabilities and are not interested in 
productions of this sort. There are a lot of fan cultures that do this. LAM institutions 
are just not traditionally amongst them. This is partly due to the demographics that 
are dominant amongst their visitors, but also because LAM institutions are highly 
profiled, professional cultural institutions. Many users are not interested in taking 
control, or engaging actively in LAM institutions’ productions, but would rather 
learn, be informed and entertained, and experience sound knowledge being com-
municated in an interesting way.

This is not the same as maintaining that LAM institutions should get free 
toils in their productions of the past, as their gatekeeping role comes with great 
responsibilities. Indeed, their politics of prioritization should always be subject 
to informed and critical deliberations driven by as many different people, in-
stitutions, and organizations as possible. Here, the impact of digitalization can 
provide various outlets for generating discussions with the LAM sector, either via 
internal or external platforms. These voices, however, take the role of traditional 
watchdogs, rather than produsers, proams, or productive enthusiasts. Finally, it 
should be noted too that digitalization can also cause digital divides in terms of 
skills, but also in terms of preferences of the general public, who in many cases 
choose the on-site over the online.
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It might sound as if we are somehow downscaling the impact of digitalization 
on the LAM sector, as we are critical toward transformations of user positions 
from a fundamental power-changing perspective. But this is not the case. The 
impact has been enormous. A huge amount of material has been digitized and 
made available under the auspices of LAM institutions. This process has been 
scaled up during different forms of coronavirus that caused lockdowns, as the 
institutions could dedicate full attention to digital collections, projects, and strat-
egies. Many institutions have therefore nuanced their gatekeeping functions by 
providing better search functions, metadata, descriptions, and quality of items. 
Digitalization has also provided LAMs with various opportunities to connect 
with their users. LAM institutions have initiated numerous projects and produc-
tions, podcasts, apps, tales via the telephone, Zoom events, communication on 
various social media platforms, etc. They are constantly becoming more skilled 
in these designs and outreach activities, and again, it is important to be aware of 
the different contexts of control between the different LAMs (Robinson 2012). 
The point is that in overall terms, they don’t do this by primarily evening out 
power relations and giving their control away over their designs and narratives. 
There is still control. The channels have just multiplied.
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Introduction

Digital communication has become ubiquitous for public engagement for 
 libraries, archives, and museums (LAMs). All LAMs in Scandinavia use a variety 
of online platforms to communicate with users, with each other, and across insti-
tutions. But the multitude of communicative opportunities notwithstanding, 
digital communication also comes with potential pitfalls and challenges. The 
chapter will first introduce the state of digital communication as we understand 
it today and as we know it across and between the different LAM institutions. 
Exploring the notion of digital communication across the three sectors stirs up 
several questions about what we mean by communication in these contexts: Is it 
promotion, dissemination, mediation, or all three at once? Is it a one-way com-
munication from the institution to a passive audience, or is it a dialog between 
equally engaged participants in areas of literature, heritage, or art? Or perhaps it 
is something in between?

Digital communication may vary in purpose, type, and intensity,  depending 
on institutional aim and size, the perceived audience, and the organization’s dig-
ital skills. It includes everything from the archive whose address and opening 
hours are available in an online directory, to the museum that makes its collec-
tion accessible through its own customized platform, to the library that engages 
citizens in Wiki edit-a-thons and creates TikTok videos. These various platforms 
each provide opportunities to connect with different audiences with varying ages 
and interests. However, the platforms used also come with unique challenges, 
not least in terms of who is able to control them and monitor their performance. 
By dividing the platforms used by LAMs for digital communication into (1)  
internal platforms, (2) external platforms, and (3) cross-institutional platforms, 
the chapter will explore these opportunities and challenges through the concept 
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of platformization. Finally, the chapter will discuss the most prominent chal-
lenges across platform and institution type and point towards important issues to 
consider for LAM institutions in their digital communication.

State of digital communication

Before we move on to the digital platforms that form the basis of digital 
 communication across LAMs, we will specify what we mean by communication. 
As one of the central concepts in media and communication studies, communi-
cation can be defined as “a process of increased commonality or sharing between 
participants, on the basis of sending and receiving messages” (McQuail 2010, 
552). In Scandinavian LAMs, this communication is often known as formidling 
or förmedling, which is not clearly defined and difficult to translate. While media-
tion and dissemination are used to describe this, consensus seems to have landed 
on communication as defined above (Balling 2021). When libraries, archives, and 
 museums communicate, they do so with a purpose: It can be to promote or market 
an offer or an event; to inform the public on subjects like art, history, literature, 
and democracy; or to curate access to their collections. In some cases, the messages 
sent have an objective to bring people to institutional spaces both physically and 
online; in other cases, institutions take part in existing conversations. However, 
 communication can also serve to sustain the institutions and their existence, auton-
omy, and reputation (Hardy 2011; Lammers 2011; Suddaby 2011). For instance, 
LAM institutions in Scandinavia communicate with stakeholders and political 
agencies to secure funding and show that they uphold their public mandates.

Communication can also be seen as a process; it has direction. The distinction 
between one-way (monological) and two-way (dialogical) communication helps 
us to understand the communicative practices of LAMs: Are they sending out 
messages, listening to feedback, or engaging in multidirectional conversations 
with users and across institutions?

Adding a layer of “digital” to these concepts of communication brings with 
it new opportunities and other challenges, as we will see in this chapter. A the-
oretical definition of digital communication points to the formal structures of 
electronic transmission of digitally encoded information. Digital communica-
tion, therefore, provides the technological means to encode culture in digital 
form, as Manovich (2001) formulated it. This encoding has had a huge societal, 
political, economic, and cultural impact, which also affects and forms modern 
LAM institutions. The digital format comes with certain understandings about 
programming and data. This creates tension in the LAM sector where few have 
the technical experience and confidence needed to fully understand and engage 
with communication and information at this level.

When discussing communication in the digital age, Castells (2009) starts 
by referring to similar technological transformations based on digital commu-
nication and how they affect the organizational and institutional structure of  
communication; how they change the definitions of senders and receivers and 
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their social relationships and power relations. Jenkins (2006) maintains that 
digital communication and digital media have provided users and consumers 
with tools that make them active, socially connected, noisy, and public. What 
he means by this is that digital communication provides the opportunity to 
engage in a different manner than was the case prior to this technological 
advancement.

Jenkins was not alone in perceiving such advancements favorably, as other, 
relatively early voices also looked positively upon the promise of digital commu-
nication, by emphasizing its creative, empowering, and democratic dimensions. 
These hopes were manifested in dynamic conceptualizations, such as prosumer 
(Toffler 1980), produser (Bruns 2008), users-turned-producers (Castells 2009), 
and productive enthusiasts (Gauntlett 2011). As these concepts indicate, they  
focus on the manifold potentials of tinkering with digital data, of changing con-
sumption, production, and distribution patterns, and of the challenging power 
dynamics between users and organizations, agencies, companies, and institu-
tions. According to these voices, digital communication provides citizens with 
tools to break the monopoly of established gatekeepers, such as LAM institu-
tions, and facilitate communicative patterns of mass collaboration (Shirky 2008) 
in which more democratic, self-reflective, and participatory networked public 
spheres arise (Benkler 2007). Discursively, these logics described a move from a 
read-only culture to a read/write culture (Lessig 2009) and from a sit-back-and-
be-told culture to a making-and-doing culture (Gauntlett 2011).

From a LAM perspective, these discussions bring to the foreground 
 deep-rooted notions and struggles about authority and authenticity in commu-
nication (Drotner and Schrøder 2013). The strides that have been made in the 
LAM sector in the understanding of participation (see Chapter 12, this volume) 
have both had an influence on and been influenced by digital communication. 
Gathering under the banner of OpenGLAM, currently 1,200 LAMs worldwide 
that are providing open access to their collections have been listed (McCarthy 
and Wallace 2021). These activities attempt to challenge traditional ideas of au-
thority and gatekeeping within LAMs (Roued-Cunliffe 2020). However, this is 
again not without its challenges and tensions, as we will see in the discussion on 
internal platforms.

Furthermore, as Jenkins later reflected upon, there are two sides to such 
 participatory cultures generated by digital communication:

Today, I am much more likely to speak about a push towards a more 
 participatory culture, acknowledging how many people are still excluded 
from even the most minimal opportunities for participation within net-
worked culture and recognizing that new grassroot tactics are confronting 
a range of corporate strategies which seek to contain and commodify the 
popular desire for participation.

( Jenkins 2014, 272)
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What Jenkins is pointing to are certain discrepancies concerning how the theo-
retical potentials of digital communication in terms of creativity, participation, 
engagement, openness, access, and empowerment have developed as major plat-
forms and have gained in power, popularity, and in increasingly controlling the 
infrastructural backbone of digital communication.

According to van Dijck (2013), platforms should be understood as 
 technocultural constructs and as socioeconomic structures:

[P]latforms are the providers of software, (sometimes) hardware and  
services that help code social activities into a computational architecture; 
they process (meta)data through algorithms and formatted protocols before 
presenting their interpreted logic in the form of user-friendly interfaces 
with default settings that reflect the platform owner’s strategic choices.

(van Dijck 2013, 29)

When perceived as technocultural constructs, attention is focused on a given 
platform’s technology (metadata, algorithms, protocols, default settings, and 
interface) and how it shapes certain usage, user agency, and specific forms for 
content production and consumption. Platforms as socioeconomic structures 
draw attention to platforms’ business models, ownership, and governance.

Such a holistic view on platforms allows them to be placed in appropriate 
contexts with regard to LAM institutions. Importantly, it also addresses the 
further consequences of platformization, which signifies “the penetration of the  
infrastructures, economic processes, and governmental frameworks of platforms 
in different economic sectors and spheres of life” (Poell, Nieborg, and van Dijck 
2019, 5–6), and as a consequence of this, “the reorganization of cultural prac-
tices and imaginations around platforms” (Poell, Nieborg, and van Dijck 2019, 
6). It is this reorganization of cultural practices caused by platforms and plat-
formization of cultural practices that LAM institutions are confronted with. In 
this chapter, we distinguish platforms as internal platforms, external platforms, 
and cross-institutional platforms. What links these approaches, however, is a 
certain challenge in weighing the pros and cons and the wider consequences of 
LAM institutions applying specific platforms. One of these challenges is directly  
related to powerful providers of commercial platforms as well as other external 
and cross-institutional platforms. All platforms have politics (Gillespie 2010), 
i.e., they are infiltrated by logics that are neither neutral nor coincidental. When 
LAM institutions decide to communicate with their users on, for example,  
social media platforms such as Facebook, Instagram, YouTube, and TikTok, the 
institutions and the users of their platforms are encapsulated within these log-
ics. However, even if this is the case, it is important to note that users do have 
certain agency when communicating on these platforms, either through their 
own communications or by actively resisting coded instructions (van Dijck and 
Poell 2013). The question remains: How do LAMs navigate these consequences 
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of platformization? We will explore this in the discussion on external and cross- 
institutional platforms.

Platforms

In the following, the challenges that LAMs face in digital communication are 
understood through the lens of platformization and the various issues different 
types of platforms present. The platforms used by LAMs for digital communica-
tion are divided into (1) internal platforms, (2) external platforms, and (3) cross- 
institutional platforms. Internal platforms are those that are developed in-house 
or for a specific institution. This includes the institution’s own website as well 
as custom apps and collection sites. External platforms are those that are devel-
oped for a larger audience, in which the institution can take part, often on an 
equal setting with all other participants. This is typically large social media sites, 
such as Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, TikTok, and more, as well as collaborative 
sites such as Flickr and Wikipedia. Cross-institutional platforms are those that 
are developed either for libraries, archives, or museums, or for LAM institutions 
collectively. An example of this is the nationwide library platform bibliotek.dk 
in Denmark, where users can find books in any of the country’s libraries and 
pick them up at their own local library. Another example is the larger EU portal 
europeana.eu, which gathers high-level metadata from LAM institutions across 
Europe for the user to search and browse.

Internal, external, and cross-institutional platforms may supplement or com-
pete for the same audiences and resources. Within and from the platforms,  
different types of communication take place, directed at audiences either within 
the institution or set apart from it, such as: intra-institutional communication, 
extra-institutional communication, and cross-institutional communication.

Internal platforms

The most common and best-known internal platform present among LAMs 
today is the institution’s website. Practically, every LAM, big and small, has a 
presence on a website that at the very least gives basic information on open-
ing hours and contact information (Cox 1998; Schweibenz 2019). Apart from 
this basic information, the institution might use their website to promote events 
and disseminate information about the institution’s subject, content, structure, 
purpose, and staff. Furthermore, the institution may make all or a part of their 
collection available in some way to search or browse (Bolick 2006). These digital 
collections can vary in different ways depending on whether we are talking about 
libraries, archives, or museums, as well as the institution’s size, geographical loca-
tion, staff, etc. However, comparing the early websites of the national LAMs in 
Norway, Sweden, and Denmark from the late 1990s1 to their current websites, 
we see that while the design has changed greatly in 20 years, the type of content 
has not.

http://bibliotek.dk
http://europeana.eu
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Libraries typically carry comparatively homogeneous collections based around 
publications such as books, magazines, and video games. The concept of a pub-
lished item, with an author, a date, a publisher, etc., that is distributed in many 
copies among libraries in a network provides a certain structure to the library 
collection, including in its digital form. This has been the case for many years 
and is also the format that libraries, relatively early, used to create their internal, 
but often networked, platforms. These homogeneous and standardized collec-
tions allowed for the use of the same or similar underlying digital collection 
systems. Thus, the development of digital communication of library collections 
on internal platforms has a longer history of user study and evaluation.

In this, archives differ slightly and museums considerably. Archives carry 
highly structured collections, which were already in heavy use and distrib-
uted in copy form, pre-digital, e.g., census records and birth, marriage, and 
death (BMD) registrations, which are both very popular sources amongst the 
ever-growing number of family historians (Evans and de Groot 2020). These 
collections are relatively homogeneous and contain information about our  
ancestors, their family connections, and major life events. The digitization and 
digital communication of these records are often a result of crowdsourcing, which  
involves the end-user in creating the service (Ridge 2014).

But apart from these collections, archival records are in general very 
 heterogeneous and are usually only registered, if at all, with a high-level prove-
nance and subject description. The individual records themselves vary from place 
to place and time to time, and thus creating an internal platform to present these 
collections digitally depends greatly on users, funding, and institutional skill.

Museums, as mentioned above, differ in that their collections are quite 
 heterogeneous and include any type of item that carries a cultural or historical 
value. This includes everything from everyday pots and pans to esteemed artwork. 
Often digital museum collections are collections of metadata about items, includ-
ing their provenance and, with luck, a date. However, the value and presence of 
other types of metadata vary according to the collection type. For example, for 
artwork, there is a value in knowing the artist’s name and the art technique. For ar-
cheological finds, usually the context and exact geographical location are recorded. 
For textiles, the production methods, material, and color might be of value. But 
when a museum combines these items into one digital collection, it is usually only 
possible to communicate the highest level of metadata that they have in common.

When it comes to internal platforms, and digital collections in particular, 
these are often built as individual projects rather than platform products that 
can be sold to many users (Pries-Heje 2020). Thus, this type of platform mostly  
becomes an option only for the largest and wealthiest institutions. Smaller and 
less wealthy institutions will often not have a digital platform from which to 
communicate their collection but will in some cases be able to use external  
platforms for this purpose as we will see below.

In terms of users, there is also a difference between LAMs. Libraries, be-
cause of their long history of structured collections and inter-library collection 



136 Henriette Roued-Cunliffe et al.

networks, also have a good knowledge of their online user group, but archives 
and museums, less so. In the field of library and information studies, user studies, 
of the libraries themselves and the digital platforms, have a strong foundation 
(Bawden and Robinson 2012). However, user studies in museums and archives 
have a much shorter history, and even shorter on their digital platforms.

External platform

When we talk about external platforms today, we often think of social media 
platforms, such as Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, YouTube, or TikTok. These 
are a source of digital communication for many LAMs. However, we must not 
forget other platforms such as Flickr, Ancestry, and Wikipedia, where LAMs can 
communicate their collections and content to a wider audience.

The main pull for LAM presence on these external platforms is the ideal 
of engagement and participation that has come to dominate the discourse in 
recent years (Myrczik 2020), such as the possibility of joining conversations  
related to culture in general, and heritage, art, and literature more specifically.  
Nevertheless, this can be quite difficult to achieve, and several studies indicate 
that interaction is limited, that users seem to focus more on seeking informa-
tion than participating in any discourse, and that LAMs tend to engage in one- 
way communication (Aharony 2012; Fletcher and Lee 2012; Gronemann,  
Kristiansen, and Drotner 2015).

These external platforms are still relatively new spaces for all LAMs to  
navigate, just as they are for everyone else. Here their digital communication 
is conditioned to specific interfaces that facilitate steered and controlled forms 
for user engagement. Users’ communications are “liked,” “reeled,” “filtered,” 
“storied,” and contained in specific ways that are controlled by the platforms. 
The institutions have agency in their communication endeavors, but this 
agency is still limited by the politics of platforms. Furthermore, as these are 
commercial entities, the costs of connection on users’ behalf evoke concerns  
regarding free labor (Terranova 2013), digital labor (Fuchs 2014), and platform labor  
(van Doorn 2017).

The main disadvantage from the perspective of the LAMs is perhaps a lack 
of insight into where to use their limited resources for digital communication. 
Which platform should they focus on? How should they adapt their ideas on au-
dience and user groups to social media algorithms and external business models? 
How can they understand which audiences can be reached and which conversa-
tions are possible? On the internal platforms, the institution has the authoritative 
voice, which is entirely appropriate. Visitors to the institution’s website or online 
collection would expect the LAM to control the conversation here. But on exter-
nal platforms, the conversation is controlled by other mechanisms, and, depending 
on the platform, the use of an authoritative voice may be less appropriate. These 
power imbalances can create a certain tension that defies the ideals of democratic 
engagement and participation on these platforms (Gronemann, Kristiansen, and 
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Drotner 2015). These are some of the particular concerns we have seen with LAMs 
attempting to engage with, and add knowledge and collections to, Wikipedia.

Wikipedia has its own form of authority and collaboration, one where LAM 
institutions’ inherent authority exists only to a very limited degree. LAM staff 
may experience much frustration when they try to update a page on their subject 
knowledge only to find that someone has rolled it back the next day.

There have been different attempts to merge the knowledge of experienced 
Wikipedians with that of LAM institutions through the Wikipedian in-residence 
program (Roued-Cunliffe 2017). As a part of this program, an experienced 
Wikipedia editor either volunteers or is paid to work with an institution to add 
the institution’s knowledge or content to Wikipedia in a way that lives up to 
the Wikipedia guidelines and approach. It is important to remember that it is 
not the institution themselves, but rather their knowledge and collections being 
communicated.

At the National Gallery of Denmark, they are also working to add their content 
to Wikipedia and the associated platforms Wikimedia and Wikidata. Because this 
is an art museum, their collection is relatively more homogeneous than many other 
museums. It is also heavily image based, which is an advantage on Wikipedia. 
Adding a collection of images of artwork to Wikipedia is good exposure for the 
museum (Pekel 2014). The main requirement from the Wikimedia Foundation 
is, as with textual information, that the museum can, and is willing to, publish 
these images using open licenses. This means that the images must be in the public  
domain or using an open license like those from Creative Commons.

While evaluating their experience as Wikipedians, staff from Bergen City 
Archive in Norway discovered that communicating on Wikipedia did require 
some negotiation about relevance (especially of local material), rights, sources, 
and trustworthiness. However, it was clear to them that the exercise was worth it 
in terms of both the readership of the articles they contributed to Wikipedia and 
the links back to the information on the archive’s site (Kragseth 2016).

Cross-institutional platforms

Cross-institutional LAM platforms come in different shapes and sizes. A 
long-running example is the library platforms that combine information from 
different library collections and allow the user to enact inter-library loans on 
their own. In Denmark, the website bibliotek.dk has been doing this since 2000. 
On this platform, the user can search for any library materials in any public 
library in Denmark and order it to be sent to their local library through which 
they make the loan agreement. It means that wherever you are in Denmark, in 
the middle of a city or in a remote area, you have access to the same literature, 
whether it is commonly available at every library or only typically found in a 
university library.

While libraries have a long tradition of sharing their copies of literate  
materials with users and each other, this is not the case for archives and museums. 

http://bibliotek.dk
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Archive and museum items typically do not leave the institution as they are of-
ten not produced in multiple copies like books. Rather, they are unique items, 
except for census and BMD records, which have been copied and shared before 
digitization and online publication.

The fact that books, media, and some archival records have a long history of 
copying also shows an existing use pattern that we are still struggling to see for 
many unique museum items. While libraries might lament the heavy competi-
tion with other similar content providers online, the original content that muse-
ums can provide online is in comparison near invisible and has few regular users.

This should not be taken to mean that there is no potential for use or that 
there are no existing users out there. Rather, there is potential for more focus on 
who can use these materials and what can they be used for, including when they 
are communicated on a digital platform.

Europeana.eu is an example of a cross-institutional platform where the 
idea of convergence and connection came before the use and user needs. In 
2005, six European heads of state asked the EU to support the development 
of a  European digital library. Today the Europeana platform gives access to 
over 50 million digital items. Many of these are digital images with various 
 licenses and copyright statuses. About half of the items can be used freely as 
they have either been published with a fully open CC license or are indicated 
to be in the public domain. Of these, about 15 million are images. These 
 images can potentially be used in teaching, artwork, journalism, or any other  
external type of physical and digital communication. Sweden is providing two 
million of them, Norway nearly half a million, and Denmark nearly 40,000. 
Most of the Swedish items come from the aggregator Swedish Open Cultural 
 Heritage, which has been providing open access to metadata from the data-
base of  archives and  museums across Sweden since 2008. Today the aggregator 
allows users to search in Swedish through the Kringla.nu platform, as well as 
using the  Europeana platform to search in other European languages. How-
ever, the real value of this cross-institutional national LAM platform is its long 
focus on providing open data enabling any third party to build on the data 
set and making Sweden the second-largest provider of openly usable images 
in Europeana (after the United Kingdom). Norway, on the other hand, is the 
largest provider of metadata about openly available text material to Europeana 
through the National Archives of Norway.

However, despite these large numbers of items that are openly available 
through large aggregators and huge platforms, there is still an issue of users and 
use. Unlike literature in the libraries and BMD records in the archives, art and 
heritage items are disconnected from their natural or potential users. Research 
in LAM participation (see Chapter 12, this volume) tells us that there are con-
sumers and prosumers out there for cultural and historical material. However, 
they are not connecting with the platforms currently used to communicate 
these collections, at least not in the ways the LAM community had hoped and 
expected.

http://Europeana.eu
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Discussion

When discussing the challenges of platformization for LAMs, the authors came to 
think of several idioms that made sense in each of their ways. “If we build it, they 
will come”; “Jump on the bandwagon”; “Beggars can’t be choosers,” These were 
the three that stuck in our mind.

“If we build it, they will come” is a misquote from the 1989 film Field of 
Dreams often used in the field of digital humanities, sometimes to question 
whether they or the users would come and join in when we built tools and plat-
forms in the humanities (Warwick et al. 2008). Digital Humanities and the other 
digital fields in play in the LAM sector are very small areas. Most of the public 
do not even know these fields exist. The public knows even less about the digital 
communication platforms and tools built in this field.

This speaks to one of the biggest challenges faced by internal platforms, namely 
their visibility and use for anything but one-way communication. Looking at the 
notions of participation and engagement, we come across issues of gatekeeping and 
authority. Internal platforms provide the structure for upholding an authoritarian 
voice. It allows LAMs to formulate the exact terms of engagement for any users 
of the platform. In a move from a read-only culture to a read/write culture, most 
internal platforms represent the former. However, this doesn’t quite fit with the 
current LAM ideals of engagement and user participation. This can be appropriate 
for many types of internal platforms. Users perhaps do not come to the online 
library catalog looking for conversation about literature. But when we develop an 
internal platform that requires user input and two-way communication, this will 
not be sustainable if the users stay away (Westberg Gabriel and Jensen 2017).

We know that many external platforms have a huge existing user base. This, in 
turn, encourages LAMs to “jump on the bandwagon” and try to get some of this 
user base communicating with them, or at least listening to them. Some would 
argue that certain platforms require a watering down of knowledge, especially if it 
is a platform they do not have any experience with. We might ask: What purpose 
does a TikTok video have? Another argument might be that presence on a plat-
form does not equate to valuable communication or connection. Does it matter 
that the museum is on Instagram pushing their events and collections in posts 
that gain no meaningful engagement with Instagram’s other users? Just as physical 
communication during a guided tour requires a feel for the audience, so do the 
various platforms. Engaged communication on Facebook cannot be the same as 
on TikTok or the institution’s web page. They reach different audiences and the 
platforms have been built and are continually being developed for different ways of 
communicating. This is the idea of platformization – that the platforms themselves 
end up controlling the communication rather than the strategies and aims of the 
LAMs. The last idiom, “beggars can’t be choosers,” speaks to this. On the institu-
tional web page, LAMs can influence how the platform functions. But even here, 
there are templates, and every deviation from these comes at a cost. Very few LAM 
institutions have the funds to build their own digital collection site, and among 
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those who do, even fewer can promote and attract users to these. When it comes 
to the external platforms, all LAMs are beggars who must negotiate the formats and 
algorithms along with all other users. This will inevitably influence the modes of 
communication that are found in LAMs in the future.

The COVID-19 lockdowns that were implemented in various ways across 
Scandinavia in 2020–2021 are thought to have created a situation forcing 
LAMs to develop new means of communicating online. However, studies of 
both Norwegian libraries (Evjen et al. 2021) and Danish museums (Dam Chris-
tensen, Myrczik, and Roued-Cunliffe 2020) found that rather than transform-
ing digital communication, there seems to have been an escalation of previous 
practice.

Instead of focusing on novel opportunities and technology, we suggest that 
LAMs shift their focus from the platforms and back to the communities that they 
wish to serve. Despite the issues of platformization, participatory culture is still 
going strong and developing. Perhaps this is the bandwagon LAMs should jump 
on? Maybe by finding their communities online and observing these forms of 
communication, this could give individual LAMs the answers they are seek-
ing on how to develop their digital communication regardless of increasing 
platformization.

Conclusion

To communicate digitally – with users, with each other, and across institutions – 
libraries, archives, and museums are dependent on platforms. Platforms for dig-
ital communication can be developed internally by LAMs, but increasingly, and 
especially in the case of smaller institutions, they are reliant on external and 
cross-institutional platforms. The benefits of digital platforms are multiple, as 
they allow for extensive, multidirectional, global communication, potentially 
bringing in new audiences and casting a fresh light on the collections and activ-
ities of LAMs. However, the platformization of digital communication also has 
pitfalls and challenges: Traditional ideas of LAM communication are hard to put 
into practice on platforms where ideas of authority and engagement are con-
stantly changing. As new digital communication tools and services keep crop-
ping up, LAM professionals find it difficult to know where to turn their attention 
and direct their resources. Importantly, the purpose and development of external 
platforms does not consider the needs of the many cultural institutions seeking 
to communicate via them. Rather, the opportunities they provide are developed 
for a different purpose of user growth. Therefore, we suggest that LAMs turn 
their focus away from the platforms themselves. Instead, we would invite them to 
reflect on the communities and conversations they could take part in. Through 
these reflections, it may become clearer which platforms are worth spending 
their limited resources on and how.
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Note

 1 Using the Internet Archives Wayback Machine (web.archive.org).
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Introduction

Even though the idea of libraries, archives, and museums (LAMs) as knowledge 
institutions has been problematized, LAMs are increasingly understood as vital 
sites for learning in society. Their societal role includes supporting democ-
racy, but how that is done in practice is seldom specified. The Scandinavian 
countries differ to the extent that steering documents inscribe explicit societal 
missions for LAMs. In Norway and Sweden, their democratic role is stated in 
the Library Acts, whereas the Danish Library Act does not bestow on libraries 
a social mission but is characterized instead by an entrepreneurial rationale 
(Engström 2019). In Sweden, a social mission is also included in the Museum 
Act (Rydbeck and Johnston 2020). In this chapter, we will discuss the develop-
ment of accentuating LAMs as sites for learning as a process in tandem with an 
intensified emphasis on learning – in particular lifelong learning – in society 
(Fejes 2006).

First, a model of three forms of lifelong learning is introduced, followed 
by a brief excursion into pedagogical theory and its relevance for LAM pro-
fessionals. Next, we present literacy – traditionally related to libraries and 
in particular those within the educational sector – as a fruitful concept for 
LAMs as it offers potential to connect local everyday practices at LAMs with 
the anticipated social impacts of the institutions. After that, we describe ac-
tivities at Scandinavian LAMs, with learning as the implicit or explicit goal, 
using both traditional and novel examples. Finally, we discuss different un-
derpinnings to how learning is understood in society and conclude by under-
scoring the importance for LAMs that they remain sites for different kinds of 
lifelong learning in order to develop and strengthen their role in supporting 
democracy.

11
LEARNING, LITERACY, AND 
EDUCATION IN LAMS

Johanna Rivano Eckerdal, Henriette Roued-Cunliffe, and  
Isto Huvila 

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003188834-14


Learning, literacy, and education in LAMs 145

Three forms of lifelong learning

The shift from industrial to postindustrial society allowed people in the Scandinavian 
countries to engage in learning throughout their life span to an unprecedented 
extent. In an analysis of Swedish educational policy texts, Andreas Fejes (2006, 
2017) identifies three forms of lifelong learning. Formal learning, occurring in ded-
icated educational institutions with planned learning under specific regulations, 
results in credits that document learning taking place. Secondly, nonformal learning 
is based on planned situations for learning but without formal teachers and with 
alternative types of documentation. For example, the Scandinavian tradition of 
adult education at study associations can be described as situations of nonformal 
learning. Finally, informal learning refers to unplanned learning taking place in situ-
ations that do not have learning as a goal (Fejes 2017, 297).

The forms of lifelong learning are not mutually exclusive – several may take 
place simultaneously in specific situations – neither are they easy to discern 
one from another. Here, we understand the three forms in the following way:  
Formal learning takes place within the formal educational sector either in its 
own or external premises and is part of regulated education that results in credits; 
nonformal learning comprises specific situations outside the formal educational 
sector that both organizers and participants construe as situations where some-
thing is learned; informal learning is unplanned learning taking place without 
the participants’ intention to learn at all.

Understanding learning activities with the use of pedagogical 
theory

Three influential paradigms in the history of pedagogy have been behaviorism, 
constructivism, and a sociocultural perspective on learning (Säljö 2000). Even 
though they emerged in a chronological order, they have not replaced each other. 
On the contrary, they may be present simultaneously in research, pedagogical 
practice, and everyday speech. However, in contemporary pedagogical research, 
learning is predominantly understood as a social activity as proposed in the influ-
ential sociocultural perspective on learning (Insulander 2005). From this per-
spective, learning is perceived as activities happening within, and impossible to 
understand stripped from, their historical, social, and cultural context (Wertsch 
1998). Learning is also considered an intrinsic part of all human activities. People 
will always learn from the activities they engage in (Säljö 2000), but it is difficult 
to pinpoint what learning is actually taking place and hence to shape learning 
activities targeting specific goals.

“Mediation” is a frequently used term to describe the ways in which LAMs 
make their collections and activities available to users. Today, attention is paid to 
how these activities create opportunities for learning as the focus has shifted to 
their pedagogical rather than merely mediating role. The increasing emphasis on 
pedagogy (Insulander 2005) has shaped the activities at LAMs to varying degrees.
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The use of pedagogical theory and vocabulary by LAMs to describe and 
 present their work is recent, and it is mostly museums that do it, including  having 
museum pedagogues in their staff. Archival pedagogics does exist too (SOU 
2002:78, 166), and sometimes the overarching term “cultural heritage peda-
gogics” is used (Riksarkivet 2019). In the realm of libraries, the term “library  
didactics” has been used (Laskie 2017) and library pedagogues can be found at 
some libraries. However, the usual approach is to understand librarianship as a 
profession that includes a pedagogical role.

In the LAM context, museum pedagogics is perhaps the most established  
academic branch of pedagogy. This is to a large extent due to the work of  
Eilean Hooper-Greenhill, who argues that the idea of learning as transmission 
(see Sfard 1998) is outdated and widely criticized, having originated from a mod-
ernist, individual-centered perception of the museum that views information 
as constant, immutable objects (2000, 130–135). Hooper-Greenhill proposes a 
“post-museum” that invites visitors to engage and participate (learning as partic-
ipation; see Sfard 1998) by providing experiences that invite meaning making. 
She presents the post-museum as a process and an experience, not a building 
(Hooper-Greenhill 2000, 152). Research related to outreach activities at muse-
ums has introduced pedagogical theory to analyze and problematize activities at 
museums. These insights are also relevant for understanding activities at archives 
and libraries as situations of learning.

Democracy, literacies, and LAMs

For LAMs as educational institutions, one of the key concepts associated with 
their educational activities and goals is literacy. Education and learning are tra-
ditionally heavily linked to texts. The etymology of the word literacy exemplifies 
this link, as it refers to the letters that form a written text. However, how we 
meet texts today has changed, as people increasingly engage with them in digital 
form. Text is therefore understood in a broader way, including varying types of 
media that convey content (Säljö 2009). The concept of information literacy or, 
more recently, that of media and information literacy grasps this development 
and the new competences it demands. It is a helpful concept for describing how 
LAMs, as places for learning that include developing free opinions, constitute an 
important piece of the societal infrastructure of institutions where democracy 
can unfold (Rivano Eckerdal 2017).

The contemporary digital media landscape has influenced the development of 
many forms in which literacy is enacted. Several stakeholders state that informa-
tion literacy nowadays is a vital ability needed to navigate through our society,  
libraries playing an important part in supporting it (ALA 1989; Wilson et al. 
2011). Archives and museums increasingly hold digitized collections or digitally 
born collections, accessible via digital platforms (Roued-Cunliffe 2020). There-
fore, not only libraries but also archives and museums make their collections 
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available to users both on-site and online, emphasizing the need to educate users 
in how to access and use the resources. Museums and archives have started to de-
velop initiatives to foster, for instance, museum literacy (Stapp 1992), visual liter-
acy (Lehman, Philips, and Williams 2020) and archival (Vilar and Šauperl 2014) 
or records (Oliver 2017) literacy with staff and the public. Without going into 
details about definitions of, and boundaries between, these types of literacy it 
suffices to conclude that literacy concepts and literacies in the plural – which is an 
inclusive approach to this discussion – are highly relevant to all three institutions.

Of the LAM-related literacies, information literacy has transpired as the most 
well-established research field, not least due to the presence of libraries in many, 
but not all, schools and learning institutions. Consequently, the contributions of 
libraries and librarians to learning are often discussed in terms of information 
literacy (e.g., Bruce 1997; Buschman 2019; Elmborg 2006; Hicks 2019; Limberg, 
Sundin, and Talja 2012; Lloyd 2006; Rivano Eckerdal 2012).

Information literacy was first introduced in the business development context 
and has been criticized for neoliberal aspirations of promoting economic growth. 
However, today a growing body of literature frames information literacy as a 
critical concept crucial for democratic development (Elmborg 2016). However, 
such critical information literacy is not practiced to a large extent, due to con-
tested (Elmborg 2006) and vague references to what democracy entails (Rivano 
Eckerdal 2017). In parallel, a growing body of research problematizes the instru-
mental conceptualization of information literacy as a skill set and related prac-
tices. The newer research underlines information literacy as an ability shaped by 
the sociocultural context, involving not only reading but also understanding of 
content – including the conditions affecting its production and distribution – and 
acting on it.

Forceful rhetoric is often used when stakeholders discuss information literacy. 
The so-called “Alexandria Proclamation” gives a lucid example:

Information Literacy lies at the core of lifelong learning. It empowers 
people in all walks of life to seek, evaluate, use and create information 
 effectively to achieve their personal, social, occupational and educational 
goals. It is a basic human right in a digital world and promotes social inclu-
sion of all nations.

(IFLA 2005)

Both the work on information literacy and other LAM-related literacies 
 exemplifies how LAMs contribute broadly to strengthening different kinds of 
literacy in society. Since the concept enables a connection to be made between 
everyday work at LAMs and their contribution to democracy, we find it impor-
tant to raise LAM professionals’ awareness of the concept. By being able to 
express how their work connects to different kinds of literacy, the democratic 
role of LAMs becomes more discernible.
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Learning at LAMs

A central underpinning of the educational role of LAMs is the Scandinavian take 
on the welfare state constructed to offer a robust public, subsidized, social infra-
structure to endorse and encourage social mobility. LAMs are important pieces 
of that infrastructure (Klinenberg 2018; Olsson Dahlquist 2019). By guarantee-
ing citizens access to well-curated collections, individuals are thought to benefit 
and learn from the stockpiles of this collective.

Traditionally, staff expertise has been a guarantee for the building and 
 developing of collections to ensure that important material is preserved and 
curated for the future. The key expertise in this respect includes organizing 
collections and facilitating the retrieval of material. The different collection man-
agement and development techniques have in parallel established  professional 
experts as key mediators between the material and the end-users (Trant 2009).

In addition to collection development, introducing people to the intended 
use of the institutions and their collections is part of what LAM professionals do. 
These activities include an aspect of learning, albeit not always explicit.  Strategies 
for teaching users about accessing collections are therefore central to the insti-
tutions, even though not always framed as teaching. In archives and libraries, 
staff members typically instruct users about the access to resources: Search for a 
book in a library, or a record in an archive. Such instruction is offered, verbally 
or in writing, at the physical institution or on their website. In museums, on the 
other hand, activities usually explain the content of the collections. Exhibitions 
include texts that describe and contextualize what is displayed. Sometimes cat-
alogues are produced to complement an exhibition. Guided tours, with some 
of the items presented by guides to groups – scheduled tours open for everyone 
present as well as tours booked in advance for dedicated groups – are common,1 
often complemented by audio guides, i.e., prerecorded tours of the collection 
(compare Hooper-Greenhill 2004).

Thus, traditionally mediating activities at libraries and archives are different 
from those at museums, influencing whether and how the activities are con-
strued as instances of learning. Mediating activities concerning the content of the  
resources at museums can be easier to conceive as learning than the more indirect 
mediating activities at libraries and archives. While learning happening when 
users read books or records retrieved in collections is important for, and from a 
societal perspective in relation to, LAMs, the understanding of knowledge about 
accessing the institution and its collections is also in itself a key learning point: It 
adds the literacy aspect to the learning.

From the perspective of Fejes’ three forms of lifelong learning, the  predominant 
forms of learning in all three institutions have been informal and nonformal. 
Much of the use of public LAMs consists of people becoming informed by being 
there and taking part of their resources in their spare time. Something they all 
have in common however, is the fact that their mediating activities are increas-
ingly integrated with formal learning. Libraries within the educational sector 
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have always had a relation with formal learning institutions, but there are in-
dications that the connection is becoming emphasized. One example is found 
in the Swedish inquiry on school libraries (SOU 2021:3) that emphasizes the  
importance of staffed school libraries for students’ learning outcomes.

Examples of educational activities at LAMs

A usual activity in the first years at school is to visit a public library and to 
become acquainted with its collections, activities, and staff.2 Guided tours are 
often included as well as an invitation to receive a library card. In this way, 
all pupils receive information about what public libraries can offer: In a formal 
learning setting, they learn about how the institution can be used for nonformal 
or informal learning.

Bookstart is a method for encouraging literacy from a very early age, bearing 
in mind the importance of stimulating reading in children’s home environment. 
It was first developed by the reading charity BookTrust in England, now well- 
established and researched in many countries (Kulturrådet 2015, 32–34). In  
Denmark, Bogstart was run as a project between 2009 and 2016, whereas  
Bokstart in Norway and Sweden is ongoing.3 Bookstart is developed to support 
early literacy in families, in situations of informal learning. In collaboration 
between public libraries and child health centers, book gifts are provided to 
toddlers. The gifts are assumed to establish a contact between caretakers and 
libraries, ensuring that the families have access to the library’s resources.

Archives tend to be less known to the public even if steps have been taken 
to make them better known. In Sweden, initiatives have been made to develop 
material and activities for schools. Methods include thematic Archival bags (Arkiv-
väskor), bags filled with copies of archival records and other material to be used 
in workshops in schools, but also in geriatric care, meaning that the bags can be 
used both within formal and informal learning.4 Since 1998, the second Saturday 
in November has been Archives Day at Swedish archives on national, regional, 
and local levels. Nowadays, it is a yearly event in all Nordic countries. During 
Archives’ Day people are invited to familiarize themselves with archives and the 
informal learning that unfolds is described as important for democracy.5

Among the groups that use archives a lot, family historians are one of the most 
prominent. They use and share intensively the growing digital collections avail-
able at public LAMs, private organizations, and companies (Evans and de Groot 
2019). This kind of autodidactic learning related to family history can also take 
place in public libraries, which usually include a section on local history. Depend-
ing on whether the focus is on learning family history as such, or on one specific 
task, the autodidact can be characterized as a nonformal or informal learner.

In contrast to archives, museums have been developing specific programs to 
attract schools for a long time. Visits to museums have to some extent been seen 
by school classes as synonymous with a nice day out of school while the content of 
the visit has perhaps been less important. Much effort has been made to develop 
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relevant and complementary content that matches what is taught in the classroom, 
that is, to establish the learning as formal. The Danish Knowledge Centre for External 
Learning Environments (Skoletjenesten) has been highly influential in providing 
elaborate school programs at museums. It is a national knowledge center that 
works to encourage and support formal learning with different guides and pro-
grams that schools can use for learning outside its premises.6 A Swedish example is 
the Working Life Museums Co-operation Council (Arbetsam), which offers extensive 
information to schools about how to use working-life museums in their teaching. 
The material includes templates that anchor activities at museums to specific goals 
in the steering documents.7

Programs including both exhibitions and workshops where visitors continue 
to explore the themes and topics of the tour by drawing, painting, or playing 
are offered at many museums. One example is the Children’s wing (Børnehuset) 
at the Louisiana Museum in Denmark, which offers such creative workshops 
targeted at children.8 Children and their caretakers visiting the Children’s wing 
in their spare time would be an example of an instance of informal learning. But 
the Children’s wing also offers programs for school groups, which means that 
the same type of activity – perhaps with the same child – can also be framed as 
formal learning.

Novel ways of supporting learning at LAMs

The strong societal emphasis on learning apparent throughout Scandinavia together 
with the other societal changes described throughout this anthology affect the 
educational practices at LAMs. The ways in which LAMs respond to these changes 
do sometimes lead to developments that are at odds with their traditions. We will 
now present in more detail three examples that are illustrative of how they are 
breaking new ground in various ways in how they engage in lifelong learning.

To engage users’ participation: Kolding Stadsarkiv

The city archives in Kolding, Denmark are unusual in their vision and  strategy 
for participation and learning. The theme for their 2019–2022 strategy is summed 
up in the hashtag #alleharenpladsihistorien (the hashtag translates to #everyone-
hasaplaceinhistory). This statement forms the basis of their current and future 
activities, from learning programs for schoolchildren to their interaction with 
what they call competent users. Many of these users have a family history interest, 
but some also have other more professional or theme-based interests, for example, 
bus or garden enthusiasts, and some have a more general, less defined historical 
interest. The city archives collaborate with the libraries and museums in Kolding 
in curating a space in the middle of the main library, a so-called “historic work-
shop,” where all citizens can come by and engage with their town’s history. It 
was understood that the library is more open and a more welcoming space for 
citizens than the traditionally hidden archives, where it is more challenging to 



Learning, literacy, and education in LAMs 151

welcome users who do not have a specific purpose for their visit.9 City archivist 
Lene Wul calls this space a hybrid-gathering place for the future, which, while 
being a great vision, also testifies to an experimental and agile approach, where 
informal learning is something that happens in the synergy between the institu-
tions and citizens.10

This experimental approach is also present in the way Kolding City Archive 
has carved a space for archives to provide formal learning programs in local 
schools. Together with other city archives in Copenhagen and Esbjerg they have 
recently received funding to continue, but also to develop and expand, the pro-
ject The archive in the open school – meeting history (Arkivet i den åbne skole – mødet 
med historien). The pilot project aims to anchor the use of historical sources in 
the classrooms by developing teachers’ competences. The archive has an exten-
sive catalogue of learning programs developed for children and young people. In 
their popular Democracy is mine (Demokratiet er mit) program, pupils in year 8 or 
9 receive an insight into the inner workings of local government, both histori-
cally through the use of preserved sources (e.g., the minutes from the technical 
committee in 1989) and through arguing for their own suggestions in front of 
current local government politicians at the town hall.11

Advancing (information) literacies in collaboration: The Norwegian 
School Library program

Some of the pedagogical efforts at LAMs aim directly to develop specific  
competences and literacies. As already mentioned, the literacy concept has been 
explicitly seized by libraries. One of the explicit tasks of public and academic 
libraries in all Scandinavian countries is the advancement of (media and) infor-
mation literacy (Hall 2010).

Although information literacy-oriented policy goals are broad, covering the 
public as a whole, much work on information literacy is related to formal learn-
ing, focused on educating students in higher education, and to a considerable 
extent on improving librarians’ informational and digital competences. The  
Norwegian School Library program (2009–2013) explicitly aimed to advance 
information literacy in and through school libraries and public library collab-
orations. The program is characterizable as formal learning but is innovative 
in several ways: By combining reading promotion – connected to literacy in 
general  – and information literacy; by targeting pupils in primary and lower 
secondary schools; and by appointing school and public libraries a joint mission 
to work with (information) literacy in this broad manner. Although the program 
was criticized for not achieving its ambitious national goals (Carlsten and Sjaastad 
2014), the 210 development projects in 173 schools and 105 municipalities across 
the country reported positive outcomes (Carlsten and Sjaastad 2014; Ingvaldsen 
2014). The program consisted of a large number of specific projects related to 
reading promotion and information literacy by, for example, developing means 
to increase the enjoyment of reading by using picture books, and by integrating 
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local libraries as resources in school work, explicitly to develop pupils’ infor-
mation literacy and learning strategies (Ingvaldsen 2012). A key challenge, as 
with many similar initiatives, was that at the start of the project, teachers saw 
just a limited pedagogical potential in working with libraries (Ingvaldsen 2017). 
Moreover, librarians often felt that they had inadequate pedagogical competence 
(e.g., Khatun, Virkus, and Rahman 2015). Therefore, a focal point in the pro-
gram was to engage librarians, teachers, and school management in collaborative 
work (Ingvaldsen 2017).

To be and stay relevant in the local community: Sörmlands Museum

In 2018, the new regional museum for the county of Sörmland in Sweden was 
inaugurated. The vision of the museum is presented on its web page as “to 
broaden views and arouse commitment.” It offers activities that “will contribute 
to people influencing society and their life situation.”12 An important element 
of the museum is the Storytelling storehouse (Berättande magasin). In contrast to 
how museums are traditionally conceived, a storehouse is at the center of the 
building. Visitors may enter, dressed in white protective robes, at specific times 
accompanied by museum staff. At other times, visitors look into the storehouse 
through its glass walls. The location of the storehouse invites users to actively 
engage with the artifacts, described as “belonging to everyone.” The museum is 
acting to lower the threshold for users to engage with it and its collections. The 
Storytelling storehouse is open for both regular visitors and school classes. By invit-
ing people to engage with the material held by the museum, the museum is not 
framing itself as the guardian of the collection. Instead, the museum is presenting 
itself as a guardian of the county in which everyone is included. One example is 
the permanent outdoor exhibition The history in Sörmland (Historien i Sörmland) 
dispersed over 13 locations across the county.13 The museum in its design and 
activities has therefore established itself as an active agent and empowers social 
change in the local community by inviting old and new users to actively partici-
pate in the activities of formal, informal, and nonformal learning to discover and 
explore stories about Sörmland, past and present.14

The increasing emphasis on LAMs as spaces for lifelong learning

The importance of successful lifelong learning exemplified by the previous three 
examples is emphasized in many international LAM initiatives (ACRL 2000; 
ALA 1989; IFLA 2005; Wilson et al. 2011). These initiatives emphasize the 
importance of citizens’ attitudes that motivate them to develop skills and knowl-
edge as the demands for expertise evolve and change.

James Elmborg builds a powerful argument about the development of  education 
in the USA during the twentieth century. Drawing on a discussion between 
two prominent voices within education, John Dewey and David Snedden, two 
 rationales for education and lifelong learning are identified: “The stakes involved 
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boiled down to two arguments for progress and what to do with the increasingly 
urban citizens: Educate them to be free and autonomous thinkers, or educate 
them to be skilled employees” (Elmborg 2016, 544). A similar development can 
be identified in Scandinavia, where the idea of learning as a means to develop 
oneself and for personal empowerment is inherent to the concept of popular  
education (folkbildning) (Fejes 2017; Olsson Dahlquist 2019).

An understanding of lifelong learning as empowering stands in stark contrast 
to the contemporary paralleling of learning and employability and economic 
growth. This tension implies consequences for universities, including libraries 
and the education of future librarians, which can be said to be shaped by an  
entrepreneurial spirit (Hansson 2019).

This shift of focus signals a parallel shift from anchoring lifelong learning in 
informal versus formal educational sectors, which operate with different ration-
ales (Fejes 2017). The three forms of lifelong learning – formal, nonformal, and 
informal – are useful for understanding activities at LAMs that include learning, 
and how they are related to dissimilar rationales and as a consequence differ in the 
role that the institutions are given in society. While LAMs traditionally have been 
places for informal or nonformal learning – and in Scandinavia they continue to 
have that role – they are also increasingly integrated into formal learning.

While two rationales may therefore be said to cross or at least be juxta-
posed within LAMs, the increasing contextualization of LAMs within formal 
learning, as we have seen in the previous examples, does not necessarily mean 
that they exclusively become part of the economic rationale. The integration 
of activities or services from LAMs within the formal educational sector can 
instead be considered to be advantageous in helping them to open up to new 
and explorative ways of learning. Hereby they may become places for supporting 
their users’ empowerment by offering them new opportunities to, for example, 
develop their literacies without losing their role as sites of informal and nonfor-
mal learning.

Conclusion

Activities involving learning and teaching are an important part of what is done 
at LAMs and how their missions are outlined. Not only the institutions that  
formally belong to the educational sector, but every LAM may fruitfully be 
understood as part of society’s infrastructure for knowledge and learning. Given 
the magnitude that learning has in the contemporary societal discourse, perspec-
tives of learning and literacies bleed into the LAMs from the formal educational 
sector and tint them: The learning imperative impacts society as a whole.

The critical importance of learning has been further accentuated by recent  
developments, including the rise of populist right-wing parties and criticism of 
the democratic institutions that have contributed to a decline of democracy glob-
ally (Boese et al. 2022). Democracies formerly described as stable have taken 
steps in reducing the political rights and civil liberties of their people, with some 
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leaders using the COVID-19 pandemic as an excuse to consolidate their power 
(Boese et al. 2022). The neologism “fake news,” coined as a criticism of the 
free press, is but one example of how fundamental democratic institutions are 
currently under attack. These developments have also affected Scandinavian 
countries even if they are still rated, for good reason, as well-functioning liberal 
democracies with free elections, a free press, and an independent judicial sys-
tem.15 Measures to support people’s ability to develop free opinions are therefore 
vital to support democracy. Knowledge not only about individual resources but 
also about the systems they are included in and the ways they are made public are 
stepping stones for learning about society as a whole.

We argue that LAMs already offer situations and sites for such learning to 
 happen. LAMs are viewed as institutions in which knowledge about society is 
held in trust. For LAMs, it is vital to be able to understand both the role of the 
institution in society and the role of the trained LAM professionals. As their 
funders have a growing interest in bestowing on LAMs a mission to work with 
pedagogy, the expectations of their staff being knowledgeable in learning and 
teaching are increasing. In parallel, understanding the different forms of learn-
ing that may take place in, and be supported by, LAMs is similarly of utmost 
importance for LAM professionals. By offering a broad palette of educational 
activities, and framing the institutions themselves as sites for informal, nonfor-
mal, and formal learning alike – including discerning and discussing the diverse 
values underpinning the imperative of lifelong learning – LAM professionals can 
articulate the everyday educational activities at LAMs to align with the societal 
role the institutions have. Furthermore, we want to suggest that LAMs should 
continue to develop such activities and to frame themselves as sites for learning. 
To this end, establishing literacies, including their different narrower institution- 
specific forms, as a guiding concept of relevance for all LAMs provides a solid 
foundation for framing and communicating their social role as sites and facilita-
tors of learning and education alike.

Notes

 1 https://www.smk.dk/en/article/smk-art-guide/
 2 https://deichman.no/vi-tilbyr/skoletjenesten_57e737c7-c943-4dd2-9972-4b86025d

67cc
 3 https://www.db.dk/artikel/projekt-bogstart-er-en-gevinst-de-små; Bokstart.no; Bok 

s tart.se
 4 https://www.skanearkiv.se/Skola-och-lärande/Programutbud
 5 https://www.arkivensdag.nu/the-archives-day/ 
 6 https://www.skoletjenesten.dk/om-skoletjenesten/organisation
 7 https://www.arbetsam.com/pedagogik/arbetslivsmuseer-som-klassrum/
 8 ht tps:// lou i s i ana.dk/event/aabne-vaerk steder-for-boern-10 -august-31- 

december-2021/
 9 https://mitstadsarkiv.kolding.dk/projekter/kompetenceudvikling-i-arkivet/ 
 10 Correspondence with Lene Wul.

https://www.smk.dk
https://deichman.no
https://www.db.dk
http://Bokstart.no
https://www.skanearkiv.se
https://www.arkivensdag.nu
https://www.skoletjenesten.dk
https://www.arbetsam.com
https://louisiana.dk
https://louisiana.dk
https://mitstadsarkiv.kolding.dk
https://deichman.no
https://www.db.dk
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 11 https://skoletjenesten.dk/tilbud/demokratiet-er-mit-ordet-er-frit
 12 https://www.sormlandsmuseum.se/om-oss/vision-och-kannetecken/ (our translation).
 13 https://www.sormlandsmuseum.se/utstallningar/historien-i-sormland/
 14 https://www.sormlandsmuseum.se/om-oss/nya-huset/berattande-samlingar/
 15 www.freedomhouse.org
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Introduction

The entire cultural field is witnessing a participatory or “participative turn” 
(Bonet and Négrier 2018). Participation has been one of the most prominent 
buzzwords among cultural institutions for more than a decade and a central  
concept in strategies and policymaking. This chapter examines the concept of 
participation in the context of libraries, archives, and museums (LAMs) and  
provides an overview of the most notable forms of participation, including 
crowdsourcing, co-creation, and the facilitation of shared experiences of culture 
and art. In addition, it outlines major opportunities and challenges related to 
participation, how participation can be understood within the cultural sector, 
and what implications it has for the LAM field.

Concepts of participation

Participation is a slippery concept. It is attached to an assortment of values often 
relating to mutual engagement and is characterized by a miscellany of practices 
ranging from crowdsourcing to co-design and co-creation. As a phenomenon, it 
is not specific to LAMs or the cultural field, but it can be traced through the fabric 
of the entire society. There is no clear consensus on the origins of the “partici-
patory turn”; however, the idea can be traced back both to the emerging policy 
discourse on increased civil society participation during the second half of the 
1900s (Arnstein 1969; Saurugger 2010) and to the emergence of the contemporary 
idea of a democracy deficit in public life (Virolainen 2016). Of these, democracy 
and the importance of involving the civil society as a whole, particularly young 
people, have been powerful drivers of participation in Scandinavia. In Sweden, 
the Agenda Cultural Heritage (Agenda kulturarv) project and its much-debated 

12
LAMS AND THE PARTICIPATORY TURN

Isto Huvila, Jamie Johnston, and Henriette Roued-Cunliffe

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003188834-15


LAMs and the participatory turn 159

final report from 2004 advocated radical participation and dethroning of cultural 
heritage expertise (Agenda kulturarv 2004). The Collaborative Cultural Model 
(Kultursamverkansmodell) from 2011 further promoted participation, albeit in 
somewhat less radical terms. A more recent driver of participation has been the 
increasing fragmentation of mainstream societies, which has been partly catalyzed 
by, and has partly coincided with, the digital revolution (Deuze 2006). However, 
the digital revolution has also provided an apparent imaginary and a plethora of 
means to promote and realize many of the participatory ideals through online 
communities and participation. In the contemporary context, participation is con-
strued as a norm that defines culture, such as in Jenkins’ (2019) influential framing 
of the notion of “participatory culture,” Saurugger’s (2010) writing on democ-
racy, Roued-Cunliffe and Copeland’s discussion of heritage (2017) and, not least,  
Andresen, Huvila, and Stokstad’s (2020) reflections on the rapport between LAMs 
and their stakeholders.

Unsurprisingly, participation has evaded a concise definition. Popular 
 models also cited in LAM contexts include Arnstein’s (1969) classic “Ladder of 
 Citizen Participation” and Carpentier’s (2016) more recent distinction of a soci-
ological approach that acknowledges taking part as a form of participation and a 
political approach that entails equalization of power inequalities among partici-
pants. LAM-specific participatory concepts also exist, including the participatory  
museum from Simon’s (2010) popular manifesto and guide book of the same name, 
Lankes and colleagues’ concepts of the participatory library and librarianship 
(Lankes, Silverstein, and Nicholson 2007) and participatory systems (Lankes 2016), 
Library 2.0 (Holmberg et al. 2009), participatory archives (Benoit III and Eveleigh 
2019; Huvila 2008), participatory appraisal (Shilton and Srinivasan 2008), and par-
ticipatory heritage (Roued-Cunliffe and Copeland 2017), which have all made their 
appearance as participatory (re)interpretations and (re)imaginations of LAMs and 
LAM practices. As Benoit III and Eveleigh (2019) observe, participation and how 
it is conceived is pushed forward by, and realized through, specific practices such as 
crowdsourcing, co-design, and co-creation as well as being driven by values such as 
equality, empowerment, democracy, and inclusion. This also applies to the different 
participatory concepts. Unquestionably, one of the key reasons for the “eclecticity” 
of both the participatory discourse and practice is that the specific types of participa-
tion or imagined outcomes are seldom explicitly defined and incorporate elements 
of different, sometimes contradictory, means and ends (Huvila 2015). Amidst the 
diversity of views and practices, as it appears both close to impossible and meaning-
less to try to provide a blanket definition, a common feature of the different takes 
on participation is that they revolve around the question of power sharing either 
as its fundament or an unruly beast that is as inescapable as it is difficult to handle.

Types of participation

Participation in the LAM context comes in many forms. According to Huvila’s 
(2015, 2020) analysis, it is possible to distinguish participation that is underpinned 
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by the needs and demands of the general public or specific audiences, profession-
als and their work, LAM business models and day-to-day operations, as well as 
participation itself as an intrinsically valuable process. Furthermore, participation 
can involve multiple stakeholder groups and multiple types of LAMs, it can be 
primarily digital or nondigital, and it can be focused on the LAM or on external 
actors. Typical approaches to enact participation include crowdsourcing (Bonac-
chi et al. 2019), co-design and co-creation (Kapuire, Winschiers-Theophilus, 
and Blake 2015), and user-driven innovation (Hvenegaard Rasmussen 2016). In 
a library context, Hvenegaard Rasmussen (2016) offers a typology for participa-
tion that includes the following forms of participation: volunteering as a form of 
community participation; interactive displays as a form of user-to-user mediation; 
workshops for collaborative making, learning, and exploring (e.g., makerspaces); 
co-creation for engaging library users as co-creators to produce content for the  
library; user-driven innovation for developing the library and its services with  
library users; and book clubs for coauthoring the meaning of art. Independently 
of the approach, the intensity and extent of participation varies from short-lived 
casual involvement to radical and profound redistribution of responsibilities and 
power, which is a notion that can be equally difficult to unfold as that of partic-
ipation. Power, which generally concerns liabilities and authority to decide, is a 
relational concept and its redistribution can imply the reallocation of the man-
date and opportunities to resist and refuse participation (Prasse-Freeman 2022). 
Thus, determining who the intended and expected beneficiary is in participatory 
endeavors is a crucial question that must be answered as it will influence the  
nature and manner of power (re)distribution.

Participation types can be categorized according to the following model 
(Figure 12.1). Types of participation are characterized by varying degrees of 
power sharing between participating communities and by the LAMs and/or the 
communities benefiting directly or by proxy from the development of LAM 
collections and services. The model serves as a starting point for discussing  
participation in LAM contexts and should not be seen as a completely novel 
perspective on how different types of participation can be categorized. It has 
intentional and clear affinities to earlier models, including general models (incl. 
Arnstein 1969; Carpentier 2016) and LAM-specific models as well as enumera-
tions of different dimensions and characteristics of participatory practices (e.g., 
Huvila 2015; Hvenegaard Rasmussen 2016; Jansson 2020). To exemplify catego-
ries in the model, four types of participatory engagement are further discussed 
using four examples from Scandinavian LAM institutions placed along the axes 
of the model (crowdsourcing, co-curated exhibitions, special-interest activities 
and co-creation, and user-driven innovation).

Co-curated exhibitions

A co-curated exhibition refers to an exhibition developed in collaboration 
between LAM professionals and community members. As a participatory 
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activity, it focuses on broader communities benefiting from LAMs and involves a 
 comparatively high degree of power sharing. Game museums and gaming heritage 
exhibition and preservation initiatives have been at the forefront of  collaborating 
with players and game developers. Initiatives in the Scandinavian context include 
those at the National Swedish Museum of Science and  Technology and the 
 Finnish Museum of Games. These initiatives also demonstrate the importance 
of incorporating cross archive-museum perspectives in the initiatives. According 
to Prax and colleagues (2019), the success of such engagements often remains 
 accidental without purposeful sharing of curatorial power, dialogue, and open-
ness concerning each other’s priorities and boundary conditions, reinterpretation 
and revising of policies, and the inclusion of all relevant actors, such as rogue 
archivists and archives, players, game makers, and the industry.

Crowdsourcing

Crowdsourcing refers to activities aimed at aggregating community input and is 
a more structured type of participation. The focus is often on benefiting broader 
communities, whereas power sharing is often limited. The Copenhagen City 
Archives in Denmark have been conducting crowdsourcing projects since 2010 

FIGURE 12.1  Types of participation based on degree of power sharing and direct or 
indirect benefits to communities.
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with the aim of encouraging extensive and widespread use of their collections. The 
tools and platforms built for transcribing files from their collections to make them 
available online may seem to primarily benefit the archive; however, the collec-
tions that have been transcribed are also of great value to a vast number of family 
historians and academic historical researchers. The many volunteers who transcribe 
the files are driven by a personal genealogical interest, which attests to the value of 
the transcripts in the respective communities. Van Zeeland and Gronemann (2019) 
note the importance of allowing room for social interaction and strengthening the 
relations between volunteers and archival staff. A sense of responsibility and influ-
ence seems to be especially important and the most important motivating factor 
for the highly productive superusers. The archive gradually found that entrenching 
these crowdsourcing activities to become a part of the core mission was vital. This 
required an agile approach to both the technical and volunteer management, which 
was anchored with a broader and more varied team of staff members.

Co-creation

Co-creation is typically aimed at benefiting a specific community and usually 
involves a fairly high degree of power sharing and participation. A powerful 
example of co-creation was the project TID STED ROM at the Preus Museum, 
Norway’s national photo museum, which worked to include inmates’ experi-
ences into the museum’s collection. The project was part of the overarching aim 
of the museum and other museums in the region to include marginalized groups 
into museum collections in ways that ensured self-representation and ongoing 
community engagement. Project leaders held week-long, interactive workshops 
with inmates at multiple penal institutions during which they explored pho-
tography as a medium of communication and the conceptual framework of the 
project as well as engaging in the dynamic and reflective process of creating the 
material for the collection. The resulting collection was then shared with the 
broader community in various places of public gathering, such as town squares 
and libraries, and was also published in books (Preus Museum 2018).

User-driven innovation

User-driven innovation may appear similar to co-creation in that often it focuses 
on a specific community and involves a lot of power sharing. However, the 
focus of user-driven innovation is on developing the library and its services in 
collaboration with library users rather than involving specific communities to 
produce content for the library, as is done in co-creative projects. An example 
of user-driven innovation is Oslo’s Biblo Tøyen youth-only library for young 
people between the ages of 10 and 15 in Norway. A reference group of local chil-
dren participated in the planning process prior to the library’s opening in March 
2016. The staff also involved a class at a local school to develop a classification 
system for organizing the collection. The young people’s highly unconventional 
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subject groupings are used in the library, and library users are able to place library 
materials under the subject groupings they believe fit best. A group of young pro-
grammers created their own lending and library card system with UHF RFID, 
a form of wireless communication that uses radio waves to identify and track 
objects. The library space was also designed to allow the young people to adapt 
the physical space according to their needs. In addition to positive feedback from 
its users, the success of Biblo Tøyen was acknowledged in Time magazine, where 
it was listed as one of the world’s coolest places for children (Singer 2019).

Special-interest activities

Special-interest activities refer to a broad variety of participatory engagements 
focused on, and often led by, specific communities where LAMs engage as partic-
ipants or facilitators rather than initiators or decision-makers. In the Scandinavian 
context, large communities in this category are amateur historians, book clubs 
and circles, and genealogists; however, there are many other examples of compa-
rable groups and communities (Lepik and Pruulmann-Vengerfeldt 2014; Roued- 
Cunliffe 2017). More recently, practices qualifying as special-interest activities 
have increased noticeably in the digital sphere due to the proliferation of online 
history, culture, and reading groups.

The rapid evolution of the types of participation makes it difficult to suggest a 
definite categorization. Instead, a faceted approach of asking a series of questions 
can help to distinguish various types and styles of participation from each other, 
such as: Who is at the center of participation? Is the community participating in an 
activity organized by a LAM or is the LAM a participant in a community activity? 
Is it the LAM or the community who has the power to decide who or what benefits 
from participation? What is the aim of the activity and desired outcomes, and what 
is at stake for different participants?

Opportunities for, and demands of, participation

LAMs’ participatory practices are driven by many factors. Participation can increase 
LAMs’ popularity and vitalize their relations with their users and other stake-
holders (Andresen, Huvila, and Stokstad 2020). It can also provide LAMs with 
access to otherwise unattainable material, improve the quality of collections and 
their documentation ( Jansson 2018), and expand public engagement (Bonacchi 
et al. 2019) as well as activities and offerings, such as with gaming heritage (Prax 
et  al. 2019). Through participatory practices, LAMs can become more relevant 
for their users and potential users, increase their equity and fairness, and incorpo-
rate a broader diversity of perspectives. Participation can function as a source of 
empowerment for the public and help LAMs to fulfill their social mission and role 
as arenas for public discourse (Audunson, Hobohm, and Tóth 2019). Participatory 
practices facilitate LAMs’ ability to give voice to previously marginalized commu-
nities, including indigenous people like the Sámi people in Scandinavia (Eidheim, 
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Bjørklund, and Brantenberg 2012), gender and cultural minorities (Roued- 
Cunliffe 2017), and immigrant groups (van der Ploeg 2020). Participation is gen-
erally perceived as a pivotal way to upkeep the sustainability, longevity, and social 
relevance of the institutions. Contrasting with, and running parallel to, LAMs’ 
public- spirited motivations, participatory practices can also seem like an opportu-
nity for LAMs struggling financially to obtain cheap labor, or like a useful mar-
keting gig, or like a new term for “use” or “visit” (Huvila 2015, 2020). Both 
perspectives and the breadth of the conceived benefits underline participation as an 
imperative in the contemporary “participatory” cultural landscape. Thus, in addi-
tion to the direct benefits of being participative, it has become equally important for 
LAMs to act according to the prevailing cultural imperative of being participatory.

Challenges to successful participatory practices

Contrary to the far-reaching benefits envisioned, participatory practices do not 
always fulfill their great expectations. Different perspectives of participation and 
the future of LAMs can contradict each other and be difficult to realize in prac-
tice (Huvila 2016). LAMs are not always the principal actors in participatory 
constellations. They might be a resource for others or a participant in a collabo-
ration. An example of this is LAM collaborations with Wikipedia (Proffitt 2018; 
cf. Cook 2019). In such cases, realizing institutional goals of participation can 
be difficult even if the participation of LAMs would be of great value for the 
community. Participatory practices and their outcomes can also be demanding 
to integrate in and align with the professional work at LAMs ( Jansson 2018); 
therefore, they are not always attempted. Participatory activities are generally 
 perceived as the responsibility of individual departments within larger institutions 
or are written in the implicit and explicit job descriptions of only a part of the 
staff, which is seen in the Copenhagen City Archives example discussed above. 
Participation is also frequently pigeonholed in projects rather than made a part of 
the daily institutional routine (e.g., see: Holdgaard and Klastrup 2014; Ledinek 
Lozej 2019; Lucky 2017). Short projects are not necessarily what participants 
want. From their perspective, learning to know each other during a long-term 
partnership could be much more attractive (e.g., as in Kapuire, Winschiers- 
Theophilus, and Blake 2015). As a result, participation does not always unfold as 
radical (Flinn, Stevens, and Shepherd 2009; Huvila 2008) and it does not lead to 
as substantial outcomes (Prax et al. 2019) as potentially envisioned. Even in cases 
when the assumed participatory approach seeks to share power and reach out to 
new communities, participatory practices do not necessarily lead to an increased 
democratization if participants end up representing the same demography as ear-
lier users (Bonacchi et al. 2019).

There is also a peculiar tension between participation and the  contemporary 
Scandinavian cultural policy. The social relevance- rather than specific outputs- 
oriented participatory movement has been for a good reason described as a per-
fect match with New Public Governance and the New Public Management  
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ideology as a whole (Kann-Rasmussen and Hvenegaard Rasmussen 2021). In 
practice, however, the eclecticity of participatory practices and the diversity of 
ways in which social relevance and quality can be understood easily lead to a lack 
of consensus on whether participation contributes to them and if investing in 
participation is money well spent (Kann-Rasmussen and Hvenegaard Rasmussen 
2021). Accordingly, even if the relevance of participatory engagements is difficult 
to argue against, securing funding for facilitating participation can turn out to be 
difficult in the absence of a consensus on its desirable outcomes.

Moreover, as all LAMs are “participatory” to some extent in their work directed 
toward, and in collaboration with, their stakeholders, at least in the sociological 
sense of Carpentier (2016), it can be difficult to weigh the immediate benefits of 
moving toward more radical and in-depth forms of participation (cf. Prax et al. 
2019). In particular, when participation becomes an external cultural imperative, 
it can be difficult to balance between different forms and directions of engage-
ment and involvement. LAM professionals’ worry of losing their jobs and becoming 
 redundant if work tasks are passed on from paid staff to volunteers is not utterly 
far-fetched, even if there are indications that it is not necessarily the professionals’ 
principal concern (Andresen, Huvila, and Stokstad 2020).

Developing participatory practices

The literature offers a lot of advice on how to facilitate participation in the LAM 
context, but, like the concept, successful participation is slippery and difficult to 
attain. Only a minority of LAMs have embraced and successfully implemented 
the contemporary participatory ideals in practice, albeit there is a growing num-
ber of frequently cited success stories (Andresen, Huvila, and Stokstad 2020). 
The critical success factors tend to be specific to particular modes and configura-
tions of participation, and, even if some generic frameworks have been proposed 
(e.g., as in La Barre and Richardson 2021; Sabharwal 2021), no specific recipe for 
how to make participatory projects successful exists.

From the already-rather-extensive literature on LAM participation, it is  
possible to determine a few pivotal questions that can be relevant to ask when 
planning participatory engagements. The following are some of the most critical 
ones (illustrated on the two axes of Figure 12.1):

• Who is envisioned to participate, who is expected and intended to benefit, 
and what is the intended degree of intensity of the participation?

• Who gets to decide the aims, forms, parameters, desired and actual outcomes, 
and the overall degree of power sharing between participating communities 
and LAMs?

None of the answers need to be discrete in a sense that there is only one 
party benefiting or that multiple parties could not participate at different and 
mixed levels of intensity (e.g., compare for the gradient of intensities of peer 
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production in Haythornthwaite 2009). There tends to be common challenges in  
participatory projects. These challenges can include:

• Fostering real reciprocal dialogue
• Developing a joint understanding of authority and decision-making procedures 

(e.g., if LAM professionals or community members drive the collaboration)
• Determining beneficiaries (e.g., if the collaboration aims to develop LAM 

collections or support community members’ goals)
• Negotiating intensity (e.g., how much time and effort different parties are 

expected to invest in the collaboration)
• Establishing who is supposed to participate in what roles (e.g., community 

members as amateur historians and librarians as information specialists)

Participation changes when participants are closer to the core of a community 
rather than when they are on the periphery as discussed in Chapter 14 relating 
to communities.

Asking questions can help to elicit an understanding of the diversity of  participants 
and possible forms of participation. Carpentier (2016) and Smith and Iversen (2014) 
emphasize the importance of continuous processes of mutual interaction and  
exchange. Flinn (2011) suggests, by quoting Harris (2011), that  participants need to 
be invited to a project as guests by the authority of a host – whoever the host would 
be and however nonhierarchical the participation would be.

Successful participation does not depend on the predetermination of power 
relations, beneficiaries, participants, and the intensity of participation itself but 
rather on multiple contextual and situational factors of the field and related  
activities; as Carpentier (2016) reminds us, it is contingent on the actors as 
subjects and objects of participatory engagements. Resources – data in digital 
 participation – need to be available openly enough (Roued-Cunliffe 2020), 
functioning infrastructures must be in place to build upon (Huvila 2012), and 
the needs and wants of all involved parties must align to make participation suc-
cessful (Huvila 2008). Bluntly, and perhaps unfortunately, enthusiasm may be 
useful but on its own it is not enough.

A question relevant to participants’ needs and wants is with whom and where 
to engage. Participatory activities are too often compartmentalized as separate 
engagements and not integrated as a part of the LAMs’ daily routines, and fre-
quently there is only a small number of dedicated staff members engaged in pub-
lic outreach activities (van Zeeland and Gronemann 2019). Rather than trying 
to recruit participants to a LAM, it can be more productive as a LAM to reach 
out as a participant to an external community (e.g., cf. Huvila and Uotila 2018). 
 Engaging too much with marginal interests and groups might alienate others, 
both those in the mainstream and other marginalized groups. Importantly, even 
if there is no reason to belittle the value of superficial forms of partaking as 
relevant for LAMs and their users, reaching out too broadly might reduce the 
intensity and attractiveness of participatory engagements.
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In general, there is a dire need for boundary practices and the use of boundary 
objects, or relevant shared “things,” that can help to align participants’ doings 
and facilitate collaboration (Star 1988; Star and Griesemer 1989). These practices 
and objects must make sense for all participants and be hospitable concerning 
their epistemic beliefs (Huvila 2015). As all participation is fundamentally about 
creating relationships, it is crucial to take seriously and address the tension of con-
trol and freedom and apprehension of different viewpoints without falling into 
epistemic relativism. Key to the process is that LAMs do not lose sight of their 
purpose and societal legitimacy as a part of the social infrastructure (Klinenberg 
2018) and, as Mars and Medak (2019) warn, completely subvert themselves to 
externally imposed imperatives (Huvila, 2020). However, they must also tread 
carefully so as not to assume a monopoly of perspectives that reduces participants 
to cheap labor, or, as Bowler et al. warn, frames their role as purely “decorative” 
(Bowler et al. 2021).

Similarly to how crucial it is to be clear with the foundational questions of 
power sharing and benefits of participation, a potentially useful way to approach 
the conundrums of participation is to break down the two broad critical questions 
specified at the beginning of this section to more reflective questions concerning 
the planned participatory engagement. A nonexhaustive list of such questions is 
summarized in Table 12.1 in the form of a participation matrix. The matrix takes 
into account both community and LAM perspectives, including:

• Who the participating bodies (e.g., genealogists and a specific LAM 
 organization) and individuals (e.g. a local genealogy association and two 
archivists employed at the LAM) are

• What motivates communities and LAMs to use participatory practices (e.g., 
getting help and attracting more visitors)

• Who decides (e.g., community decides on priorities, LAM on what is possible) 
and how success should be assessed (e.g., participation does not feel meaning-
ful for the community and for the LAM, there are too few participants)

• What infrastructures are needed (e.g., working space for community 
 members and enough staff )

• What outcomes are anticipated and wanted (e.g., better genealogical research 
and increased use of collections) versus unwanted outcomes (e.g., damaged 
archival documents, massive workload)

Conclusion

LAMs cannot exist without participation, yet participation can mean many  different 
things and take many different forms. The degree of power sharing between par-
ticipating communities and LAMs, who benefits and how, and what participa-
tion entails in practice determine the nature of participation and its outcomes and 
implications. Participation risks simply being a buzzword if its aims and how it is 
to be realized are not made explicit; participation easily becomes an empty concept. 
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Currently, participation could also, with some caution, be described as a paradigm. 
Even if participation in some sense has existed as long as LAMs, the idea of par-
ticipation has become, as Barney and colleagues (2016, vii) suggest, “both envi-
ronmental (a state of affairs) and normative (a binding principle of right action)” 
in contemporary society. As such, it is up to LAMs and participating communities 
together to make it meaningful and binding to positive action. In doing so, consid-
ering the questions outlined in this chapter, including who participates and reaps 
the benefits, what drives participation, and who gets to decide, is a crucial first step.
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Intensification of legitimation work in LAMs

Today, arts and culture organizations are faced with increased pressure to 
communicate the worth of their work to a broad public (Larsen 2016; Kann- 
Rasmussen 2019). This helps politicians prolong their support to publicly funded 
organizations, such as libraries, archives, and museums (LAMs), and it leads to 
an intensification of organizational legitimation work. While “organizational 
legitimacy refers to the degree of cultural support for an organization” (Meyer 
and Scott 1983, 201, cited from Scott 2014, 72), organizational legitimation 
work concerns the work done by various actors seeking to achieve and maintain 
organizational legitimacy. As legitimacy is never fixed once and for all, there is a  
constant need to engage in legitimation work on the part of the managers of 
publicly funded organizations in the culture sector. They need to perform legit-
imacy in the public sphere (Larsen 2016, 2017b, 2017a), and show that their 
organizations are open (Kann-Rasmussen 2016; Kann-Rasmussen and Tank 
2016; Anderson et al. 2017) and in search of collaborations (Kann-Rasmussen 
2019, 2016) with community actors. They need to be perceived as worthy of 
public support.

That libraries, archives, and museums need to be considered legitimate to 
receive public support is, of course, nothing new. However, due to technological 
changes related to digitalization, and societal changes related to increased literacy 
and mass education, these institutions are constantly rethinking their societal 
mission to stay relevant and be worthy of public support. Professionals whose 
main job market is in the LAM sector are also in need of active legitimation work 
on the part of their professional organizations, to secure a continued outflow of 
graduates and a steady job market for their employment.
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In addition to technological and social changes leading to an intensification 
of organizational legitimation work, these changes are also pushing for conver-
gence between libraries, archives, and museums (see Chapter 1, this volume). 
Taken together, these processes lead to LAMs facing similar challenges related to 
legitimacy and renewal of their societal missions.

Performances of legitimacy in the culture sector

In his theoretical model for organizational legitimation work of arts and media 
organizations, Larsen (2016) conceptualized the audiences for the  legitimation 
work of organizational actors to be threefold, consisting of content produc-
ers, funders, and community (see Table 13.1). His model was developed on the 
grounds of studies of opera houses, symphony orchestras, and public service 
broadcasters. The role of content producers is more obvious for these types of 
organizations than is the case with LAM organizations in general. However, 
the importance of external content producers will vary depending on the type 
of organization we are talking about – contemporary art museums, for exam-
ple, will rely on their standing in the art world as part of their legitimacy (e.g., 
 Solhjell and Øien 2012, Chapter 12) to a much larger degree, for example, than 
public archives will rely on their standing in the field of historians.

Kann-Rasmussen and Tank (2016) adapted Larsen’s model in a study of 
 libraries, where they refer to the content producers being both authors and  
librarians, in that dissemination of literature is a form of content production. 
As for the other audience groups of libraries’ legitimation work, the funders, 
and the community, these are as important for LAM organizations as for other 
organizations in the culture sector. Publicly funded LAM organizations in 
 Scandinavia receive part of their funding via the state, regional, or municipal 
budgets.  Although the funding of these organizations is quite stable once estab-
lished as part of public budgets, whether state, regional, or municipal, budget 
cuts do occur and may be easier to pass once the organizations are suffering from 
failures in their public performances of legitimacy. With regard to the commu-
nity as an audience for public performances of legitimacy, it is as important for 
LAM organizations as it is for performing arts organizations and public service 
broadcasters. As is the case for other publicly funded organizations in the culture 
sector, LAM organizations rely on social support from their communities as part 

TABLE 13.1 Audience for public performances of legitimacy

Content producers Funders Community

Type of support Artistic Economic Social
Societal sphere Art Market/State Civil society
Type of legitimacy Artistic credibility Financial stability Widespread approval

Larsen (2016, 10).
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of the process of being perceived as legitimate. As such, they ground much of 
their legitimacy in the civic world (Boltanski and Thévenot 2006), although they 
also need to relate to other common worlds (Boltanski and Thévenot 2006) in 
their ongoing legitimation work (Kann-Rasmussen 2016; Larsen 2016).

The LAMs in Scandinavia differ somewhat from LAMs in other parts of the 
world in terms of their comparatively heavy dependence on public support. 
 Nevertheless, the issues discussed in this chapter will be of relevance for under-
standing LAMs in most liberal democracies, as a large part of the legitimacy of 
LAMs rests on them being perceived as trustworthy, open, and inclusive organ-
izations by the community that they serve, whether the financial support comes 
from private or public money (Larsen 2016).

In the remainder of this chapter, we will discuss a range of issues related to 
ongoing legitimation work in Scandinavian LAMs. We will investigate the role 
societal missions play in LAM organizations’ public performances of legitimacy, 
how worth is ascribed to LAM organizations, what role the professionals play 
in the legitimation of contemporary LAMs, and how notions of “the national” 
play into legitimation processes related to LAMs. Through this analysis we get to 
understand key aspects related to the legitimation work of twenty-first-century 
Scandinavian LAMs.

Societal missions and the legitimacy of LAMs

Since the turn of the millennium, publicly funded organizations in the culture 
and media sector have all defined and communicated what their societal missions 
are. In Norway, it is even suggested in official policy documents that culture 
organizations should use the notion of societal missions as part of their legitima-
tion work (NOU 2013:4, 298–303).

The museum sector was the first part of the Norwegian culture sector where 
the concept of societal missions was employed in policy discussions (NOU 
2013:4, 300). Other parts of the culture sector followed suit. An increased fo-
cus on societal missions does not mean that publicly funded cultural organiza-
tions in earlier times operated without such missions (e.g., Audunson 2005a). 
However, it does mean that societal missions during the twenty-first century 
have become important tools in organizational legitimation work for librar-
ies, archives, and museums, as well as other organizations in the culture sec-
tor (Remlov 2012; Larsen 2014). Such missions are typically communicated 
in organizational documents like annual reports and strategy documents but 
may also be employed by managers performing legitimacy in mediated public 
spheres (e.g., see Larsen 2014).

Societal missions have become a useful concept, both for the organizations 
themselves and their funding bodies. Such a concept is meant to summarize 
the mission and worth of the organizations vis-à-vis funders and citizens, and 
effectively communicate the legitimacy of individual organizations to vari-
ous audience groups. Being deeply rooted in values stemming from the Age of 
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Enlightenment and playing parts in nation-building processes and democratic 
practices (see Chapter 1, this volume), LAMs have, of course, served commu-
nities prior to the twenty-first century. But, as the pressure to perform legiti-
macy increases with technological and social changes, explicating one’s societal 
missions has become a dominant way of proving one’s contribution to society 
(Kann-Rasmussen 2016).

The societal mission of a particular cultural institution can also be 
 institutionalized through law, which in the Nordic countries has been quite 
successful. The societal mission of public libraries is institutionalized through 
law in Denmark, Finland, and Norway, while this has been achieved for all 
libraries in Iceland and Sweden (Audunson et al. 2020b, 4; Rydbeck and 
Johnston 2020, 26–27). The societal mission of archives is institutionalized 
through law in Denmark, Finland,1 Iceland, Norway, and Sweden (Rydbeck 
and Johnston 2020, 37–38), and the societal missions of museums have been 
institutionalized through law in Denmark, Iceland, and Sweden (Rydbeck 
and Johnston 2020, 31–32).

These laws have been subject to change over time. In Sweden, the second 
Library Act, which has been in force since 2014, differs from the first Library 
Act, among other things, in specifying a democratic mission in its preamble 
(SFS 2013:801, §2). In the second version of the Act, the societal mission is 
more explicitly expressed, with an emphasis on the institutions’ fundamental 
role in democratic society. Furthermore, this democratic mission is prominently 
 included in steering documents. Contemporary LAMs are governed through an 
increasing number of steering documents, which reflects the significant impact 
of New Public Management (NPM) on all segments of the public sector (Bus-
chman 2003; Harvey 2005; Kann-Christensen and Andersen 2009; Greene and 
McMenemy 2012; Goulding 2013).

Such documents exist on different levels of governance and have varying 
weight. The Swedish Library Act stipulates library plans on both regional and 
municipal levels (SFS 2013:801, §17), and there is a national requirement that 
public libraries governed at a municipal level develop library plans that take 
into account both regional and national steering documents. Extensive work 
is therefore required to produce such documents. Nevertheless, this activity is 
highly valued, especially in times of political turbulence in municipalities, as 
the libraries find support for their legitimation work in steering documents. 
The Library Act, and in particular its democratic mission, is highlighted by 
library staff and civil servants as significant arguments at times when library 
activities and priorities are questioned (Rivano Eckerdal and Carlsson 2018). 
Such debates are often related to the contemporary focus on the importance 
of the national.

In March 2019, a Swedish government-commissioned group proposed a 
 national library strategy in response to several contemporary challenges in the 
library sector (Fichtelius, Persson, and Enarson 2019).2 The strategy included 
one aspect of the societal mission that attracted specific attention, namely 
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the library sector having a crucial role in efforts related to national defense, 
both military and civil. It particularly emphasized that libraries are places that 
ensure that correct information is available to everyone. With this suggested 
new task, the decision of a number of municipalities to close their libraries 
during the coronavirus pandemic became especially problematic (Biblioteks-
bladet 2020; Dahlin 2021). The proposed strategy has not yet been formalized 
through political processes, and the question has been raised as to whether it 
ever will be.

In Danish LAM legislation, the term “societal mission” is not explicitly 
 employed, and there have as yet not been any public discussions concerning new 
societal roles for LAMs. As Rydbeck and Johnston (2020) state, Danish LAM leg-
islation emphasizes “informed citizenry” (27) and “interconnectedness” (33) and 
is as such only indirectly focused on societal issues. However, Kann-Rasmussen 
(2016) has shown that managers of cultural organizations in the Scandinavian 
countries all point to a need for LAM organizations to be “relevant for society” 
as part of their quest for legitimacy. The managers interviewed in 2016 focused 
on two forms of societal relevance: The first was related to education and “bil-
dung,” pointing to traditional tasks of providing access to, and mediating, art and 
cultural heritage, a form of societal mission that is present in today’s legislation. 
According to the managers, a second type of relevance could be achieved if 
LAMs sought to contribute to solving major issues in society related to climate 
change, health issues, or migration. However, Kann-Rasmussen also shows that 
the managers were unsure how to practically implement such forms of societal 
relevance.  Nevertheless, in 2021, societal issues were present in the “framework 
agreements” of major national LAMs in Denmark. Framework agreements are 
policy documents linking the mission, vision, and objectives of publicly funded 
national  cultural organizations. They are a certain type of contract between 
the organizations and the Ministry of Culture. These agreements state that, for 
 example, the Danish National Archives (Rigsarkivet) must secure the memory 
of Denmark in a manner that makes it valuable for society (Kulturministeriet 2019 
our emphasis), and that the Danish National Gallery (SMK) must be visible in  
Danish society and seek to improve creative and reflective abilities in Danish 
 society (Kulturministeriet 2018). In Sweden, the National Archive is entrusted 
by the government to support democracy through its activities. It is even stated 
in the document accompanying the budget allocation from the Ministry of  
Culture to the Archive for 2021 that the Archive in its programming is 
to play a part in the national celebration of 100 years of women’s suffrage 
( Kulturdepartementet 2020).

As can be seen from the above description of societal missions, societal issues 
are now integrated into organizational strategy documents, cultural policies, and 
framework agreements, which indicates that simply leaning on a high number 
of users, high quality, or excellence does not suffice as a source for legitimacy. 
Today, LAMs must also continuously prove their relevance and worth for society 
to secure widespread legitimacy.
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LAMs and the concept of value

An ongoing trend in legitimating organizations in the culture sector is 
 emphasizing the value of culture, narrowly defined. Several researchers have 
related the growing interest in the value and impact of culture to a legitimacy 
crisis in the culture sector. Crossick and Kaszynska (2016) and Phiddian et al. 
(2017) view demands for quantitative user surveys, research interest in the value 
of culture, and an increased interest in these topics from national and local cul-
tural agencies as indicators of a legitimacy crisis. Others emphasize the lack of 
public discussion as a sign of declining legitimacy (Holden 2006; Hvenegaard 
Rasmussen 2018). A legitimacy crisis means that cultural organizations, such as 
LAMs, cannot maintain their legitimacy just by providing access to high-quality 
art and culture (Kann-Rasmussen 2019); they must do “something more,” which 
can be related to societal missions or manifested in legitimation work striving 
to render their societal value more visible. In the following, we will present 
two theoretical contributions stemming from cultural economics and studies of 
public value, both of which have relevance for legitimating the public value of 
LAMs.

The underlying basis for cultural economics is that the value of culture and 
cultural institutions cannot be expressed in monetary or market value alone. 
Consequently, an important term is “nonmarket value.” Market value is deter-
mined in the market and expressed as a price. Culture, along with most envi-
ronmental goods and services, is characterized by their nonmarket value. They 
are not traded in markets. However, studies have shown that people are willing 
to pay for these nonmarket values through their taxes – even cultural activities 
that they never use themselves (Bille, Grønholm, and Møgelgaard 2016). LAM 
institutions, their collections, and practices are primarily defined by nonmarket 
values, such as option value, existence value, prestige value, education value, and 
bequest value (Frey and Pommerehne 1989). Cultural economist David Throsby 
(2001) furthermore introduces cultural values such as aesthetic value, spiritual 
value, social value, historical value, symbolic value, and authentic value. In the 
LAM field, it is reasonable to claim that nonmarket values are considerably higher 
than market values. Even so, contemporary LAM organizations need to navigate 
between the two sets of values in their legitimation work.

John Holden (2006) developed an influential analysis of how value is 
 determined in different ways by different actors in the culture sector. He pin-
points three different types of values that cultural institutions represent. The first 
is the intrinsic value of art and culture. Here, value is created in the meeting 
between the user/consumer and the cultural artifact, e.g., in reading a book or 
contemplating a piece of art. Intrinsic value regards the individual and can be 
measured through personal accounts, qualitative assessments, and reviews. The 
second type of value in Holden’s framework is institutional value. Institutional 
value regards the organization. We know, especially through Scandinavian  
research into LAMs, that the presence and activities of public cultural institutions 
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create value for a community and for society because they create trust and cohe-
sion and function as public spheres (Audunson 2005b; Audunson et al. 2020a). 
According to Holden, institutional value is measured via feedback from users 
and audiences, but research on LAMs as places and public spheres shows that 
this value can also be measured through studies of the use and physical layout 
of particular LAM organizations. Institutional value is nevertheless difficult to 
measure. The same can be said for the third type of value, instrumental value, 
which regards society. This value is in focus when a cultural organization is 
used to achieve purposes outside of its artistic fields, e.g., for economic or social 
purposes. These types of values are measured in terms of output, outcome, and 
impact. But Holden, as well as a number of cultural policy researchers (Duelund 
2003; Belfiore 2004), demonstrates that it is difficult to show a causal connection 
between investments in cultural institutions and economic or social improve-
ments. Using an argument from welfare economics, Bille (2016) notes that using 
economic impact as a legitimating argument for investments in LAMs is flawed: 
Although some cultural activities have economic impact (e.g., in the form of job 
creation), it should not be used as an argument in itself, because all economic 
activity has an economic impact to varying degrees. Instead, if economic impact 
is to be used as an argument for cultural subsidies, the effects must be compared 
with the effects of alternative uses of the money. If the purpose was to create jobs, 
it would no doubt be better for the municipality to support something other than 
a library, an archive, or a museum.

The typologies of values can be regarded as languages that different actors 
can employ in their legitimation work. By looking into how these languages are 
 employed by legitimation actors, we will enhance our understanding of organ-
izational legitimation work in contemporary LAMs. As an illustration of how 
 notions of value influence legitimation work, we discuss below two recent reports 
on  Danish public libraries.

The first report, “The Economic Value of Public Libraries” ( Folkebibliotekernes 
samfundsøkonomiske værdi) ( Jervelund et al. 2015), was part of a project led by 
the Danish Library Association and supported by the Danish Agency for Culture 
in 2015. The authors of the report are under the impression that libraries too  often 
are measured only in outputs (such as lending figures). Instead, the authors of the 
report argue that libraries should emphasize their economic value. Through an 
analysis of citizens’ willingness to pay for libraries, they conclude that Danish 
libraries are worth DKK2.5 billion more than actual costs. Furthermore, the 
authors estimate that the “true” economic value of Danish public libraries is 
close to DKK2 billion of annual GDP. This economic value is primarily linked 
to a strengthening of children’s reading skills. Upon publication, the authors of 
the report received heavy criticism from researchers and cultural workers. The 
critique focused on how such legitimation work could be counterproductive, in 
that the report appeared to inflate all the positive effects of the libraries.

A more recent report, “The Significance of the Public Library for the Citizens 
of Denmark” (Folkebibliotekets betydning for borgerne i Danmark) (Seismonaut 
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and Bibliotekerne 2021), focuses on the intrinsic and institutional value of public 
libraries. The report takes departure in citizens’ first-hand, individual experience 
of the library, and criticizes the growing focus on the social impact of cultural 
 institutions. The report goes on to conclude that libraries create values across 
four dimensions: (1) by being a space for contemplation; (2) by providing per-
spectives on life; (3) by stimulating creativity; and (4) by stimulating commu-
nity and togetherness. The authors try to highlight the value of public libraries 
differently than through economic value. However, even this report might be 
criticized for its one-sided presentation of public libraries, along the same lines as 
the report using cultural economics.

This section has shown how emphasizing different types of values related to 
public libraries can be of benefit to library actors engaging in legitimation work. 
Values constitute a language to be employed in organizational legitimation work, 
but legitimation work is difficult, and it can result in unintended consequences if 
one does not strike the right balance when relating to the various audiences for 
the legitimation work. In the following sections, we will show how even profes-
sionals and “the national” are key elements in contemporary legitimation work.

The role of the professionals in legitimating LAMs

Over time, formal requirements for working at a library, an archive, or a museum 
have changed and evolved. The history of the professionals serving the three 
institutions differs in the timeline of changes and the emphasis on the require-
ments, as described in the first part of this book. However, a connection to 
science and university disciplines has always been important for the legitimacy 
of libraries, archives, and museums. Within the three institutions, a hierarchical 
division has often been drawn between curating and managing collections on the 
one hand, and serving the users on the other, with only the former requiring aca-
demic qualifications. The relevant academic training for working at LAMs has 
traditionally been offered in various academic disciplines such as history, archae-
ology, ethnology, art history, or literature. This landscape is changing due to 
the establishment of archival studies, library and information science (LIS), and 
museology as academic disciplines. Today, academic training is required for most 
LAM positions, even though there are differences between the library sector, 
the archival sector, and the museum sector when it comes to professionalization.

Recent developments related to school libraries in Sweden reveal these  
tensions: The Swedish Library Act (SFS 2013:801) has been criticized for not 
mentioning staff or their training, which has been problematized when seen in 
the light of the poor results of Swedish pupils in international school measures. 
As a consequence, the government launched an inquiry on school libraries with 
a view to investigating how school libraries could be strengthened to provide 
equal access to all pupils, and to have trained school librarians (Dir. 2019:91). 
The  inquiry proposed the School Act to state that all school libraries be staffed, 
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and that staff should, as far as possible, have a degree in LIS (SOU 2021:3, 29–30). 
This proposition was welcomed by the professional sector (Andersson et al. 2021), 
including universities offering degrees in LIS. The inquiry suggested a model of 
supplementary training in LIS (60 ECTS) targeted at schoolteachers, who would 
then be qualified for working as school librarians (SOU 2021:3, Chapter 5). The 
suggestion relates to an ongoing debate on, and criticism of, teachers staffing 
school libraries. The proposition has not yet made its way through the political 
system, leaving open the question of whether the legislators are convinced that 
the proposal is a viable and fruitful development.

The Swedish Library Association has been involved in several actions directed 
at putting the issue of staffed school libraries on the political agenda and seeking 
to change the legislation for school libraries. These initiatives include supporting 
and hosting the interest group the National School Library Group (Nationella 
Skolbiblioteksgruppen) and promoting 27 October as School Library Day in 
Sweden.3 In 2021, the day was celebrated by the two organizations at Linnaeus 
University, one of the Swedish universities with an LIS program. A short film 
targeting students to make them aware of the potentials in working as a school 
librarian was launched as well as the hashtag #skolbiblioteketsdag21.4 These are 
all examples of how the professional organizations engaged in legitimation work 
targeted politicians and future librarians to raise awareness of the importance of 
trained librarians staffing school libraries.

The national and contemporary LAMs

As mentioned on several occasions in this book, notions of the national have 
played an increasingly important role in legitimating contemporary LAMs. In 
Norway, the national has gained importance since the 1990s in cultural policies 
(St.meld. nr. 61 (1991–92)), and it has become a tool for local and national pol-
icymakers, as well as LAM managers, when legitimating the establishment of 
buildings for national culture organizations in the nation’s capital (Takle 2009, 
183–184, 2010, 765–767). Since the turn of the millennium, a range of new 
buildings for art and culture have been established along the waterfront of Oslo. 
It all started with the construction of the opera house, which opened to the pub-
lic in 2008. This was supposed to be, and became, a motor driving the city devel-
opment in the harbor areas of the city (Sauge 2005, 76; Butenschøn 2013, 371, 
380–381). As the opera house became a massive success, both among Norwegians 
and tourists, and a key element in the successful legitimation of opera and bal-
let in Norway (Larsen 2014), other cultural organizations, such as the National 
Museum of Art, Architecture, and Design (the National Museum), looked to its 
success as an inspiration when seeking to develop their own organization within 
a new building (Berg and Larsen 2020). The new National Museum, the most 
expensive house of culture ever built in Norway, and the largest art museum in 
the Nordic region, opened to the public on 11 June 2022.
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In addition to the opera house and the National Museum, a range of other 
houses of culture have been established along the harbor in recent years: In 2021, 
a new Munch Museum opened for the public; in 2020, a new main building for 
the Deichman public library opened; a new museum building for the Astrup 
Fearnley Museet (contemporary art) opened in 2012; and there are discussions 
on building a new concert hall for the Oslo Philharmonic Orchestra as well as a 
photography museum in the harbor area. Even though some of these are owned 
by the municipality or a private foundation, they are all examples of the increased 
focus on houses of culture as important drivers for city harbor developments 
(Carlberg and Christensen 2005; Evjen 2015) and the creation of major tourist 
attractions in capital cities.

This increased focus on the national also demonstrates an element of state 
patronage in cultural policies, in terms of displaying the value of one’s national 
culture both internally (to its own citizens) and externally (to citizens of other 
countries) (Abbing 2002, 240–247). This is explicit in the cultural polices of 
far-right political parties like the Danish People’s Party, the Sweden Democrats, 
and the Norwegian Progress Party, which all have conservation and promo-
tion of national culture as key parts of their cultural policies (Lindsköld 2015; 
Harding 2022). Since the turn of the millennium, the national has also become 
an  important element for politicians and managers when legitimating the con-
struction or establishment of national cultural organizations, such as national 
museums (Berg and Larsen 2020; Meld.St. nr. 23 (2011–2012), 163) or national 
libraries (Takle 2009, 2010). LAM organizations are important not only for pre-
serving national history and culture but also for displaying for the world the 
worth of one’s nation, its history, and artifacts (Aronsson and Elgenius 2015).

Conclusion

As seen through this chapter, societal missions, values, the professionals, and 
the national are important elements in the contemporary legitimation work of 
LAMs. Societal missions and values are important for demonstrating the worth of 
LAMs to society, as is the notion of the national for legitimating the  construction 
of new buildings for national libraries, archives, or museums. The profession-
als, on the other hand, play an important role in demonstrating the worth of 
skilled staff at LAMs to politicians, universities, and managers at LAM organi-
zations. All elements are important for maintaining and developing professional 
LAM organizations. As some see digitalization rendering LAM organizations 
less important, legitimation actors strive to prove differently. The future sup-
port of LAMs is dependent on continuous legitimation work on the part of key 
legitimation actors, such as professional organizations, LAM university depart-
ments, LAM managers, and cultural politicians. Despite their historical relevance 
and worth, LAMs cannot take their legitimacy for granted in the twenty-first 
century but should instead seek to actively convince society of their continued  
relevance and importance.
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Notes

 1 https://www.legislationline.org/download/id/1244/file/d79f42a78c20ace1b22935d 
4971e.pdf (last accessed 22.6.2021).

 2 The Government delegated to the National Library of Sweden to develop a library 
strategy, and the library decided to commission a group to write the report.

 3 h t t p s ://w w w.b ib l io t ek s fo ren i ngen . s e/nyhe t e r/sko lb ib l io t eke t s - d a g /  
(last accessed 31.1.2022).

 4 https://vimeo.com/623456029 (last accessed 31.1.2022).
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Introduction

The different ways Scandinavian libraries, archives, and museums (LAMs) have 
related to, and supported, their respective communities have varied greatly. 
National museums and archives were founded for the national community and 
others were founded for regional or local communities. Other museums and 
archives have focused on particular social classes (e.g., labor movement archives 
and museums) or nations or ethnic groups (e.g., Sámi archives or Jewish muse-
ums). National and royal libraries were founded for the national communi-
ties, whereas public libraries have had the municipality as their legal base and 
have been tasked with serving the local community in its entirety. Historically, 
LAMs have played a central role in constructing and demarcating the commu-
nity, or the community narrative. However, nowadays, LAMs are increasingly 
responding to the diversity in their communities and adopting more inclusive 
and participatory practices with the aim of strengthening and broadening com-
munity ties. This aim can be seen as a result of the institutions’ increased aware-
ness and desire to foster civic engagement and equality in the communities they 
serve, and thereby strengthen democracy. It can also be seen as a result of their 
increased need for legitimation – a need to demonstrate their relevance to the 
community or communities they serve. This chapter reflects on the concep-
tualization of community and its role within the context of the Scandinavian 
LAMs. A model is presented for understanding the various ways in which LAMs 
support deepening community connections, and typologies are given on LAM 
community collaborations and partnerships. Lastly, the chapter offers critical 
reflections on the aims of the LAMs’ community engagement and their need 
for legitimation.
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Community and democracy

Democracy is an open system with the ability to encompass both critical 
 remembrance and renewal. Its distinguishing feature is that it gives the state and 
society at large the opportunity to discuss the rules of democracy,  deliberate about 
their common affairs, and search together for solutions to current and future 
challenges (European Commission 2018). The public sphere, in the Habermasian 
sense, is an institutionalized arena of discursive interaction; it is the social realm 
in which citizens deliberate about their common affairs (Fraser 1990; Habermas 
1974). Facilitating an informed and enlightened public discourse is central to 
the social roles, or missions, of LAMs as public sphere institutions. This is done 
through the provision of collections and serving as meeting places and arenas 
for discussion (Rydbeck and Johnston 2020). However, of great concern for our 
democracies and an immense challenge faced by the LAMs is the fact that the 
interaction between the diverse groups in our communities has been in decline.

Political scientist Robert Putnam (2001) in his groundbreaking book Bowling 
Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American Community documents the decline in 
civic engagement and the subsequent lack of connection amongst Americans. He 
cautions how the breakdown of social ties hinders the creation and maintenance of 
a society that is secure, vibrant, and cohesive, thereby stressing the need to foster 
social ties and connectedness for the revitalization of community. Another concern 
related to the breakdown of community is social fragmentation.  Sociologist Judit 
Bodnár (2001) argues that social fragmentation is a recurrent theme of modernity 
arising from the apparent tension between the heterogeneity of citizens and their 
quest for unity, between the acknowledgment and support for diversity and the 
formation of a shared identity. However, she notes that the meaning of fragmen-
tation has varied historically and that new forms of fragmentation have resulted 
from greater urban spatial transformation and digitalization. These new forms 
are increasingly characterized by a loss of ties, depth, and intensity of social rela-
tions. This fragmentation naturally has implications for fostering connectedness in 
 increasingly diverse communities and, ultimately, for democracy.

This breakdown of community and the formation of communities through 
one’s multiple affiliations raises the question: What constitutes a community? 
The word “community” stems from Latin communis, which means “shared by 
many”. In the modern meaning, a community is a unified body of individuals or 
groups within the larger society. Communities can be geographically bound or 
dispersed. They can also be based on mutually shared beliefs, values, culture, his-
tory, or interests. Communities are essentially networks of relationships. These 
relationships comprise the affective dimension of a community, though they may 
vary in type and strength. A sense of community results from the formation of 
affective ties between community members; involvement in a community may 
help the members to achieve a sense of belonging (Sullivan 2009).

A closer investigation of the unifying aspects of a community is needed in 
order to understand and reflect on LAMs’ relationships with their communities. 



LAMs and community: Deepening connections 189

Author and consultant Charles Vogl (2016) emphasizes that community is a group 
of individuals who share mutual concern for one another’s welfare and is distinct 
from groups who share ideas or interests due to proximity but lack concern for 
one another. He specifies groups such as medical associations,  environmental 
 organizations, and – of relevance to this chapter – members of museums as groups 
who share something in common but lack social connectedness. This relates to 
Putnam’s (2001) statement that

[these groups] root for the same team and they share some of the same 
interests, but they are unaware of each other’s existence. Their ties, in 
short, are to common symbols, common leaders, and perhaps common 
ideals, but not to one another.

(p. 71)

However, as will be discussed further, central to the from collection to connection 
paradigm shift occurring across LAMs, the institutions are moving away from 
disconnected users/members and are focusing instead on fostering connections 
between them (Lankes 2011).

How are community ties formed? Author and speaker Peter Block (2008) 
asserts that community is an interdependent human experience that is given 
form by conversation between citizens. He asserts that the conversations that 
build relatedness most often occur through associational life and that the small 
group is the unit of transformation. This transformation comes from shifting our 
attention from the problems of community to the possibility of community. It 
requires a focus on the gifts (e.g., knowledge, understandings, abilities, etc.) of 
the community members and the associated possibilities rather than on the ways 
in which community members may be deficient and how the community may 
be lacking. It develops from informed conversations that are forward-looking 
and shifts the power to act to the community members themselves. Block further 
states: “The social fabric of a community is shaped by the idea that only when we 
are connected and care for the well-being of the whole is a civil and democratic 
society created” (p. 9). Applying this to LAMs, it implies the importance of 
 fostering meaningful engagement that can lead to the formation of affective ties 
as part of the LAMs’ shift from being collection to connection focused.

Fostering social connectedness is, however, not unproblematic. Community 
change facilitator and author Paul Born (2014) notes that community as a con-
cept is neutral – neither inherently good nor bad. He also differentiates between 
deep communities that are made of strong bonds based on ongoing connection 
and mutual caring and shallow communities that are made of weak bonds and 
are based on noncommittal activities that do not require ongoing connection and 
mutual caring. He also cautions that communities can be based on fear and oth-
ering. These communities are generally formed around community  members’ 
self-interest and an us-against-them ideology. Lastly, he emphasizes that in 
 today’s socially fragmented societies, people must choose which community or 
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communities they want to be their deep communities, yet also acknowledges 
that this “choice” may be based on external circumstances and less on people’s 
individual choice, such as in the case of segregation or marginalization of par-
ticular social groups. These issues related to community challenge the traditional 
LAM ideals of neutrality and impartiality.

Although the Scandinavian welfare states are relatively homogeneous and 
egalitarian as compared with many other countries, they are also affected by social 
fragmentation and the apparent lack of depth in social relations that  characterize 
modernity, as discussed above. The rest of this chapter will  consider  Scandinavian 
LAMs’ relationships with their communities, both past and  present, how the 
LAMs foster a deepening of social connections, the nature of the  institutions’ 
community collaborations and partnerships, and lastly, the challenges inherent 
in LAM community involvement.

A historical glance at LAM community relations

The histories of communities and LAM institutions are intertwined. National 
libraries are closely linked to the idea of the nation and their community is the 
nation at large; hence national libraries have the duty of collecting and preserving 
the nation’s literature as part of the cultural heritage to pass on to future gener-
ations (Chapter 2, this volume). Locally organized book collections and associa-
tions were replaced by public libraries in the latter half of the nineteenth century 
and early twentieth century with the intention of supporting and promoting 
access to information, education, and reading in local communities. This resulted 
from the development of the Scandinavian welfare state that situated the local 
public library as a central institution for democratizing access to culture regard-
less of geographical location. The expansion of the welfare state subsequently 
led to a significant increase in the number of local libraries. While national and 
public libraries have been rooted in the national and local communities, univer-
sity libraries are inherently linked to the emergence of universities in Europe that 
began in the fifteenth century and, accordingly, modern university libraries are 
tasked with supporting their respective universities and research communities. 
School libraries have developed from bookcases with edifying reading to ped-
agogical development centers. The school library communities are made up of 
students and teachers and, to some degree, the students’ parents.

The establishment of national museums was often one of the many tools used 
in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries for fostering the imagined community 
of both old and new nation states. This was also the case in the Scandinavian 
countries. The purpose of establishing museums was to represent the glorious 
– or glorified – past of the respective nations (Anderson 1983; Aronsson and 
Elgenius 2015). Similarly, regional and local museums have historically aimed 
at cultivating corresponding identities. Formal national archival institutions 
were also established from the nineteenth century. They assumed the traditional 
role of keeping records for the benefit of the state along with the new purpose 
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of functioning as the nation’s treasure house, where historians could retrieve 
sources for nationalist historiographies that constituted another important tool 
in (national) community making (Berger 2013). Archival institutions in munic-
ipalities and towns gradually developed a similar role and archival institutions 
based on class, ethnicity, religion, or sexual orientation were then established for 
the purpose of safeguarding and nurturing community and identity building. 
In anglophone settings, the latter type of archives is often labeled “community 
archives” (e.g., Bastian and Alexander 2009; Caswell 2014).

Libraries’ community relations

In the twenty-first century, national libraries are increasingly opening their doors 
to the public and, in some cases, aiming to serve as third places, which are con-
ceptualized by Ray Oldenburg (1999) as informal social arenas between home 
(“first” place) and work (“second” place) where people of different backgrounds 
gather and engage in community life. An example of this is the recent addition 
of a cafe and bar at Norway’s National Library as well as its programming and 
services aimed at a broad spectrum of publicum, both in the physical library and 
digitally. Increasingly, university libraries are also serving as  meeting places with 
programming and provision of social spaces (Anderson et al. 2017).  Community 
building and development have been a central focus of public libraries’ work for 
the past two decades. This is seen in their extended outreach to local  communities 
and in their serving as arenas for integration for newly arrived immigrants and 
refugees; thus, public libraries will be the main type of library focused on in the 
rest of this chapter.

Within the library sphere, there has been a predominance of  conceptualizing 
“communities” as the group or groups of users that the institutions aim at reach-
ing out to, for example, the people living in the municipality where a  public 
library is located. Libraries, throughout their history, have been  regarded as 
important tools in fostering democracy and a civic culture. Nowadays, there 
is a general tendency for libraries to find new and creative ways of engaging 
with their surrounding community, which is conceptualized primarily in a 
civic manner rather than by such things as national origin, language(s) spoken, 
sexual orientation, and/or social class. However, many libraries may still focus 
their outreach efforts on specific groups or types of users, such as young men or 
 immigrants, because they are often underrepresented amongst library users and 
regarded as needing to be drawn in or integrated into the local civic community.

The work of library science researchers Anne Goulding and David Lankes is 
especially relevant concerning the library’s role in Scandinavian communities. 
Goulding (2009) emphasizes how the public library has been repositioned not 
just as a place to borrow or read books, or even to access digital materials, but as 
a critical resource and facility that can serve as a venue for community events. 
It also serves as a meeting place where people can connect with their local com-
munities and wider society. Lankes (2011) stresses that the mission of librarians 
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is to improve their communities by being radical positive change agents and by 
facilitating knowledge creation within their communities. Knowledge creation, 
he asserts, is achieved through the facilitation of conversation.

Sociologist Eric Klinenberg’s (2019) writing on US public libraries, which he 
refers to as “palaces for the people,” is also relevant to the Scandinavian context. 
He argues that public libraries serve as crucial social infrastructures that support 
community life by fostering social cohesion amongst community members and 
by giving people of diverse backgrounds opportunities for civic engagement. 
 Library science researcher Rachel Scott’s (2011) investigation into the role of 
public libraries is also relevant. She designates five areas in which libraries con-
tribute to community building, namely libraries serving as a conduit to access 
information and learn, encouraging social inclusion and equity, fostering civic 
engagement, creating a bridge to resources and community involvement, and 
promoting economic vitality with the community.

In the Scandinavian context, researchers inspired by philosopher Jürgen 
Habermas’s (1974) concept of the public sphere and the work of sociologists such 
as Robert Putnam, Richard Sennett, and Ray Oldenburg, as well as critical 
theorist Nancy Fraser, have examined how the library as a meeting place in the 
community can contribute to democratic conversation, support cohesion, and 
help build social capital amongst citizens by serving as a bridge between different 
groups in society (Audunson et al. 2019, 2020).1

Archives and museums’ community relations

The ways in which LAM institutions relate to, and are involved in, their com-
munities differ vastly. This is because LAMs have varied aims and traditions and, 
even more importantly, because communities can be very diverse. Archives and 
museums are heritage institutions to a greater degree than libraries and have long 
traditions of so-called “identity politics,” from the nineteenth century onward 
to the present day. The concept of community in these spheres is closely con-
nected to communities that are represented by the collections held in archives 
and  museums – communities that are founded on certain group characteristics 
such as national origin, social class, and/or gender. This type of representation 
generally takes one of two directions. The most common is that of archives 
or museums being demarcated by the community group in question, such as a 
national museum or an LGBTQ archive, and the other one is that of external 
users using the institutions’ collections for their community-building activities, 
which are also often based on the same types of demarcations.

In recent years, however, there has been an observable development in which 
museums are increasingly turning to the local community to ensure their con-
tinued relevance. This development can be seen as part of the so-called “new 
museology,” which, amongst other things, involves a redefinition of the relation-
ship between museums, citizens, and communities. The trend-setting museum 
director Nina Simon (2016) argues that by increasing the understanding of the 
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circumstances, desires, and needs that characterize the surrounding  local com-
munity, a museum can change its own significance and relevance to the local 
community’s citizens. However, according to Simon, this requires an under-
standing, responsiveness, and acceptance of the local community’s input, which 
necessitates the museum’s involvement in the community and willingness to 
 assume a degree of risk.

In recent decades, the dominant discourses on heritage both in academia and 
public policy have come to acknowledge and address the historicity and contin-
gency of all communities and the power aspects that have accompanied com-
munity building – not least those kinds of dominant community categories that 
archives, and particularly museums, have been instrumental in constructing and 
reproducing. In museum studies, the concept of “authorized heritage discourses” 
(Smith 2010) – largely coinciding with a postcolonial cultural critique – has 
 become widely used to analyze museums’ activities. For example, this is seen 
in the subfield of critical heritage studies and is also increasingly used by profes-
sionals in the institutions. Accordingly, publicly funded museums, and to some 
degree archives, in Scandinavia critically reflect on their own past and their roles 
in  establishing nationalist master narratives that have resulted in the marginaliza-
tion of particular groups, including women, workers, and minorities (Goodnow 
and Akman 2008; cf. Maliniemi 2009). Museums and archives have responded in 
varying degrees by reaching out to their actual or potential users in these com-
munities. This has led them to increasingly involve community members rather 
than internal “experts,” since it was the specialized and often academically trained 
experts within the institutions who contributed to, and ultimately shaped, the 
narrow and elitist nationalist community (Golding and Modest 2016).

Progression to connection

Born (2014), building upon Peter Block’s (2008) statement that communities are 
human systems given form by conversations that build relatedness, asserts that 
the deepening of community starts with the sharing of stories as a way to open up 
to one another and enter into conversations that build relatedness. We might ask 
how, in concrete terms, LAMs can facilitate conversations that foster connection, 
relatedness, and ultimately belonging. Since the early 2000s, as previously noted, 
LAMs have been undergoing a paradigm shift from collection to connection. They 
are moving away from focusing solely on providing experiences and towards 
creating opportunities for ongoing, meaningful engagement, thus shifting from 
communities of card-holding members who have no relation with each other 
to fostering connections between members and nurturing deeper community 
connections. In the broadest sense, LAMs are increasingly aiming to foster the 
conversations and meetings needed for people and social groups to share their 
stories with one another and create new ones (e.g., Johnston 2018; Ulvik 2010).

The way the Scandinavian LAMs are making this shift from collec-
tion to connection can be seen in their ability to support varying levels of 
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community involvement and progression from noncommittal experiences 
to deeper community involvement in ways that allow individuals to share 
their gifts ( knowledge, understandings, etc.) with each other and the broader  
community. This can be related to Charles Vogl’s Inner Rings Principle (2016). He 
asserts that strong communities are made up of different levels of inner rings that  
community members can take part in. Each level offers benefits to the mem-
bers’ development or formation, such as new learning or knowledge-sharing 
opportunities, acknowledgment, or authority. Members may choose to stay 
at a particular level or journey into the successive inner rings. Strong or deep 
 communities generally offer a way for members to progress, and thereby grow 
and develop.  Interestingly, these paths of progression result in members’ focus 
on self  diminishing and the concern for others growing. The smaller and more 
 exclusive the ring, the broader the concern for others.

The authors of this chapter have adapted the Inner Rings principle to the var-
ious ways LAMs engage with their communities to illustrate how the respective 
institutions support users’, volunteers’, and groups’ involvement in the commu-
nity and how the LAMs facilitate community members’ and groups’ ability to 
meet, converse, and exchange their stories and thereby deepen their community 
connections.

Inner Rings principle adapted to LAMs

Users (passive) seek novelty or fun experiences. Focus is primarily on self. LAM use 
is based on noncommittal experiences, such as attending a program or exhibition, 
enjoying the cafe or using the premises (e.g., as a plaza for social interaction).

Users (active) seek personal achievement, connection, or validation. LAM use 
includes active participation in programs (e.g., book group, makerspace, and 
children’s programming) and/or the use of information and knowledge sources 
in pursuit of interests or research.

Volunteers are primarily concerned for their neighbors and the immediate local 
environment as well as connecting with others in the community. They generally 
dedicate time to promoting learning and may mentor others, such as providing 
homework help, teaching ICT skills, volunteering at a language café, and so on.

Collaborators (local community) work to improve conditions or develop  initiatives 
in the local community. Collaborators may be other community organizations 
or communities with which a LAM collaborates. Examples might be groups of 
heritage or local history groups, coordinators for community archives, cultural 
or ethnic groups, and so on.

Collaborators (broader community) work to improve conditions or develop 
 initiatives for the broader community. They may do this by connecting the 
 local community with other similar communities nationally or internationally. 
 Collaborators can be other community organizations or source communities 
with which the LAM collaborates.
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There is naturally some overlap between the different rings and people may 
enter into the multiple levels depending on their interest in the various subjects, 
activities, and/or areas of focus across the institutions. For example, a visitor may 
be a member of a particular cultural group, but not interested in anything more 
than experiencing the representation of their culture. However, that experience 
may inspire them to progress through the rings and contribute more actively to 
the community, to share their story and knowledge with others. Importantly, the 
rings represent the way LAMs facilitate conversations that address the possibility 
of community and engender the formation of affective ties between community 
members, all of which is essential for the formation of the public sphere and fos-
tering of democracy.

Collaboration and partnerships

Scandinavian public libraries have a long tradition of collaborating with  different 
partners in the local community. However, they have primarily been  collaborators 
closely related to the libraries, such as educational institutions and local cultural 
offerings. In recent years, libraries have appeared to be focusing on new and 
more untraditional partners, including the private business community and civil 
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Collaborators
(Broader Community)

FIGURE 14.1 LAM inner community rings.
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society. These new partnerships are generally aimed at strengthening libraries’ 
relations with the local community and/or developing new library services and 
programs. There can be many reasons driving this development. Firstly, there 
appears to be a new willingness and desire amongst library professionals to enter 
into more dynamic relationships with their communities. Secondly, the develop-
ment might also be due to external changes that affect libraries, such as new tech-
nologies that reduce libraries’ dependency on physical collections and changes in 
user expectations. Thus, the legitimacy of the library becomes more dependent 
on what the library can contribute to the users and the surrounding society. 
However, due to reduced public resources for libraries to draw upon, they are 
forced to focus primarily on what is of the greatest relevance to citizens, users, 
and potential partners (Hvenegaard Rasmussen, Jochumsen, and Skot-Hansen 
2011; Chapter 13, this volume). The following is a typology of the collaborations 
and partnerships that libraries are increasingly entering into:

Libraries and private sector: Collaboration between public libraries and local 
trade associations to create more attractive town centers.

Libraries and volunteers: Collaboration between the library and volunteers to 
present different types of work and career opportunities to young people or to 
help foster tolerance and understanding by facilitating meetings between people 
with different backgrounds.

Libraries and the public sector: Collaborations between public libraries, 
 universities, and schools of architecture to bridge the virtual and physical space 
of the library.

Libraries and NGOs: Collaboration between libraries and various “green” 
NGOs to support and promote sustainability and the Sustainable Development 
Goals of the UN (Chapter 16, this volume).

Archives and museums engage in similar types of collaborations and 
 partnerships, but also in unique types of their own. Since the 1970s, there has 
been a general upsurge of grassroots amateur historian movements in the Scandi-
navian countries. Archivists have been active in assisting people with researching 
the history of their immediate context, such as their workplace or the immediate 
geographical area.

Archives, museums, and user participation: Collaboration with users to expand or 
refine collections through user-contributed texts, photos, and other records or 
artifacts, or through larger crowdsourcing projects that invite users to contribute 
to their knowledge and/or other holdings to the institutions.

Archives and local history groups: Promotion of public participation in historical 
research, especially labor history, through emancipatory local history endeav-
ors. In Sweden, this phenomenon is often referred to as the dig-where-you-stand 
movement.

Archives and businesses: Utilization of a business’s archival records to develop its 
public image through the dissemination of its history.

Archives, museums, and educational institutions: Collaboration with educational 
institutions in the public sector to promote learning and informal education.
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Partnerships and collaborations in various forms with the surrounding 
 local community are a way to strengthen the societal relevance and legitimacy 
of  Scandinavian LAMs. At the same time, such relationships can support the 
 institutions’ current objectives of incorporating more inclusive and participatory 
practices (Chapter 12, this volume). Against this background, it will undoubtedly 
be an area that LAMs will develop significantly in the coming years.

Challenges of community relationships

Collaborations and partnerships are important for sharing the stories of diverse 
community groups and ensuring that relevant conversations take place. Writing 
from a participatory heritage perspective, Henriette Roued-Cunliffe and Andrea 
Copeland (2017) emphasize that heritage institutions (LAM institutions) increase 
their capacity for building more inclusive and culturally relevant collections by 
forming relationships with various groups. It is through these partnerships that 
the institutions become exposed to a broader scope of heritage topics and thereby 
are better positioned to help those communities that are not as capable of telling 
their own stories.

The nature of the relationships that LAMs establish with various community 
groups will vary. Generally, the institutions’ involvement in their communities 
has two dominant aspects. One aspect is LAMs’ support for the empowerment 
of individuals and groups in their communities. This is seen in the LAMs’ activ-
ities aimed at fostering a sense of belonging and providing the tools needed for 
improving community members’ situation or for gaining recognition from the 
surrounding society. This largely coincides with the broader aims of community 
building and strengthening democracy. The other aspect is the institutions’ aim 
to elicit justification or a legitimation of the interests or social position of the 
community or a particular group. In many cases, empowerment and justification 
have been combined, not least in the case of institutions that are demarcated by 
identity-based communities.

Nowadays, LAM institutions are reaching out to segments of their  communities 
that seldom visit these institutions. Public museums and archives are also  
increasingly acknowledging the ways that their own institutions were shaped by 
dominant community ideologies as well as how particular communities were 
marginalized or excluded in the process. In Scandinavia, this  includes commu-
nities and groups such as the Sámi, the working class, women, and  immigrants. 
Additionally, there is an increasing number of private museums and archives 
connected to marginalized communities. An example of this is the Archives 
and Library of the Queer Movement (in Swedish: Queerrörelsens Arkiv och 
 Bibliotek [QRAB]) that “collects, organizes, preserves, and makes accessible 
documentation and information related to queer movements and people.”2

Outreach to marginalized groups, however, often challenges institutional 
neutrality. Communities are never uniform and are usually subject to internal 
differences and power relations; marginalized communities are no exception. 
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Furthermore, conflicts and tensions not only exist between the traditional  
dominant nation state institutions vis-à-vis the marginalized but also within and 
 between marginalized communities. Navigating these complex social dynamics 
can be a challenge for LAM institutions because they exist within the webs of 
power relations in question. It becomes problematic for a library, archive, or 
museum run by the state or a municipality, and as such part of the apparatus that 
still represents a dominating nation state, to intervene in questions of internal 
divisions of marginalized communities. An example of this is the Sámi Archives 
in Kautokeino, which is a formal part of the National Archives of Norway.3 This 
inclusion in the national archives can be regarded as state recognition, but also as 
a form of embedding, as a potential threat to Sámi autonomy.

Summary

The ability of Scandinavian LAM institutions to fulfill their democratic missions 
lies in their ability to support varying levels of community involvement and the 
progression from noncommittal experiences to deeper community involvement. 
It also rests on the institutions’ ability to incorporate forgotten and margin-
alized voices into the public discourse and thereby create inclusive arenas for 
critical reflection and dismantling of hegemonic master narratives that they – the 
 institutions – have historically played a role in constructing. Collaborations and 
partnerships with various community organizations and stakeholders are crucial 
for ensuring that community-relevant conversations take place – conversations 
that shift the focus from the problems of community to the possibility of com-
munity, that make possible critical remembrance and renewal, and that facilitate 
knowledge sharing and creation.

Notes

 1 See also works published as part of the research project PLACE: Public Libraries –  
Arenas for Citizenship: https://app.cristin.no/projects/show.jsf ?id=288092 (last acce-
ssed 22.02.2022).

 2 Archives and Library of the Queer Movement: http://qrab.org (last accessed 
31.01.2022).

 3 Sámi Archives: https://www.arkivverket.no/om-oss/samisk-arkiv (last accessed 
31.01.2022).
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Introduction

Activism is a specific type of political participation that is typically associated 
with collective efforts to promote, hinder, or intervene in social or environ-
mental change to create a better society (Norris 2002; Della Porta and Diani 
2020). Activism today takes place in both physical and online environments, 
ranging from traditional political activities, such as debating or agitation, to 
more active and visible collective action, such as demonstrations, hunger strikes, 
protests, consumer boycotts, and occupation of buildings. In this sense, pub-
licly funded cultural institutions, which are instruments of government and 
part of the welfare state, cannot be activists. However, the term “activism” 
and a perceived need for archive, library, and museum (LAM) professionals to 
engage themselves in society’s pressing problems is on the agenda in research 
and practice.

Activism in LAM institutions is a complex phenomenon for three main  reasons. 
First, researchers and LAM professionals use the term “activism” in diverse ways. 
For some LAM professionals, working for social justice is activism; for others, 
it is an integrated part of outreach activities. Furthermore, much of the work 
described in literature on activism in libraries, archives, and museums is done in 
LAMs without any label of activism in practice. Second, much of the literature 
cited below relates to an American context, where research is more normative 
and positive toward LAM activism. In contrast, the scarce Scandinavian research 
literature on the topic is typically more distanced from the field. Third, and 
maybe most importantly, Scandinavian cultural policy has been an instrument 
of social and political change as well as for improvement in terms of equality 
and social justice for decades. Since the 1960s and 1970s, Scandinavian cultural 
policy strategies have continuously focused on the democratization of culture by 
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removing or lowering socioeconomic barriers to participation in, and access to, 
LAMs and promoting diversity in terms of  cultural democracy (Duelund 2003; 
Mangset and Hylland 2017). For this reason, it is fair to argue that much of the 
work concerning the inclusion of marginalized groups in society is a continu-
ation of mainstream cultural policy. In a Swedish context, librarians from the 
socialist association of progressive librarians even reject the notion that their 
work should be labeled as activist (Atlestam 2020; Persson et al. 2021) because 
both the Swedish constitution and cultural policy explicitly support diversity 
and anti-discrimination. Consequently, it is possible to argue that while some 
designate certain activities in libraries as “activism,” others would describe 
them as “business as usual.” For this reason, this chapter develops a definition 
of Scandinavian LAM activism and discusses a few contemporary examples 
 according to the definition.

In archival studies, the Society of American Archivists defines an activist 
archivist as someone who “strives to document the under-documented aspects 
of society and to support political and social causes through that work” or “seeks 
to move the archives profession, archives workplaces, and society in general 
toward social justice” (Society of American Archivists 2020). In two articles, 
both named “Archival activism”, Flinn (2011) and Findlay (2016) both address 
the need for archivists to either build or facilitate the building of alternative 
community archives for oppressed groups in society, such as black and LGBT+ 
persons, and immigrants. An important detail regarding community archives is 
the collaboration between the professional archivists in the public archive and 
the community members in question. Flinn states: “[T]he community should 
play a significant, even dominant, role” (Flinn 2011, 8). Furthermore, activist 
archival research stress the need to engage in radical or counterhegemonic pub-
lic history-making activities, which entails an increased consciousness of the 
archive and archival work as a politically loaded and far-from-neutral practice. 
A good  example of this is research and practice in colonial archives (Agostinho, 
Dirckinck-Holmfeld, and Søilen 2019). The notion that archives are sites of 
power and politics also explains how activist archival practice focuses on whis-
tleblowing and openness. The first appearance of the term “activist archivist” 
refers, among other issues, to the need for archivists to “campaign to open all 
government  documents to the public” (Quinn 1977).

Activist librarianship has been described as “progressive” or “critical” librar-
ianship, especially in an American context. The Progressive Librarians Guild’s 
statement of purpose reads:

[…] libraries are sites where structures of injustice, exploitation, control, and 
oppression are nourished, normalized, and perpetuated. The Progressive 
Librarians Guild exists to expose and call out librarianship’s active and 
passive complicity and acceptance of those systems, to offer and practice 
alternatives to those systems, to empower the voices of those excluded from 
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positions of power and/or the historical record and to develop a praxis that 
contributes to ongoing pursuits of human rights and dignity.

(Progressive Librarians Guild 2017)

Contemporary library activism is primarily concerned with library services for 
underrepresented groups. In a recent anthology called Social Justice and Activism 
in Libraries (Epstein, Smallwood, and Gubnitskaia 2019), the authors emphasize 
the library’s role “as a place of safety and inclusion” and address the problem 
that certain groups in society, such as black, disabled, and LGBT+ persons, are 
both oppressed in society and underrepresented in libraries. With the addition 
of non-Western immigrants, these groups are also in focus in a Swedish context, 
where discussions center on how librarians respond to these groups and how 
library services can contribute to empowering them (Sundeen and Blomgren 
2020). In a European context, library activists have also actively worked against 
New Public Management (NPM), outsourcing, and budget cuts (Kagan 2015; 
Sundeen and Blomgren 2020). Furthermore, there is a growing focus on sustain-
ability, climate change, and the UN 2030 Agenda (Antonelli 2008; Meschede 
and Henkel 2019; Mathiasson and Jochumsen 2021).

Museum activism is also discussed under the heading of museum ethics. 
Activism has been described by Janes and Sandell (2019, 1) as “museum practice 
shaped out of ethically informed values that is intended to bring about politi-
cal, social, and environmental change.” Museum activism and museum ethics 
emphasize the museum as a powerful and influential institution in society and 
thereby the inherent responsibility that museums have to work for the “good” 
( Janes and Sandell 2019; Madoff 2019). Museum activism is influenced by post-
colonial and feminist theory, and according to the Routledge Companion to Museum 
Ethics, it concerns: (1) social responsibility, including working with new modes 
of participation, democratic pluralism, and underrepresented groups; (2) radical 
transparency – museums should not just convey knowledge, but also analyze 
and expose power relations in society; and (3) shared guardianship of heritage, 
which includes the will to question and renegotiate ownership (Marstine 2011). 
Museum activism also includes sustainable development. This entails educat-
ing the public about global warming and ecological crisis (Newell, Robin, and 
Wehner 2017) but also involving the museum in artistic handling of the crisis by 
curating and collaborating with activist artists (Madoff 2019), and collaborating 
with local schools, companies, and other community actors about activities out-
side the museums that highlight problem (Rathjen 2020).

As part of the large ALMPUB project, the Norwegian professor Ragnar 
Audunson and colleagues have investigated how professionals in LAM institu-
tions have perceived the changing roles of libraries, archives, and museums in 
society. The authors distinguish between their traditional roles (of preserving 
and promoting the cultural heritage and being arenas for learning) and their roles 
as meeting places and arenas underpinning the public sphere, with the mission of 
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sustaining democratic values in societies (Audunson, Hobohm, and Tóth 2020, 
165). As part of the new roles, the authors asked professionals at Scandinavian 
archives and museums about their attitudes to neutrality and activism. The results 
show that among archivists, those who define their professional role

as being neutral guardians of the material submitted to the archives are in 
a clear minority (only 10% of the Danish archivists answered ‘yes’ to this 
question). In all the countries, except Norway, the largest group consisted 
of those maintaining that the archivists should actively strive to document 
easily marginalized histories.

(Ibid., 179)

Museum professionals answered a question that counterposed neutrality  versus 
creating involvement, and “if necessary by provoking and taking a stand.” 
However, a majority of the respondents (although not an overwhelming one) 
answered for engagement, even by taking a stand. The most activist group was 
the Norwegian museum professionals (30% of whom answered for neutrality 
and 70% for engagement) (Ibid., 180). Unfortunately, the survey did not include 
questions regarding activism and neutrality for library professionals.

In the following, we discuss the notion of neutrality and argue that there is a 
close connection between “the myth of neutrality” and LAM activism. After this, 
we argue how activism differs from cultural policy and the concept of  cultural 
democracy and suggest a definition of LAM activism. We then discuss examples 
of how, and to what extent, LAMs act as activists focusing on collections- and 
connections-oriented activism.

Questioning neutrality

The inspiration for challenging “the myth of neutrality” mainly came from the 
youth revolt, progressive movements in the late 1960s, and research that can be 
labeled as different kinds of social constructivism that flourished in the 1990s 
(Bennett 1995; Vukliš and Gilliland 2016; Sundeen and Blomgren 2020). Before 
the late 1960s, policymakers and professionals perceived neutrality as an achiev-
able ideal within LAM institutions. For professionals in libraries and museums, 
the guiding light for neutrality was science. In libraries, the selection of books 
was primarily dependent on the quality of the content of the book, which the 
professionals decided. These would be literary experts for fiction or a wide range 
of experts for nonfiction. In art museums, curators typically had a background in 
art history, while museum professionals in culture-historical museums normally 
had an educational background in history, ethnology, or archeology. The edu-
cational backgrounds of LAM professionals are not so different today. However, 
the way science was perceived compared to now is notably different. Previously, 
science was seen as a synonym for truth. The quality of art or literature was seen 
as universal and embedded in the work of art.



LAMs as activists? Dilemmas between neutrality and taking a stand 205

Furthermore, curators were invisible in the classical exhibition because they 
mediated the correct objects in the right way (Roppola 2012). In the same way, 
archives have been associated with truth because they have been perceived as 
neutral repositories of facts (Schwartz and Cook 2002). As mentioned above, the 
confidence in neutrality has been challenged since the late 1960s. An example is 
a young and rebellious librarian from Denmark writing about the public library 
as an integrated part of structural oppression.

The public libraries have neatly found their role in a system of cultural 
oppression. When libraries approve the culture that belongs to the intel-
lectual upper class, (it is almost equivalent to the political and economic 
upper class) and devalue the popular culture, libraries support a sense of 
inferiority, which is necessary to maintain the existing power structure.

(Agger 1969, 5 our translation)

Almost at the same time, the American radical historian Howard Zinn questioned 
the “impartiality” and “objectivity” of archival practice when he coined the 
term activist archivist at the annual meeting of the Society of American Archivists 
in 1970. According to Zinn, archivists should not see their job as a technical 
job free from a world of political interests. According to Zinn, neutrality was a 
 fiction in a nonneutral world. Consequently, archivists would probably support 
the hegemony or status quo if they went about their ordinary business. Instead, 
Zinn argued that the archivist should embrace an activist rather than a passive 
mindset in striving for social justice (Zinn 1977). This argument is repeated 
many times in more recent LAM literature, supporting more activist activities in 
the LAMs (Gibson et al. 2017; Winn 2017; Prescha 2021). In addition to arguing 
that neutrality is an implicit support for the ruling power, the research on LAM 
institutions based on cultural theory has industriously disclosed hidden power 
structures and meanings. Libraries’ classification systems are normally seen as 
neutral tools for retrieval. However, according to Olson (1998), classification is 
constructed by dominant cultural discourses reflecting a specific “take” on the 
world, where some knowledge is accepted, and other knowledge is marginalized 
or excluded. Collections of archives and museums have been discussed in the 
same way. According to Cook (1997), LAMs are arenas for an ongoing contro-
versy on what is worth remembering and what should be forgotten. Thus, the 
LAMs represent a considerable power over memory and identity.

The ongoing questioning of neutrality since the 1960s has challenged the 
image of LAMs as “impartial” or “objective.” Today, most professionals within 
LAMs would probably agree that it is difficult to be neutral, if not impossible. 
It is common knowledge that literary quality is neither universal nor embedded 
in the artwork in libraries. In the same way, curators are aware that an exhibition 
is one take among others on the world, while archivists not only perceive the 
archive as a passive storehouse for dusty documents, but it is also a battleground 
for memory politics. Although many LAM professionals agree that neutrality is 
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problematic, the unity is broken when discussing the response to problematic 
neutrality. One way of dealing with the problem of neutrality is to evade con-
troversial issues. At first sight, this strategy could ensure support for LAMs from 
all parts of society. However, burying the controversial problems has been criti-
cized for hollowing out relevance (Williams 2017), for disengaging from society 
(Gibson et al. 2017), and for lacking accountability (Evans et al. 2020). Another 
way of dealing with the problem of impossible neutrality is taking a stand. How 
this strategy may unfold, we discuss in the following section.

When are LAMs activist?

Olson and Hysing (2012) have described a certain figure in public institutions, 
namely the “inside activist.” Their classification of the inside activist as a civil 
servant is based on specific criteria, which differ from other civil servants such as 
bureaucrats and entrepreneurs. Their classification does not focus on what kind 
of ideas characterize the inside activist’s mission. They can be based on political 
thoughts emanating from both the left and the right. Olson and Hysing define 
an inside activist as someone who is an activist in civil society, holds a formal 
position in the public sector, and uses this position to influence public decision- 
making regarding the agenda they are engaged in (Olsson and Hysing 2012, 
259). In the following, we focus on LAM organizations rather than individ-
ual inside activists. However, we acknowledge that it is probably inside activists 
that drive the climate agenda, LGBT+ work, and anti-racism forward in LAMs. 
Sundeen and Blomgren’s (2020) article about activism in Swedish public libraries 
suggests that this is the case.

Merklen (2016) claims that LAMs are both political and democratic institu-
tions. Publicly funded LAMs are the results of political priorities. In this way, 
they are tools for governments, regardless of the political aims. If LAMs are 
perceived as such, it follows that the employees should ideally be loyal public 
servants fulfilling the wishes of the political leaders. However, LAMs can also be 
perceived as political institutions when they take an independent political stance. 
A quick Google search on “museums taking a stand” reveals a broad spectrum of 
different museums taking a stand against systematic racism, or climate change. 
If museums take a stand independently of the political system, we argue that 
such activities could be seen as activist. In particular, if museums or other LAMs 
connect to existing activist activities and use the language and slogans of these, 
their activities are activist.

LAMs are also democratic institutions, and activism can also take place in 
this understanding. When we claim that LAMs are democratic institutions, 
we note that a traditional cornerstone in Scandinavian cultural policies is the 
democratization of culture – that all citizens should have access to art and cul-
ture. Furthermore, LAMs have a strong tradition for supporting users with spe-
cial needs, such as persons with disabilities. This policy has been supplemented 
with a cultural democracy – that the publicly funded institutions’ cultural 
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offerings should reflect the diversity of the population. In addition to supporting 
 democracy by giving access to diverse collections, LAMs can be arenas for par-
ticipation and public debate (Andresen, Huvila, and Stokstad 2020). These ways 
of supporting democracy are on a par with most of the basic principles of social 
justice: access, equity, diversity, participation, and human rights (Sandell and 
Nightingale 2012; Pateman and Vincent 2016). Thus, the boundaries between 
social justice, democracy, and activism are blurred. On the one hand, LAMs can 
work for social justice without anybody using the concept of activism. Nearly all 
Scandinavian public libraries do that every day in a noncontroversial way: They 
are aligned with human rights, they give access to diverse collections, they pro-
mote equity by taking care of special needs, and they counteract the established 
grounds for discrimination.1 Furthermore, participation has been a buzzword for 
more than a decade. On the other hand, social justice activities within LAMs can 
be perceived as activism in several ways. For this reason, we will now suggest a 
definition of Scandinavian LAM activism.

The first part of the definition regards what we discussed above, i.e., that LAMs 
are activist if they take a political stand. Second, an obvious way for LAMs to be 
associated with activism is to connect explicitly to activist agendas. Certain social 
movements, such as the LGBT+ movement, Black Lives Matter, and the climate 
movement, are by nature activist. However, if a LAM institution creates special 
activities for black community members, it is not necessarily activism. However, 
if the institution connects explicitly with the Black Lives Matter movement, for 
example, by using rhetoric, symbols, or methods of this social movement, it is 
more likely to be defined as activism. Third, as stated above, it is a traditional 
part of LAMs’ work to include minorities. We argue that when LAMs add active 
endeavors to expose inequality they are more likely to be seen as acting in an 
activist manner. Many activists and social movements have a strong emphasis on 
making structural inequalities more visible by actively exposing hierarchies and 
powers in society. The same goes for sustainability activists, whose endeavors 
typically focus on pushing, for example, the climate agenda forward by making 
it visible. Fourth, we argue that pointing out one’s own privileged status is also a 
sign of activism. This is normally followed by a wish for the institutions and their 
professionals to change themselves to promote social justice. Much literature on 
activism in LAMs calls for professionals to observe and take heed of their own 
privilege and thus interpret traditional values such as “equal access” in new ways 
(Caswell 2017; Hudson 2017).

We argue that it is meaningful to talk about LAM activism if they:

• Take a political stand
• Couple themselves openly to activist agendas (e.g., by using language, slo-

gans, or symbols related to these agendas)
• Persistently expose structural inequalities (as opposed to just trying to 

include nonprivileged user groups), or
• Work actively with their own privileged status
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Different ways LAMs are activist

As noted above, the ALMPUB survey (Audunson, Hobohm, and Tóth 2020) dis-
tinguished between “traditional” and “new” roles for LAM professionals. In the 
following, we will present and discuss some examples of different ways in which 
LAMs are activists using the phrase from collection to connection (see Chapter 2, this 
volume). This means that we categorize different examples of LAM  activism from 
Scandinavia by distinguishing between “collection-oriented” and “connection- 
oriented” approaches to present an overview of the ways in which activism man-
ifests itself in Scandinavian LAMs.

Collection-related work

One way for LAMs to be activist is through the handling of their collections. 
Promoting certain parts of the collection is a way to make an agenda more vis-
ible in both libraries and museums. There has been a large-scale introduction 
of so-called “rainbow shelves” in Swedish libraries, which makes books about 
LGBT+ visible both in the physical space and on libraries’ websites. However, 
they also exist in Denmark and Norway on a much smaller scale. On the one 
hand, these shelves can be perceived as attempts at equity on the same terms 
as other services for special groups in the library. On the other hand, the rain-
bow shelves can be seen as activist activities if they are combined with LGBT+ 
 agendas or if the shelves are an integrated part of the library professionals’ ongo-
ing work with their own privileged status. Libraries can also purchase or refuse 
to purchase certain books. As noted above, this is not necessarily activism since a 
core activity for libraries is maintaining their collections, which entails choosing 
and discarding books. However, refusing to lend out certain books can be seen 
as activist, because it involves taking a political stand. There have been several 
cases of politically motivated censorship from Swedish public libraries, where 
the Swedish Parliamentary Ombudsman has criticized public libraries for letting 
(anti-racist) political opinions stand in the way of free access to information and 
formation of opinions (Helgason 2020; Sundeen and Blomgren 2020).

In museums, collection-oriented activism concerns exhibitions. American 
artist and commentator Emma Thorne-Christy (2020) distinguishes between 
different types of exhibitions museums can engage in: (1) the sanitized  exhibition – 
intentionally avoids challenging (including political) topics to prevent risking 
their visitors feeling uncomfortable or alienating their funding sources; (2) the 
both-sides-of-the-coin exhibition – encourages political engagement by dis-
playing multiple perspectives on a topic while not privileging one side; (3) the 
inconvenient-truth exhibition – lays out the facts, even if it makes some  visitors 
uncomfortable or they deem it “too political”; (4) the advocacy exhibition – 
as the name suggests, advocates certain political stances; (5) the propaganda 
 exhibition – these exhibitions blatantly refuse to acknowledge their prejudices 
while disseminating highly biased information and narratives. We argue that the  
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last three types of exhibitions can be categorized as activist in some cases. No 
examples of the “propaganda exhibition” have been identified, but exhibitions 
such as Kirchner & Nolde – Up for discussion at the National Gallery of Denmark 
(which was on display in 2020) would be an example of an exhibition that focuses 
on “the inconvenient truth.” The exhibition website invites a discussion on the 
following questions: What worldview do the works of art express? Can we hold the 
artists accountable? Shall we? And does the story of Nolde and Kirchner have relevance in 
today’s racism debate? (SMK 2021). It can be discussed whether this exhibition can 
be called an “activist exhibition.” It exposes structural inequalities and uses lan-
guage related to the anti-racist movement in descriptions of the works of art and 
the artists. However, it does not couple itself openly to any anti-racist movement, 
nor does the exhibition take a stand.

Connection-related work

Activism that relates to “connections” typically regards participatory practices, 
either where LAMs play a role in relation to particular (activist) communities or 
to so-called “radical democracy” (Mouffe 2005).

With regard to the former, community archival work can serve as an exam-
ple. A dominant way of seeing activist archival work regards the institutions’ 
collaboration with communities. Archival researchers such as Flinn, Stevens, and 
Shepherd (2009) emphasize the importance of giving the power to communi-
ties in establishing new archives to preserve and tell the history of marginalized 
groups in society. As mentioned above, ideas of increased democratization, par-
ticipation, and activism have challenged the understanding of archives as neutral 
guardians of evidence. The literature on Scandinavian community archives is 
scarce, but an interesting example to discuss is the Norwegian “Skeivt Arkiv” 
(queer/skewed archive). Skeivt Arkiv collects “anything that relates to queer his-
tory, particularly Norwegian and Scandinavian history, whether it’s a button 
from an event, three volumes of a queer journal, four gay love letters, or 14 boxes 
of organizational history” (Skeivt Arkiv 2015). But can this be meaningfully 
described as activism? According to our definition, it is not a case of taking a 
clear political stand. However, it does couple itself to the LGBT+ movement 
because it is dependent on the (moral, not financial) support from the LGBT+ 
community in order to be able to obtain archival matter. On the other hand, 
Tone Hellesund, one of its founders, states that queer history should be part of 
general history and not seen as belonging to any particular group (Hellesund 
2016, 118). Notably, Skeivt Arkiv is established and maintained by a public insti-
tution, the University of Bergen, and not by the queer community. Hellesund 
(2016) describes this as an anomaly if viewed from an international perspective 
(e.g., see: Flinn, Stevens, and Shepherd 2009; Flinn 2011; Edward and Eveleigh 
2019) but argues that in Scandinavian countries, the established public institu-
tions are better suited for the task of housing a queer archive because they have 
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the infrastructure, stability, and governmental support that is needed. Hellesund 
even states that potential owners of relevant material would have more trust in 
a project embedded in a public institution than in an activist/NGO initiative 
(Hellesund 2016, 118).

One can argue that a queer archive is needed and the fact that it does not 
appear until 2013 is due to structural inequalities. However, neither their home-
page nor Hellesund’s (2016) article emphasizes this in any way. Likewise, there 
is no evidence of archivists or librarians displaying active work with their status. 
Thus, Skeivt Arkiv is not an example of clear LAM activism, but rather shows 
how projects that closely relate themselves to social movements can live in public 
LAMs.

Activism and legitimacy

As suggested above, LAM legitimacy has been closely connected to the notion 
of neutrality, meaning that institutions and their employees should not favor any 
specific ideologies or political ideas of their own in their daily work. The close 
relation with science and the professional expertise of the LAM staff conditioned 
the legitimacy of the professionals and the institutions. If society at large agrees 
that LAM collections reflect “the truth” and that employees of these institu-
tions are guardians and promoters of this truth, it follows that legitimacy, among 
both funders and the public, is unquestioned. When this changes, legitimacy also 
changes. How this legitimacy changes is, however, not entirely certain.

One possible answer could be that taking a stand against neutrality and cou-
pling the institutions to contemporary social movements or agendas would ben-
efit the legitimacy of LAMs. Larsen (2014) and Kann-Rasmussen (2016) argue 
that cultural organizations today legitimize themselves based on their contri-
bution to society, and activism can be seen as a(n) (albeit radical) way of doing 
this. When LAMs, for example, commit themselves to contributing to fighting 
climate change or working for LGBT+ rights, it can broaden the scope of their 
legitimacy (Reinecke, Bommel, and Spicer 2017; Kann-Rasmussen 2022).

On the other hand, activism can challenge the legitimacy of the LAM 
sector among politicians and citizens if the activist ideas implemented have 
low acceptance (Kann-Rasmussen 2022). In Sweden, there have been debates 
about several cases where libraries have denied library users the right to bor-
row books, with these libraries being characterized as xenophobic (Helgason 
2020; Sundeen and Blomgren 2020). In these cases, librarians faced criticism 
for acting as gatekeepers instead of promoters of free access to information. The 
Swedish Parliamentary Ombudsman criticized these libraries for violating the 
intentions of the Swedish Library Act, 2§, which states: “The libraries in the 
public library system shall promote the development of a democratic society by 
contributing to the transfer of knowledge and the free formation of opinions” 
(SFS 2013:801). It poses an obvious legitimacy problem for libraries if the legis-
lation passed by the parliament is not interpreted in the way that the legislators 
intended.
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Conclusion

LAM activism is what discourse analysists would call a “floating signifier,” as it 
is used in different ways. Scandinavian cultural policies also overlap with many 
of the objectives of international LAM activism. In this chapter, we have there-
fore offered a definition of Scandinavian LAM activism and suggested that LAM 
activism is characterized by LAM institutions that either (1) take a political stand, 
(2) couple themselves openly to activist agendas, (3) persistently expose structural 
inequalities, or (4) work actively with their own privileged status. The chapter 
shows how activism has been made possible by the decline of the notion of 
neutrality in the wake of social constructivism and the youth revolt in the late 
1960s. The idea of neutrality has also been an essential part of the legitimacy of 
LAMs. Consequently, activism can be seen both as a threat to traditional LAM 
legitimacy and as a search for legitimacy on new grounds by contributing to the 
solution of significant problems in society.

Note

 1 With small differences, Scandinavian law states that discrimination reasons are 
age, disability, ethnic origin, sex, sexual orientation, gender identity, religion, and 
 political views.
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Introduction

The ideals of sustainability have become the twenty-first-century beacon for 
securing our common yet increasingly uncertain future. Sustainable practices 
are widely adopted amongst citizens, corporations, political parties, and govern-
ments in Scandinavia and throughout the world. The adoption of these practices 
has resulted from greater societal awareness of global interdependence as well as 
the climate crisis that drives the international agenda. Sustainability researcher 
Leslie Thiele emphasizes the gravity of the situation by stating that the conse-
quences of our actions, and inactions, will cross borders and generations, span the 
globe, and cast long shadows into the future (Thiele 2016).

Sustainability is a broad concept that refers to the present and future 
 generations’ environmental, economic, and social well-being. According to sus-
tainability researchers Tom Kuhlman and John Farrington (2010), the concept 
was coined in German forestry in the early 1700s as Nachhaltigkeit, which means 
never harvesting more than what the forest yields in new growth. Sustainability 
as an area of study was later taken up by economists, including the classic and 
influential economist Thomas Malthus (1766–1834), who developed a theory 
connecting the scarcity of resources with population growth.

The widespread attention to sustainability can be attributed to the report 
“Limits to Growth” by the Club of Rome that was published in 1972. The report 
pessimistically predicted that many resources crucial to our survival would 
be exhausted in one or two generations. This was followed by the so-called 
“Brundtland Report” that was published in 1987. The report, named after the 
former prime minister of Norway, Gro Harlem Brundtland, was more moderate 
in tone and described sustainability as a worthy goal to be pursued through sus-
tainable development, which was envisioned as the sum of natural and man-made 
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resources remaining constant so that the well-being of future generations would 
not decline (The World Commission on Environment and Development 1987). 
Sustainability, as defined in the report, was understood broadly as encompass-
ing a complexity of economic, environmental, and social conditions, which are 
referred to as sustainability’s three dimensions, often known as the “pillars of 
sustainability.”

Integrating the three pillars of sustainable development, the 2030 “Agenda 
for Sustainable Development Goals” (SDGs) was unanimously adopted by the 
United Nations member states in 2015. The 2030 Agenda serves as a universal 
call to action to end poverty, protect the environment, and achieve peace and 
prosperity for all. It recognizes that ending poverty and other deprivations must 
coincide with environmental and climate-friendly strategies that can also sustain 
economic growth and development. The Agenda’s 17 sustainable development 
goals (SDGs), known as the “Global Goals,” “provide a shared blueprint for peace 
and prosperity for people and the planet, now and into the future.”1

The Nordic region is ambitiously pursuing the 2030 Agenda. The Nordic 
Council of Ministers baseline report “The NORDICS – A Sustainable and 
Integrated Region? Baseline Report for Our Vision 2030” (2021) designates 
three areas of strategic priority for the region: A green Nordic region, a competi-
tive Nordic region, and a socially sustainable Nordic region. The report indicates 
that the Nordic region is starting from a solid base but reveals challenges and 
room for improvement in all three areas, especially concerning the green Nordic 
region. Specific areas of concern related to the environment are greenhouse gas 
emissions and the protection of nature and biodiversity. The region is competi-
tive and innovative; however, school dropout rates and a widening education gap 
between men and women are major challenges, with men generally obtaining 
fewer qualifications and being at higher risk of dropping out. Social sustainabil-
ity is challenged by the persistent gender segregation in the labor market and by 
integrating non-EU citizens into the workforce, especially women.

This chapter considers the ways libraries, archives, and museums (LAMs) are 
meeting the challenges that the Scandinavian societies face in the  twenty-first 
century and the roles the institutions play in pursuing sustainable futures. The 
following two sections illuminate how the Scandinavian LAM institutions 
respond and contribute to central parts of the sustainability agenda. The focus in 
the first section is on how the institutions are advancing environmental respon-
sibility, and the second section looks at how they promote social equity related 
to diversity and equality. The two sections offer typologies that broadly group 
LAMs’ activities in the related areas. A final section on the LAM institutions as 
part of the Nordic model provides a reflective perspective on the institutions as 
agents working on supporting sustainable futures. This chapter does not address 
economic sustainability directly. This is because the education-, innovation-, 
and inclusion-related activities and work being done associated with environ-
mental and social sustainability provide support for economic sustainability and 
are more central to the role of the LAMs.
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Sustainability and the sustainable development goals

Until the adoption of the 2030 Agenda, sustainable practices within LAMs were 
primarily connected to the attention given to the greening of LAM buildings, 
practices, and services. This was seen in the advent of what is commonly referred 
to as “the Green Library Movement” in North America in the 1990s. Nowadays, 
the universal imperative for action and goals for achieving sustainable develop-
ment are prioritized in LAM strategy documents. For example, this is seen in the 
International Federation of Library Associations and Institutions’ (IFLA) strategy 
“Global Vision” that calls upon libraries and librarians to act and “initiate the 
change that is urgently needed confronting climate change, poverty, hunger, 
gender equality, etc.” (Hauke 2018, 1). This call for action is central in the 2021 
IFLA World Library and Information Congress theme: “Let’s work together for 
the future.”

The call or readiness to act can be seen in the context of broader developments 
in the library field. The first development is the increased focus over the past two 
decades on the users, the role of the library, and the value it brings to the citi-
zens, community, and society. As stated by researcher Anne Goulding, the public 
library has been repositioned not just as a place to borrow or read books or access 
digital materials, but as a key resource and facility that can act as a venue for 
community events and an access point connecting individuals with one another, 
their local communities, and the wider society (Goulding 2009). The second 
development is the increasing focus on librarians as proactive change agents and 
drivers of change. Being a driver of change is not new to librarians. Librarians 
have always worked to make the world a better place by improving the lives of 
individuals and communities by supporting enlightenment, literacy, democracy, 
and social mobility, and by giving free and equal access to information and ser-
vices. This has been based on a widespread understanding of librarians as being 
neutral, whereas nowadays there appears to be a growing recognition that librar-
ians should be proactive change agents working for a better world, thus moving 
away from a tradition as neutral guardians of public sphere ideals.

The library researcher David Lankes has been one of the more forthright 
promoters of librarians shifting from a position of neutrality to one of advancing 
social equity and the well-being of their communities (Lankes 2016, 2020). In 
his influential book on “new librarianship,” Lankes poses the compelling argu-
ment that “librarians are agents for radical positive change who choose to make 
a difference” (Lankes 2016, 1). Thus, according to Lankes, to be a librarian is 
not to be neutral or passive but to be a radical positive change agent within one’s 
community (Lankes 2020). Libraries’ and librarians’ engagement in sustainability 
and the SDGs clearly fits within this development.

In museums, there has been a similar move toward an increased focus on the 
users, the institution’s role in the (local) community, and the value it creates for 
citizens, the community, and society. The changes underway in understanding 
the role of the museums are reflected in the work to update the International 
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Council of Museums’ (ICOM) definition of museums. The proposed definition 
states that museums “ are aiming to contribute to human dignity and social 
 justice, global equality, and planetary well-being.”2 Although not accepted in 
the presented full form, it signals a shift in the way the relationship between 
 museums and the surrounding world is understood.

These changes in the role of museums are seen in the writings of the 
American museum director Nina Simon. Simon’s two influential books (2010, 
2016)  concerning user participation in museums and the museum’s relevance 
in a community context advocate a shift from an authoritative and one-way 
communicative museum toward a more dialogue-oriented, inclusive, and less 
collection-centered museum. This shift began around the turn of the century 
and has been termed “new museology” (Vergo 1989). As with libraries, there 
is a movement away from an understanding of the museum as being neutral. 
The British museologists Robert Janes and Richard Sandel observe that “[p]
osterity has arrived – the necessary emergence of museum activism” and argue 
for a more normative and ideologically driven museum practice that works for 
change. Accordingly, museum activism is seen as a “practice, shaped out of 
ethically-informed values, that is intended to bring about political, social, and 
 environmental change” ( Janes and Sandell 2019, 1).

Similar developments have been witnessed in archives to those seen in 
 libraries and museums. Archives have an increased focus on their societal value 
as  collections and institutions as well as on how they can strengthen their rela-
tionship with society and their social relevance in general. Their increased social 
role has largely resulted from technological developments that have facilitated 
archives’ increased interaction with their users, such as through crowdsourc-
ing and metadata creation initiatives. Participation has become a central concept 
to archives ( Jensen and Røsjø 2016), as well as the adoption of a more activ-
ist approach (see Chapter 16, this volume) to being inclusive and open to all, 
increasing the visibility of marginalized groups and creating opportunities for 
community  members to be represented on their own terms (Sjögren Zipsane 
2016). In particular, there has been an increased focus on the relationship between 
archives and social justice and on how archival work can serve social justice goals 
(Duff et al. 2013).

The international adoption of the SDGs, the national and local governmental 
focus on the goals, and the widespread interest from civic society and NGOs have 
prompted LAMs, especially libraries and museums, in the Scandinavian coun-
tries to pursue sustainability and sustainable development. The Danish Museum 
Association (ODM) proclaims it will lead the Museum 2030 initiative, building 
on the SDGs, to advance a shared vision of sustainable museums.3 Similarly, the 
Norwegian Museum Association states that it is actively engaged in increasing 
museums’ focus on sustainability in the future.4 In Sweden, Formas – a govern-
ment research council for sustainable development – has provided considerable 
funding to several museums to disseminate knowledge and research regarding 
the SDGs.5 The Danish Library Association created the DB2030 network for 
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libraries working with SDGs to ensure that the public library sector can serve as 
an anchor for this work. Furthermore, the Danish Agency of Culture and Palaces 
made supporting the SDGs a central criterion for libraries to receive funding for 
projects. Currently, the Scandinavian archival sector does not seem to have made 
a commitment to sustainability and the SDGs at the associational level like the 
library and museum sectors have.

Museums and libraries in Scandinavia have taken different approaches toward 
sustainability and the SDGs. In Denmark, the Danish Museum Association has 
spearheaded a process with the aforementioned Museum 2030 initiative to create 
a shared vision of sustainable museums. The focus is largely on how to make 
museums sustainable by using sustainable energy, supporting research in sustain-
able solutions, preserving biological diversity, and creating equal opportunities 
for all citizens. Additionally, several goals aim to support the development of a 
sustainable society in a broader sense. A similar focus on sustainability has been 
adopted by the Swedish National Museum, which states that sustainable prac-
tices are incorporated in all the museum’s activities and operations. Furthermore, 
the museum reduces traveling with the help of digital couriers and works with 
 sustainability in its shops and cafés.6

Libraries appear to take a more practical approach to sustainability. Arguably, 
the modern public library is the quintessence of the sharing economy. The 
library was one of the first sustainable infrastructures in our present-day society 
to support a circular economy and collaborative consumption. Many libraries 
in Scandinavia have further promoted these practices by lending such things as 
tools, fishing gear, bicycles, laptops, knitting kits, and seeds. Some libraries pro-
vide sewing machines that can be used to repair or upcycle clothing and other 
textiles, and some libraries provide repair stations to fix one’s bicycle. Several 
libraries have followed with activities such as repair cafés or upcycling workshops, 
and some libraries aim to be local hubs for citizen-generated ideas and activities 
related to sustainability by providing space and facilities. Other examples from 
Scandinavian libraries include programs focused on sustainability such as reading 
clubs about the Global Goals and specific issues related to sustainability. A major 
Scandinavian research project entitled UPSCALE is underway that investigates 
how public libraries can be used for upscaling collaborative consumption by 
organizing the lending of things such as tools from the local hardware store via 
the library system.7

The following typology encapsulates the broad range of LAM activities, prac-
tices, services, and programs related to sustainability:

Buildings and operational solutions: LAM institutions incorporating sustainable 
goals in their own buildings, activities, and services, or when they optimize 
existing resources.

Advocacy and promotion: LAM institutions advocating sustainability or acting as 
change agents in the local communities.

Discovery and dialogue: LAM institutions creating space for the public to learn 
or debate about sustainability and sustainable solutions.
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Experimentation and development: LAM institutions using their facilities as 
 laboratories to develop and explore new types of services to support the circular 
economy and sustainable consumption or providing space for new activities for 
the user and citizens connected to sustainability.

The activities within these areas will develop in the coming years as there will 
be continual political pressure on LAM institutions to incorporate, promote, and 
develop sustainable solutions. Working with sustainability also offers the LAM 
institutions an important way to legitimize their activities in their communities 
and to various stakeholders.

Diversity, unity, and equality

Scandinavian societies have undergone dramatic sociocultural changes due to 
greater cultural and ethnic diversification resulting from immigration, greater 
awareness and acknowledgement of ethnic minorities, and inclusion and 
 empowerment of gender and identity-based groups. This is happening within 
the context of an increasingly interconnected and globalized world that brings 
with it new and varied cultural influences from beyond the region. Social 
anthropologist Thomas Hylland Eriksen (2019) observes that, as with other lib-
eral states, the Nordic countries are striving to find a balance between similarity 
and difference and between equal rights and the right to one’s own cultural 
identity. LAMs adopt this approach in responding to the challenges related to 
diversity. Increasing the visibility and equality of different groups can have 
far- reaching implications for how societies balance the various, and sometimes 
conflicting, societal ideals related to sustainability, as well as for their own insti-
tutional legitimacy.

Historically, the Scandinavian countries have appeared to be relatively 
homogeneous based on the dominant national narratives and the cultural rep-
resentations that they have presented within and beyond their political borders. 
However, these narratives and images of the nations have been selective and have 
generally not acknowledged the cultural heterogeneity and diverse identities that 
have existed in the countries. The national museums and libraries that emerged 
in the context of the nation-building period of the 1800s played a central role in 
the creation of the national narratives. The narratives of the respective nations 
that were formed at that time largely favored the dominant ethnic groups (Danes, 
Norwegians, and Swedes), thereby excluding the narratives of the diverse groups 
inhabiting the region (Newby 2019).

These national narratives were challenged in the last half of the twentieth 
century when various groups began developing and institutionalizing themselves 
in new and independent cultural forms of expression. This occurred during the 
cultural upheaval and subsequent emancipation of the late 1960s, when groups 
from the upcoming generation questioned the existence of a monoculture and 
championed the acceptance and acknowledgment of greater cultural diversity and 
lifestyle choices. Labor migration in the 1960s and 1970s, much of which came 
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from non-Western cultures, accelerated this process and gave it new  direction 
and depth (Audunson 2005).

Since the 1980s, the awareness and acknowledgment of ethnic minorities and 
their histories have increased worldwide, including in the Scandinavian coun-
tries. Groups within Scandinavia who have national minority status include the 
Jews, Finns (Kvæner, Forest Finns, Tornedalians), Roma and Romani (tatere/tattare), 
as well as Germans in southern Denmark. The indigenous peoples of Sámi and 
Greenlandic Inuit also inhabit the region. Many Sámi live in their traditional 
territories in the north of Norway, Sweden, Finland, and Russia. They are a 
separate nation that spans the political borders of the countries.

There are also many other ethnic groups that do not have the legal status 
of being a national minority but who are considered minorities as they consti-
tute less than half the population in their respective countries. These include 
groups that came to the region in the 1970s and 1990s, such as the Turks in 
Denmark and Sweden, Pakistanis in Norway, and Yugoslavs in Sweden (Eriksen 
2019). However, in the period 1990–2018, most migrants to the Nordic coun-
tries, which include Iceland and Finland, came from Poland, the United States, 
Germany, and the United Kingdom. Migration from countries such as the 
United States is likely characterized by return migration, Nordic citizens return-
ing home, and therefore may not contribute significantly to the ethnic or cul-
tural diversity of the region. The largest refugee groups coming to the region 
during this time have come from Syria and Iraq. These groups are followed, in 
descending order, by migrants from China, Turkey, Thailand, Somalia, France, 
Romania, India, and Iran. Documentation of migration from countries formerly 
part of Yugoslavia or the Soviet Union has been varied and inconsistent, thus 
resulting in some ambiguity over the exact number of migrants who have come 
from these countries (Østby and Aalandslid 2020, 23–26).

Overall, the largest number of migrants to the region have gone to Sweden, 
except for during the latter part of the 1990s when most of the migration was 
to Denmark. Since 1990, Sweden has consistently been the main Scandinavian 
country of destination for those coming from Africa, Asia, and Latin America. 
Migration from the new EU countries has been most significant for Norway, and 
migration from western Europe and the United States has been most significant 
for Denmark (Østby and Aalandslid 2020, 51).

The struggle for equality and visibility, particularly for women and people 
identifying as part of the queer community, has paralleled the developments and 
trends related to cultural and ethnic diversity. The support for gender equality 
gained momentum in the Scandinavian countries at the end of the nineteenth 
century. Women progressively obtained equal rights in terms of education, gov-
ernment posts, voting, and political positions in the years leading up to 1920. 
By 1929, equality within the institution of marriage had also been obtained 
in each of the countries (Melby, Wetterberg, and Ravn 2008). Yet, while the 
countries are moving closer to gender equality and greater gender diversity in 
the workforce, some of the underlying societal attitudes are slow to change, and, 
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as touched upon in the introduction, there persist gaps in social and  economic 
life, especially concerning pay and representation in management positions 
(OECD 2018).

For most of the twentieth century, the Scandinavian countries were not 
generally tolerant nor accepting of queer identities, though there were known 
pockets of tolerance in the larger urban areas, most notably in Stockholm and 
Copenhagen. However, a dramatic shift has taken place, especially in the past 
couple of decades with the legalization and increased acceptance of same-sex 
marriages, and now the region is regarded as exceptionally tolerant, even being 
referred to as a queer utopia. However, there is still discrimination and unequal 
 representation, especially for the trans community (Benediktsdóttir et al. 2020; 
Del Mar 2021). The numerous identities within the queer community over-
lap with other cultural and ethnic identities; thus, recognition of, and support 
for, diversity in the Scandinavian countries has many different and overlapping 
aspects.

The new wave of refugees arriving in the region in 2015 again brought cul-
tural diversity to the forefront of social and political debates. This has resulted in 
recent policy initiatives in the three countries that have aimed to tackle segrega-
tion and growing social inequalities; however, these initiatives have taken differ-
ent approaches. The Danish strategy has emphasized measures related to housing 
and the settlement patterns, while Norway has had a stronger emphasis on the 
labor market and education, especially policies targeting children. The Swedish 
strategy has designated five areas of intervention, namely housing, the labor mar-
ket, education, crime, and democratic participation (Balke Staver, Brekke, and 
Søholt 2019). These policies and the issues they target all have implications for 
the work and activities of LAMs, especially those around education and demo-
cratic participation (see Johnston and Audunson 2019).

Against this backdrop, the library researcher Ragnar Audunson (2005) stated 
that one of the significant challenges for public libraries in late modern soci-
ety is to contribute to creating a shared understanding and societal coherence 
and, at the same time, stimulate diversity and tolerance. This challenge is not 
solely related to public libraries. Museums and archives also face challenges 
connected to diversity and its significance for development in the Scandinavian 
societies. Audunson aligns the LAMs’ roles to the sociocultural aspects under-
pinning Eriksen’s observation concerning the countries’ strivings to find the bal-
ance between similarity and difference. Accordingly, the LAMs in Scandinavia 
are engaging to varying degrees with minority groups who historically have 
been marginalized and oppressed, immigrants and their descendants, and other 
groups who seek greater visibility and equality. Recent examples include the 
Danish Women’s Museum’s name change to Gender Museum Denmark and 
the MultiAalborg project by the Department of Sociology and Social Work at 
Aalborg University and Aalborg’s City Archives in Denmark that aims to explore 
the different lived realities of being an Aalborg resident by including the life 
 stories of immigrants and refugees in the archive’s holdings.
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The idea that culture should be considered an additional component or pillar 
within sustainable development agendas has recently gained more widespread 
recognition. With reference to UNESCO (2013), the researchers Loach, Rowley, 
and Griffiths (2017) argue that protecting cultural heritage is crucial for cultural 
sustainability and that sustaining culture has an impact beyond social, economic, 
and environmental concerns. The four components of sustainability are shown 
in Figure 16.1, which is a diagram inspired by Loach, Rowley, and Griffiths and 
developed by Danish library science researchers Høj Mathiasson and Jochumsen 
(2022).

Expanding upon the social and cultural pillars of the diagram, and with 
emphasis on the institutions’ role in fostering an inclusive cultural heritage, the 
following is a typology of LAMs’ core activities related to diversity and social 
sustainability:

Inclusion: Activities include those related to LAM professionals selecting and 
mediating materials, documents, or objects that represent and reflect diverse 
cultures, perspectives, and lifestyles. These activities fall under the banners 
of inclusive collection development and promotion of diversity. Archive and 
museum- related examples include the proactive collection of materials con-
nected to underrepresented communities or around particular events.

Connection: Activities include those related to organizations creating arenas 
for people and groups of diverse backgrounds to meet, engage in dialogue, and 

FIGURE 16.1 The four components of sustainability.
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exchange knowledge. Relevant examples include human libraries (aka borrow 
a person), conversation-based programs (e.g., language cafés, story sharing, etc.), 
 makerspaces and themed workshops, as well as artist- or scholar-in-residence programs 
(see Chapter 15, this volume).

Participation: Activities include those related to institutions incorporating 
diverse experiences, perspectives, understandings, and knowledge through such 
things as crowdsourcing, co-creation, co-curation, and user innovation (see Chapter 13, 
this volume).

Representation: Activities include those related to community-based collections 
and/or institutions (e.g., community-based libraries, archives, or museums). These 
types of collections or institutions make communities’ autonomous representa-
tion and narrative (re)construction possible.

The activities within these areas are, and will continue to be, central in 
 determining the LAM institutions’ success in meeting the challenges of their 
increasingly diverse and fragmented societies, including their ability to support 
the formation of an inclusive and sustainable public sphere.

LAMs in the Nordic model: Challenges, communities, 
and empowerment

Increased migration since the 1970s, and especially since the millennium, has 
made immigration and integration policies contentious issues in Scandinavia. 
Large parts of the population in Europe and the Scandinavian countries see 
 climate policy as a top-down strategy negatively affecting ordinary people’s daily 
lives (Otto and Gugushvili 2020). Especially in rural areas, populist counter-
movements, such as France’s yellow vests and the electoral success of the farmers’ 
party (the Centre Party) in Norway, have gained traction. Even in the progres-
sive Scandinavian countries, holding a favorable view toward both welfare state 
policies and climate change policies is only attractive to about a third of the 
population (Otto and Gugushvili 2020). Considering the strict government 
immigration policies and climate populism, it might appear fruitless for LAM 
institutions to engage in programs directed at immigrants and socioecological 
sustainability-related activities. However, in the LAMs’ roles as universal welfare 
state institutions and community hubs, Scandinavian LAM institutions meet the 
challenges of migration and climate change by supporting community activities 
and local organizing. What is the rationale behind this persistence? What are the 
mechanisms supporting the notion that LAMs matter in creating a sustainable 
society and the inclusion and integration of migrants?

Cleavages regarding immigration and sustainability have neither eroded trust 
in government nor interpersonal trust. In the Scandinavian countries, trust lev-
els are still amongst the highest worldwide (worldvaluessurvey.org8). Breidahl 
and Fersch (2018) developed a theoretical model for explaining how welfare 
state institutions influence migrant integration processes through influencing 
migrant values and attitudes. Several studies have found that fair and impartial 

http://worldvaluessurvey.org
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public institutions that treat all people equally positively impact institutional and 
 interpersonal trust (Kumlin and Rothstein 2005, 2010). Kumlin and Rothstein 
(2010) discovered that the effect is especially strong for immigrants. Trust in 
the welfare state institutions can even counter negative experiences with indi-
vidual welfare state officers (Fersch 2016; Fersch and Breidahl 2018). As regards 
public libraries, they are consistently ranked among the most highly trusted 
public  institutions (Höglund and Wahlström 2009; Vårheim 2014a; Söderholm, 
Ögland, and Gunnarsson Lorentzen 2021). A handful of studies find that libraries 
positively influence institutional and interpersonal trust in the general popula-
tion and amongst immigrants (Vårheim, Steinmo, and Ide 2008; Vårheim 2014a, 
2014b).

Like the general population, migrants meet with the welfare state at street 
level. They are in contact with a variety of trusted welfare state institutions, 
ranging from social services to public schools and libraries. These institutions 
are important in people’s daily lives and contribute to forming values and prefer-
ences. The general positive attitudes toward LAM institutions are important, but 
even more important might be the migrants’ everyday experience with LAMs. 
Not only libraries but also museums are frequently visited. As frequently visited 
and highly trusted community organizations, Scandinavian LAMs are impor-
tant informal points of contact and places for meeting other local people. This 
includes attending and participating in museum exhibitions and activities, and 
library programs for the public or specially targeted groups, such as language 
cafés for newcomers ( Johnston 2018) or programs for sharing tools, bikes, or skis. 
LAMs alone or in cooperation with voluntary community organizations create 
initiatives for integration and socioecological sustainability from below, thereby 
empowering individuals and communities.

Seen from an inside perspective of the LAM institutions, incorporation 
of the diverse groups’ experiences and perspectives is not a straightforward 
process. It requires navigating in the larger political and social debates, both 
current and past. Ultimately, LAM institutions must decide which groups or 
communities are to be included in their collections and activities, and how 
the groups are to be represented (Gabriel and Jensen 2017). The institutions 
must decide how and to what degree they involve various groups in develop-
ing the collections and activities, the nature of the groups’ participation, and 
how much power is shared. SDGs, on the other hand, do not require quite 
the same navigation for the LAMs. SDGs are adopted by all the UN member 
states and working for sustainable development has extensive and worldwide 
political support, at least rhetorically. Moreover, many organizations repre-
senting civic society are engaged in sustainability activities, and large parts of 
the business community are involved in creating a more sustainable produc-
tion. Nevertheless, major concerns related to sustainable development such as 
individual freedom, private consumption, economic growth, national wealth, 
the rural population decline, and the time frames of CO2 emission reduction 
objectives await solutions.
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An essential role for Scandinavian LAMs going forward will be to initiate a 
community-based debate and make space for democratic discussion concern-
ing challenges. As Thiele (2016) warns, sustainability does not just refer to the 
long-term survival of a specific practice, relationship, or institution; it entails 
an expanded scope that requires management of the scale and speed of change 
and the use of imagination, innovation, and creativity. The ways LAMs navi-
gate toward sustainability in their communities will contribute to the long-term 
development of the Scandinavian region.

Notes

 1 https://sdgs.un.org/goals. Accessed 2 February 2022.
 2 https://icom.museum/en/news/icom-announces-the-a lternat ive-museum- 

definition-that-will-be-subject-to-a-vote/. Accessed 2 February 2022.
 3 https://www.dkmuseer.dk/nyhed/odm-med-i-projekt-om-b%C3%A6redygtighed. 

Accessed 2 February 2022.
 4 https://museumsforbundet.no/emne/baerekraft/. Accessed 2 February 2022.
 5 https://formas.se/en/start-page/archive/calls/2019-02-01-the-museums-and-the-

sustainable-development-goals.html. Accessed 2 February 2022.
 6 https://www.nationalmuseum.se/om-nationalmuseum/n%C3%A5gra- rader-

f r%C3%A5n-%C3%B6ver intendenten/ku ltu r-och-et t-h%C3%A5l lba r t- 
samh%C3%A4lle. Accessed 2 February 2022.

 7 https://cicero.oslo.no/en/posts/projects/upscale-oppskalering-av-baerekraftig- 
deling-ved-hjelp-av-offentlige-biblioteker. Accessed 2 February 2022.

 8 https://www.worldvaluessurvey.org/wvs.jsp. Accessed 2 February 2022.
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As mentioned in Chapter 1, the conditions for libraries, archives, and  museums 
(LAMs) have changed constantly throughout history in relation to wider soci-
etal changes. During the late 1900s and early 2000s, LAMs faced new, quick, 
and quite similar challenges, often linked to global trends and changes. In some 
instances, this also created incentives for new LAM collaborations. In this volume, 
we have discussed this development from different perspectives and highlighted 
differences and similarities among LAMs, using examples from Scandinavia. 
Furthermore, we have also discussed some of the important  challenges that 
LAMs are facing today.

The historical section of the book (Chapters 2–4) shows that large national 
LAM institutions in Denmark, Norway, and Sweden started to form during the 
seventeenth century. As in other Western countries, the development intensified 
in the centuries that followed under the influence of the Enlightenment, the 
development of science, the rise of the bourgeois public sphere, and industrializa-
tion, which started in the Scandinavian countries in the late nineteenth century. 
The modern regional and local LAM institutions also emerged at the end of the 
nineteenth century. The development of LAMs was closely connected to the 
modern project and the demand for public enlightenment, as well as to nation 
building and the construction of national identities. In Scandinavia, the develop-
ment of LAMs during the twentieth century was also connected to the creation 
of the modern welfare state, with cultural policies focusing on democratic and 
equal access to culture and cultural heritage, and on the right of citizens to free 
and reliable information (see Chapter 5).

The acronym LAM was used from the late 1990s as a collective term for 
libraries, archives, and museums. However, it also had an ideological dimen-
sion, implying that it was partly a common practice field with opportunities for 
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increased collaboration across institutional borders. As mentioned in Chapter 5, 
attempts around the turn of the millennium to create national LAM authorities 
in Scandinavia failed, although a national LAM authority existed in Norway 
for some years. Often, the collaboration has grown from the bottom up, in var-
ious regional and local projects, and through co-localization of different LAM 
institutions.

Similarities and differences

Perceiving LAMs as a partially common practice field presupposes some 
 overlapping between libraries, archives, and museums. Based on Scandinavian 
conditions, it can be summarized in the following four points.

 1 LAMs are all engaged in the acquisition, organization, curation, preservation, 
mediation, and dissemination of material, carrying different types of information. 
Although there have been examples, especially in ancient and older history, 
of true LAM institutions, there are differences in the practices of libraries, 
archives, and museums, as shown throughout this book. As discussed in 
Chapters 1–4, throughout history, libraries, archives, and museums have 
been given diverse societal tasks connected to different user groups and to 
different types of materials. This required distinct principles and tools, and 
thereby distinct competences among the professionals. Thus, it resulted in a 
divergent development of the LAM field, where separate institution-related 
 discourses were constituted – one for libraries, one for archives, and one 
for museums. This did, however, complicate broader LAM collaborations. 
Today, separate laws define the missions and aims of libraries, archives, and 
museums, and no Scandinavian country has a common law for the entire 
LAM field. Nevertheless, in spite of the divergence, the borders between 
libraries, archives, and museums have always been blurred. Many archival 
institutions have libraries and collections of artifacts, many libraries have 
archives and collections of artifacts, and many museums have libraries and 
archives. Some materials – for example, image material – have traditionally 
been handled by all LAMs, but in various ways, depending on the different 
tools and practices (see Chapter 8; Kjellman 2006).

 2 LAMs are often referred to as our (society’s) collective memory or “memory  institutions,” 
and their collections form part of what we call our “common cultural heritage” (Dempsey 
1999). However, LAMs handle different types of materials. The archival 
records and the library documents are relatively  uniform  –  traditionally 
mostly paperbound and fairly easy to handle. Museum collections, on the 
other hand, include almost anything from microscopically small insects to 
large works of art or machines. This material is often fragile or difficult 
to move from storerooms, which explains why users mostly do not have 
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access to the collections in museums, like they have in archives and libraries. 
Nevertheless, as discussed in Chapter 7, curated exhibitions built on material 
from the collections are a central activity in museums, something that librar-
ies and archives rarely have. The interpretation of objects in these exhibitions 
is an important task for the museums, and many large museums also have 
staff employed to research the collections. Generally, the staff at archives and 
libraries do not engage in interpreting the contents of the collections.

The focus on cultural heritage is most prominent in museums. Libraries 
and archives also have other important missions: Public archives provide 
the juridical system and the public administration with information, and 
handle the extensive material they continuously produce, while libraries 
are expected to promote information literacy. But there are also important 
 differences within the three LAM sectors. For example, some research librar-
ies, typically national libraries, have an archival function and are expected 
to save everything that is printed in the country for future generations. 
The public libraries, on the other hand, provide collections that are consid-
ered relevant based on contemporary needs and interests, and materials are 
 withdrawn when they become obsolete or no longer considered relevant. As 
mentioned in Chapter 6, there are LAMs without collections.

The concept of cultural heritage also has an ideological dimension that is 
reflected in the building of the collections. Who defines what is considered 
a cultural heritage? The national discourse has been, and still is, important 
in that context. LAMs have had a nation-building function since the mid-
dle of the nineteenth century, but what that means has changed over time, 
and LAMs have gradually become more inclusive from a social and ethnic 
perspective.

 3 LAMs produce different kinds of documents and meta-information connected to the 
organizing, searching, and retrieving of information. All three LAM sectors have 
knowledge-organizing systems (KO systems). As discussed in Chapter 8, 
both archives and libraries attach great importance to having public catalogs 
of their collections and fonds. Museums, on the other hand, rarely have 
public catalogs covering their complete collections. The difference is partly 
explained by the varying degrees of standardization. It has the greatest sig-
nificance in the library sector, as the same publications are usually found 
in many different libraries. There has thus been a lot to gain from collabo-
rating across the institutions and in creating common solutions, which can 
be illustrated by the fact that the Dewey Decimal Classification system is a 
national standard in many countries across the world. Standardization saves 
time and effort. Sometimes the archives developed standardized solutions 
too, albeit on a national basis. However, the diversity of materials in the 
museum collections may help explain why standardization is less common 
in the museum sector. It is difficult to build comprehensive KO systems 
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covering all kinds of material in museums. Yet, museums have an extensive 
production of printed exhibition catalogs, especially the art museums.

Even before the turn of the millennium, there were ideas of creating 
comprehensive KO systems for LAMs – digital catalogs that would ena-
ble users to simultaneously search for materials, such as photos or letters, 
in different LAM institutions. In general, the user perspective was often 
 emphasized in the arguments for increased collaboration – the use of digital 
technology should enable new solutions for the benefit of users. As pointed 
out in Chapter 8, digitalization fundamentally changed the routines for KO. 
In the past few years, however, the focus has mainly been on full text dig-
itization of material from the collections, which is especially important for 
museums in their effort to make the collections accessible to users.

 4 LAMs are considered important for an open and democratic society, and their work is 
largely determined by cultural and educational policy decisions. There is great public 
support for LAMs in the Scandinavian countries. As stated in Chapter 5, 
most LAM organizations have been publicly funded for a long time, either 
because they are owned by the state or a municipality, or because they 
receive public support for their activities. LAMs are important components 
of a cultural policy that aims to offer equal access to culture. This unites 
Denmark, Norway, and Sweden and contributes to what can be considered 
a Scandinavian model for LAMs.

However, there are many policy decisions that affect LAMs in various ways. 
One example previously mentioned is the Public Lending Right, which has 
existed since the middle of the twentieth century in all three countries. This is a 
financial compensation given to domestic authors – writing both in the majority 
 languages and in languages spoken by different minority groups – for their books 
being lent at public libraries. All the languages in Scandinavia are spoken by a 
small number of people, which makes the book markets small and book produc-
tion costly. It is difficult for authors to make a living from their writing if their 
readers borrow the books from libraries instead of purchasing them. The purpose 
of the Public Lending Right is to promote domestic literary production, but it 
also contributes to the public library’s nation-building function by supporting 
domestic literature.

Traditionally, public archives and libraries are free to visit and use, while 
 museums have entrance fees. However, in some countries – including the 
 Scandinavian ones – some publicly owned museums are obliged to be  admission 
free, due to political decisions. Just over a third of the Swedish museums 
were completely free of entrance fees by 2020, according to official statistics 
( Myndigheten for kulturanalys 2021, 19).

The notion of what LAMs should contribute to society has changed over 
time. Recently, both libraries and museums have broadened their work and be-
come cultural institutions offering different activities, focusing on community 
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building and user participation. Archives have not been affected in the same 
way,  although they are now also expected to focus on mediation and on becom-
ing user oriented. As discussed in Chapter 11, education policy affects LAMs 
–  especially libraries – in relation to the promotion of reading, information liter-
acy, and lifelong learning.

Challenges

The impact of digitalization

Digitalization has fundamentally changed the whole of society and is still a 
 central issue for LAMs in various ways (Chapter 9). The change has meant both 
opportunities and challenges for organizations, staff, and users, but much of the 
utopian attitude that prevailed a decade or two ago has today been replaced by 
a somewhat more dystopian attitude when faced with difficulties connected to 
digitalization.

All LAMs use online platforms for communication. As discussed in Chapter 
10, different kinds of platforms present different challenges. Internal platforms 
are expensive and require competence to maintain, which is not always available 
at small LAM institutions. Many users, or potential users, are active on social 
media, but global commercial companies with their own agendas run the social 
media platforms, and external platforms can be difficult to adapt to the missions 
and work of LAMs. Cross-institutional platforms maintained by many collabo-
rating LAMs are a solution, but there still seem to be problems in communicating 
with users.

The technical development is very fast and it is important to ensure that 
 today’s solutions for digital storage will also work in the future. This poses a 
challenge, not least for archives, where more and more of the material is born and 
saved digitally. Today, LAMs have to recruit competences outside the traditional 
LAM professions to deal with issues related to digitalization. As mentioned in 
Chapter 3, the archivist profession was almost split into two different professions 
because of digitalization – one focusing on digital archives and the other on tra-
ditional paperbound archives.

When the Swedish Royal Library presented a proposal for a national  library 
strategy in 2019, it emphasized the importance of making cultural heritage 
 accessible to a broader public through digitization (Fichtelius, Persson, and 
Enarson 2019). This suggestion was partly a consequence of discussions about 
copyright and copyright costs, which is another challenge LAMs have to face in 
connection to digitization. There is still a lot of ambiguity about how the legisla-
tion should be applied to digitized material, which sometimes means  difficulties 
for LAMs in making digitized material accessible. Paradoxically, digitization 
sometimes results in a situation where material is more difficult to access for 
users, as it is now hidden behind licenses with high fees. One example is the 
digitized twentieth-century Swedish news press. Difficulties may also arise for 
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LAMs attempting to arrange social activities, such as lectures, discussions, and 
public readings, in digital media if copyrighted material is to be used. However, 
in 2019, the European Union adopted the Directive on Copyright in the Digital 
 Single Market, which aims to update and harmonize copyright law in the member 
states, in order to better meet the challenges of digitalization and the Internet. 
The General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR), which came into force in 2016 
with the aim of protecting people’s personal privacy and preventing personal data 
from misuse, also affects LAMs’ digitization of materials.

LAMs’ acquisition of digitally published material is more complicated than the 
acquisition of paperbound material. Ebooks and audiobooks are accessed through 
license agreements, where fees are mostly linked to the number of downloads. 
This has resulted in difficulties for public libraries in predicting their costs for 
digital material, costs that have often become very high. In order to handle the 
situation, limitations are introduced at many libraries for the number of ebooks a 
user can download during a certain period – a new and uncomfortable situation 
for an institution whose basic mission is to increase the reading of literature in 
society. The situation became especially problematic during the COVID-19 pan-
demic in 2020–2021, when LAMs were forced to switch from physical to digital 
activities. In some Swedish municipalities, there was a dramatic increase in the 
number of downloads, leading to a complete stop in lending of ebooks due to 
runaway costs (SOU 2021:77).

Despite digitalization, the ever-growing amount of material to be 
 documented is difficult and expensive for LAMs to handle and store. This is 
especially noticeable for archives. As mentioned in Chapter 3, decisions have 
been made to use different kinds of sampling in order to keep the volumes 
down. Since the new Swedish Museums Act was introduced in 2017, museums 
have been able to withdraw objects from their collections, something that was 
not common practice previously. The large and old research libraries used to 
save nearly all the printed material they received through the Legal Deposit 
Act, but today they continually withdraw items and create collection strate-
gies. Swap agreements between research libraries used to be important, but 
they hardly exist anymore. How to curate the collections in a sustainable way 
for both contemporary and future users is a difficult challenge, as discussed in 
Chapter 7.

Legitimacy and democracy

As pointed out in Chapters 13 and 16, there is an increasing external demand 
on LAMs to show relevance and to legitimize their work. This is partly a con-
sequence of digitalization, but also a result of the efforts by the state and the 
 municipalities to coordinate resources in a cost-effective and sustainable way. The 
competition for public resources among different societal institutions is increas-
ing. This has sometimes affected LAMs negatively. For example, there has been 
a considerable decrease in the number of libraries in the Scandinavian countries 
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in recent decades, as the municipalities have tried to reduce their library costs by 
closing local public library branches.

Consequently, LAMs put a lot of energy into explaining the value of, and 
need for, what they do, and into adapting to changing needs, expectations, and 
opportunities. The way in which LAMs support democracy has been important, 
and traditionally they have supported democracy by giving access. However, 
LAMs seek to broaden the understanding of what democracy means ( Kranich 
2020). For instance, their social and community-building roles have been 
strongly emphasized in recent years, which is described by researchers as “the 
social turn” (Söderholm and Nolin 2015). As discussed in Chapters 6, 14 and 
16, LAMs’ opportunities to fulfill their democratic role lie today largely in how 
well they succeed in community involvement at different levels, i.e., national, 
regional, and local, and vis-à-vis different social, ethnic, and age groups. This is 
also an important challenge, and inclusion and diversity play a central role. LAMs 
serve as meeting places and arenas for public debate, and offer a wide spectrum 
of activities and programs, both on-site and digitally (Audunson et al. 2020). 
User participation is part of the community involvement. User participation, as 
pointed out in Chapter 12, has developed in various forms in LAMs during the 
past few decades, something that is illustrated by the concept of “the participa-
tory turn,” reflecting a changed view of the user. The importance of LAMs for 
both informal and formal learning has also increased. As discussed in Chapter 
11, literacy could be a concept connecting local everyday practices with social 
significance for LAM institutions.

LAMs and activism

As pointed out in Chapter 15, activism has not been as prominent in Scandinavian 
LAMs as in some other countries. This is due to the fact that the politicizing of 
LAM institutions and LAM professions has not been as strong here, which, in 
turn, is explained by the countries’ educational and cultural policies. Legislation 
is important in ensuring LAMs’ independence, and the so-called “arm’s length 
principle” determines the relation between politicians and LAM professionals, 
both at the municipal and state levels. It means that politicians set the frames 
through cultural policy and public grants but leave it to LAM professionals to 
transform this into concrete activities. This principle is central to the Nordic 
cultural model (Duelund 2003, 505) and has thus served as a counterweight to 
the politicizing of LAMs that is observed in other parts of the world (Koizumi 
and Larsen 2022).

However, although internal activism is not very prominent, discussions 
and opinions in society sometimes lead to activist demands and actions, put-
ting  external pressure on staff, collections, and activities at LAMs. A current 
 Scandinavian example concerns the photos of Sámi people in a photo collection 
created by the State Institute for Racial Biology that existed in Sweden between 
1922 and 1958 (Kjellman and Eld 2019). The archive from the institute is held 
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in the university library in Uppsala, but in recent years there have been demands 
from the Sámi minority to take over the responsibility for the Sámi photos. The 
library, on the other hand, claims, based on the provenance principle prescribed 
by the Archival Act, that the photos must not be viewed out of context (SVT 
Nyheter/Sápmi 2022a, 2022b). The question is whether material collected for 
research almost 100 years ago, in a way that today appears ethically indefensible, 
should still be publicly accessible as documentation of a dark part of history. 
Or, if the integrity of the depicted individuals is more important, and justifies a 
 relocation of the material to the minority they were a part of. Is it up to them to 
decide what should happen to it?

Many LAMs face similar challenging discussions today. The discussions cover 
all types of material, from human remains, and art and cultural artifacts, to doc-
uments and photos, but also printed books that are regarded as controversial, for 
example due to minority offensive language. “Banned books” are nothing new, 
but today the discussion about this phenomenon has broadened and includes new 
groups that question the content of collections and fonds in new ways. Power 
is important from the postcolonial perspective: Who owns the cultural herit-
age, and whose interests are reflected in legislation? This is important for the 
 community-building work and understanding of democracy at LAMs, especially 
in relation to the ongoing digitization of old artifacts and documents, making 
this material publicly accessible to a completely new extent.

LAMs and societal crises

Crises related to natural disasters such as fires, hurricanes, and floods are potential 
threats to the collections and premises of LAMs. At the same time, institutions 
like public libraries can take on important roles in rebuilding communities after 
such a crisis (Dickerson 2008; Jaeger et al. 2008). In Scandinavia, the COVID-
19 pandemic also drew attention to the importance of LAMs mediating public 
information and cultural experiences digitally, as local public meeting places had 
to be closed due to infectious disease restrictions.

LAMs have been destroyed in war many times throughout history. The 
Swedish army looted libraries in central Europe during the Thirty Years’ War 
in the seventeenth century and brought the books home as booty. The Nazis 
engaged in systematic looting of LAMs, both in Germany and in occupied ter-
ritories (Pettegree and der Weduwen 2021, 173–174, 323–349; Rydell 2014). As 
mentioned in Chapter 2, about 50 libraries were destroyed in Norway during the 
German occupation. Often looters had economic motives, but the lootings were 
also expressions of identicide – a deliberate, systematic, and targeted destruction of 
artifacts, books, and other symbols and property representing the cultural her-
itage and identity of a people (Meharg 2011). Identicide occurred in the  Balkan 
wars during the 1990s and in the Middle East when ISIS destroyed cultural 
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heritage – for example, when a museum and several libraries were looted and 
destroyed in Mosul, Iraq, in 2015 (Turku 2017, 42). With the Russian invasion of 
Ukraine in February 2022, Europe is facing a new war, and all Ukrainian LAMs 
are trying to protect their collections from bombing and looting – sometimes 
with support from LAMs in other countries. Simultaneously, they are working to 
maintain a digital service to provide residents with official information about the 
current situation, and helping refugees. This, of course, is extremely challenging 
work, and it emphasizes both nation building and an activist role for contempo-
rary LAMs in times of war.

Final remarks

In this book, we have described the development of LAMs throughout history 
as a diverging process. However, the various rapid and global changes in recent 
decades have presented LAMs with new and common challenges, which must 
be addressed, and where LAM collaborations sometimes have been the solution, 
a converging development. There is still much that differentiates LAMs in terms 
of missions, traditions, and working methods. But for LAMs as a whole, the 
changes from the past few decades have meant a changed view of the collections, 
of digitization, and of participants in LAM activities.

We have discussed the development and challenges of LAMs based on the 
situation in the three Scandinavian countries of Denmark, Norway, and Sweden. 
Our conclusion is that a Scandinavian model for LAMs can be distinguished, 
based primarily on the perception of publicly funded LAMs as an important 
part of the welfare state. In the Nordic region, both culture (Duelund 2003) and 
 media (Syvertsen et al. 2014) policy is seen as an extension of the welfare state, 
with free and democratic access to culture and information as important values. 
As demonstrated throughout this book, LAMs play important parts in  supporting 
open and democratic societies. Legislation and the arm’s length  principle provide 
independence to LAMs, while simultaneously protecting them from a politiza-
tion of their activities.

“Legitimation,” “sustainability,” and “democracy” are keywords when defin-
ing contemporary challenges for LAMs. In order to preserve the trust LAMs have 
gained from politicians and the general public, LAMs must be able to explain 
and defend the worth of what they do, and they must adapt to the sustainability 
agenda – not only in relation to cultural heritage and climate, but also in relation 
to a sustainable social and economic development. The nation-building function 
has become more inclusive from a social and ethnic perspective and has taken 
a somewhat new direction, in that LAMs are considered important in different 
types of societal crisis. Their role in emergency management and civil defense 
has been emphasized during the COVID-19 pandemic and is being brought up 
again with the invasion of Ukraine.
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