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Summary 

This mixed methods study aims to document, explore and understand the 

current nature and extent of community engagement in special collections 

in Cambridge University colleges by answering the following research 

questions: 

1. How and to what extent do Cambridge University colleges‟ special 

collections currently engage with communities? 

2. What factors determine the extent of community engagement in 

Cambridge University colleges‟ special collections? 

This study is rooted in a pragmatist paradigm and adopts a transformative 

stance. The choice of a triangulation mixed methods design (convergence 

model) draws on the literature review which identifies a mixture of resource 

based factors (quantitative) and attitudinal factors (qualitative) which may 

determine the extent of community engagement. A questionnaire is used to 

collect quantitative data on the extent of special collections and community 

engagement, and about the resource based factors. Focus groups gather 

qualitative data on attitudinal factors. 

The study finds that college libraries‟ special collections are impressive, 

extensive and various. The benefits of community engagement with them are 

substantial but adequate resources, including staff, space, pathways 

funding and partnerships, are necessary to facilitate it. Issues of resources, 

however, are surmountable given the right attitudes.  The current small 

extent of community engagement in all but a few Cambridge colleges‟ special 

collections is due in part to attitudes of strategic decision makers and 

library staff. The study is exploratory so areas for further research are 

identified in the conclusion. Action points for the special collections are also 

included. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 

Sometimes we in libraries speak of the danger of having special 

collections become “museums”, as though that were a pejorative term. 

(Byrd, 2001, p.166) 

 

Irrelevant, outdated, dusty: these are connotations that make „museum‟ a 

pejorative term. To regard museums as such does them a disservice. They 

are often vibrant and innovative places, with the cultural profile and public 

image that libraries feel they lack (Byrd, 2001, p.163; Gundersheimer, 2000, 

p.14; and Oram, 2000, p.44). Robert Byrd identifies the entertainment, 

educational value and popularity of museums and other institutions which 

exhibit „culturally or historically significant objects‟ (Byrd, 2001, p.166).  

This suggests that, to fulfil their potential, special collections should, 

perhaps, become more like museums.  From 2007-2010, whilst working 

with special collections in the historic library of a Cambridge University 

college, the researcher discovered the benefits of engaging the community 

with the library‟s „significant objects‟. Most of the advice received to build a 

programme of community engagement came from local museums rather 

than from other libraries. 

Twenty-four of Cambridge University‟s constituent colleges have significant 

special collections of rare books, manuscripts and other items, some housed 

in a historic building. College libraries‟ primary function is to support the 

aims of their respective colleges, particularly those of teaching and research. 

The special collections attract international interest from unaffiliated 

researchers. There are also other groups who engage with these special 

collections, and many more who could potentially benefit from doing so. 

These communities may include schools and further education colleges, 

adult education groups, special interest clubs, community support centres, 

and the local public. 
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The purpose of this mixed methods study is to document, explore and 

understand the current nature and extent of community engagement in 

special collections in Cambridge University colleges. 

The literature review reveals a lacuna in the area of special collections 

libraries‟ engagement of non-academic audiences, which this study might 

help fill, whilst also being of practical interest to the libraries involved in the 

research. 

 

1.1  Aims and objectives 

 

This study aims to answer two main research questions: 

1.  How and to what extent do Cambridge University colleges‟ special 

collections currently engage with communities? 

2. What factors determine the extent of community engagement in 

Cambridge University colleges‟ special collections? 

In conclusion the study considers two supplementary questions: 

1. What can Cambridge University colleges with special collections learn 

from this study? 

2. How can this study be developed upon? 

The objectives of this study are: 

 Conduct a literature review. 

 Send a questionnaire to college librarians/archivists to gather 

quantitative data on the extent of community engagement. 

 Hold focus groups with college librarians/archivists to gather 

qualitative data about attitudes. 

 To combine the two data sets in the discussion to answer the research 

questions. 
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1.2  Dissertation structure 

 

The literature review begins by defining the terms community engagement 

and special collections. It proceeds to survey the literature that combines 

these and related concepts.  

Chapter 3 sets out the methodology and methods, also discussing their 

limitations, methods of data analysis and ethics. 

Chapter 4 examines the findings of the questionnaire and the focus groups.  

Chapter 5, the discussion, brings the two sets of results together to answer 

the research questions.  

The conclusion summarises the study, and reflects on the extent to which 

the aims and objectives are met. It also gives a summary of areas for further 

research and action points for Cambridge college special collections.   
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

 

2.1 Introduction 

 

The literature review‟s starting point was keyword searching on LISA. Search 

terms include historic libraries, special libraries, academic libraries, special 

collections, education, outreach, community, community education, 

community access, community engagement, engage, museums, and 

libraries, in various combinations. Keyword searching was also performed 

on the catalogues of Cambridge University Library, The British Library and 

Aberystwyth University Information Services, followed by searches using 

Library of Congress Subject Headings. The rationale for searching in three 

libraries was to compare the holdings of two large copyright libraries and 

one specialist information studies library, achieving wide coverage. A 

systematic search was made of CILIP Update, HLF Bulletins, and the 

RBSCG Newsletters.  

References from relevant literature were followed up. Any items citing the 

relevant literature were also identified using ISI Web of Knowledge.  

 

2.2 Definitions 

 

2.2.1 Outreach or community engagement? 

 

‘Outreach‟ is the most commonly used term for the process of promoting 

non-affiliated members‟ use of library facilities. The term „education‟ is too 

broad and on LISA retrieves many results on career development. The terms 

„community access‟ and „community engagement‟ are not often used in 

academic library or special collections contexts. On LISA the latter retrieves 

twenty-six results, all relating to public libraries. „Outreach‟, however, is a 



 
5 

 

slippery concept (Schneider, 2003, p.208; Courtney, 2009, p.1; Boff et al., 

2006, p.138). Nancy Courtney provides the fullest discussion of its 

meanings in a book on academic library outreach whose wide-ranging 

examples demonstrate the term‟s multiplicity.  „Many would agree that it 

means reaching out to those outside the library but opinions differ on 

specifically whom‟ (Courtney, 2009, p.1). Outreach often refers to the 

promotion of services to affiliated faculty and students. It can also mean 

offering services to unaffiliated members, either those affiliated to other 

institutions or the general public.  Opinions also differ as to what is to be 

offered. „Access to library resources on-site is the most basic service and 

often the extent of outreach‟ (Courtney, 2009, p.1). Some academic libraries 

give borrowing privileges to unaffiliated users; some open up lectures and 

exhibits to the public; others offer specially created public programming.   

This study focuses on efforts of academic libraries with special collections „to 

move beyond their walls or traditional clientele to interact with their 

surrounding communities‟ (Schneider, 2003, p.200) i.e. promotion of 

collections and services to those outside of academia.  The overuse of the 

term „outreach‟ makes it imprecise enough to warrant the adoption of the 

more appropriate term „community engagement‟ to refer to the activities 

studied. Although not much used in academic library literature, 

„engagement‟ has been discussed in terms of academic institutions more 

generally: 

 

Engagement goes well beyond extension, conventional outreach, and 

even most conceptions of public service. Inherited concepts emphasize 

a one-way process in which the university transfers its expertise to 

key constituents. Embedded in the engagement ideal is a commitment 

to sharing and reciprocity. (Kellogg Commission, 1999, p.9) 

 

„Engagement‟ implies collaboration as opposed to the patronising tone of 

„outreach‟.  It suggests involvement with the collections, feeding back into 

staff and users‟ appreciation of them and the institution‟s intellectual life.  
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„Community has many different definitions extending from the neighborhood 

in which the campus is located to the world‟ (Kellogg Commission, 1999, 

p.11).  A library can work with many different communities, not all local. In 

this study, the community in „community engagement‟ refers to all non-

academic communities. 

 

2.2.2 What are special collections? 

 

Special collections can include: „the institution‟s archives, rare books, and 

other book collections with a...local interest, and manuscript, personal 

papers, and other archival collections‟ (Turcotte, 2009, p.92).  In this study, 

special collections include artefacts and, if applicable, the historic buildings 

in which they are housed. „Special collections‟ also refers to the „department 

or administrative unit...that houses these materials‟ (Turcotte, 2009, p.92). 

Not all the institutions studied have a separate administrative unit for their 

special collections but all identify these separately from their other holdings. 

 

2.3 Literature on special collections 

 

Literature on special collections that deals with public access is mainly 

North American and journal-based. Despite Barbara M. Jones‟ (2004, p.93) 

claim that „special collections now are the places from which the cultural 

treasures of the library are disseminated into the community‟, studies or 

examples of community engagement with special collections are scarce.  

Special collections literature discussing future and ideal use often includes 

aspirational statements about providing access for more diverse users. 

There is agreement that special collections have been consistently 

marginalised and underused (Byrd, 2001, p.163; Gundersheimer, 2000, 

p.18; Cordes, 2006, p.106; Oram, 2000, p.44). This neglect is attributed to a 



 
7 

 

history of elitism within the profession (Grob, 2003, pp.77-8; Cordes, 2006, 

p.110) and resultant misconceptions, such as the „stock and rather silly 

view of rare book collections which sees them as rarefied, complicated and 

exclusive with little appeal to the general public‟ (Potten, 2009, p.31).  

Commentators recognise the increasing appeal of special collections. There 

is growing scholarly appreciation of the physical history of individual books 

and „the many layers of [historical collections‟] cultural, social, architectural 

and intellectual significance‟ (Potten, 2009, p.31).  The uniqueness of special 

collections distinguishes research libraries as their other collections become 

more homogenous (Whittaker, 2006, p.121). „Special collections exist to 

support teaching and learning as well as original scholarship‟ (Byrd, 2001, 

p.165; cf. Smith, 2006) and the myriad ways people use the collections „for 

articles, books, lectures, exhibits, personal collections, even conversations‟ 

proves their value (Howarth, 2000, p.42-3; cf. Turcotte, 2009, p.93).  

To consolidate the appeal of special collections and ensure their future, they 

must be promoted to existing and potential users. In an academic library, 

these include „students..., scholars, and the general public‟ (Oram, 2000, 

p.164). Most writers recognise the public as potential users but are less 

emphatic about their use of special collections than that of students and 

scholars. Byrd‟s (2001, p.166) discussion of public programming, „staged 

readings, panel discussions, informal talks, exhibition openings‟ which 

„create a sense of openness and accessibility‟, focuses on the promotional 

benefits for the library but not on why the public might attend. Similarly, 

Potten (2009, p.31) supports public access but makes an unimaginative 

distinction between a scholar‟s engagement with a fifteenth-century book 

and „simply putting the object on display and letting people see it‟.  If Byrd is 

reticent and Potten stereotypes, Gundersheimer (2000) sees public access as 

a threat: 

 

Will we recognize a mission to provide access to the larger community, 

and if so, under what conditions and with what limits? These are large 
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policy issues, and I offer no firm views about them except to notice 

them looming ever larger on the horizon. (Gundersheimer, 2000, p.25) 

 

The brevity of these articles, without room to develop an argument, may 

account for the writing-off of the public in favour of more familiar user 

groups.  

The contradictory quotations above from Gundersheimer and Jones, 

respectively pessimistically unconstructive and groundlessly optimistic, 

illustrate a problem in the literature. Such a small body of writing makes it 

difficult to know what represents the profession‟s stance, particularly in the 

UK. 

Having the right staff with the right attitude is consistently acknowledged as 

an important factor in improving access to special collections. This is 

discussed both in terms of frontline staff, whose „formidability‟ presents a 

barrier to users (Traister, 2003, p.87), and strategic leadership, in 

collections that „remain isolated and marginal‟ because „the heads of those 

units are not interested in increasing access, promoting use, or re-

examining collections and because library directors are not willing to 

commit additional resources or staff to special collections under those 

circumstances‟ (Byrd, 2001, p.170).  Tiley (2005) presents a more positive 

example of staff enthusiasm and expertise in contributing to a website 

promoting the special collections at St John‟s College, Cambridge beyond 

the College community. A growing need is perceived for staff devoted 

exclusively to engagement in special collections (Oram, 2000, p.45; Byrd, 

2001, p.170; Cordes, 2006, p.112; Smith, 2006, p.37; Turcotte, 2009, 

p.102). More investment in skills (Smith, 2006, p.38; Potten, 2009, p.32) 

and diversity (Grob, 2003, p.74-107) in special collections professionals is 

also needed. 

Cataloguing is appreciated as essential groundwork to promote access and 

use (Byrd, 2001, p.167; Whittaker, 2006, p.122; Turcotte, 2009, pp.100-

101). Discussing backlogs of uncatalogued material, Jones (2004) argues 



 
9 

 

the importance of having user-friendly pathways to special collections, 

including catalogues, websites, and subject guides. This is because „special 

collections librarians are working increasingly with patrons who need help 

conceptualizing projects and are using resources previously unknown to 

them‟ (Jones, 2004, p.94).  Jones thinks in terms of amateur researchers 

from genealogists to novelists, but her observation equally applies to 

community groups finding new applications for the special collections, for 

projects, visits, events and so on. What is not drawn out in the literature is 

the benefit of the cataloguing process to librarians which can be passed on 

to users. Cataloguers build a body of knowledge about collections which 

they can document for colleagues and users.  

Preservation is sometimes cited by the researcher‟s colleagues as a 

limitation on the use of special collections by non-members. Fenn and Muir 

(2003, p.204) recognise the growing appreciation of the cultural significance 

of special collections in private subscription libraries and the accompanying 

pressure to make them publicly accessible. They also recognise the PR and 

funding benefits of doing so (p.213) (see discussion of these benefits in 2.4). 

Like Cambridge colleges‟ collections, private subscription libraries are often 

scholarly and specialist in nature, and increasing access risks alienating 

their members.  Fenn and Muir suggest open days, exhibitions and school 

visits as alternatives to giving the public full access, maintaining member 

privileges and allowing for greater preservation control (p.214). 

 

2.4 Literature on academic libraries 

 

As the special collections under discussion are based in academic 

institutions this literature is pertinent. Again, there is a North American 

bias so its applicability to the UK is debatable. In particular, it suggests that 

American universities have traditionally allowed public access to their 

facilities in contrast to UK institutions.  Literature on academic libraries 

furnishes case studies and surveys relating to community engagement. 
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An important distinction is made between allowing public access to services 

and resources, and actively promoting what is on offer, even creating new 

services for new communities. Shires (2006, p.316-326), in his study of 

public access in Florida academic libraries, found that 80.6% allowed public 

users in-house access to their special collections. This reflects recognition 

that the uniqueness of special collections compels those outside owning 

institutions to consult them. Shires also found, however, that „a majority of 

libraries did not actively promote their resources and services to the local 

community, despite the fact that many of those resources and services are 

available to public users‟.  Savage (1988, p.193) draws the same distinction 

between passively allowing access and actively promoting collections. 

Returning to Jones‟ (2004, p.94) observation that non-academic groups may 

„need help conceptualizing projects‟ or be „using resources previously 

unknown to them‟ , it is clear that simply making services and resources 

available will not encourage communities to use them.  These new users 

may need mediation to access the collections or wish to engage with them in 

a completely new way. 

Literature from academic libraries discusses the benefits and disincentives 

to community engagement. Courtney (2001, p.472) observes that the 

literature does not capture the viewpoint of the unaffiliated user.  

Arguments for and against public access to academic libraries are made by 

librarians, „who find themselves caught between a professional instinct to 

provide access to all and the realities of budgets, space and the needs of 

their own clientele‟ (Courtney, 2001, p.472).  Limited resources, from staff to 

space, have almost always been cited as the main hindrance to community 

engagement (Piternick, 1979, p.153; Shires, 2006, p.316-326).  In terms of 

motivation, Courtney‟s „professional instinct‟ can be unpacked. 

Strengthening public relations is the most consistently identified reason for 

community engagement (Courtney, 2003, p.6; Schneider, 2003, p.200-1; 

Manuel, 2004, p.474; Boff et al., 2006, p.143-6; Shires, 2006, p.316-326). 

Few commentators suggest concrete outcomes to improved public relations 

but agree its importance for an institution‟s security. Welsh (2010, p.63) 
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writes that networking with community groups can lead to donations, 

strengthening collections. Financial imperatives for community engagement 

are also often identified. In cases in the U.S.A. where institutions are 

publicly funded, state support mandates some level of public service 

(Courtney, 2001, p.475; Schneider, 2003, p.201; Boff et al., 2006, p.146; 

Shires, 2006, p.316-326).  In other cases, additional funding or sponsorship 

from various bodies is an incentive to pursue community engagement 

(Smith et al., 2009, p.1). Academic libraries‟ engagement with community 

groups, especially schools, can attract potential students to the university 

and help them develop skills needed for higher education (Courtney, 2003, 

p.6; Schneider, 2003, p.204; Manuel, 2004, p.459-62; Shires, 2006, p.316-

326). Manuel (2004, p.459-486) discusses the improvement in students‟ 

information literacy skills occasioned by working with the variety of sources 

in an academic library, and how this benefits the university in the long term 

when they enrol in higher education. A benefit that is overlooked is the 

professional development that staff gain from participating in community 

engagement activities, improving their service to core users. Smith et al. 

(2009) give an example of community engagement feeding back into the 

intellectual life of a university when an academic was inspired to create a 

new course based on a series of talks originally created as public 

programming. 

Schneider (2003, p.201) suggests that community engagement can be 

initiated by an external request, but it is hard to find actual examples of this 

in the literature. The benefits to the community as well as to the library or 

university are considered, but interestingly these are perceived as separate 

rather than integral to one another. Shires (2009, p.316-326) identifies the 

rarity of special collections which offer access to „items not found in local 

museums, art galleries, or public libraries‟, particularly information on „the 

history of the local community‟. Toyne (1987, p.36) argues for the 

importance of collections that help people to develop „a clear mental image of 

who they are and where they fit into society...established by their 

community of origin‟. Toyne (1987, p.38), Smith et al. (2009) and Shires 
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(2009, p.316-326) all see a role for academic libraries as „enrichment 

venues‟, intellectual and creative meeting places for the public „that may not 

be found elsewhere in the community‟ (Shires, 2009, p.316-326). These 

„enrichment venues‟ are seen as both contact points between the community 

and the university, and places that provide people with the „opportunity to 

connect with others in the community‟ (Smith et al., 2009). As Courtney 

(2001, p.472) points out, these are benefits as perceived by librarians rather 

than the community. 

 

2.5 Literature on community engagement in special collections 

 

Florence Turcotte‟s 2009 chapter on „outreach in special collections 

librarianship‟ in academic libraries includes a section on „community 

outreach‟ and „K-12 students‟. Turcotte emphasises public relations as the 

motivation for outreach. With the proviso that „with limited resources... first 

priority should be curriculum and faculty support activities‟,  the benefits of 

„community outreach‟ are strengthening of town and gown relationships, 

and donations of material to enhance collections (Turcotte, 2009, p.97).     

K-12 students may benefit libraries by becoming future student users, 

allies, or librarians (Turcotte, 2009, p.98).  Special collections‟ public 

services can be promoted via „website, word of mouth, open houses, and 

flyers or brochures‟, and „social networking software‟ such as „Facebook‟ and 

„YouTube‟ (Turcotte, 2009, p.93 and p.101). The use and importance of 

community partnerships for successful outreach is also considered. Their 

power is illustrated by collaboration between the Marjorie Kinnan Rawlings 

Manuscript Collection at the University of Florida and Marjorie Kinnan 

Rawlings Historic State Park, which resulted in the conferral of National 

Historic Landmark Status on the Park (Turcotte, 2009, p.97).  

Like Turcotte, Visser (2006) argues that special collections are PR venues for 

libraries and their parent institutions. Visser‟s study focuses on outreach to 

K-12 students whom she sees as potential future users and supporters of 
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the library as well as future librarians. Her survey of outreach to schools by 

115 Association of Research Libraries (ARL) special collections gained a 70% 

response rate.  52% of respondents „actively do outreach to K-12 students 

and teachers‟1 mainly using „mailings‟, „workshops for teachers‟, 

„competitions‟, „web sites‟, „in school presentations‟ and „collaboration on 

specific exhibits or programs‟.  Word of mouth was not regarded as an active 

method of promotion. Websites were listed as channels through which 

schools heard about the collections by both active and passive respondents. 

Visser also found that although any one special collection gave only a small 

number of school visits per year, a wide variety of subjects had been covered 

(p.315). Special collections expressed the disparity between their 

circumstances and desires. Obstacles to school visits included lack of staff, 

time and space, lack of institutional support for community engagement, 

and preservation concerns (p.316). 

Visser‟s 2006 survey was initiated by positive personal experience of 

community engagement in special collections, coupled with finding 

substantial anecdotal evidence but little published work on other special 

collections‟ experience in the field.  Visser aimed to „understand the reality 

behind the anecdotes‟ (Visser, 2006, p.314) by studying the extent of special 

collections‟ engagement with K-12 students and the attitudes that determine 

it.  

Examples of „community outreach activities‟ in Turcotte (2009, p.97) include 

„open house events, lectures open to the public, and exhibits related to local 

history and culture‟. Birkwood (2010, p.8) has undertaken „public open days 

and talks, visits...for special interest groups and schools, the creation of an 

online exhibition..., and involvement in larger Cambridge University 

                                                 
1 This is a much higher proportion than the 13.9% of the academic libraries surveyed by 

Shires (2006) who actively promoted their services to the public. The surveys are not 

directly comparable, as Shires surveyed a smaller, more localised sample and looked at 

academic libraries rather than just special collections. The difference may also be explained 

by Visser‟s concentration on libraries‟ work with one particular community group i.e. 

schools. Libraries may find it more manageable to design and promote public services on a 

targeted basis.   
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outreach events such as the Science Festival‟. Birkwood‟s 2010 article 

focuses on the description of a particular one-day public event, part of a 

programme of community engagement as a condition of HLF funding for 

cataloguing a large collection of personal papers.  Birkwood‟s tips for 

organising events are: use pre-existing events, like local festivals, for 

support and publicity; focus on collection strengths; and be ambitious (p.9). 

This is one of the few pieces of practical advice in the literature, along with 

Visser who gives detailed advice for organising school visits, beginning with 

the idea that the most effective visits are those that focus on materials 

directly linked to the curriculum or unit of study (2006, p.318).  

 

2.6 Literature on community engagement in museums 

 

A significant number of special collections commentators acknowledge 

similarities between special collections and museums (Slowik, 1992, p.3; 

Smith, 2006, p.33; Dupont, 2007, p.16). Some even look to museum 

literature as a pool of relevant experience on which librarians can draw 

(Fenn and Muir, 2003, p.215; Visser, 2006 p.314; Wythe, 2007, p.55).  

Whilst special collections literature sees questions of public access „looming 

ever larger on the horizon‟ (Gundersheimer, 2000, p.25), museum literature 

takes questions of who uses museums, how, and why as central themes.  In 

contrast to library studies, museum texts related to community engagement 

are numerous and geographically diverse. This study, therefore, will not 

attempt a comprehensive survey but will use a selection of texts from the UK 

and North America to draw out points of comparison with the library 

literature surveyed above. 

Black (2005, p.1-6) perceives a recent movement from museums as research 

based institutions „with a responsibility to create knowledge through 

development and research of collections, and then to disseminate that 

knowledge through...formal scholarly displays‟ to an „increasing recognition 
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that the traditional audience is not „one‟ but a plurality...separate 

audiences...seeking [their] own experiences and outcomes from...the same 

product‟ and „responding to audiences as partners in a joint enterprise.‟  

In 1991, Merriman (p.2) called for museums, which were not accessed by a 

representative sample of the population, to „work to dismantle the cultural 

barriers‟. In the same year, Smith (1991, p.266) observed a similar tendency 

in art museums to provide for „a small, well-informed audience that is 

relatively satisfied with what is on offer‟. He identified that „the extent to 

which different galleries are willing or able to consider the interests and 

needs of new visitors [depends on] the strength and vision of the director, 

the composition of the governing body, the level of the revenue budget, the 

philosophies of individual staff‟. This dependency of levels of access on 

resources and staff attitudes matches current concerns in the literature 

surveyed in sections 2.3 and 2.4. Recent special collections commentators, 

although welcoming some public access have not gone much further than 

considering „simply putting the object on display and letting people see it‟ 

(Potten, 2009, p.31), certainly not so far as to consider who that public 

might be in any depth.  

Smith (1991, p.266) also lamented „the lack of written project reports of good 

practice, and the failure to write up successful approaches to building links 

between galleries and communities [meaning] that much excellent work is 

completely unknown‟. A similar situation exists in special collections 

libraries today, as demonstrated by the lack of concrete examples in this 

literature review. 

Museum literature of the last ten years has engaged in a subtle and complex 

discussion of communities and their interaction with the institution. 

Libraries are currently arguing about the validity of allowing their special 

collections to be used for purposes other than academic research. Museums 

commentators now take that for granted; their „concept of the general public 

is now being replaced by the concept of a more differentiated audience‟ 

(Hooper-Greenhill, 1999, p.5). There are many contributors to this 
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discussion, including Clifford (1997) who sees museums as „contact zones‟, 

emphasising „how subjects are constituted in and by their relations to each 

other...copresences, interaction, interlocking understandings and practices, 

often within radically asymmetrical relations of power‟ (p.192-3);  Witcomb 

(2003) who identifies „a use of the notion of community which does not 

invoke a politics of resistance and opposition but which simply recognizes 

different interests and histories‟ (p.82); and Lang, Reeve and Woollard (2006) 

who write that museums are „recognizing that the public is made up of 

many diverse groups who are keen to articulate their needs and make their 

views known, even through choosing not to visit‟ (p.5). This discussion 

includes an awareness of social and political implications of museums‟ 

decisions and policies on these newly recognised communities. 

With the recognition of the diversity of communities that might engage with 

the museum comes an interest in studying the museum experience from the 

visitors‟ perspective, engendering studies such as Falk and Dierking (2000) 

which asks „do visitors to museums learn and if so, how do they learn and 

what do they learn?‟ (p.3). In contrast, special collections literature remains 

firmly based on the opinions of librarians. 

Museums literature should also be drawn on by librarians as it offers 

concrete studies of ideas that are only being tentatively called for in special 

collections. For example, whilst special collections literature recognises the 

value of dedicated posts for librarians involved in community engagement, 

the concept of the education officer is now familiar in museums.  Museums 

are now experimenting with different ways of engaging with communities 

through employing members of those communities as experts. Hooper-

Greenhill (1999) notes how:  

 

...if advisory groups drawn from the relevant communities have been 

established...the process of negotiation of interests and values itself 

partly creates the new audience. (Hooper-Greenhill, 1999, p.258) 
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Libraries may learn from the experience of museums in identifying diverse 

communities and engaging with those communities in ways relevant to both 

community and special collections. 

 

2.7 Summary 

 

The literature review draws together writing about community engagement 

from special collections and academic libraries. It identifies the key debates 

and concerns in this study and a need for more concrete research in special 

collections libraries‟ engagement of non-academic audiences. Museum 

literature is discussed as a body from which special collections could draw 

best practice in community engagement.  
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Chapter 3: Methodology and Methods 
 

3.1 Introduction 

 

This mixed methods study starts with a gap in knowledge: how and to what 

extent do Cambridge University colleges‟ special collections currently engage 

with communities and what factors determine this? The literature review 

suggests factors for testing (see Appendix 3). Given the sparseness of 

literature and the unique situations of the special collections in Cambridge, 

there may be others, as yet unidentified. Those identified are a mixture of 

resource-based factors which are quantifiable and attitudinal factors which 

may be better understood if examined qualitatively.  The population of the 

study - librarians and archivists with responsibility for special collections in 

Cambridge colleges - have a lot in common, but each college, library, 

collection and individual is also unique. The researcher takes a 

transformative stance, hoping that the findings will help to improve practice, 

but wishes to avoid her voice dominating the study. The methodology 

selected takes these considerations into account. 

 

3.2 Methodology 

 

3.2.1 Pragmatism 

 

A pragmatist worldview as described by Tashakkori and Teddlie (2003, 

p.712) allows the study to include the different realities of participants. It 

also allows the researcher to acknowledge a personal stance rather than 

pretending scientific objectivity. 

 

 



 
19 

 

3.2.2 Mixed methods triangulation design (convergence model) 

 

Combining qualitative and quantitative data provides a more complete, more 

complex understanding of the factors determining the extent of community 

engagement in Cambridge University colleges‟ special collections. This study 

employs a mixed methods design to document and understand the mixture 

of resource-based factors (quantitative) and attitudinal factors (qualitative) 

which were identified by the literature review, and any other factors that 

may arise inductively during the study.  

A triangulation mixed methods design (convergence model) is used, in which 

different but complementary data on the same topic are collected and 

analysed separately, with associated techniques, and then compared. This 

design is appropriate for this study‟s relatively short time frame because it is 

„intuitive‟ (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2007, p.66) and both types of data are 

collected at approximately the same time. 

A questionnaire is used to test the effect of resourcing on the levels of 

community engagement with special collections. Concurrent with this data 

collection, focus groups explore attitudes and understanding regarding 

community engagement among staff responsible for the special collections. 

These methods are explained in more detail in section 3.3. A diagrammatic 

model of the research design is included in Appendix 1. 

 

3.3  Methods 

 

3.3.1 Selection of participants 

 

The population of the study, Cambridge colleges‟ special collections, is 

small, so this study aims to survey the whole population. The population 

was identified using the College Libraries Directory on the Cambridge 

Libraries Gateway 
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(http://www.lib.cam.ac.uk/libraries_directory/libraries_directory.cgi?option

=C).  For those college libraries advertising their special collections through 

their website, an email was sent to the person listed as having overall 

responsibility for the special collections. This email gives a short explanation 

of the study and asks for an expression of interest for participation in the 

questionnaire and/or the focus group. Where the library does not advertise 

its special collections online, a similar email was sent to the person 

responsible for the library, which also seeks to ascertain whether or not a 

special collection is present. Copies of emails are included in Appendix 2. 

The researcher anticipates that giving an initial expression of interest will 

make participants more likely to complete the questionnaire on receipt. This 

approach also allows the likely feasibility (in terms of participation) of both 

tools to be determined before committing to them. In this approach, 

participants for both the questionnaire and the focus group are self-

selecting. 

 

3.3.2 Questionnaire 

 

The questionnaire takes measures of extent and type of community 

engagement to answer the first research question (extent of current 

engagement with communities?)  and as the comparator for factors in the 

second research question (the factors determining this). It also measures the 

resource-based factors identified in the literature review. These include staff 

(both numbers and skills), budget, space and collections. A measurement for 

diversity of staff is not included as this is a complex issue requiring separate 

study. Pathways to the collections, such as catalogues and online resources, 

are also identified as important for community access so a question on the 

extent and form of cataloguing is included. Appendix 3 is a table relating the 

literature review to the questionnaire in detail. 

The questionnaire is created using LimeSurvey, open source survey software 

(http://www.limesurvey.org/).  It falls into three sections: general 

http://www.lib.cam.ac.uk/libraries_directory/libraries_directory.cgi?option=C
http://www.lib.cam.ac.uk/libraries_directory/libraries_directory.cgi?option=C
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information about the special collections; measures of community 

engagement; resources for community engagement. It aims to be short and 

intuitive. The questions are mainly closed to gather easily analysed, 

quantitative data. Many of the questions do have an open element, however, 

providing an „other‟ option with text box for explanation. Thus possibilities 

not identified by the research can be included. A variety of question formats 

are employed depending on the data required. On reflection, the variety of 

question formats makes data from different questions more difficult to 

compare. The questionnaire‟s other limitations are discussed in section 3.4. 

The questionnaire has been pilot tested with two special collections 

librarians and two LIS academics. Some questions are reworded based on 

their suggestions and responses. A text box for further comments has been 

added at the suggestion of one tester. 

For reasons of convenience, the questionnaire is hosted online by 

LimeService (https://www.limeservice.com/) and personalised links to it, 

and reminders a week later, are sent via email to participants. The 

questionnaire is managed through a token system provided by LimeService. 

Although tokens can enable responses to be traced to individuals, the option 

to have anonymous responses (identified by number rather than name) is 

selected to avoid bias from the researcher‟s prior knowledge about 

individuals or institutions. 

Appendixes 4 and 5 contain the full questionnaire in print (numbered) and 

electronic format (screenshots). 

 

3.3.3 Focus groups 

 

Focus groups are used to explore and understand attitudinal factors 

identified by the literature review.  Focus groups promote self-disclosure 

among participants (Krueger & Casey, 2009, p.5) and therefore are a good 

tool to gather data about attitudes and understandings. Their ability to 



 
22 

 

generate a range of ideas or feelings that people have about a topic and to 

uncover factors that „influence opinions, behaviour or motivation‟ (Kruger & 

Casey, 2009, p.19) allows expansion on the literature review and suits the 

potentially complex subject. Their group discussion format allows the 

researcher to take a less directive role. This avoids the researcher‟s voice 

dominating this qualitative part of the study.  Focus groups also give a 

different power dynamic than individual interviews. As the researcher‟s 

views about community engagement are known to some participants, this 

power dynamic is appropriate for the study as participants can have a 

mutual discourse less affected by their perceptions of an interviewer or 

moderator.  A complicating factor in focus group analysis is that „focus 

groups generate public discourses rather than uncovering participants‟ real 

views‟ (Smithson, 2007, p.54). For this study, this is a positive complication 

because the object is to explore professional attitudes, precisely the type of 

public discourses likely to emerge. 

Participants who expressed interest in attending a focus group were sent a 

link to a doodle poll (http://www.doodle.com/) to determine the best times 

to hold the groups. Twelve librarians with special collections responsibilities 

at different colleges signed up. As a recommended focus group size is 5-10 

participants (Krueger & Casey, 2009, p.6), two, hour-long focus groups were 

scheduled. 

The focus group protocol design is based on the model for a questioning 

route suggested in Krueger & Casey (2009, p.35-52). This protocol is 

included in Appendix 6. As the groups are only an hour long, the 

questioning route consists of a relatively small number of simple questions 

to avoid trivial results produced by overly complex topics (Krueger & Casey, 

2009, p.14). As the study is about bringing community groups and special 

collections together, the opening question directs the group‟s thoughts 

towards their special collections, and the introductory question crystallizes 

the group‟s concept of community. The latter question avoids the discussion 

being framed around an overly abstract, and thus rather meaningless, idea 

of community.  The transitional question relates the collections to the 
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community. The key questions elicit participants‟ attitudes and 

understandings of community engagement in their special collections 

through a discussion of benefits and barriers. The closing question gives an 

opportunity to prioritise the preceding discussion. 

The focus groups were moderated by the researcher, partly for convenience 

and partly because being of the same professional background, the 

researcher as moderator allows participants to use their professional idiom, 

which was desirable in the terms of the study. The focus group was recorded 

on a laptop computer for later transcription by the researcher. 

 

3.4 Limitations 

 

3.4.1 Research design 

 

In order to gain a complete picture of community engagement in special 

collections the points of view of users and non-users of the special 

collections would have to be studied. Due to the small scale of this study, it 

only collects data from librarians, even though this limitation is identified as 

a broader issue in the literature review. 

Although the study receives a good response, the participants respond on a 

voluntary basis and so, to some extent, are self-selecting. The results 

therefore may be skewed toward special collections and staff that already 

have an interest in community engagement. 

The triangulation design challenges the researcher because it is difficult to 

give equal weighting to two different sets of data, qualitative and 

quantitative, and to combine them meaningfully. 
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3.4.2 Questionnaire 

 

It is difficult to find measures of some factors for which librarians are likely 

to be able to easily provide data. Despite some care in this area of the 

questionnaire design, some data sets are incomplete because respondents 

do not know off-hand, for example, the extent of collections.  This concern 

also means that some factors are roughly measured e.g. space. This limits 

the extent to which this study can draw conclusions about these factors. 

Despite testing the questionnaire, the researcher became aware of 

imperfections which may lead to bias in some of the questions, after sending 

it out. For example, question 1:4 only suggests a limited number of core 

user groups, although it allows for „other‟, and it puts community groups 

and the public last, implying a hierarchy which might encourage 

respondents to reconfirm the researcher‟s suspicions about their views. By 

including the questionnaire in Appendixes 4 and 5, these imperfections are 

transparent to the critical reader. 

 

3.4.3 Focus groups 

 

Krueger & Casey (2009, p.21) recommends 3-4 focus groups, or, if new 

results are still being produced, as many as it takes to reach saturation. The 

study‟s constraints on time and possible participants mean that this is not 

possible, so the focus groups may not have captured all possible points of 

view.  

There were technical difficulties with the sound recording equipment; 

making some of the participants words muffled. This has been indicated by 

ellipses in some quotations. 
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3.5 Data analysis 

 

The questionnaire data are exported from LimeService to a Microsoft Excel 

spreadsheet and used to generate descriptive statistics for each question 

including mean and median. Some of the data are re-coded or recombined. 

Pie charts and bar graphs are used where appropriate to illustrate 

comparisons between respondents‟ answers to each question. Any patterns 

observed at this stage are described in the text. Measures of community 

engagement are compared to measures of factors identified by the literature 

review. As the population is only 15 strong the spread can be compared 

using a simple tabulation of the data (see Appendix 7 for the full table). In 

some cases where a relationship is observed, the correlation coefficient (r) is 

calculated to test the strength of the correlation.      

The focus group transcripts are coded in one margin for factors as suggested 

by the literature review and key quotes are highlighted in colours 

corresponding to the codes (see Appendix 3 for the codes). The researcher 

notes any other observations in the opposite margin. 

 

3.6 Ethical considerations 

 

This study follows the Aberystwyth University Department of Information 

Studies (DIS): Ethics Policy for Research (Urquhart & Rogers, 2008) and 

Statement of Ethical Practice for the British Sociological Association (BSA, 

2002).   

Although the study‟s participants are not generally recognised as vulnerable, 

some of the issues under discussion are potential points of professional 

sensibility. Self-selection for both tools ensures that participants are those 

who are relatively comfortable discussing the subject matter.  

An information panel on the questionnaire‟s introductory page explains how 

data may be used and assures respondents complete anonymity. The focus 
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group protocol contains a verbal preface which explains that direct 

quotations may be used but will not be traceable to participants or 

organisations and that the exercise is voluntary and participants can leave 

at any time. 

Research data is kept in a secure file on the researcher‟s personal computer. 

Recordings and transcripts will be destroyed once the dissertation has been 

submitted and marked. Questionnaire data will be deleted from the host 

website. Participants will be given an opportunity to view the finished study. 

 

3.7 Summary 

 

This exploratory mixed methods study uses qualitative and quantitative 

data-gathering tools to build a complex picture of the state of community 

engagement in Cambridge colleges‟ special collections. The questionnaire 

and the focus group will be analysed and presented separately to allow the 

use of techniques most appropriate to each type of data. The results from 

the two tools will then be combined in the discussion. 
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Chapter 4: Results 

 

4.1 Introduction 

 

After a summary of participation figures, the findings of the questionnaire 

are laid out, followed by those of the focus group. The questionnaire results 

are represented in a mixture of tables, charts and graphs. Where 

appropriate, further information and analysis are given in the text. Statistics 

on the extent of the collections are given first as these are the context for 

what follows. Then data measuring the extent of community engagement are 

displayed, followed by an analysis of the various resource-based factors 

identified by the literature review.  

The focus group findings are grouped by themes suggested by the literature 

review. The salient points of the discussions are summarised with 

illustrative quotations under the headings: collections; pathways, contacts 

and publicity; staffing and funding; space, security and physical access; and 

purpose and attitudes. The focus group participants are given a numerical 

identifier, such as 2:1, the first digit of which indicates whether they were in 

focus group 1 or 2. 
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4.2 Participation 

 

 Individual libraries in the Cambridge College Libraries Directory2: 30 

 Libraries with special collections (study‟s total population)3: 25 

(100%)4 

 Libraries expressing interest in participating in the questionnaire5: 19 

(76%) 

 Libraries expressing interest in participating in the focus group: 14 

(56%) 

 Libraries that submitted a questionnaire: 15 (60%) 

 Libraries represented at the focus group: 10 (40%) 

Those who undertook the questionnaire but did not want to attend a focus 

group have two main reasons for this: time constraints and feeling the topic 

is not relevant to them because their library does not currently engage much 

with the community beyond their college. 

There is some attrition between expression of interest and participation in 

both the questionnaire and the focus group (16% in each case). Three out of 

four of the people who did not submit a questionnaire signed into the 

survey, so it is difficult to judge whether these remain un-submitted due to 

technical difficulties or another factor. Four interested participants did not 

attend the focus group. Of these, two did not reply to the doodle poll, one 

could not make any of the times, and one had to drop out due to unforeseen 

circumstances.   

                                                 
2
 Libraries that are listed twice in the directory, under college name and under library name, have 

been counted only once in this study. 

3
 In three cases, the college’s main body of special collections was housed in the college’s archives or 

in the care of an archivist. In these cases the request for information was directed to whoever was 

listed as the person responsible for the collections. The study refers to all participants as libraries and 

librarians for convenience. 

4
 All percentages in this study are rounded to the nearest whole number where necessary. 

5
 Six libraries did not reply to the initial request for an expression of interest. No libraries expressed a 

disinclination to fill in the survey. 
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4.3 Quantitative data (questionnaire) 

 

4.3.1 The special collections 

 

Question 1:1 (extent of collections): 

 All 15 (100%) special collections that answered the questionnaire have 

large collections of printed books. Collection sizes range from 600-

36,000 volumes, with a mean of 14,047 volumes. 

 10/15 (67%) libraries also have collections of manuscripts, ranging 

from 9 to 900 manuscripts, with a mean of 318. There may be some 

leeway for the interpretation of „manuscript‟ in this question i.e. by 

counting volumes or titles, and by including only medieval 

manuscripts, or early modern and/or modern as well. 

 9/15 (60%) have collections of personal papers, ranging from 50 to 

30,000 archival boxes. No average is given because several libraries 

estimated their archival collections in terms of linear metres of 

shelving rather than boxes.  

 7/15 (47%) libraries include artefacts among their collections, ranging 

from 3 to 200 pieces. One library had 'a few' objects, the mean of the 

other 6 libraries‟ collections was 58 pieces. 

 Other notable contents include unpublished musical scores at one 

library and photographic collections at another. 

 Data for all collections except printed books in one library are 'not 

known' and in another 'not available'.  

 

Question 1:3 (historic buildings) 

 

 9/15 (60%) respondents‟ collections are housed in historic library 

buildings. The other 6 (40%) are not housed in historic library 

buildings. 
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4.3.2 Community engagement in special collections 

 

Questions 1:4 and 2:6 (access by community groups) 

 

 Only one respondent considers community groups and the public to 

be among their core users. 

 

FIGURE 1 

 

 Over the last two years, all but one collection has been accessed by a 

community group, in the broadest sense. A third of respondents (5) 

work with a wide range of (5-6) different groups. 

 

FIGURE 2 
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 Over half of respondents have been accessed by special interest 

groups and by the general public over the last two years. These groups 

are those with the most obvious interest in the special collections and 

are most likely to realise that interest independently. In the same 

period, few special collections have been accessed by community 

support groups or primary schools. These are groups for whom, the 

researcher believes, the benefits of using the collections are potentially 

very great but not so obvious. 

 

FIGURE 3 

 

Question 2:1 (opportunities for access) 

 

 In „Other‟ responses to question 2:1, one library points out that 

general college open days, alumni events etc. are not included in their 

total for library open days; one highlights that since June 2010 it has 

hosted one guided tour per week (included in the statistics). 

 Media crews are seen as another form of community engagement by 

two libraries and this is incorporated into the results, but as it was 

not initially offered as an option in the questionnaire, figures for 

media crews may be lower than in reality.  One respondent, when 

asked how many school visits, responded 'none thank heaven'. 
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 Over the preceding two years respondents offered a substantial 

number of community access opportunities. The vast majority of these 

were in the form of special interest group visits and guided tours. 

Methods of access that appeal to groups who already realise their 

interest in the special collections are prevalent, whereas workshops 

and hands-on activities which might actively engage new groups are 

least offered. This agrees with the results of question 2:6.  

 

FIGURE 4 
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 Special interest group visits and guided tours are also among the most 

popular in terms of how many participants have offered them. Like the 

aforementioned categories, open library days have been offered by 

11/15 participants. The total number of open days, however, is 

comparatively fewer over the same two year period. The high number 

of libraries that had tried open days is probably explained by the Open 

Libraries initiative, which was started in September 2009. This 

encourages libraries in Cambridge University to open their doors to 

the public once a year during the University‟s public engagement 

initiative, Open Cambridge 

(http://www.admin.cam.ac.uk/opencambridge/), and probably 

accounts for most of the open days recorded. 

 

FIGURE 5 
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Table 1 summarises the three measures of community engagement by 

respondent: 

 

TABLE 1 

 

 

 

Question 2:5 (promotional media) 

 

 Two thirds of respondents actively promote their special collections in 

some form. However, only one third use more than two promotional 

media. 

Respondent 
id 

Total 
number of 
different 
groups 
engaged 

Total 
number of 
types of 
public 
access 

Total number 
of public 
access 
opportunities 

2 1 3 5 

3 3 6 13 

4 1 0 0 

5 1 3 16 

6 5 5 140 

7 6 3 157 

11 1 4 7 

12 6 5 17 

14 0 0 0 

15 2 4 13 

16 3 3 11 

17 4 6 23 

18 5 8 129 

20 6 6 255 

22 1 3 10 
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FIGURE 6 

 

 Events organised by third parties and webpages stand out as the most 

popular promotional media. Other promotional media specified were 

„to alumni‟ and „project to produce online catalogue of [a particular] 

collection‟. 

 

FIGURE 7 
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Question 2:7 (strategic documentation) 

 

 The majority of libraries do not consider public access in their 

strategic documentation. Three libraries have public access written 

into their strategic plan. One of these three also features public access 

in annual reports and another in their education policy. 

 

FIGURE 8 
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4.3.3 Resources in special collections 

 

Questions 1:2, 2:3 and 2:4 (pathways: catalogues and other resources) 

 

 Over half of printed books and manuscript collections are available 

through published catalogues either electronically or in hard copy. 

 

FIGURE 9 

 

 

FIGURE 10 

How are these collections mainly catalogued:
printed books

Electronic published (9/15)

Hard-copy published (1/15)

Electronic internal (1/15)

Hard-copy internal (4/15)

How are these collections mainly catalogued:
manuscripts

Electronic published (4/15)

Hard-copy published (5/15)

Hard-copy internal (1/15)

Not applicable (3/15)

No answer (2/15)
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 Conversely, less than a quarter of collections of personal papers and 

artefacts are available through published catalogues. 

 

FIGURE 11 

 

 

FIGURE 12 

 

  

How are these collections mainly catalogued:
personal papers

Electronic published (3/15)

Electronic internal (1/15)

Hard-copy internal (3/15)

Not catalogued (3/15)

Not applicable (4/15)

No answer (1/15)

How are these collections mainly catalogued: 
artefacts

Electronic published (2/15)

Hard-copy internal (1/15)

Not catalogued (5/15)

Not applicable (5/15)

No answer (2/15)
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 Just fewer than half participating special collections make online 

resources, other than catalogues, available to the public.   

 Three participants list catalogues as online resources. Whilst the 

researcher concedes that online catalogues are important electronic 

resources, these are discounted here as they are covered in question 

1:2. More accurate terminology for this question might be „electronic 

resources other than catalogues‟. 

 Just over half of participants make print resources available to the 

public. 

 

FIGURE 13 

 

 

FIGURE 14 

 

Do you make any special collections online resources 
available to the public?

Yes (7/15)

No (8/15)

Do you make any collections related publications (e.g. 
exhibition catalogues, guides) available to the public?

Yes (8/15)

No (7/15)
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 There is a strong positive association between making electronic 

resources available and making printed publications available. A 

library that creates pathways does so using various media. 

 When the details of online resources (in 7 libraries) and print 

publications (in 8 libraries) were coded, it was shown that although 

the group as a whole offers different types of online resources and 

publications, few libraries exploit a diverse range of them; only two 

libraries offered more than one type of electronic resource and two 

different ones offered more than one type of printed publication. The 

graphs below show the range and frequency of the different types of 

online resources and print publications. 

 

FIGURE 15 
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FIGURE 16 

 

 All online resources are free at the point of access. Information leaflets 

are generally free but a small fee (£10 or less) is charged for most 

other print publications.  

 

Questions 1:5, 1:6, 3:3 and 3:4 (staffing and skills) 

 

 The mean average of the number of staff substantially involved in 

special collections is 2.7. The median is 2.  

 The average number of staff hours spent on special collections per 

week is 45.9, with 8.65 of those hours spent on community 

engagement. 
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TABLE 2 

Respondent 
id 

How many members of 
your library's staff 
have substantial 
involvement in your 
special collections? 

How many hours a week 
in total do staff spend on 
special collections 
related work? 

How many of your weekly 
staff hours in your special 
collections are spent on 
public access/community 
engagement activities? 

2 1 3 0 

3 1 5 0 

4 2 10 0 

5 4 30 0 

6 4 80 8 

7 2 8 3 

11 1 32 0 

12 3 46 No answer 

14 0 0 0 

15 3 10 1.5 

16 1 No answer 0 

17 2 14 0 

18 3 100 No answer 

20 11 300 100 

22 2 5 0 

 

 Only 4/15 respondents give examples of training undertaken by staff 

in the preceding two years to support public access/ community 

engagement activities. Details of that training are as follows: 

TABLE 3 

Respondent id Details of training 

6 
On the job training for library assistant in dealing with the public and handling 
questions about the collection. 

7 

30 minute training for a group of members of other departments in college (who 
may conduct visits if library staff are unavailable): Alumni Office, Tutorial Office, 
Conference Office and a selection of Porters. 

18 

Engaging the hard to reach. Engaging young people in the world of archives. 
Effective writing for the web. Object handling and packing. Online exhibitions. 
Engaging with 14-19s. KS3 Outreach course. 

20 

All training is listed on-line in the [institution's] annual reports (available via our 
website). [This was followed up by researcher. Relevant training included:]  
College training on ‘Protection of Vulnerable Adults’; Society of Archivists training 
day ‘Web Usability for Archives’ 

 

 Only respondent 18 lists substantial training directed specifically at 

community engagement. Respondent 7 has, notably, trained members 

of college, other than library staff, to be involved with visits to the 

special collections. 
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Questions 1:7, 3:1 and 3:2 (funding) 

 

 The median funding category for respondents‟ special collections is 

£1,001-10,000. There is, however, quite an even spread across 

categories, particularly the three moderate categories. This may be 

because different size collections need varying expenditures, or 

because different institutions value their collections to a greater or 

lesser extent. It could reflect different colleges‟ overall spending power. 

It is probably a mixture of all of these factors. 

 

FIGURE 17 
 

 Only respondent 20 has a dedicated budget for public access (£5,000). 

The respondent falls into the £30,001+ category for money spent on 

special collections in the preceding year. Respondent 18 (the other 

participant in the £30,001+ category) gives no answer to question 3:1. 

  

How much was spent on your special collections 
last year (exclusive of staff costs)

0 (1/15)

£1-1,000 (3/15)

£1,001-10,000 (3/15)

£10,001-30,000 (4/15)

30,001 + (2/15)

No answer (2/15)
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 Three respondents (20%) have received external funding for public 

access/community engagement activities in the past five years. Most 

others (73%) have not received any funding for this purpose. 

Respondent 12 gives no answer. Details of the funding obtained are 

given as follows: 

TABLE 4 

Respondent id Funding bodies and activities supported 

15 Funding for a specific exhibition from a University fund 

18 MLA Learning Links Funding 

20 

Andrew W. Mellon Foundation funding for conservation and cataloguing and 
a capital campaign to raise £3M from private donors to increase endowment 
to support access. 

 

 

Question 3:6 (space) 

 

 Only two respondents (15 and 7) (13%) say that they had adequate 

space for public access to their special collections. One respondent 

(18) uses the comments box to add, „mostly we have adequate space, 

but larger groups can pose logistical problems, e.g. space for school 

parties to eat lunch‟. Space constraints are perceived to effect public 

access to special collections. 

 Question 3:6 measures perceptions rather than concrete facts. The 

results do not reflect the impact that lack of space has on community 

engagement.  
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Questions 3:5 (connections) 

 

 The majority of respondents do not consider that they draw on any 

partnerships to further public access or community engagement. Of 

those who do, most have partnerships with bodies within Cambridge 

University (respondents 18, 7, 15 and 17). Only two respondents (18 

and 6) have external partnerships. 

 Partners include Cambridge City Tourist Office and Blue Badge 

Guides, MLA, Cambridge Museums Education Group, Cambridge Folk 

Museum, Cambridge University Office of External Affairs and 

Communications, University Library, and other college librarians. 

 

FIGURE 18 

 

  

Has the special collections drawn on external 
partnerships to further public access/community 

engagement?

None (10/15)

Partnerships within 
Cambridge University only 
(3/15)

Partnerships internal and 
external to Cambridge 
University (1/15)

Partnerships external to 
Cambridge University only 
(1/15)
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4.4 Qualitative data (focus groups) 

 

4.4.1 Opinions: collections 

 

Answers to question 1 immediately create a sense of the variety and 

uniqueness of the special collections in Cambridge colleges, and the in-

depth knowledge many participants possess about them: 

  

The item that stands out for me in our special collection is the 1498 

Psalter which is printed in black and red. There‟s only one copy 

extant. As far as we know it‟s never left the college. It has a local 

binding by Walter Hatley...until the Reformation it was in the chapel 

when it was brought to the library, not before all references to the 

Pope had been removed. (Participant 2:2 answering question 1) 

 

This item is key to the history of the college, having been there through most 

of it; key to local history, reflecting the work of a local craftsman; key to 

national history, illustrating the events of the Reformation; and key to world 

history, being an early example of the technological advance of the printing 

press. It also shows the interplay of these various geographical-historical 

levels.  It is a visually attractive volume with its two-colour printing and 

early binding. It has an air of intrigue – why is it the only copy in existence? 

All these factors must ensure its wide appeal. 

 

Participant 1:5:...quite a lot of law material but some interesting 

characters in there. 

Moderator: Can you give us an example of one of the characters? 

Participant 1:5: One is Hale...He‟s a lawyer and he started off being 

brought up by this family of Puritans. He lived through the Civil War 

and also the Fire of London and one thing he did is after the Fire of 

London he established how to divide up the land because everything 
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had been burnt to the ground and he established who had rights to 

what. (Participant 1:5 answering question 1) 

 

Here items in a participant‟s collection relate to a colourful character who 

could be used to discuss the impact of the Fire of London at key stage 1 for 

the History National Curriculum in year 2. 

Although participants have some specific ideas about how their collections 

can benefit or be relevant to visitors without a research interest, 

understanding of how these visitors might engage with the collections 

remains vague: 

 

I think with a lot of these people it is quite undefined, they go away 

thinking oh that was great, that was good, I saw the inside of an old 

Cambridge college or I saw a manuscript and yet they‟ve never had 

any sense of this is what we took away from it. They go away feeling 

warm hearted, they can‟t exactly define what it is but they feel 

satisfied. (Participant 1:2 answering question 4) 

 

Participants are also often extremely modest about their collections, some to 

the extent that they undervalue them. This is particularly true of smaller 

collections that feel overshadowed by bigger, more well-known collections: 

 

I think my collection, it‟s only got a limited relevance to many of those 

categories, for things like tourists. It‟s not a large collection and also it 

hasn‟t got much wow factor (Participant 1:3 answering question 3)  

 

Whilst we do have a very good collection, it is not one that can stand 

comparison with [names another college]. It is small and based on 

[Theology] which is not immediately exciting apart from a few volumes 

which are interesting (Participant 2:4 answering question 6)  
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4.4.2 Opinions: pathways, contacts and publicity 

 

I think most people who walked into any reasonably sized special 

collection would be able to find something were they able to look that 
they would find of great interest. That‟s sometimes the problem, 

people walk in and they are confronted by cases of books so that 
nothing there they feel necessarily for them. (Participant 2:2 in 
response to question 3) 

 

This participant identifies a particular problem for access to library special 

collections: although the often splendid buildings immediately impress 

visitors, the material with real power to engage individuals, the content of 

the books, is shut away with only a forest of spines showing. If these 

collections are to be accessible, people need to be „able to look‟. The focus 

groups touch on three pathways that could facilitate this: catalogues, 

librarians and illustrations. Interestingly, no participant talks about lack of 

pathways when specifically asked about barriers to community engagement 

in question 6. It is not thought inconsequential, however, coming up 

elsewhere in the discussion.   

Catalogues are the main pathway mentioned. For at least one participant 

they are a major factor in making the special collections accessible, 

mentioned from the beginning of the discussion:  

 

No one knows about [our collections], including me, and, and most of 
our interesting things remain uncatalogued ... it is one of the most 
interesting features of the collection, that it‟s hidden. (Participant 1:2 

in response to question 1) 

 

The same participant returns to the issue, among others, when asked to 

identify the most important factor determining the level of community 

engagement in a college‟s special collections. Catalogues‟ availability online 

is felt to be important as, although the library has a card catalogue, few 
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books are catalogued electronically, creating „a barrier for other people, this 

big gaping hole there‟ (Participant 1:2 answering question 7).  

Participants who have, or are in the process of creating, catalogues 

demonstrate their benefits as pathways.  In answering question 1, following 

from a funded cataloguing project, Participant 1:5 is able to tell the group 

about interesting, eighteenth-century lawyers whose work featured in the 

collections. Cataloguing is presented as an aid to publicising the collections 

in an explanation of why a library started doing more outreach: 

 

I think we are very lucky in that we have quite high profile collections 

which‟ve got quite a lot of publicity because all our items have been 

catalogued. (Participant 2:3 answering question 7) 

 

Catalogues are not the only pathways into special collections. Depending on 

their depth and format they do not always capture the most engaging angles 

of the collections.   

 

I keep finding things that I didn‟t know that we had...nobody knew, 

even though we catalogued. (Participant 1:6 in response to question 4) 

 

This participant illustrates the point by describing one book‟s provenance 

(an eminent economist‟s own copy of his work which he later gave to a 

popular novelist) which would have wide appeal for reasons not captured by 

the library‟s online catalogue. Having discovered it, this participant now 

shows this item to visitors for whom it has relevance.  

Librarians‟ function as an engaging pathway into the collections is raised in 

a discussion of fundraising offices‟ involvement in special collections. One 

participant feels that the college‟s development office sometimes takes a 

reductive approach to the special collections:  
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I don‟t get the chance to enthuse about things which I think often 

people would like...you can put it into a context which is not just 

historical, you know, it‟s now, you can talk at different levels about 

things. (Participant 1:4 answering question 4) 

 

The participant feels that potential benefactors would be more inspired if a 

librarian put the collections into context rather than a hard sell focusing on 

the problems with the collections. This illustrates librarians‟ potential as a 

pathway into the collections for other groups as well, particularly 

considering the reactive ability of librarians to find the appropriate level and 

approach for each audience. 

The discussion about relevance (question 3) in focus group 2 touches on the 

particular appeal of illustrations. Participant 2:1 expresses a preference for 

displaying illustrations over text because visitors engage with it straight 

away. This leads to a discussion about language barriers to non-experts 

posed by material in Medieval Latin, older forms of English, and foreign 

languages, with the implication that illustrations transcend this barrier. The 

power of images as a pathway when displayed elsewhere, especially online, 

is not elaborated in the discussion but is a corollary of it. 

One participant who engages extensively with community groups sees 

establishing partnerships as a key factor: 

 

Well it seems like I‟m incredibly lucky in our position...we have a very 

nice established system, established contacts and established visits 

that work. (Participant 2:1 answering question 7) 

 

Although no other participant explicitly acknowledges this, many of the 

groups mentioned in question 2 who already visit are known to participants 

through contacts made by other members of college, such as Fellows.  
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4.4.3 Opinions: staffing and funding 

 

Staff time is a problem in all libraries really. Most libraries just don‟t 

have the staff to properly supervise a lot of group access. (Participant 

2:3 answering question 6) 

 

Many participants think that lack of staff time adversely affects their ability 

to engage with communities outside of academia. Only one participant 

brings up staff training and expertise as an issue. No one mentions staff 

diversity.   

The extent to which staff time is felt to be an issue differs between the two 

groups. Group 1 talks about it from the very beginning of the discussion and 

5/6 participants feel that the staffing implications of community access to 

the special collections restricts what they can offer non-academic groups:   

 

I think anyone...should be welcome within the bounds of what we can 

do, which is not much because we don‟t have the staff. (Participant 

1:4 responding to question 2) 

 

It takes quite a lot of time in that quite often these visits are at a 

weekend or if the groups want to come or even in the evenings...so  

you know I often stay late to do them and then that has an impact on 

the ordinary working week because I have to take that time off. Often I 

don‟t and I‟m working quite a lot more than I need to but you know 

any time that‟s given to the old library is taken away from the 

undergraduate library or from my social life, so it is a juggling act. 

(Participant 1:5 answering question 6)  

 

Participant 1:6 also picks out staffing needs as a barrier to making the 

collections accessible and Participant 1:2 agrees: 
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I am trying to run the library and I‟m virtually on my own...I don‟t 

have the time to put exhibitions together and to do the kind of 

outreach work I‟d like to. (Participant 1:2 answering question 6) 

 

Participant 1:2 and 1:4 mention in passing their use of volunteers to try to 

improve the situation but this was not presented as a viable alternative to 

paid staff.  

Despite its obvious importance, only one participant picks out staffing as a 

key factor determining levels of community engagement in question 7 and 

then this is mentioned among several other factors. 

The participants in group two, with one exception, feel they have sufficient 

staff time, although under-staffing is recognised as a general concern for 

special collections. Collections that have already had staff time invested in 

cataloguing them have the luxury of time to engage with communities: 

 

We don‟t have to do those tasks so we have some time to do outreach. 

(Participant 2:3 answering question 6) 

 

One out of the four participants expresses similar concerns to group one: 

 

We don‟t provide access...because we have very limited staffing and 

the staffing that we have is concentrated [on keeping the student 

library running]. (Participant 2:4 answering question 6) 

 

The same participant also has concerns about lack of staff expertise: 
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I think my other problem...is that I am not a rare books specialist and 

confronted with a collection of 4,000 rare books I wouldn‟t know 

where to begin...if I do get some stuff out someone who does know 

about it will come along and say why are you displaying that? 

(Participant 2:4 answering question 6) 

 

This breaks down into two separate issues. Firstly, a need for specialist 

training or employment is identified. Secondly, librarians can suffer a lack of 

professional confidence brought on by perceived lower professional standing 

than academics, particularly exacerbated in the hierarchical, academic 

environment of Oxbridge colleges. This leads to the assumption, which the 

participant makes, that any scrutiny of librarians‟ creative or research-

based activities by the academic community is likely to be negative.  Implicit 

in this is also an assumption that the academic audience is the only one to 

which the collections might apply. 

Resourcing in monetary terms is only raised in group one. This may be 

because staffing is special collections‟ main expenditure. Any bid put to 

college finance departments would be made in terms of staffing levels rather 

than in terms of funding and therefore participants think in terms of staffing 

rather than funding. One participant talks about how usage statistics can 

be used to make the case for improved funding for access to special 

collections: 

 

We can say we had so many visitors this month and go to the college, 

go to the Bursar, and say look if you gave us more money we could do 

more. (Participant 1:2, question 5) 

  

The main impact of funding on community engagement is not felt to lie in 

the amount of money but the source of the funding and whether it carries 

with it any obligation: 
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Because the cataloguing of the [collections] and the purchase of them 

for the nation was lottery funded so there is a much greater onus on 

us to be open to everyone who wants to come. (Participant 1:1 

answering question 7) 

 

This participant works in collections that open to the public because they 

have been backed by public funding. Alternatively, another participant sees 

a clear distinction between the role of museums collections and the role of 

special collections in college libraries because of the perceived difference in 

their funding sources:  

 

Museums are government funded, there is an inclusivity to them and 

they have things that are relevant to the community whereas 

colleges...certainly don‟t have any duty to open up... [General 

agreement] (Participant 1:2 answering question 3) 

 

This perceived distinction is not clear cut in reality. Colleges, although semi-

autonomous, are part of the University which receives a teaching grant from 

the Higher Education Funding Council. Museums are diverse and how they 

are funded varies enormously.  The participant also makes assumptions 

about the appropriate audience for special collections.  

 

4.4.4 Opinions: space, security and physical access 

 

Security is a big issue...the Old Library is difficult to supervise...you‟re 

balancing access against security. (Participant 1:4 answering question 

7) 

 

As with other resources, Group 1 show more concern about suitable space 

for community engagement (6/6 participants mention it) than Group 2 (only 
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1/4 talks about it). Space available for community access to special 

collections can be unsuitable because it is too small or too difficult to 

supervise. If they are in historic buildings this may pose conservation 

problems: 

  

There‟s one issue about letting a lot of people in which is the building, 

and the building is an ancient historical building, and we try to 

control the climate and things and all that to our best ability, but 

when we have groups they shoot up the humidity, temperature - it‟s a 

fragile building. (Participant 1:5 answering question 7) 

 

On the other hand, not having a historic library that has been set aside for 

special collections also poses problems of space: 

 

We‟ve got two display cases but they are just in the front of the 

library. We haven‟t got a separate space and a bit that we can take 

people round or anything like that so what people can get out of 

coming to us is not the same as going on a tour of the old library of 

wherever because you‟ve got students studying in the space and of 

course we give them priority. (Participant 1:3 responding to question 

3. This point was reiterated by the same participant in answer to 

question 6) 

 

Issues of space are linked with issues of security. For one participant in 

group 2, secure space is the key factor determining the level of community 

engagement with the collection: 

 

I think secure space, dedicated space. If I had say a room that was 

attached to the library that was secure but that was separate from the 

rest of the library where I could put out displays, I would feel much 

more confident about investigating what we‟d got and really pushing 
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the collections much, much more and possibly even sharing display 

space...‟ (Participant 2:4 answering question 7) 

 

A dedicated exhibition space would give this participant confidence and 

impetus to explore the special collections. Similarly the distance between the 

space in which material is stored and in which it is used, as well as the lack 

of secure spaces, limit how much access another participant can provide: 

 

My problems with security are to do with problems of space. My 

special collections, they‟re in a basement storage room...so I have no 

space, no secure space. My rare books are in a different part of the 

college to any place that I can bring them to show them so there are 

obvious implications to how many things I can bring at any one time, 

what security is like at either end of that process, so there‟s a limit on 

the amount of material I can bring over. (Participant 1:2 answering 

question 6) 

 

Significant concern about the security and preservation of the collections is 

evenly spread across the two groups (4/6 in group 1 and 2/4 in group 2). 

This concern impacts on perceptions of which groups can use the 

collections. Group 1 discusses access for individual members of the public 

with mental health problems in response to an anecdote told by one 

participant. Group members agree that they perform a balancing act 

between letting people access collections and preventing damage to them; 

„everything is just so vulnerable‟ (Participant 1:6 answering question 3). 

Difficulties of physical access, especially in historic buildings, can also limit 

use of collections especially in historic buildings: 

 

Participant 2:1: Well in a historic building disabled access is nigh on 

impossible which doesn‟t stop you from doing outreach and access 

but it does limit sort of what groups you could take in I suppose. I 

haven‟t come across it as a major issue. 
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Participant 2:3: That is an issue for us. Our main exhibition space is 

upstairs with no lift. We have made special arrangements for classes 

that have a couple of students who use wheelchairs and we have 

made arrangements to display stuff for them in the ground floor room 

but we couldn‟t do that for a lot of people because it wouldn‟t work 

with security.  (In response to question 6) 

 

Physical access can also be limited by the position of special collections 

inside closed communities: 

 

Logistically we are not set up for [public access]. At the moment even 

to get into the library you have to swipe a card. (Participant 1:3 

answering question 7) 

 

[The college] doesn‟t really encourage tourists of any kind, let alone, 

you can‟t just walk through a gate, you‟ve got to walk through a door 

and there‟s porters there to stop you from going into the college so it‟s 

not the most welcoming. (Participant 1:2 answering question 7) 

 

These issues with access are only partly caused by the library‟s position 

behind the physical walls of a college. Attitudes in each individual college 

can be the key to open the doors in those walls. 

 

4.4.5 Opinions: purpose and attitudes  

 

If someone has a reason to come, I‟m interested. It doesn‟t have to be 

an academic. I don‟t consider myself the arbiter of what‟s good enough 

or not. Some would disagree with that and say well you can‟t just let 

anyone in... (Participant 1:4 answering question 2) 
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Attitudes of participants towards who can use their collections are generally 

permissive in sentiment and reactive in practice. Many feel, however, that 

the access they can offer those outside the college community is restricted 

by ingrained attitudes of their colleges‟ decision-making bodies:  

 

I think you are dealing with an opinion that has built up over 

centuries that the collections are donated to the college for the college. 

If you‟ve got to try and reverse that opinion you‟ve got to come up with 

some very good arguments. (Participant 2:4 answering question 6) 

 

[The college] doesn‟t really encourage tourists of any kind...there‟s no 

point me saying I‟m going to open up on certain dates...because that 

needs to get passed through the various people who have 

responsibility for the college. (Participant 1:2 answering question 7) 

 

It‟s not down to us to promote the rare books collections 

enthusiastically. The institution don‟t want the public traipsing 

around and I shouldn‟t really comment on whether I agree with that. 

(Participant 2:2 answering question 6) 

 

Both participants present non-academic users as one homogenous mass, 

tourists who invade and disrupt institutional life. It is not clear whether this 

is their own perception or their perception of their institutions‟ attitude. 

Either way, it may reflect limited awareness of how non-researchers use 

special collections.  There is a disconnection between existing practice, as 

described by participants and revealed by the questionnaire results, and the 

theoretical notion of public access. If connected, these might indicate that 

community engagement can consist of appropriate group visits similar to 

those already experienced rather than the mass invasion imagined. The 

disconnection is illustrated by Participant 2:2 whose institution is against 

„the public traipsing around‟ but earlier in the discussion provides a positive 

example of a community group engaging with special collections: 
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I know we had some people there with a Fellow and he was doing 

some charity work with disaffected young people and we showed them 

some engravings that were done on Captain Cook‟s voyage to the 

South Seas...they were interested, there was something there that 

struck a chord with them. (Participant 2:2 responding to question 3) 

 

Similarly, when asked what non-research groups might be interested in 

their special collections (question 2) most participants mention groups who 

already use their collections rather than imagining new audiences.  

Disruption to college life is a valid concern, as shown by a participant 

talking about the behaviour of certain tour groups:    

 

We‟ve had people who‟ve brought, who we‟ve allowed to bring groups 

in and then they go rampaging round the college so again we have to 

be careful, you can visit the college but you must visit the [historic 

library] and nothing else because the college is a place where people 

work and we don‟t want people running up staircases which they do. 

(Participant 1:6 answering question 6) 

 

Colleges are places of education and research. The extent to which 

communities can engage with their special collections depends upon their 

perceived role in college life. One participant suggests that access for some 

groups corresponds with the colleges‟ aims:  

 

A lot of these groups also complement our role as educational 

institutions. Educational understood very, very broadly. These people 

are different from researchers, different from the students doing the 

Tripos, but a lot of them are engaged with adult education. 

(Participant 1:2 answering question 3) 
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Participants also mention a variety of ways community engagement actually 

contributes to college life, in answer to question 5 (See Appendix 8). 

Extent of community engagement also depends upon the perceived place of 

the special collections within the colleges‟ educational remit. For many 

participants the special collections are currently subordinate to the 

provision of study facilities for undergraduate teaching: 

 

My priority is and has to be the undergraduate library. (Participant 

1:2 answering question 6) 

 

Undergraduate libraries have an obvious connection with the colleges‟ 

educational remit.  Participants are, on the whole, less clear about how 

special collections fit in. They perceive external parties‟ use of the special 

collections as a serious justification for their maintenance which circularly 

justifies the use: 

 

Yes, I think outreach is one of those things that we need to define to 

the college what the library is, I think we are always trying to promote 

the library [in terms of the college‟s remit ] not just financially, 

financially yes but in terms of PR... (Participant 2:3 answering 

question 7) 

 

If someone has that good reason to come, I‟ll do my utmost because if 

people aren‟t coming to look at stuff there‟s just no justification for 

it...I need to keep that justification for it...that there are people who 

really want to come. (Participant 1:4 answering question 7) 

 

Participants appreciate the richness of their collections and feel a need to 

justify them by making them work for the college, but how exactly is an 

open question. Participant 2:2 anticipates a change in the college‟s closed 
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attitude but only when there is a re-evaluation of the function of the special 

collections in the context of the purpose of the whole college: 

 

I think where I am attitudes will change, probably not for another ten 

years, another fifteen years. I can‟t think of any compelling reason I 

could give anybody who wants to listen that would make them change 

their mind... however I think there will be a lot of soul searching in the 

future about everything we do really and indeed the whole function of 

a collection of rare books... (Participant 2:2 answering question 7) 

 

The attitude change of a college anticipated by Participant 2:2 has already 

been experienced elsewhere: 

 

Participant 2:3: We‟ve had a big change in attitude. We‟re actually now 

outward looking and trying to bring people in...security is a big 

concern but it‟s about having certain key people who are in favour.   

Moderator: Is it key Fellows running the college who determine what 

the outlook is? 

Participant 2:3: And the Librarian and the library staff selling it to the 

Bursar on the grounds that we can make some money. Speak to them 

in the language that they understand, talking about the reputation of 

the college, what benefits we could get out of it. (Participant 2:3 

answering question 6) 

 

At this participant‟s college, the special collections, and community 

engagement with them, are integrated into the remit of the college. There is 

an element of promotion on the part of the library staff in order to convince 

decision-making bodies, but once community engagement with the special 

collections becomes central to library - and college - policy, problems of 

resourcing become more surmountable: 
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I know that with ours the shift occurred with the appointment of the 

new librarian who wanted to do outreach and so much of what we‟ve 

been doing over the past few years has been about achieving that. 

We‟ve had building work done specifically so we can have an 

exhibition space that is just for exhibitions. Things like that. It‟s one 

of our key priorities. It‟s not just an add-on, it‟s central to what the 

library does. (Participant 2:3 answering question 7)   

 

4.5 Summary 

 

As the questionnaire results and focus group participants demonstrate, the 

colleges‟ special collections are impressive, extensive and various. Librarians 

are aware of the need for pathways, particularly catalogues, to facilitate 

access and insight. Resources, particularly staffing and space, are thought 

to be requisites for community engagement and are on the whole currently 

inadequate. No one quantitative factor stands out in the questionnaire as 

having the most influence on levels of community engagement and it is 

difficult to ascertain the direction of associations between factors. This and 

the focus group discussions suggest that attitudes of staff and college 

decision makers play a significant part, which will be more thoroughly 

examined through the discussion.   
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Chapter 5: Discussion 

 

5.1 Introduction 

 

Based on the findings, the discussion will give preliminary answers to the 

research questions, make recommendations, and, where appropriate, 

suggest potential areas for further research. The following discussion will be 

based around the main research questions: 

1. How and to what extent do Cambridge University colleges‟ special 

collections currently engage with communities? Primarily drawing on 

the quantitative data. 

2. What factors determine the extent of community engagement in 

Cambridge University colleges‟ special collections? Quantitative and 

qualitative data will be compared to answer this question. 

 

5.2 How and to what extent do Cambridge University colleges‟ 

special collections currently engage with communities? 

 

Firstly, it should be recognised that this group of special collections already 

provides substantial public access. Over two years, all but one of the 

respondents have provided access to the public in the broadest sense, and 

in total the 15 respondents have offered 796 access opportunities.  681 

(86%) of these opportunities, however, were offered by just 4 special 

collections. In terms of the number of different groups engaged (over two 

years), the average was 3 but most of the results lay well above or below 

this. The questionnaire data suggests that some special collections are 

engaging with communities extensively but most relatively little, even taking 

into account the variation in collection sizes. 
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On the whole, special collections in Cambridge colleges do not make a 

concerted effort to engage with audiences outside of academia. The focus 

groups showed that most contact with non-academic groups is sporadic and 

ad hoc. This pattern of contact could be described as permissive-reactive. 

Librarians do not, for whatever reason, promote their collections to 

community groups but often react liberally if a group expresses interest in 

visiting.  

The literature review distinguishes between allowing public users access to 

resources and actively promoting them. Questionnaire data indicates that 

Cambridge collections do not actively promote their holdings to a great 

extent. Although 2/3 respondents actively promoted their special 

collections, only 1/3 used more than 2 promotional media. 25% (7/28) of all 

promotional media uses were webpages. As highlighted by the literature 

review whether websites are an active or a passive method of 

communication is determined by the intended audience and purpose of the 

websites. Without further details it is difficult to say what proportion of that 

25% count as active promotion. In comparison, more personal forms of 

promotion were much less popular; 14% (4/28) uses were 

presentations/workshops, direct contact with specific groups accounted for 

7% (2/28) and only one of the uses (4%) was of online social networks.   

As identified in the literature review there are many possible communities 

who might engage with special collections, locally and globally.  There is a 

relatively small amount of diversity in groups engaging with individual 

special collections. Just under half (47%) of respondents were visited by 2 or 

fewer different community groups in the preceding two years. 66% of 

respondents had engaged with special interest groups, whereas only 13% 

had worked with community support groups and 13% with primary schools. 

This suggests that groups that have an obvious interest in the collection 

engage with, or despite, a permissive-reactive approach. Special interest 

groups are likely to seek out collections matching their interest, at which 

point librarians are likely to engage with them. Others, such as community 

support groups will not come unless encouraged and supported. These are 
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the patrons „who need help conceptualizing projects and are using resources 

previously unknown to them‟ (Jones, 2004, p.94). 

Similarly, less interactive forms of public access were favoured. Hands-on 

activities came bottom of the list of named choices, both in terms of number 

of special collections offering them, and total number of access 

opportunities. Special interest group visits and guided tours were the most 

popular. These types of visit could represent the „one-way process in which 

the university transfers its expertise to key constituents‟ that the Kellogg 

Commission (1999, p.9) opposes to „the engagement ideal‟. The Kellogg 

Commission‟s (1999, p.9) definition of „engagement‟ implies a collaborative 

process that will feed back into institutional appreciation of collections and 

intellectual life. Although guided tours and special interest group visits have 

the potential to be less engaging than workshops and activities, the focus 

group generates plenty of anecdotal evidence that most public access 

opportunities turn out to be a two-way process, partly because of the open-

minded attitudes of library staff. 

In terms of international communities, it is difficult to draw conclusions 

about the extent of engagement. As already mentioned, few respondents use 

social networks to promote their collections.  Online engagement and 

international audiences are not discussed in the focus groups, however 47% 

of questionnaire respondents offer some kind of electronic access to their 

collections (other than catalogues), including education resources (2/15), 

digitised manuscripts (3/15), and online exhibitions (2/15). This suggests 

that some special collections have considered international communities but 

few are systematically using electronic communications to reach new 

audiences. Some of the electronic resources mentioned, particularly 

manuscript digitisation, may be primarily aimed at academic audiences. 

More information would be needed to understand how and to what extent 

communities, international or otherwise, are engaged using electronic 

media. 
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Community engagement is not built into the core business of the special 

collections studied. It only figures in the strategic documentation of 3/15 

(20%) of them and only one has a dedicated budget for it. Those making 

community engagement a core part of their work were more likely to score 

highly on the community engagement measures. They came 1st, 3rd and 4th 

for number of public access opportunities, with over 100 more than all but 1 

of the other respondents. This indicates that general commitment is a major 

factor in determining a special collection‟s community engagement. 

 

Actions 

 Implement a critical study of current online resource provision investigating 

target audiences, extent, use, success, and improvements. 

 Maintain, compile and analyse statistics on use of special collections across 

libraries to reveal patterns of use including return visits and new audiences. 

 

5.3 What factors determine the extent of community engagement 

in Cambridge University colleges‟ special collections? 

 

Resources 

The literature review suggested that lack of resources, including staff, space 

and funding, is often cited as the main hindrance to community 

engagement. Various resources are considered separately below in light of 

the results. 
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Collections 

It was clear from the focus group and the questionnaire that all participants 

had significant collections, and, moreover, those collections represented 

important assets to their colleges.  Some of these collections were 

undervalued by their curators but more were undervalued by their owners. 

Attitudes towards the collections and their use will be discussed later in this 

section. It is important to flag the collections themselves as an exceptional 

resource that forms a background to the rest of the discussion. 

 

Staff 

The literature review suggests a lack of staff resources preventing 

community engagement in special collections. It also identifies the 

importance of skilled, possibly even specialised, staff, and the impact of staff 

diversity.  

Focus group participants mainly see the impact of staffing on community 

engagement as an issue of quantity, and respondents do give examples of 

prohibitively low staffing levels. The questionnaire, however, shows a very 

weak correlation (r0.14) between the total number of special collections staff 

hours per week and the number of public access opportunities over two 

years; community engagement does not increase with staffing. There is, 

perhaps not surprisingly, a strong correlation (r0.82) between total number 

of special collections staff hours spent on public access per week and the 

number of public access opportunities over two years. As the amount of time 

spent on public access is not proportionate to the total amount of staff time 

available for the special collections, it suggests that staffing issues are not 

as straightforward as they are perceived to be and other factors are at play. 

The four questionnaire respondents who had offered training in community 

engagement to staff over the last two years were the ones that offered the 

most public access opportunities. This may simply reflect similarity of 

attitudes of these participants, but the link between training staff or 
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employing specialists and community engagement would bear further 

research.  Training also boosts the confidence of staff who may feel anxious 

about working in an academic environment with collections that are often 

perceived as the preserve of the researcher. This anxiety is raised by one 

focus group participant. 

 

Actions 

 Increase emphasis on skilling staff or employing specialist staff to engage 

with communities. 

 Study the relationship between training and community engagement. 

 Consider the extent and impact of the employment of specialist staff. One 

way to study this might be to interrogate current job descriptions of staff 

with responsibility for special collections, asking, who, if anyone, has 

responsibilities for community engagement? 

 Compare training and staffing in Cambridge University departmental 

museums. 

 Ascertain the impact of staff diversity on community engagement in a 

separate study. 

 

Funding  

Like other resources mentioned in the literature review, funding is seen as a 

necessary requirement for community engagement. It may be perceived as 

requiring action depending on its source.  This is echoed in the focus 

groups, where the misapprehension that colleges are not publicly funded is 

displayed.  Whether being publicly funded obliges an institution to provide 

services to the public in a broad sense is a separate issue. Community 

engagement is seen as a duty that might arise from funding, rather than 

funding as a benefit that might come out of community engagement. 

Unsurprisingly those special collections that scored highest for community 

engagement were best funded and those that scored lowest were least well 

off, but in between the two there was only a modest to weak correlation 
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between the measures of community engagement and funding. As with the 

other statistics on resources, it is difficult to tell whether modest correlation 

between factors is just coincidental with the level at which colleges value 

their special collections or whether they actually show the resource having a 

significant impact. 

Only one respondent had a budget for community engagement in the 

preceding year and only three received external funding for the purpose in 

the last five years. The respondent with a designated budget had also made 

a significant fundraising commitment to maintain funding for it, and came 

top in two measures of community engagement and second in the third. 

This suggests that a strategic commitment to community engagement is a 

determining factor, as much as funding. 

 

Actions 

 Obtain more information about origins of funding to inform special 

collections‟ strategy. 

 Gather and make available to special collections information about funding 

opportunities for community engagement. 

 Consider budgeting for community engagement. 

 

Space 

Space is identified in the literature review as another resource whose 

scarcity limits community engagement. This is borne out by responses to 

the questionnaire and the focus group alike. Discussion in the focus group 

shows that space is a complex topic which does not just cover amount of 

space but other pressures on the space, its accessibility, and its security, 

particularly in historic buildings. 

The two questionnaire respondents that feel they have adequate space for 

public access score quite highly on the community engagement measures 
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but are not outstanding across the board. Further study would be needed to 

measure the true impact of space on community engagement.   

Focus groups also implied that problems of space are not insurmountable. 

One library that had made „outreach' a key priority had building work done 

specifically to create an appropriate exhibition space. Another participant 

suggested that the library would consider collaboration with others. 

 

Actions 

 Undertake further research into space issues concentrating on clarifying the 

various problems and recommending solutions. 

 Investigate the possibility of sharing space for exhibitions etc. 

 

Pathways  

The literature review identifies the importance of catalogues and other 

pathways for supporting community engagement, especially as resources 

may be unknown to many community groups, who consequentially need 

help to conceptualize projects.  

Focus group participants recognise the importance of catalogues to make 

their collections accessible. Presence or lack of online catalogues is 

identified as a determining factor in community engagement. Although 

participants show some awareness of a need for mediation between people 

and collections, and the power of librarians to provide it, notice of other 

pathways remains conspicuously absent from the discussion. 

The questionnaire results show that all participants have catalogues of their 

rare book collections (the largest part of most special collections) so the 

presence or absence of a catalogue does not explain variations in levels of 

community engagement. Participants that score highly on three measures of 

community engagement tend to have published electronic catalogues for 

their rare book collections, which bears out opinions of the focus group. 
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Although this trend is not strong enough to suggest that having an online 

catalogue leads to community engagement, the type of cataloguing may 

reflect the level of seriousness with which an institution values its special 

collections. Electronic catalogues may help librarians to effectively identify 

appropriate materials for a wider variety of groups. They may also make 

collections easier to manage, thereby making librarians more confident 

about security during group visits. Online catalogues provide a solid 

grounding for access to special collections but alone they do not promote 

community engagement.  

 

Actions 

 Promote online catalogues to decision makers and funders as an essential 

first step to making the special collections accessible for academic and non-

academic audiences. 

 Explore, evaluate and promote other pathways. 

 

Partnerships 

There was a very strong correlation between the number of community 

engagement opportunities and presence of external partnerships that 

further community engagement. Whilst this may just indicate that the same 

participants who proactively engaged with the community also proactively 

sought partnerships, it may also suggest that partnerships are a key factor.  

The latter is supported by the focus group discussions. 

 

Action 

 Create case studies of successful partnerships to help other special 

collections. 
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Attitudes  

As no one factor measured by the questionnaire appears to determine extent 

of community engagement, one might conclude that a range of the factors 

are involved, or that the data collection tool has serious limitations. Either of 

these is possible. However, the quantitative data does not give the full 

picture. The focus groups reveal the role of understanding and attitudes. 

The range of attitudes about access to special collections in the literature 

review is reflected in the focus group:  „Professional instinct to provide 

access to all‟ (Courtney, 2001, p.472) is tempered by well meant elitism, for 

example the argument that a significant part of special collections‟ appeal is 

the sense of exclusivity derived from restricted access. Whilst it may be the 

case that people value special collections‟ exclusivity, it is not their most 

appealing aspect. The appeal of their extraordinary content and, often, 

locations, does not require heightening by limitation of access. 

The literature review consistently identifies the right staff with the right 

attitude as one of the most important factors in improving access to special 

collections, both at the frontline and strategically. The focus groups‟ 

perception is that the attitudes of college decision makers are often a 

limiting factor.  Those participants, such as Participant 2:3, who had the 

support of their college‟s decision making body overcame problems of 

resources. Participant 2:3 and others highlight the part that library staff can 

play in informing their college‟s leadership of the strong case for community 

engagement.   

Focus group participants show awareness of the benefits of community 

engagement to their institutions (see Appendix 8), but are often defeated 

when faced with a sense of hierarchy and conservatism therein. They feel 

outfaced by the lack of interest in the special collections shown by many in 

their colleges. This is reflected by Participant 2:4 answering question 7:  
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I think if you spoke to most of our fellows they wouldn‟t know what 

the special collections were. We had an open day a couple of years ago 

for the College...there was a real lack of interest even though we had a 

historian on hand. 

 

This suggests the importance of promoting the collections continuously and 

consistently. In a college environment it is tempting to believe that people 

know about the college and its assets, and if they do not show interest in 

them it is because they do not rate them. In an environment where 

inhabitants are preoccupied with in-depth research or study, it can take 

some time and effort to raise awareness of an issue.  Many special 

collections in colleges currently go unappreciated because their owners do 

not really know about them. Library staff have the knowledge and ability to 

demonstrate special collections‟ interest and relevance.  

Library staff with good knowledge of their collections may still have difficulty 

promoting community engagement with them because they only have a 

limited understanding of what this might entail. The focus groups suggest 

that librarians are under-informed on two accounts. They have a hazy 

understanding of visitor experiences and a lack of positive precedents on 

which to draw.  

The literature review contrasts library commentators, who recognise the 

public as potential users but are indefinite about the form the use might 

take, with museums where there has been increasing recognition that the 

„public‟ is not one audience but a plurality seeking different experience and 

outcomes. Museums commentators have studied audience experiences 

including those of non-visitors to inform engagement. The attitudes of 

library commentators are echoed in the study‟s findings. Only one 

questionnaire respondent saw community groups or the public as a core 

user despite some community engagement in 14/15 special collections. This 

is elaborated in the focus groups where there was a tendency, when asked 

to name groups that might be interested in the collections, to draw only on 

groups that had already visited rather than imagining new users. Later in 
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the discussion there was some imprecision in participants‟ understandings 

of how non-researchers would find special collections relevant or benefit 

from engagement with them. This may be due to a lack of available studies 

of visitor experiences in special collections.   

The literature review also revealed a lack of concrete and visible studies or 

examples of community engagement in the professional literature. Short 

case studies such as those included in the Cambridge Museums Advisory 

Partnership Advocacy Pack (CMAP, 2010) would give librarians precedents 

and inspiration for community engagement. It would also provide a basis for 

advocacy to senior members of the college.  

 

Actions 

 Share ways of evaluating community engagement to understand visitor 

experiences, and advocate for community engagement.   

 Create case studies of successful community engagement initiatives in 

Cambridge special collections.  

 Make full use of librarians‟ understanding of the benefits of community 

engagement. Those expressed by focus groups are collated in Appendix 8 

and this could be a starting point for advocacy. 

 Research into visitor experiences in special collections, using models from 

museums literature, to inform community engagement initiatives. 

 Further research to give a more detailed understanding of managerial 

attitudes regarding the colleges‟ relationship to the community. 

 Apply philosophical stances and practical guidance on community 

engagement from museums literature to special collections. 

 Compare community engagement in college special collections (libraries) to 

small departmental research collections (museums) in Cambridge 

University, arguing their similarities in original purpose and history, and 

examining the reasons for any differences in practice. 
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5.4 Summary 

 

The discussion suggests that although adequate resources including staff, 

space, funding and partnerships are necessary to carry out successful 

community engagement, the current extent of community engagement in 

Cambridge colleges‟ special collections is due in part to attitudes of strategic 

decision makers and library staff. Action points are suggested and these are 

summarised in the conclusion.  
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Chapter 6: Conclusion 

 

This study uses qualitative and quantitative data-gathering tools to try to 

understand the state of community engagement in Cambridge colleges‟ 

special collections. It builds on key factors in community engagement 

identified in literature from special collections, academic libraries and 

museums. The literature review highlights a need for concrete studies of 

special collections libraries‟ engagement of non-academic audiences, which 

this study begins to address. 

The study found that college libraries‟ special collections are impressive and 

the benefits of community engagement with them are substantial. Adequate 

resources, including staff, space, pathways funding and partnerships, are 

necessary to facilitate it. Issues of resources, however, are surmountable 

given the right attitudes.  The current small extent of community 

engagement in all but a few Cambridge colleges‟ special collections is due in 

part to attitudes of strategic decision makers and library staff.  

This study meets its aims in that it has documented and explored the extent 

of community engagement in Cambridge colleges‟ special collections. It only 

goes part of the way to understanding the situation and areas for further 

research are identified as follows:  

 

Actions: research 

The study identifies desirability for further research on the impact on 

community engagement in special collections of the following: 

 Staff training and specialism 

 Staff diversity  

 Space issues 
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Research to gain a more detailed understanding of the following areas is 

needed:  

 Visitor experiences in special collections 

 Managerial attitudes regarding the colleges‟ relationship to the 

community 

 Pathways into special collections 

 Online resource provision by Cambridge college special collections 

Other interesting research projects might draw on the experience of 

museums to better understand and improve practice in special collections, 

including: 

 A comparison of community engagement in college special collections 

with community engagement in small departmental research 

collections in Cambridge University 

 A literature study applying philosophical stances and practical 

guidance on community engagement from museums literature to 

special collections practice 

 

Although the focus is on a particular group of special collections libraries in 

an idiosyncratic situation, and therefore the findings will not be 

generalizable outside of the studies‟ population, the researcher hopes that 

they will encourage other studies in the relatively unexplored field of 

community engagement with special collections. As the study is undertaken 

in a transformative idiom it also suggests some actions for special 

collections in Cambridge colleges: 

 

Actions: special collections 

Library staff could make a forceful and sustained case for community 

engagement to their colleges‟ strategic managers:   

 Gather statistics and evaluations from engagement initiatives to use 

for advocacy  
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 Make full use of librarians‟ understanding of the benefits of 

community engagement  

 Promote online catalogues to decision makers and funders as an 

essential first step to making the special collections accessible 

 

Special collections that want to further engage with the community could: 

 Incorporate community engagement in a strategic vision 

 Put more emphasis on training staff or employ specialised staff 

 Budget for community engagement 

 Collaborate with other special collections and stakeholders 

 

To further community engagement special collections could collaborate to: 

 Share ways of evaluating it 

 Maintain, compile and analyse statistics on use of special collections 

across institutions 

 Create and share case studies of successful initiatives and 

partnerships 

 Gather together and make available information about funding 

opportunities 

 Investigate the possibility of space sharing 

 

Special collections have the potential to be key sites of interaction between 

colleges and communities. This becomes increasingly important as special 

collections and indeed the colleges that own them are asked to justify their 

existence. 

 

I do wonder sometimes, what will happen to those collections. Will 

someone say we can‟t justify this anymore? Or you could say perhaps 

we‟ll just let them rot away, one of those great imponderables. 

(Participant 2:2, answering question 7)  
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Appendix 1: Diagram showing research design 
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Appendix 2: Emails to participants in the study 

 

Below are the templates for emails to participants at different stages of the 

study. 

 

Email 1a – to obtain expression of interest for libraries where the presence of 

special collections was obvious from the website: 

Dear [Name], 

I am currently carrying out a study, for a Library and Information Studies 

MSc dissertation, on Cambridge College Libraries‟ special collections of rare 

books, manuscripts, personal papers, artefacts and historic library 

buildings. I am interested in understanding how and to what extent these 

Collections can engage groups in the community (as opposed to researchers 

and affiliated users).   I hope to do this using a combination of a survey and 

focus groups. 

Would you be willing to fill in a survey, lasting circa 15 minutes, for 

[institution‟s] special collections? If not, could you point me in the direction 

of a more appropriate contact? 

If you are the most appropriate contact at [institution], would you also be 

interested in representing your special collection in a focus group, lasting 

about an hour, on the subject of community engagement? This subject is 

wide open to debate so I am interested in responses from institutions that 

do not have links with the community as well as those who do.  

Many thanks for your help. Your input would be very much appreciated. 

Yours sincerely, 

Naomi Herbert 
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Email 1b – to ascertain the presence of special collections and, if appropriate, 

gain an expression of interest for libraries where the presence of special 

collections was not obvious from the website: 

Dear [Name], 

I am currently carrying out a study, for a Library and Information Studies 

MSc dissertation, on Cambridge College Libraries' special collections of rare 

books, manuscripts, personal papers, artefacts and historic library 

buildings. I am interested in understanding how and to what extent these 

collections can engage groups in the community (as opposed to researchers 

and affiliated users). I hope to do this using a combination of a survey and 

focus groups. 

Does [institution] have any special collections? If it does, would you be 

willing to fill in a survey on them, lasting circa 15 minutes? And, If you are 

the most appropriate contact at [institution], would you also be interested in 

representing your special collection in a focus group, lasting about an hour, 

on the subject of community engagement? 

This subject is wide open to debate so I am interested in responses from 

institutions with special collections that do not have links with the 

community, as well as those who do. 

Many thanks for your help. Your input would be very much appreciated. 

Yours sincerely, 

Naomi Herbert 
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Email 2 – to introduce the questionnaire to all those who expressed an interest 

in taking part: 

Dear Cambridge college librarians, 

Thank you so much for agreeing to fill out a questionnaire towards my study 

of community engagement in Cambridge college libraries‟ special collections.  

An email will follow containing your unique link to the questionnaire. The 

questionnaire is completely anonymous and I will not be able to trace 

responses to individual libraries. 

I would be grateful if you could complete the questionnaire by Friday 5th 

November. 

I will be in touch again with all those who expressed an interest in taking 

part in the focus group, which will inform my understanding of the results 

of the questionnaire. 

Thank you all once again for your helpful responses. 

All the best, 

Naomi 
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Email 3 – To fix a date for the focus group with those who expressed on 

interest in taking part: 

Dear all, 

Thank you for expressing an interest in participating in a focus group 

towards my MSc dissertation on community engagement in Cambridge 

College library special collections. This part of my study is aimed at putting 

the results of the questionnaire into context, with a discussion of the 

possibilities and the impossibilities of community/ public use of special 

collections. I would like to stress that I am interested in the views of 

representatives from a broad range of libraries, including those who do and 

those who do not have links with the community, those who think such 

links are undesirable, those who think they are important, and those who 

haven‟t really thought much about this topic.  

I hope the focus group will take place sometime in mid-November, in a 

central Cambridge location. It will last about an hour and there will be cake. 

I have set up a doodle poll to find the best time for everyone. Please follow 

this link to add your availability by Monday 8st November: 

http://doodle.com/participation.html?pollId=r7wpeft9m8rc5phu 

Many thanks, 

Naomi 

 

  

http://doodle.com/participation.html?pollId=r7wpeft9m8rc5phu
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Email 4 – To confirm a date for the focus group with those who filled in the 

doodle poll: 

Dear all, 

Thank you for filling in the doodle poll and agreeing to participate in a focus 

group towards my MSc dissertation on community engagement in 

Cambridge College library special collections. 

In order to keep the group size reasonably small so that everyone has a 

chance to speak there will be two focus groups. I would like to invite you to 

attend the focus group on [Day Date] November at 13:00-14:00. It will take 

place in room Z17 in Christ's College. Please feel free to turn up a few 

minutes early to allow us to begin promptly. 

A map of the College is available here: 

http://www.christs.cam.ac.uk/cms_misc/media/college-

maps/collegemap.jpg 

Z building is on the far left of the map, on Hobson Street. Please also ask the 

Porters for directions.  

Please let me know as soon as possible if this date is no longer convenient 

for you. 

Many thanks - I really appreciate all your help, 

Naomi  
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Appendix 3: Research aims matrix 
 

Research 

questions 

Factors in literature review Applicable questionnaire 

question 

Focus 

group 

transcript 
codes 

How and to what 
extent do 

Cambridge 

University 
colleges’ special 

collections 

currently engage 
with 

communities? 

 

Examples of „community outreach 
activities‟ in Turcotte (2009) include 

„open house events, lectures open to 

the public, and exhibits related to 
local history and culture‟. Birkwood 

(2010) has undertaken „public open 

days and talks, visits...for special 
interest groups and schools, the 

creation of an online exhibition..., 

and involvement in larger 
Cambridge University outreach 

events such as the Science Festival‟ 

[2:1](physical engagement 
opportunities) [2:2] (themes) 

[2:6] (who?) 

 
 

 

A distinction is made between 

allowing public users access to 

services and resources, and actively 
promoting what is on offer 

[2:3] and [2:4] (other 

pathways) [2:5] (promotion) 

[2:7] (strategy) 

Publicity 

What factors 
determine the 

extent of 

community 

engagement in 
Cambridge 

University 

colleges’ special 
collections? 

 

Factors identified 
by literature 

review are a 

mixture of 
resource based 

factors 

(quantitative) 

and attitudinal 
factors 

(qualitative). 

Although they 
may affect each 

other. 

 

Collections: including importance 
of focusing on the collections 

[1:1] (extent of collections) 

[1:3] (historic buildings) [2:2] 

(themes) 

Collections 

Pathways: to collections including 
catalogues 

[1:1] and [1:2] (collections 
extent and cataloguing) [2:3] 

and [2:4] (other pathways) 

[2:5] (promotion) 

Pathways 

Staff (Resources) [1:5] and [1:6] (available 
staffing numbers/hours) 

[3:3](dedicated staffing) 

Staffing 

Space (Resources) [1:3](historic buildings) 

[3:6](space) 

Space / 
Physical 

access 

Money (Resources) [1:7](budget available) [3:1] 

(dedicated budget) 
[3:2](funding) 

Funding 

Skills of staff [3:4] (training) Staffing 

Diversity of staff  Staffing 

Preservation: concerns and 
challenges 

 Security 

Connections: The use and 

importance of community 

partnerships for successful outreach 

[3:5] (partnership) Contacts 
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Perceived benefits to the library/ 
institution: attracts potential future 

users and supporters of the library 

as well as future librarians, 
community engagement feeding 

back into the intellectual life of the 

university/college, promotional and 
PR benefits for the library 

 Attitudes 
(see 

Appendix 6) 

Perceived benefits to community: 
collections that help people to 

develop „a clear mental image of who 

they are and where they fit into 
society...established by their 

community of origin‟ (Toyne, 1987, 

p.38); „Enrichment venues‟ (Shires, 
2009, p.316-326); rarity of special 

collections which offer access to 

„items not found in local museums, 
art galleries, or public libraries‟ 

(Toyne, 1987, p.36) 

 Attitudes 
(see 

Appendix 6) 

Attitudes: History of 

elitism within the 

profession; „stock 
and rather silly view 

of rare book 

collections which 
sees them as 

rarefied, complicated 

and exclusive with 

little appeal to the 
general public‟ 

(Potten, 2009, p.31); 

Courtney‟s (2001, 
p.472) „professional 

instinct‟ 

Library 

professionals 

/ front line 
staff 

 

[1:4] (perceived core users) 

comments [2:7] (strategy) 

Attitudes 

Strategic 

management 

of institution 

Who and what is it for? Risk of 

alienating patrons / current core 

users; people who are not regular 
visitors will visit art galleries if there 

is something there that they find of 

relevance (Hooper-Greenhill, 1999, 
p.258); undefined „public‟; 

differences in museum and library 

„visitor expectations‟ proposed by 
Dupont (2007) 

[1:4] (perceived core users) 

[2:6] (who?) 

Purpose 

Precedents (or lack of) and 
traditions: Lack of write-ups of 

good practice and positive examples 

/ History of elitism within the 
profession /American universities 

have a tradition of allowing public 

access to their facilities that UK 
institutions do not have 

 Attitudes 
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Appendix 4: Questionnaire (numbered) 

 

This questionnaire is created using LimeSurvey 

(http://www.limesurvey.org/) and hosted by LimeService 

(https://www.limeservice.com/). This is the printable numbered version. 

The numbers here correspond to the references to questions in the text. See 

Appendix 5 for the online version of the survey. 

Community engagement in special collections in Cambridge 

college libraries 
Thank you for taking the time to fill in this survey. The results will form part of an MSc dissertation study. 

There are 24 questions in this survey 

Your special collections 
This section contains general questions about your special collections. 

 

Definition of special collections in this study: 

For the purposes of this study, special collections material will include rare books, and other book collections with 

a local interest, manuscripts, personal papers, and other archival collections, artefacts and, if applicable, the 

historic library buildings in which the collections are housed. 

1 [1:1]Please give a rough estimate of the extent of your special collections in 

terms of the following:  

Please write your answer(s) here: 

 Number of printed books  

 Number of manuscripts  

 Number of boxes of personal papers  

 Number of artefacts  

 Other notable content (Please specify)  

 
Put a number or description next to any applicable categories.  
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2 [1:2]  

How are the above collections mainly catalogued? 

Please choose the appropriate response for each item: 

  
Hard-

copy 

publishe

d 

Hard-

copy 

internal 

(e.g. 

handlists

, card 

catalogue

) 

Electroni

c 

publishe

d (e.g. 

online 

catalogue

) 

Electroni

c 

internal 

Not 

catalogue

d  

Not 

applicabl

e 

printed 

books       

manuscript

s       

personal 

papers       

artefacts 
      

Other 

content       

Please choose one cataloguing option for each type of material.  

3 [1:3]Are your collections housed in a historic library building?  

Please choose only one of the following: 

 Yes  

 No  

4 [1:4]  

Which groups are the core users of your special collections?  

Please choose all that apply: 

 Library staff  

 Members of your College  

 Other members of Cambridge University  

 Other researchers  

 Community groups  

 The public  

 Other (please specify):   
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5 [1:5]  

How many members of your library's staff have substantial involvement 

in your special collections? 

Please write your answer here: 

  

6 [1:6]How many hours a week in total do staff spend on special collections 

related work?  

Please write your answer here: 

  

7 [1:7]Exclusive of staff costs, how much was spent on your special 

collections last year?  

Please choose only one of the following: 

 £0  

 £1-1,000  

 £1,001-10,000  

 £10,001-30,000  

 £30,001 +  

Make a comment on your choice here:  

  

 Community engagement 
This section contains questions about engagement between your special collections and the community or public.  

8 [2:1]  

How many times have the public had access to the special collections in the 

last two years in any of the following ways? Fill any applicable box. 

Please write your answer(s) here: 

 Number of exhibitions  

 Number of external exhibitions to which collections loaned  

 Number of school visits  

 Number of special interest group visits  

 Number of talks/lectures/demonstrations/discussion groups  
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 Number of workshops/hands-on activity  

 Number of open library days  

 Number of guided tours  

 Other (please specify)  

9 [2:2]  

What themes were covered in the above community engagement events? 

Please list. 

Please write your answer here: 

  

10 [2:3]  

Do you make any special collections online resources available to the public 

and what, if any, is the cost at the point of delivery? Please give details. 

Please write your answer here: 

  

11 [2:4]Do you make any special collections related printed publications (e.g. 

exhibition catalogues, guides) available to the public and what, if any, is the 

cost at the point of delivery? Please give details.  

Please write your answer here: 

  

12 [2:5]  

How do you actively promote public access to your special collections? 

Please choose all that apply: 

 Posters/flyers  

 Web pages  

 Directly contacting specific groups e.g. schools, special interest groups  

 Participating in online social networks e.g. E2bn gallery, Facebook  

 Participation in events organised by third parties e.g CU Festival of Science, Open 

Cambridge  

 Presentations or workshops for interested parties e.g. teachers  

 Other (please specify):  



 
98 

 

13 [2:6]Which groups from the community have accessed your special 

collections in the past two years?  

Please choose all that apply: 

 Primary Schools  

 Secondary Schools  

 Further Eduction  

 Special interest groups  

 U3A  

 Community support groups (e.g. Centre 33 young carers, MS Society)  

 General public  

 Members of a friends of the library scheme  

 Other (please specify):  

14 [2:7a]  

Does public access to your special collections feature in any of your library’s 

strategic documentation? 

Please choose only one of the following: 

 Yes  

 No  

15 [2:7b]If yes, please give details.  

Please write your answer here: 

  

Resources 
This section contains questions about resources for community engagement in your special collections.  

16 [3:1a]  

Do you have a dedicated budget for public access/ community engagement? 

Please choose only one of the following: 

 Yes  

 No  
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17 [3:1b]  

If yes, and you can share the information, what is the amount of this budget? 

Please write your answer here: 

  

18 [3:2a]In the past five years, have you received any external funding for 

public access/ community engagement activities?  

Please choose only one of the following: 

 Yes  

 No  

19 [3:2b] If yes, please give details, including the funding bodies and the 

activities supported.  

Please write your answer here: 

  

20 [3:3]  

How many of your weekly staff hours in your special collections are spent on 

public access/community engagement activities? 

Please write your answer here: 

  

21 [3:4]Please give details of any training undertaken by staff in the past two 

years to support public access/ community engagement activities?  

Please write your answer here: 

  

22 [3:5]Please give details of any external partnerships, support or advice that 

your Special Collections has drawn on to further public access/community 

engagement?  

Please write your answer here: 

  

23 [3:6]Do you feel you have adequate space for public access to your special 

collections?  

Please choose only one of the following: 

 Yes  

 No  
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24 [comment]Please use the box below to add further comments you would 

like to make about any part of the survey.  

Please write your answer here: 

  

Thank you very much for taking part in this survey 

  



 
101 

 

Appendix 5: Questionnaire (online layout) 
 

This questionnaire is created using LimeSurvey 

(http://www.limesurvey.org/) and hosted by LimeService 

(https://www.limeservice.com/). These screen shots give an idea of how it 

looks to participants filling it out electronically.  
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Appendix 6: Focus group protocol 

 

The following interview protocol was designed for the current study using 

the model for a questioning route suggested in chapter 3 of Krueger & Casey 

(2009, p.35-52). 

 

Rarely sited: a mixed methods study of community engagement in 

special collections in Cambridge University colleges 

 

Date:                                                              Time: 

Location: Room Z17, Christ‟s College, Cambridge 

Moderator: Naomi Herbert 

Participants: [from left of moderator] 

Briefing 

Thank you all for coming to this focus group on community engagement 

with our special collections. My study of this subject is essentially 

exploratory. So I am aiming to have an informal discussion with no right or 

wrong answers.  I will moderate the discussion and help it along with a few 

prepared questions but feel free to respond to what other people in the 

group say as well.  

The session is voluntary and you can leave at any time. The results of our 

discussion will be reported in my MSc dissertation and any resulting 

publications. Any comments that I use will be completely anonymous and 

not traceable to any person or institution. The session will be recorded to 

capture all your comments but the transcript will not be published.  

Could you make sure your phone is on silent? The nearest toilets are 

through the next door on the left. Please feel free to go to them, or help 

yourselves to more cake or drink at any time.  
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[TURN ON RECORDING] 

Opening Question  

1. Let‟s first go round the table/circle introducing ourselves. Please say your 

name, where you work, and describe one item you find particularly 

interesting in the special collections you work with. 

Introductory Question  

2. Besides researchers, what other groups of people might find your 

collections interesting? 

[BRAINSTORM ON FLIPCHART] 

Transitional Question 

3. What might the relevance of our collections be to these people? 

Key Questions 

4. How could access to our special collections benefit these groups?   

5. How can we benefit from community access to our special collections? 

6. What barriers do you encounter or anticipate in providing access to your 

special collections? 

Closing Question 

7. Considering our discussion, what do you think is the most important 

factor in determining whether the public has access to our special 

collections? 
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Appendix 7: Tables comparing engagement and other factors  
 

The data in these tables are derived from the questionnaire.  
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Appendix 8: Benefits of community engagement 

 

The table below summarises the benefits of community engagement as 

identified by the focus group participants, with illustrative quotes in the 

right-hand column. Some of the terminology has been adapted from the 

MLA‟s framework for assessing GLOs (Generic Learning Outcomes).  

 

Benefits to libraries and colleges  

Improves public relations „I think the other thing is just having 
the good will of the community, and 

that may then come to fruition 
financially or in some other way at a 

later date, so it‟s not necessarily a 
direct connection, but every person 
who leaves thinking oh gosh that 

was really good, that will stick with 
them and it might be fifteen years 

later that they discover, oh I‟d like to 
give some money, or I‟ve got this item 

that I‟d like to donate, or any 
number of things, or someone that 
they know says I‟ve got a few 

children‟s books I wonder where 
would like them, or their children are 

thinking of studying a course and 
they say oh this place, you want to 

go there for your course because 
they‟ve got this wonderful library or 
whatever. There‟s a lot to be said for 

sort of non-specific good will.‟ (P1:3)  
 

„I think outreach is one of those 
things that we need to define to the 

college what the library is. I think we 
are always trying to promote the 
library [in the context of the college‟s 

remit] not just financially, 
financially, yes but in terms of PR.‟ 

(P2:3) 

Increases publicity „You can get publicity in that other 
people come and see something and 
either tell their friends or if they are 

more on the research side of things 
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they perhaps get onto their message 
boards and that sort of thing and 
word goes out that this college has 

got these items and that attracts 
more funding eventually and more 

donations as well.‟ (P1:1) 

Improves the status of the college „people will come in and look at the 
library...and then cotton onto 
something  and take something up 

and they will claim I did it because 
they went to xxx college and that 

does something for the status of the 
college.‟ (P2:4) 

Encourages benefaction „If you can show you look after things 

for future generations, you are a 
repository, you care for things it 
helps encourage donations.‟ (P1:6) 

 
„Not just for the college necessarily 

but for the archives, from our point 
of view you want to convince people 

to give us their papers please. Then 
you get that from them and you 
become a better repository because 

you have more exciting contents.‟ 
(P1:1) 

Furthers the college‟s educational 

aims 

„A lot of these groups they also 

complement our role as educational 
institutions. Educational understood 
very, very broadly. These people are 

different from researchers, different 
from the students doing the Tripos, 

but a lot of them are engaged with 
adult education. I mean historians, 

librarians trying to learn things, 
prospective students are there 
because they want to study, so a lot 

of it works quite nicely in the role of 
the college as a place to study.‟ (P1:2) 

Motivates staff „You do get a buzz from it when 

people respond to you.‟ (P2:3) 
 

„Seeing children getting excited about 
old books and buildings give you 
hope for the future.‟ (P2:1) 

 
„It‟s nice to have good feedback that 

makes you feel, you know, it cheers 
you up.‟ (P1:4) 
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Provides feedback and statistics that 
validate and improve the service 

„We ourselves feel we are doing a 
good job. Helping a researcher is the 
most obvious case but people come 

and they look round and they get 
something out of it, we‟ve delivered 

something to them. But also there‟s 
often lots of people who can be very 

simple minded about these things so 
I think we also can be simple minded 
we can say we had so many visitors 

this month, and go to the college, go 
to the Bursar and say look if you 

gave us more money we could do 
more... any and all feedback is good 

and these people give you feedback 
on your collections.‟ (P1:2)  

Advances knowledge of the 
collections  

„You often find people who have some 
quite odd bits of knowledge...you can 

actually get an insight from 
somebody who‟s not necessarily a 

scholar.‟ (P2:4) 
 
„We showed a group round from the 

Historic Interiors Society and they 
saw the door hinge and they got 

really excited about it [laughter] 
original sixteenth -century...very 

rare.‟ (P2:3) 
 
„We had a chap in our rare books 

room...he was smitten by our clock, 
a particularly unusual type of clock. 

I didn‟t know anything about it.‟ 
(P2:4) 

 
„When you are taking people around, 
it might take you into areas you 

might not normally go in to...it‟s kind 
of good in terms of developing one‟s 

own knowledge of what‟s there.‟ 
(P2:2) 

Preserves the collections „We‟ve found on numerous occasions 

we‟ve got something out that has had 
a problem with the binding or has 
needed some extra restoration which 

wouldn‟t have spotted it otherwise.‟ 
(P2:2) 
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Benefits to both  

Fun „It‟s actually more enjoyable showing 

people round who don‟t have a great 
knowledge.‟ (P2:2) 

Widens participation „One of things we have is a summer 

school for students interested in 
ASNC and our director of studies in 

ASNC set it up and she said I really 
want to do a library session. Because 
those students came to the library 

several of them actually applied to 
the college.  That benefits them and 

it benefits us. It was for young 
people, children from state schools, 

so it was widening participation.‟ 
(P2:3) 
 

„It does an awful lot to open up the 
college and open up scholarship in a 

way that is generally beneficial to the 
community.‟ (P2:4) 

Increases appreciation of libraries „Our Fellow Librarian got obsessed 
with manuscripts when he was seven 

years old because he met someone 
who owned manuscripts and he let 

him handle one and he knows about 
that sort of passion from a very early 

age so he‟s very concerned to let 
people see things...it‟s kind of to the 
benefit of all libraries if people get 

hooked or appreciate what libraries 
do.‟ (P2:3) 

 
„We show them the old shelfmarks, 

we show them the chain marks as 
well...sometimes we follow books 
through, we show them a very, very 

old catalogue and find the book in 
that catalogue...and people seem to 

like that.‟ (P2:2) 
 

„Something that people love is if they 
see one of the cleaners [laughter] not 
so much pushing a hoover around 

but [describes cleaning and checking 
routine of rare books room cleaner]. 

If people see that they love it. She‟ll 
get asked lots of questions and then 

people say will this carry on?‟ (P2:2) 
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Increases tolerance and 
understanding 

„It does break down the stereotypical 
gown/town divide. If a college library 
opens its doors to the public and 

people wander in you hear people 
saying they‟ve lived in Cambridge 30 

odd years and never been into a 
college before and isn‟t it wonderful.‟ 

(P2:1) 
 
„Also it demythologises colleges and 

college libraries... it is 
accessible...that‟s a point that we 

always make when we show groups 
round that this is open; people come 

to visit, come to study.‟ (P1:6) 

Benefits to community  

Learn more about personal interests „The architects come to look at 

Christopher Wren‟s design, the 
building, furniture, all the things 

which he designed.‟ (P1:6) 
 

„I suppose with the family historians, 
there may not be, but there may be 
something in the collections that is 

just what they are looking for and 
therefore it gives them the 

information they need to complete a 
project or write a piece of work.‟ 

(P1:1) 
 
„If they wanted to flesh out a 

particular character, someone 
perhaps they knew in old age and 

then perhaps they discover what a 
rascal they were.‟ (P1:3) 

See something amazing „We do have the wow factor. The 
library is of itself in the original room 

and very impressive.‟ (P1:4) 

Find out more about your local area „For local groups things that are 
connected to Cambridge.‟ (P2:4) 

Deepen understanding of your world 

(historically and geographically) 

„They love seeing the difference 

between these centuries old maps 
and a modern atlas and discovering 

new countries.‟ (P2:1) 
 
„Maps are good because we have a 

map in our mind don‟t we of what 
the world looks like and we can 

make connections with that can‟t 
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we?‟ (P2:4) 
 
„We‟ve got three globes as well and 

people always really want to see 
where they live and where they are 

especially visitors who are not 
necessarily English... it also adds to 

their own personal history that 
they‟ve now got an image of 
something.‟ (P1:5) 

Make connections (often linking 

something on a personal level with 
something historical or global) 

„Their experience is, oh wow I‟ve seen 

something from the Churchill 
Archives about the time he visited 

the town in America that we come 
from.‟ (P1:1) 
 

„A lot of people make personal 
connections to books so when we 

have things out on display it‟s 
interesting that different people pick 

up on different things. We put out on 
display two first editions of Captain 
Cook‟s voyages and just 

recently...somebody was really 
interested because his daughter lives 

in Hawaii and he got all his 
immediate friends round to have a 

look at that picture in the book and 
you find that a lot with different 
items.‟ (P1:5) 

Connect with historical people, 

places and events 

„They are studying a period and they 

see a book from that period and 
there‟s a real physical connection...it 

helps them put dry facts out of a 
textbook into a context and see that 

it was real life, real people held these 
items and used them.‟ (P2:1) 
 

„P2:4: Old medical books are very 
popular...because I suppose in a way 

it‟s about human suffering isn‟t it 
and again it‟s a very immediate sort 

of thing that you can get engaged 
with‟ 
P2:3: Yeah, that sense of progress, 

people are always impressed to find 
wow they knew about veins and 

arteries so early...you show a 
medical student a seventeenth-
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century medical volume and they‟ll 
say oh yeh my anatomy book looks 
pretty much like that.‟  

 
„They also like to see inscriptions. 

Some people derive much more from 
inscriptions than from the content, 

or anything that‟s been left in the 
book, a love letter...‟ (P2:2) 
 

„Anything that has been owned by 
someone famous [is 

interesting].‟(P2:3) 

Enjoy  a sensory experience „Anyone can enjoy a book that‟s 
richly illustrated.‟ (P2:4) 

Reminisce and emote „I think sometimes it can be nostalgia 
as well. I discover that Trinity‟s got 

Winnie the Pooh and then I think 
right oh god I loved that as a child, 

it‟s my favourite book ever, so then 
you visit, you go and see it for just 

that reason.‟ (1:3) 

Arouses curiosity and questioning „Occasionally you find squashed 

moths or something. You wonder 
how they survived and you don‟t 

know how long they‟ve been there.‟ 
(P2:2) 

Enter a heritage site or hidden 

environment 

„It‟s a bit like being a National Trust 

property...because we‟re not open to 
the public in a sort of general way 
then people like to feel that they are 

having a privilege given to them.‟ 
(P1:4) 

Have a positive experience „I think with a lot of these people it is 

quite undefined, they go away 
thinking oh that was great, that was 
good, I saw the inside of an old 

Cambridge college or I saw a 
manuscript and yet they‟ve never 

had any sense of this is what we took 
away from it. They go away feeling 

warm hearted, they can‟t exactly 
define what it is but they feel 
satisfied.‟ (P1:2) 

Reassurance/ a sense of continuity „It gives people the satisfaction, to 

reassure them that there are still 
places that safe guard a heritage.‟ 

(P1:5) 
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This Venn diagram expresses the information in the table above: 

 

 

Colleges and 

libraries 

 

Improves public relations 

Increases publicity 

Improves the status of the college 

Furthers educational aims 

Motivates staff 

Provides feedback and statistics that 

validate and improve the service 

Advances knowledge of the collections 

Preserves the collections 

Community 

Widens participation Fun 

Increases tolerance and understanding 

Increases appreciation of libraries 

Learn more about personal interests 

Arouses curiosity and 

questioning 

Have a positive experience 

Reassurance/ a sense of continuity 

Connect with 

historical people, 

places and events 

Enter a heritage site or 

hidden environment 

Reminisce and emote 
Enjoy a sensory experience 

Deepen 

understanding 

of your world 

Find out more about 

your local area 

Make connections 

See something 

amazing 

Encourages benefaction 


