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Abstract
[Purpose/Significance] Against the backdrop of socialism with Chinese charac-
teristics entering a new era and the promulgation and implementation of the
Public Library Law of the People’s Republic of China, the formulation of the
14th Five-Year development plan for public libraries is of great significance to
the development of the field. This study aims to provide recommendations for
plan formulation. [Method/Process] Using planning elements as a framework
and combining them with the practice of Guangzhou’s “City of Libraries” con-
struction in recent years, this study analyzes the strategic tasks, objectives, path-
ways, measures, and related issues in the development of public libraries during
the 14th Five-Year period and the medium-to-long term. [Results/Conclusions]
Public libraries in the new era, especially during the 14th Five-Year period,
should regard service system construction as a strategic task. The strategic ob-
jective is to establish a public library branch system that basically covers streets,
towns, and townships. The basic pathways include adopting the county-level
main-branch library system construction as the fundamental model, mobilizing
the entire public library industry to participate through models such as the
central library main-branch system; prioritizing urbanized areas and areas with
specified per capita GDP indicators. Key measures and driving mechanisms in-
clude promoting demand visualization, enhancing library service effectiveness,
promoting government fulfillment of primary responsibilities, and establishing
national major special projects for promotion, etc. While promoting system con-
struction, it is necessary to properly handle its relationship with transformation
and development, effectiveness enhancement, social participation, etc.
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Full Text
Abstract
[Purpose/Significance] Against the backdrop of socialism with Chinese char-
acteristics entering a new era and the promulgation and implementation of the
Public Library Law of the People’s Republic of China, formulating the “14th
Five-Year Plan” for public libraries holds great significance for the development
of the cause. This study aims to provide recommendations for planning formu-
lation. [Method/Process] Using the planning elements as a framework and
combining recent practices from Guangzhou’s “City of Libraries” initiative, this
paper analyzes strategic tasks, objectives, paths, measures, and related issues
for public library development during the “14th Five-Year Plan” period and
beyond. [Result/Conclusion] In the new era, especially during the “14th
Five-Year Plan” period, public libraries should regard service system construc-
tion as their strategic task. The strategic objective is to establish a public
library branch system that basically covers streets, towns, and townships. The
basic path includes taking county-level main-branch library system construc-
tion as the fundamental model, mobilizing the entire public library industry
to participate through central library main-branch models, and prioritizing ur-
banized areas and regions where per capita GDP exceeds certain thresholds.
Key measures and driving mechanisms include promoting demand visualization,
improving library service performance, pushing governments to fulfill their pri-
mary responsibilities, and establishing national major special projects. While
promoting system construction, relationships with transformation development,
performance improvement, and social participation must be properly managed.
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After 40 years of reform and opening up, the 19th National Congress of the
Communist Party of China in 2017 announced that socialism with Chinese char-
acteristics has entered a new era and made strategic arrangements for building
a modern socialist strong country by the middle of the 21st century. In 2018,
the Public Library Law of the People’s Republic of China (hereinafter referred
to as the Public Library Law) was formally implemented, representing a mile-
stone event in public library development. These major events have prompted
the library community to reflect on and research what kind of public library
cause we need to build in this new era. The year 2020 marks the time node for
formulating the 14th Five-Year Plan and even medium- and long-term plans.
Drawing on previous research and Guangzhou’s exploration practices in recent
years, this paper offers some thoughts from a planning perspective for reference.

Public libraries are an important component of China’s basic public services.
Practice, theoretical exploration, and policy research by the industry, academia,
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and cultural authorities since the beginning of the 21st century have all shown
that service system construction is the basic path to achieving equalization of
knowledge, information, and cultural services undertaken by public libraries. In
other words, the strategic task for public library development in the new era is
service system construction. When cultural authorities and libraries formulate
the “14th Five-Year Plan” or medium- and long-term plans, they must first
implement and align with this national strategic arrangement.

The Public Library Law promulgated after the 19th Party Congress explicitly
states that “the state shall establish a public library service network covering
urban and rural areas that is convenient and practical,” stipulating that local
people’s governments at or above the county level are the construction subjects
of the public library service network. The Fourth Plenary Session of the 19th
CPC Central Committee made comprehensive arrangements for promoting the
modernization of the national governance system and governance capabilities,
requiring comprehensive advancement of law-based governance and administra-
tion, improvement of the people’s cultural rights and interests protection system,
improvement of the urban and rural public cultural service system, optimization
of urban and rural cultural resource allocation, promotion of grassroots cultural
benefit projects, and expansion of coverage and enhancement of effectiveness.
Current major policies also include the 2015 General Office of the CPC Central
Committee and General Office of the State Council’s “Opinions on Accelerat-
ing the Construction of a Modern Public Cultural Service System” and the
2016 former Ministry of Culture and other five ministries’ “Guiding Opinions
on Promoting the Construction of County-level Cultural Centers and Libraries
Main-Branch System.” The promulgation of relevant national laws and policies
has provided strong guarantees for public library service system construction.
The primary task of public library service system construction is to implement
and align with national development strategies.

2. Strategic Task: Service System Construction
2.1 Implementing and Aligning with National Development Strategies

The 19th Party Congress planned a two-stage strategic arrangement from build-
ing a moderately prosperous society in all respects to basically achieving modern-
ization and then to building a modern socialist strong country, clearly stating
that by 2035, basic public service equalization should be basically achieved.
This provides the fundamental basis for determining the strategic task of pub-
lic library service system construction. The Public Library Law and relevant
national policies have established the legal and policy foundation for service
system construction.

2.2 Meeting Public Cultural and Reading Needs

Behind national strategies are the people’s growing needs for a better life, in-
cluding cultural life needs. Public cultural life and needs are influenced by
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macro factors such as economy, education, science and technology, and politics,
among which the economy is the foundation that determines public cultural de-
mand and consumption levels; education is the condition that determines public
cultural life capabilities; science and technology are means that continuously en-
rich public cultural lifestyles; and politics is the guarantee that shapes the social
environment and determines public financial investment levels. Among these
factors, economic and educational influences are endogenous and more funda-
mental.

Economic development stimulates and supports cultural demand and consump-
tion. According to development economics research, when per capita GDP
exceeds 5,000 US dollars, public spiritual and cultural demands will surge, and
cultural consumption will occupy a dominant position. According to IMF data,
China’s per capita GDP in 2018 was 9,608 US dollars, and it is projected to
reach 12,900 US dollars by 2022. These figures indicate unprecedentedly high
cultural demand and huge potential for cultural consumption. According to a
2019 survey by the China Tourism Academy, cultural consumption has become
an important way to improve national well-being, with 52% of respondents
believing that cultural consumption can improve people’s quality of life and
happiness, being more important than basic needs; 39% considering it a daily
necessity as important as basic needs.

Public needs related to public libraries are based on reading needs, influenced
by a series of factors including reading willingness, ability, behavior, and habits,
among which reading ability is a prerequisite that depends on education levels.
Since 1982, China’s population education level has significantly improved. The
proportion of the population with high school education or above increased from
7.2% in 1982 to 29.3% in 2018; the proportion with college education or above
increased from 0.6% in 1982 to 13.0% in 2018; the average education years of
the population aged 60 and above increased from 5.2 years in 1982 to 9.26 years
in 2018. The leap in public education levels and reading abilities, combined
with a long tradition of emphasizing culture and education and a widespread
attitude of valuing reading, has put forward strong demands for public library
services and their system construction.

2.3 Supporting National Cultural Power Construction Goals

From the perspective of the national “five-in-one” overall layout and coordinated
development, the public library cause should be basically synchronized with
national economic and social development levels. However, whether measured
by total or per capita indicators, public library service system construction
lags far behind economic development levels. Comparing data from 1979-2018,
China’s total GDP increased from 406.26 billion yuan to 90.0309 trillion yuan,
a 220.61-fold increase over forty years, while per capita GDP grew from 419
yuan to 64,664 yuan, a 153-fold increase. During the same period, the total
number of public libraries (institutions) nationwide only increased from 1,651
to 3,166 in 2017, a mere 0.92-fold increase. The average service population per
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library decreased from 590,000 to 440,000, with system coverage increasing by
only 34%. Even including the 19,239 branch libraries and 2,135 mobile book
vehicles reported in the China Library Yearbook, the total service facilities and
coverage only increased by 13.86-fold and 9.35-fold respectively. These figures
sufficiently reflect the basic fact that China’s public library development lags
far behind national economic development.

From the perspective of building a culturally strong country, it is necessary to
research and determine service system construction goals commensurate with
overall objectives. China has not yet clarified this goal. However, as a global
undertaking, public libraries can use the service and construction levels of de-
veloped countries as a reference. Compared with developed countries, China’s
public library service system lags far behind in both service output and input
guarantees. Table 1 shows a comparison between China and the United States.
As shown in Table 1, in terms of facility coverage, China is about one-third
of the United States; in terms of per capita library visits and ten-thousand-
person participation in reader activities, China is one-eighth and one-sixth of
the United States respectively; in terms of per capita circulation, China is only
one-eighteenth of the United States. Using the United States as a reference,
China’s public library service system construction still has a long way to go.

2.4 Seizing Historical Opportunities to Promote Public Library De-
velopment

Public library service system construction is a basic public service policy that re-
quires massive resource investment from the state, so its advancement requires
opportunities or timing. In the new era, both the strategic arrangements of
the 19th Party Congress and national legislation have provided historic oppor-
tunities for public library service system construction. Similar opportunities,
in my view, include: first, the “sixth five-year plan” in 1982, which proposed
and implemented the goal of “every county having a library,” which played
a significant role in promoting China’s public library development against the
backdrop of reform and opening up; second, the free opening policy for pub-
lic libraries promoted by the former Ministry of Culture nationwide since 2011,
which pushed public library services as basic public services into an era of public
rights protection.

There may have been only two historical opportunities for public library ser-
vice system construction. The first was after the implementation of the Public
Library Law in 2018, but so far, overall institutional design has not been trans-
formed into governance actions. The second, and currently most important, op-
portunity is to incorporate system construction into the “14th Five-Year Plan”
and national medium- and long-term development plans. Based on the revenue
and expenditure situation of governments at all levels in recent years, if this
opportunity is missed, it will become increasingly difficult to promote system
construction in the future, and the window for implementing the Public Library
Law will gradually close.
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3. Strategic Objective: Establishing a Public Library
Branch System Basically Covering Streets, Towns, and
Townships
Establishing a strategic objective means clarifying the development level to be
achieved in terms of tasks or directions, or clarifying the degree and level of
coverage in the general expression of achieving full coverage of the public library
service system, to achieve precise positioning of tasks or objectives.

It should be emphasized that corresponding to the changes in China’s main con-
tradictions in the new era, the substantive task of public library service system
construction is first to build more library facilities, extending coverage from the
current county level to urban and rural grassroots levels, and second, to achieve
systematic and efficient operation of these facilities. A public library service
system is a professional system that includes five levels of connotation: facili-
ties, capacity, efficiency, effectiveness, and value. The focus of service system
construction lies in the first-level task. In my view, its objective needs precise
positioning. It is recommended that by 2035, counting from the former Ministry
of Culture’s promotion of public cultural service demonstration zones in 2011,
a total of 25 years should be used to achieve basic coverage of public library
service systems to streets, towns, and townships.

3.1 Demand, Guarantee, and Service “Three Pillars” Analytical
Framework

I have previously proposed a “three pillars” understanding framework for public
library development—demand, guarantee, and service—and now extend it to
analyze public library service system construction objectives, as shown in Table
2 .

3.2 Macro-Level SWOT Analysis

Based on the aforementioned framework, a macro-level analysis is conducted
from four dimensions: strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and challenges of
public library service system construction.

Strengths: Strong public demand, awakening and continuous strengthening
of rights consciousness; long-term professional consciousness of librarians, espe-
cially various explorations and academic research conducted nationwide since
the 21st century to promote library service system construction, forming main-
branch systems, central library main-branch systems, alliance systems, and
other models; consensus formed by cultural administrative departments at all
levels since the state first proposed building a public cultural service system in
2005 and the former Ministry of Culture began piloting public cultural service
demonstration zones nationwide in 2011; a certain system foundation formed
through long-term efforts, with relatively mature service systems established
in some areas; major policy guarantees formed at the national level, especially
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the promulgation and implementation of the Public Cultural Service Guarantee
Law and the Public Library Law, as well as legislative or administrative-level
policy guarantees in some regions.

Weaknesses: As the competent department for public libraries, the cultural
department holds a relatively weak position in the government department se-
quence, making it difficult to secure more public financial and human resource
investment and support; public library service performance and social impact
are generally low, unable to fully demonstrate the social value of public libraries
and their service systems, making it difficult to obtain widespread attention
and support from government and society; insufficient professional management
support within the library industry, manifested in the fact that China’s library
community has not yet established a business statistical indicator system and
working mechanism that reflects the needs and reality of service system construc-
tion, coordinates with economic and social development, meets social demands
and expectations, and aligns with international library development, resulting in
unclear foundations of public library service system construction, unclear inputs
and outputs, lack of academic research support, absence of a unified industry
voice, and inability to effectively interact with government and all sectors of
society to secure support.

Opportunities: The new era proclaimed by the 19th Party Congress, the
“five-in-one” overall layout and corresponding strategic arrangements, and the
internal needs of the country’s economic and social coordinated development
have provided a strategic opportunity period for public library service system
construction; the Public Library Law implemented in 2018 has provided a win-
dow period during which government departments and all sectors of society
will pay widespread attention, making it easier to secure understanding and
support; the national governance system and governance capacity construction
promoted since the 18th Party Congress have further enhanced the country’s
organizational and implementation capabilities, and China’s socialist system’s
advantage of concentrating resources to accomplish major tasks is also conducive
to nationwide public library service system construction.

Challenges: Public library service system construction covers a wide range,
involves multiple levels, has regional and urban-rural differences, and presents
complex strategic tasks; in recent years, economic development has entered a
new normal, with declining economic growth rates and fiscal revenue growth,
while public fiscal expenditures have not undergone structural changes and the
proportion of public cultural expenditures remains low, and uncertainties in
China-U.S. relations may have long-term impacts on economic development;
improved economic conditions do not necessarily lead to increased government
attention and investment in public library development, and publicity for law-
based administration and “library awareness” remains relatively weak, with gov-
ernment fiscal guarantees often absent; national guidance and encouragement
policies for social forces to participate in public cultural services are insufficient;
the state implements strict control and continuous reform over staffing, while
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relevant service purchase policies are not yet complete, making it difficult to
provide human resource guarantees for the rapidly developing public library
service system; reforms of the professional qualification system in recent years
are in a deepening exploration stage, with scarce research on related human
resource structures, and specialized service team construction faces many diffi-
culties; technological development has a huge impact on public reading methods
and corresponding library service methods and paths, with mobile phone enter-
tainment forming strong competition for public leisure time utilization.

3.3 Micro-Level Demand, Guarantee, and Service Analysis

Demand Analysis: Focuses on examining individual public demand and pop-
ulation concentration. I believe that, for the country as a whole, targeting the
street, town, and township level is generally appropriate. At the end of 2018,
mainland China’s total population was 1.39538 billion; the average per county-
level district (2,851 county-level administrative divisions) was 489,400 people;
the average per street, town, and township (39,945 township-level administrative
divisions) was 34,900 people; the average per village and community (605,000
administrative villages and communities) was 2,306 people; the urban perma-
nent population was 831.37 million, with an urbanization rate of 59.58%. Based
on the aforementioned national statistics on education levels, we roughly esti-
mate that at the street, town, and township level—that is, at the population
scale of 34,900—there are approximately 10,000 people with high school educa-
tion or above and about 4,500 people with college education or above, which
can generally concentrate considerable reading demand.

Guarantee Analysis: Focuses on examining government public financial guar-
antee. I believe that covering the street, town, and township level is largely com-
patible with China’s current economic and social development level and local
financial capacity, and is generally feasible. China has 34 provincial-level admin-
istrative divisions, 333 prefecture-level divisions (including 293 prefecture-level
cities and 30 autonomous prefectures), 2,851 county-level divisions (including
970 municipal districts, 375 county-level cities, 1,335 counties, 117 autonomous
counties, and 3 autonomous banners), and 39,945 township-level divisions (in-
cluding 8,393 sub-district offices, 21,297 towns, 10,253 townships, and 2 district
public offices). China’s tax-sharing system reform in the 1990s concentrated
75% of financial resources at the central level, leaving local governments with
relatively weak financial capacity, especially at lower levels. However, with con-
tinuous reform of the fiscal and tax system, local financial capacity should grad-
ually strengthen. Therefore, while government public finance currently guaran-
tees library construction at the county and district level, extending one level
downward is feasible, but achieving full coverage at the village and community
level would not be feasible at least at the national level.

Service Analysis: Mainly analyzes the professional capabilities of grassroots
library service system operation entities. According to the institutional design
of the Public Library Law, the hub of the grassroots system is the county-level
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public library as the county-level main library. Examining its professional capa-
bilities, supporting one level down to streets, towns, and townships is generally
feasible. In 2017, there were 2,753 county-level public libraries nationwide, with
an average building area of 3,100 square meters, collections of 171,000 items,
fiscal appropriations of 2.5131 million yuan, new collection acquisition fees of
323,400 yuan, circulation of 154,200 person-times, 117,600 book loans, 35 activ-
ities with 14,100 participants, website visits of 102,400 page views, and 12.02
staff members. County-level libraries with new collection acquisition fees of less
than 10,000 yuan accounted for 16.09%, and those with building area of less
than 800 square meters accounted for 16.24%. If coverage extends to the street,
town, and township level, one county-level main library would need to operate
or support an average of 15 branch libraries. The analysis shows that county-
level libraries in China are generally weak in their own capabilities. Supporting
about 15 branch libraries is feasible from a management span perspective, but
further expanding coverage would likely be unsustainable.

Based on the comprehensive analysis of the aforementioned demand, guarantee,
and service “three pillars,” the objective of establishing a public library branch
system covering streets, towns, and townships is feasible. Of course, the new era
should no longer promote service system construction through administrative
“one-size-fits-all” approaches. If we exclude areas with low population density
and particularly difficult economic conditions under unbalanced development,
basically forming a public library branch system at the street, town, and town-
ship level nationwide would be moderately scaled and comparable to public
library systems in countries with similar economic development levels. If we use
this framework to analyze China’s unsuccessful attempts at public library service
full coverage in the 1950s and 1980s, as well as current unsuccessful practices in
various regions, we can generally understand that there must be problems in one
or more of the “pillars.” Similarly, Norway’s public library system also has the
problem of “over-distribution” worthy of China’s study and reference. Accord-
ing to 2002 statistics, 244 Norwegian cities with populations under 5,000 had
490 main and branch libraries, meaning an average of 2 libraries per city, result-
ing in many libraries being too small to guarantee comprehensive, high-quality
services. In this sense, what we usually call full coverage of public library ser-
vices is more precisely expressed as “moderate coverage.” Only in this way can
public library service system construction break out of the cycle described by
Qiu Guanhua et al. as “construction—collapse—reconstruction—re-collapse.”

3.4 Relationship with Existing Work Arrangements

Corresponding to the institutional design of the Public Library Law, we can
understand that the ultimate objective will be achieved in two steps. The first
step will be to achieve professional services at the street, town, and township
level first. More grassroots services can be realized through service points or
even branch forms, but without mandatory requirements. Corresponding to
the objective determined in the 2016 “Guiding Opinions on Promoting the Con-
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struction of County-level Cultural Centers and Libraries Main-Branch System”
by the former Ministry of Culture and other five ministries, we can understand
that the implementation scope will expand from “areas with conditions” to basi-
cally covering streets, towns, and townships, the timeline will be extended from
2020 to 2035, and the development level will progress from technical systems to
facility systems, product and service systems, and performance systems.

If we count from the former Ministry of Culture’s promotion of public cultural
service demonstration zones nationwide in 2011, China will use 25 years to
achieve a fair and efficient basic coverage of public library branch systems at the
street, town, and township level. Compared with China’s promotion of “every
county having a library,” the new era’s system construction objective is more
ambitious and arduous, the implementation period is generally appropriate,
and achieving the new objective will inevitably represent tremendous progress
in China’s public library services.

3.5 Guangzhou Practice

Guangzhou has implemented the “Guangzhou Public Library Regulations” since
2015 to comprehensively promote the construction of the “City of Libraries.”
Over the past few years, progress has been smooth and results remarkable. I
believe that one of the fundamental reasons for the smooth advancement of
Guangzhou’s practice is the scientific and rational positioning of objectives.
Guangzhou’s proposed system construction objective is to achieve professional
public library service guarantees at 170 streets and towns in 11 districts. Let
us try to analyze it using the “three pillars” framework.

Demand (Population Concentration) Analysis: In 2018, the city’s per-
manent resident population was 14.9044 million, with an urbanization rate of
86.38%; the average population of 11 districts was 1.3549 million; the average
population of 170 streets and towns was 87,700; the average population of 2,638
communities and administrative villages was 5,650.

Guarantee (Economic Foundation) Analysis: In 2018, per capita GDP
was 155,491 yuan (23,497 US dollars), reaching the level of developed economies
and having the conditions to guarantee system construction at the street and
town level.

Service Analysis: 11 regional main libraries support an average of 14 branch
libraries. Over the past few years, system construction has achieved remark-
able results. From 2015 to 2018, the number of public libraries (branches)
steadily increased from 87 to 122, 156, and 191, with street and town coverage
increasing from 46.47% to 57.65%, 72.35%, and 80.59%. According to plan, 170
streets and towns will be fully covered by 2020. During this period, government
guarantee investment and library service performance improved simultaneously.
Guangzhou’s practice proves that the objective of covering public library branch
systems to streets and towns is generally feasible and sustainable. Considering
Guangzhou’s population size, quality, economic strength, and other factors, as
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well as the national situation, I believe it should be feasible to basically achieve
similar objectives nationwide by 2035.

4. Basic Path
4.1 County-Level Main-Branch System Construction as the Basic
Model

The county-level main-branch system is the statutory model. Article 13 of
the Public Library Law stipulates that county-level people’s governments shall
establish a main-branch system based on local conditions with county-level
public libraries as main libraries, township (street) comprehensive cultural sta-
tions, and village (community) reading rooms as branches or grassroots service
points. Under this model, county-level people’s governments bear the primary
construction responsibility, cultural administrative departments bear adminis-
trative management responsibilities, and county-level libraries bear unified man-
agement or business management responsibilities.

China is a unitary state with four administrative levels: province, prefecture-
level city, county-level district, and township/street, where the jurisdiction of
higher-level administrative divisions overlaps with lower-level ones (see Table 3 ).
Through county-level main-branch system construction, full coverage of public
library facilities and services can be achieved at the grassroots level nationwide.

4.2 Mobilizing Whole Industry Participation Through Central Li-
brary Main-Branch Models

Building regional library systems with central libraries as the main body has
a huge driving effect on realizing the basic model of county-level main-branch
systems, where prefecture-level, sub-provincial, and provincial libraries can all
assume central library responsibilities. The advantage of this model is that
it utilizes the relatively rich resource advantages of prefecture-level and above
libraries to undertake regional business main library responsibilities as much
as possible, sharing the responsibility of relatively weak county-level libraries
in system construction. Successful practices in Jiaxing, Guangzhou, Shanghai,
and other places have proven this model to be highly feasible.

Prefecture-level and above libraries, as main entities in central library main-
branch system construction, have significant practical importance. According
to statistics, in 2018, China had 298 prefecture-level and above cities covering
965 municipal districts, accounting for about 34% of county-level administrative
divisions, meaning that central library main-branch systems can cover one-third
of the country’s regions.

I further suggest that through central library main-branch models, industry
forces can be integrated to fully mobilize participation from national, provincial,
and prefecture-level libraries at all levels, forming industry synergy to jointly
complete the strategic task of service system construction. In other words,
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since it is a strategic task, it should mobilize resources from the entire indus-
try, and libraries at all levels should participate. Prefecture-level and above
libraries should adjust their responsibilities and tasks accordingly, making ser-
vice system construction a strategic task for a certain period and allocating
relatively sufficient human, financial, and material resources to accomplish it.
Among them, prefecture-level, sub-provincial, and provincial libraries, as impor-
tant participants in county-level main-branch system construction, can directly
assume business management responsibilities (planning, supervision, standards,
funding, support, etc.) and some business construction responsibilities (network
services, technology platforms, service platform construction, etc.) in regional
system construction besides administrative management. Provincial public li-
braries, as participants in county-level main-branch system construction, can
also strive to establish and manage provincial-level system construction funding
projects. The National Library assumes the responsibility for overall coordina-
tion of national public library system construction, including: cooperating in for-
mulating national system construction plans, organizing the formulation of na-
tional system construction business standards, striving to establish and manage
national-level system construction funding projects, organizing the compilation
of annual reports on national system construction and promoting information
disclosure.

4.3 Prioritizing Urbanization Areas

In large and medium-sized city districts or county-level cities—that is, areas
primarily urbanized—due to relatively high economic development levels, abun-
dant resources, high population density, high education levels, and good public
library basic conditions, they can be required to take the lead in achieving main-
branch system construction. If this path is implemented, the service system will
cover most regions and populations. In 2018, China had 672 cities at all lev-
els, with 1,345 county-level city districts, 8,393 sub-district offices, and 21,297
towns; China’s permanent population urbanization rate was 59.58%, and it is
predicted that by 2030-2035, China’s permanent population urbanization rate
will reach about 70%. Prioritizing urbanization areas means that public library
services can first cover 74.33% of township-level administrative divisions and
about 70% of the population.

Prioritizing urbanization areas has another advantage. According to the Legis-
lation Law of the People’s Republic of China (amended in 2015), China’s 282
cities with districts enjoy local legislative power, making the strongest policy
guarantee for system construction—local legislative guarantees—possible.

The idea of prioritizing urbanization areas is also the internal reason why the
aforementioned system construction objective is specifically expressed as “es-
tablishing a public library branch system basically covering streets, towns, and
townships” when the target is to cover all township-level administrative divi-
sions nationwide, and why one of the aforementioned paths is the county-level
main-branch system specifically expressed as “county-level main-branch system
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construction as the basic model.”

4.4 Prioritizing Areas Where Per Capita GDP Exceeds National Av-
erage or 10,000 US Dollars

China’s economic development levels have east-west regional gaps and urban-
rural gaps, while China is also an administratively-led development country.
Therefore, using economic development level as the main standard and economic
foundation as support to propose higher requirements for basic public services is
more reasonable, relatively easy to incorporate into the vision of local decision-
makers and into local economic and social development master plans and annual
plans. At the same time, because there are universal indicators and standardized
annual statistical data for technical docking, it is feasible. This is also the
internal logic for China’s basic public service levels, such as social security, to
continue to improve dynamically with economic development, but public library
services have not yet been connected with it.

This standard can be used to define the “areas with conditions” proposed in
the 2016 “Guiding Opinions on Promoting the Construction of County-level
Cultural Centers and Libraries Main-Branch System” by the former Ministry
of Culture and other ministries. Chinese local governments have large differ-
ences in levels, categories, economic conditions, and population sizes; based on
practical experience, economic conditions have a greater impact on basic public
services than population size. Public library service system construction can
consider using government levels and categories plus per capita GDP levels as
classification standards for requirements, that is, areas with per capita GDP
reaching a certain level are required to establish public library branch systems
covering the street, town, and township level.

4.5 Guangzhou Practice: Central Library Main-Branch System

The system model adopted by Guangzhou in building the “City of Libraries”
is the central library main-branch system. The “Guangzhou Public Library
Regulations” stipulate that the Guangzhou Library established by the municipal
people’s government is the central library for the city’s public libraries, district-
level libraries are regional main libraries, and town and street public libraries
are branches.

Its characteristics include: the status and relationships of central libraries, re-
gional main libraries, and branches are determined by local legislation, giving
them authority; central libraries leverage resource advantages to maximize their
responsibilities as the city’s business main library, undertaking digital libraries,
book delivery, and other affairs that break away from traditional path depen-
dence; the regional main-branch system is driven by institutional innovation,
that is, local legislation creates district-level governments as the construction
subjects for regional main-branch systems, giving regional main libraries man-
agement authority over branches with institutional and administrative manage-
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ment system support and a solid legal foundation; it achieves functional division
among libraries at all levels and systematic operation mechanisms for publicity
and promotion. Specifically:

The central library is responsible for guiding and coordinating public library
business throughout the city, including six statutory duties: formulating
and organizing the implementation of unified business standards and service
specifications for public libraries throughout the city; coordinating the city-
wide interlibrary loan service network, information management systems, and
digital library construction; organizing professional training for public library
staff throughout the city; conducting domestic and international exchanges
and cooperation in the library field; establishing a city-wide unified general
digital information resource database to achieve joint construction and sharing
of Guangzhou’s digital library and universal, equal digital library services
throughout the city.

Regional main libraries are responsible for unified management of public li-
braries within their regions; town and street branches are mainly responsible
for providing basic services. Under the business guidance of the central library,
regional main libraries perform the following duties: responsible for unified man-
agement of affiliated branches; responsible for procurement, cataloging, and lo-
gistics distribution of literature and information resources for their own libraries
and affiliated branches according to city-wide unified business standards; respon-
sible for formulating service specifications for their district’s public libraries
(rooms) and service outlets according to city-wide unified service specifications;
responsible for overall allocation of staff for their own libraries and affiliated
branches; conducting domestic and international exchanges and cooperation in
the library field.

Since 2015, Guangzhou’s “City of Libraries” systematic management framework
has been basically formed. The city and district-level government cultural ad-
ministrative departments have actively performed their statutory duties. The
central library has fully played its role as the core of business management and
service systems, promoting two key aspects: comprehensively performing statu-
tory duties, including assisting in formulating and implementing supporting sys-
tems, promoting city-wide digital library resource sharing and service coverage,
and promoting city-wide service standardization and equalization; establishing
business statistical analysis and information disclosure systems as foundational
systems for implementing systematic management, participating in organizing
and promoting systematic publicity and promotion; guiding and supporting re-
gional main-branch system construction; leading the city’s service performance
to achieve leapfrog growth, including promoting the formulation of performance
indicators and promoting reading promotion activities city-wide; building exem-
plary service systems, with 14 branches, 20 mobile library service points, and 7
self-service libraries in 2018, gradually accumulating experience in branch con-
struction, management, and service, and then promoting the standardization
and specialization of branch construction city-wide; promoting service innova-
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tion, including expanding book delivery, “Guangzhou-Foshan integration” ser-
vices, etc. The 11 district libraries have steadily advanced their functions as
regional main libraries, all achieving unified procurement and cataloging of pa-
per information resources, unified logistics, interlibrary loan, and standardized
services. Six districts have partially achieved unified staffing, seven have set up
functional departments and work teams, and eight have set up special funds;
system operation efficiency has significantly improved. In addition to substan-
tially increasing exchange activities, since 2015, literature loan service efficiency
has increased by 23.19%, and reader reception service efficiency has increased
by 14.77%.

5. Key Measures: Establishing Driving Mechanisms
Based on the aforementioned demand, guarantee, and service “three pillars”
analytical framework, achieving the system construction objective requires pro-
moting a “three-wheel drive” mechanism for the “three pillars” to achieve sus-
tainable development of system construction.

5.1 Promoting Demand Visualization

Demand is the endogenous driving force for public library service system con-
struction, and demand guidance is the primary prerequisite for sustainable de-
velopment of system construction. Therefore, making demand perceived often
becomes a key link in driving system construction. Making the public, espe-
cially the mass media, feel the demand to form a supportive social environment;
making leaders at all levels, especially decision-makers, feel the demand has
particularly practical significance.

Promoting demand visualization includes stimulating demand, such as building
good new libraries. The establishment of new libraries in cities like Guangzhou,
Changsha, Taiyuan, Pudong New Area, and Foshan has greatly stimulated pub-
lic demand for reading, learning, and cultural exchange. It also includes mani-
festing demand, such as conducting social demand surveys and releasing survey
reports, compiling annual development reports, and formulating promotional
materials to quantify, visualize, and continuously display demand. It also in-
cludes making stakeholders and decision-makers feel demand, such as guiding
them to visit libraries with strong public demand. Since its full opening in 2013,
Guangzhou Library has seen continuous growth in visits, receiving 4.27, 6.20,
6.15, 7.40, 7.95, and 8.39 million visitors annually, becoming widely recognized
as a “city cultural landmark” and the best advertisement for meeting public
reading and learning needs and demonstrating the social value and role of public
libraries. It has played a fundamental role in promoting local legislation and the
smooth advancement of the “City of Libraries” construction. Since its opening,
the new library has received about 1,000 batches of domestic and international
visitors, playing a prominent role in making leaders everywhere perceive public
demand and promoting new public libraries or system construction.
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5.2 Improving Library Service Performance

This is mainly the main responsibility of the library industry. Improving perfor-
mance is not only an increasingly strict performance management requirement
for governments at all levels but also the only way to play the library’s social
role, secure social support, and especially secure increased government invest-
ment. In the “three-wheel drive” mechanism, because it can be independently
controlled by the library industry, it often becomes the first driving force. The
performance improvement process is inevitably also a service and management
specialization process, during which it is necessary to define the scope of pub-
lic services and priority groups, service resource needs and priority guarantees,
diversified service means and priority choices, and promote a series of work in-
cluding performance indicator system construction, business statistical analysis,
annual reports, and information disclosure.

One Guangzhou practice is to refine a “seven-step method” for performance
improvement and promote it city-wide. Key points include: conceptual level—
clarifying concepts and responsibilities; principle level—implementing basic prin-
ciples of public library services; functional level—accurate and moderate posi-
tioning; service level—service refinement is specialization; management level—
performance improvement is not automatic and requires management; support
level—the core is mobilizing human enthusiasm; guarantee level—securing sup-
port from all parties.

Another Guangzhou practice is to formulate performance objectives for the city’s
public library service system (see Table 4 ) and continuously promote their
achievement.

5.3 Promoting Government Fulfillment of Investment Guarantee Re-
sponsibilities

Enjoying basic public services is a citizen’s right, and guaranteeing basic public
services is the government’s responsibility. The Public Library Law clarifies
a government-led, socially participatory guarantee mechanism. At the current
stage, the main work of public library service system construction is to build a
large number of new urban and rural grassroots library facilities and allocate
corresponding resources, thus requiring huge financial, human, and building
investments. It should be said that the current stage is primarily construction-
focused, so government fulfillment of investment guarantee responsibilities and
increased factor investment is actually the most important driving force for
system construction. China’s library system construction practice can also prove
that there is a positive correlation between government investment and service
output—large investment in system construction leads to system formation and
large output in service performance.

Paths to promote government fulfillment of investment guarantee responsibili-
ties include economic and social coordinated development driving, cultural con-
sciousness, demand guidance, law-based administration, model demonstration,
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and legislative promotion. Shenzhen and Dongguan are urban cases driven by
economic and social coordinated development; Jiaxing is a representative case
of cultural consciousness; Guangzhou is a model of both cultural consciousness
and legislative promotion; Suzhou and Foshan are representatives driven by
demand guidance.

Guangzhou has achieved the highest level of institutional guarantee for system
construction through local legislation. Its characteristics are quantified stan-
dards for the four major factor investment guarantees (see Table 6 ), with three
standards being internationally aligned. Its advantage is that it can mobilize
all relevant local entities to participate in system construction, including peo-
ple’s congresses, governments at all levels, government competent departments,
relevant departments, libraries, and social entities. At the same time, because
local legislation has long-term effectiveness, its guarantees are sustainable.

When designing the system through legislation, Guangzhou conducted cost cal-
culations, estimating that from 2015 to 2020, completing system construction
tasks would require about 2.1 billion yuan in investment city-wide, including
about 600 million yuan at the municipal level and about 1.5 billion yuan from
various districts.

The People’s Congress, as the highest organ of state power, has the powers
of legislation (including institutional creation), supervision of law enforcement,
budget approval, and appointment and removal of senior government officials,
and can effectively supervise the performance of duties and law-based admin-
istration by system construction entities. Since the implementation of the reg-
ulations, in 2017 the Standing Committee of the Municipal People’s Congress
required the municipal government to make a special report on implementation,
and in 2019 the Standing Committee conducted law enforcement inspections on
implementation, strongly promoting library system construction. Table 7 re-
flects the substantial increase in government guarantee investment in recent
years. Comparing Guangzhou’s input-output with national averages also shows
a strong positive correlation between government guarantee investment and sys-
tem performance (see Table 8 ).

5.4 Establishing National Major Special Projects to Promote Devel-
opment

Developing urban and rural grassroots library services requires following the
basic logic from facility systems, resource systems, product and service systems,
to performance systems. Forming a service system with professional service ca-
pabilities that can generate service performance and play a social role requires
massive investment in funds, human resources, buildings, and other factors.
China’s basic national condition is that it has the institutional advantage of
concentrating resources to accomplish major tasks, but grassroots governments
have weak financial capacity. Therefore, corresponding systems can be consid-
ered to subsidize and support local public library service system construction
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with national finances. Provincial and lower-level local governments can also
establish special funds to support grassroots library system construction. For
example, a design could be: central subsidies with local matching, unified stan-
dards with applications accepted upon meeting standards, and joint central-local
resolution of the three factor guarantee issues of buildings, literature, and per-
sonnel. If the central government invests 10 billion yuan over 5 years and local
governments match 10 billion yuan, with each library applying for 500,000 yuan
in subsidies, about 40,000 grassroots libraries could be funded, basically cover-
ing existing street, town, and township-level administrative divisions. China has
many cases of central government funding local public cultural undertakings,
such as ancient book protection, Republic of China literature protection, the
sharing project, and rural book houses. There are also many foreign cases for
reference, such as Canada’s Department of Culture and Communications pro-
viding funding to small libraries in Quebec serving populations under 5,000; the
New South Wales government in Australia providing 1:1 library subsidies to lo-
cal governments in the 1980s; and the U.S. IMLS has always played a leadership
and coordination role in national libraries through funding.

Guangzhou’s practice is that from 2015 to 2016, the municipal finance invested
100 million yuan in special funds to support new library construction and liter-
ature resource acquisition in various districts; from 2017 to 2019, the municipal
finance invested 16.7 million yuan as special funds for system construction; it
is now promoting the establishment of a social development fund for public
libraries as stipulated in the regulations to give it the function of funding grass-
roots public library construction.

6. Handling Several Relationships
In the new era, while promoting public library service system construction,
from the national perspective, it is also necessary to promote key reform tasks
such as improving library service performance, reforming corporate governance
structures, improving grassroots comprehensive cultural station service perfor-
mance, and social participation. From the perspective of public library’s own
development, it is also necessary to promote the socialization and transforma-
tion of library functions, digital, networked, and intelligent services, and service
and management specialization. Therefore, new-era public library development
must properly handle several relationships: system construction must simulta-
neously improve performance; digital library services must be developed syn-
chronously; library functions must be socialized, which is also one of the nec-
essary conditions for improving performance; system construction must create
conditions for social participation. As a strategic task, system construction must
lead the work of improving performance, digital library services, transformation
development, and social participation.
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6.1 Handling the Relationship with Social Transformation Develop-
ment

The motivation for transformation development is the change in public reading
methods and the resulting weakening of traditional library functions and decline
in library “popularity.” The goal is to achieve thriving “popularity” in physical
libraries, using new media and new technologies to avoid institutional obstacles,
break away from traditional path dependence, and promote greater regional and
higher-level universalization and equalization of services. The path is the intro-
duction of public libraries as society’s “third space” theory and communication
functions. The result is the large-scale introduction of reading promotion activ-
ities, cultural activities, and public exchange activities into libraries, changing
the structure of library services, making exchange activities and network services
basic components of public library services, and correspondingly transforming
libraries’ social roles into knowledge centers, learning centers, cultural centers,
and exchange centers. Library management inevitably introduces social partic-
ipation, and the reform of corporate governance structures forms endogenous
driving forces, making it a natural outcome. Transformation development also
inevitably brings new services, management, and demands for personnel special-
ization.

In the process of building the “City of Libraries,” Guangzhou has taken sys-
tematization as the guiding principle, comprehensively promoting socialization
and digitization, establishing a new service structure, and achieving a good or-
ganic combination of new and traditional functions. The service structure of
Guangzhou’s library system can be reflected in the setting of the aforementioned
service performance indicators, which include both traditional service indicators
such as library visits, paper information resource loans, and registered reader
rates, as well as new service indicators such as public participation rates in li-
brary activities and digital information resource utilization. Through several
years of effort, results have been significant, initially achieving transformation
of library social functions and organic combination of new and traditional func-
tions. If traditional libraries are book-centered and new libraries are people-
centered, we can try to use the “people-to-book ratio” (visits/loans) indicator
to reflect the relationship between new and traditional functions, as shown in
Table 9 .

6.2 Handling the Relationship with Performance Improvement

Performance improvement is essentially the exertion of libraries’ social functions
and roles, the ultimate goal of service system construction, the main path to
securing support from government and all sectors of society, and an inherent
part of system construction that should be planned, implemented, and achieved
simultaneously. In the process of promoting the “City of Libraries,” Guangzhou
has paid special attention to improving grassroots library service performance
to gain recognition and support from relevant parties and jointly promote street
and town branch construction. In 2018, the top 20 grassroots branches in terms
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of service performance had a combined circulation of 1.6 million volumes, aver-
aging 32,000 volumes per library.

6.3 Creating Conditions for Social Participation

According to the Public Library Law and a series of national institutional de-
signs in recent years, the main construction entity for public libraries is the
government, while social participation is encouraged. However, social partici-
pation requires preconditions, including the development of market economies
and private economies in the region, historical and cultural traditions of being
enthusiastic about public welfare and charitable giving, encouragement through
tax reduction policies for charitable donations such as corporate income tax,
individual income tax, and inheritance tax, and recognition mechanisms such
as naming libraries or their internal facilities and projects. The motivation for
social participation often combines commercial motives and motives to fulfill
social responsibilities. Currently, the most important influencing factor may
still be economic, with the main participation motive being commercial. For
example, in Guangzhou’s Huangpu District, social forces have participated in
building 12 branch libraries and 7 co-built service points, which is closely re-
lated to the district having nearly 150 Fortune 500 companies, over 400,000
employees, and numerous enterprise parks.

In practice, we have found a significant positive correlation between social par-
ticipation, government investment, and library service output. A library sys-
tem that receives government attention, demonstrates significant performance,
thrives, and increasingly attracts social attention and influence has a strong ap-
peal to various social entities such as enterprise parks, residential communities,
and social education institutions.

Guangzhou has also made outstanding progress in social participation. As of
July 2019, social forces participated in co-building 55 branch libraries, account-
ing for 25% of the city’s 216 public libraries (branches); they have cumulatively
invested 33,400 square meters of building resources, equipped 87 full-time staff,
and invested over 67 million yuan in funds; service performance has also initially
emerged, receiving more than 1.45 million readers and loaning over 500,000 vol-
umes in 2018. It can be said that in the process of building the “City of Li-
braries,” government, society, and the library industry have all played active
roles, constructing an ideal path for building a public library service system.
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The Strategic Task and Realization of Chinese Public Libraries’ “14th
Five-Year Plan”—With a Discussion on Guangzhou’s Recent Explo-
ration and Practice

Fang Jiazhong

Guangzhou Library, Guangzhou 510623

Abstract: [Purpose/Significance] Against the backdrop of socialism with Chi-
nese characteristics entering a new era and the promulgation and implementa-
tion of the Public Library Law of the People’s Republic of China, formulating the
“14th Five-Year Plan” for public libraries holds great significance for the devel-
opment of the cause. This study aims to provide recommendations for planning
formulation. [Method/Process] Using the planning elements as a framework and
combining recent practices from Guangzhou’s “City of Libraries” initiative, this
paper analyzes strategic tasks, objectives, paths, measures, and related issues
for public library development during the “14th Five-Year Plan” period and be-
yond. [Result/Conclusion] In the new era, especially during the “14th Five-Year
Plan” period, public libraries should regard service system construction as their
strategic task. The strategic objective is to establish a public library branch sys-
tem that basically covers streets, towns, and townships. The basic path includes
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taking county-level main-branch library system construction as the fundamental
model, mobilizing the entire public library industry to participate through cen-
tral library main-branch models, and prioritizing urbanized areas and regions
where per capita GDP exceeds certain thresholds. Key measures and driving
mechanisms include promoting demand visualization, improving library service
performance, pushing governments to fulfill their primary responsibilities, and
establishing national major special projects. While promoting system construc-
tion, relationships with transformation development, performance improvement,
and social participation must be properly managed.

Keywords: public library; “14th Five-Year Plan”; strategic task; service sys-
tem construction; strategic objective; “three pillars” analytical framework

Note: Figure translations are in progress. See original paper for figures.

Source: ChinaXiv — Machine translation. Verify with original.
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